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Introduction



WHAT IS THE essence of a ‘university press’? What lines must the leaders of such a press walk? Are those lines different for a university press in Australia compared to one overseas? In the specific case of Melbourne University Press (and later Melbourne University Publishing), were any of its challenges unique? And finally, in what respects can it be called a success?


The very concept of a university press is shot through with tension and ambiguity. As the famous publisher Stanley Unwin emphasised, conventional commercial or ‘trade’ publishing can only ever be quasi-commercial: it is motivated by profit, to be sure, but it straddles the worlds of art and commerce. (Here, ‘art’ encompasses both the literary arts and the book-making crafts.) For university presses, the role is even more complex, the hybridity even more intense—so much so that university publishers have a fractured identity. A university press must straddle not just the commercial and artistic worlds, but also the third domain of academia and scholarship. (The best trade publishers also touch that domain.) A university press is a hybrid of hybrids.


There is ambiguity, too, in the pairing of ‘university’ and ‘press’. Does it connote proximity, as in ‘a press at the university’? Does it presuppose ownership, ‘the university’s press’? Or does it envisage even tighter and narrower connections, such as a press that will only publish work from the host university’s scholars, to the exclusion of those from other universities, or of people with no university connections at all? And if the scope is limited to the university’s own people, does that include junior academics, or non-academic staff (such as gardeners who moonlight as graphic novelists)? Another complex implication of the phrase ‘university press’: does it mean the university’s leaders are implicated in the publishing choices of the press, such as by explicitly or implicitly authorising them? Or are editorial decisions made independently of the university? And can a university press be a ‘press’ without owning and operating equipment for making books? From the moment of its inception, MUP would grapple with these questions.


Stanley Addison, who managed MUP in the 1920s, understood the split nature of a university press. He noted in 1924 that such a press is concerned with a zone ‘midway between that proper academic spirit of a university, and the commercial, or buying-and-selling community which surrounds it and from which it draws its resources’. Publisher Peter Ryan also noticed how university presses and commercial publishers were not the same species: ‘A university press is … different. Its chief excuse for existing is to serve the world of learning as a full intellectual partner among the academic departments of its university’. Such an organisation—unlike a trade publisher—will always prioritise ‘critical approval of peer scholars or accepted authorities’.


In the university press’s solar system, these three planets—academia, art and commerce—bump against each other and jostle for preeminence. The neighbouring and sometimes hostile planet of politics is also regularly influential. Constantly trapped in competing gravities, the people who steer the press must push and pull and twist. Along multiple dimensions, university presses are drawn into multiple competitions: among presses; between university presses and trade publishers; and in the contest for public opinion. Internally, too, there is competition: different leaders and ‘owners’ bring different visions and expectations.


The purpose of a university press is intertwined with the role of the university. Is the university’s main function to conserve and impart an existing intellectual and cultural tradition? Or is the role a radical one, more about challenging and toppling than conserving and imparting? Does the university serve elites, or the upwardly mobile? Foundational concepts of universities and university presses—such as art, truth, scholarship and the public good—are contested and ambiguous. When speaking of these concepts, different people assign to them different meanings and weightings, and they emphasise different means of achieving them. For a university press, these divergences have concrete implications for how the press is governed, what books are published, and the job security of the press’s leaders. Many leaders of university presses have been fired for failing to walk narrow and fuzzy lines with sufficient deftness. Because of the inherent tensions in the idea of a university press, it is common for such a press to be in the middle of a crisis, or on the verge of one.


No matter how they are formally governed and owned, major universities are public property. Host cities and communities have a stake in them. Universities are also ambassadors. The quality of the university brings local credit and prestige. University presses, too, are public property and ambassadors, perhaps even more so than universities, because they are intrinsically about communication, and their outputs spread far beyond the confines of the campus. (Only recently, in the era of online delivery, have universities begun to match university presses in their capacity for mass communication.) The books of university presses convey specific ideas, but they also say a lot about the concerns, priorities and standing of the university to which the press is, somehow, appended. Decisions about the direction and character of the press therefore have implications beyond the university.


Apart from describing the major trends and turning points that define MUP, this book attempts to capture the culture of the press, and its daily rhythms and preoccupations at the intersection of academia, commerce and art. In the story of MUP there are few genuine scandals, but with some regularity over the past century, MUP found itself at the centre of legal, literary, commercial and intellectual controversies. Nor is there a shortage of editorial and production disasters, or flawed and eccentric characters. The book captures these, too, because, as publisher Louise Adler remarked in 2013, ‘If you’re going to write a bland book about how wonderful life has been and all the riveting and flawless characters you’ve worked with, best not to bother’. I have taken care to approach the controversies in an even-handed way.





PART I




STANLEY ADDISON






CHAPTER 1


To control the trade in books within the University in the interests of the University


AT THE END of the first decade of the twentieth century, Australia was one of the richest countries in the world. Melbourne was Australia’s political, commercial and economic capital, and the University of Melbourne—the city’s only university—was well established as a respected seat of learning. For the next five decades, it would be the only university in Melbourne, and it would have a near monopoly in prominent fields of research, as well as in the education of lawyers, doctors and other professionals and paraprofessionals. Its main competitors were the distant universities of Sydney, Adelaide, Tasmania, Queensland and Western Australia, and—for the small number of students who could afford to travel to and reside in England—the much more distant universities of Oxford and Cambridge.


Traces of the nineteenth century were visible every day in the University of Melbourne’s fine architecture. Well into the 1920s, that century was also present in hallowed traditions such as formal dinners, the wearing of gowns, and turning out for the weekly parade of the University Rifles. During World War I the university’s Rifle Club had been ‘revived and enlarged so that on Wednesday afternoon staff could practise company drill, ambulance work and signalling’. Some staff and students had pledged themselves to abstain from alcohol for the length of the war, but a proposal to ban gambling at university carnivals was hotly contested. Earlier that decade, anatomy professor Richard Berry had complained about other vices on campus. When returning to his professorial house one evening, he saw a couple ‘engaged in the sexual act in the north porch of … Wilson Hall’. On another occasion he saw a different couple similarly engaged in front of his gate. Berry called the university grounds ‘the filthiest of public brothels’.


The demography of the student body was far from diverse: sons of gentlemen, a few daughters of gentlemen, and even fewer sons and daughters from the working class. For students in need, some scholarships were available, but there was no universal system of public subsidies or student loans. Whether supported by parents or scholarships or some other means, students cared about the costs associated with study. (Early in 1918, Norman Lindsay’s son Jack was at the University of Queensland when he wrote to publisher George Robertson asking for a free copy of The Pen Drawings of Norman Lindsay, which Robertson was about to release: ‘As a first year’s student at the university here,’ Jack Lindsay wrote, ‘my pocket money is limited’. Robertson obliged.)


Those concerns led the Melbourne students to organise. In 1907 they founded a Students’ Representative Council of thirty-two members, ‘along the lines of a similar body in the University of Edinburgh’. Five years later, the students revived the Melbourne University Union, which had existed briefly in 1884. These two bodies—the SRC and the union—would coordinate ‘those activities of student life which did not fall under the heading of sports’. One urgent non-sport activity that demanded better coordination: meeting students’ needs for books and stationery. In the 1910s, satisfaction of those needs was haphazard. Some prescribed texts were hard to find or simply unavailable. Others were overabundant, with booksellers maintaining stocks of titles for which there was little or no demand. But the problem facing students was about more than supply; it was also significantly about cost. For several reasons, books and other printed materials were expensive.


In the first decades of the twentieth century, most scholarly books sold in Australia—including volumes about Australia or of specifically Australian interest—were published in London or Oxford or Cambridge. (Several English publishers had established Australian branches, but these were for distribution rather than local publishing.) Indeed, Australia was the largest offshore market for British books, accounting for around a quarter of British book exports. (With all this importing of books, Australia was also importing a culture, one that was second-hand and in many ways ill-fitting. Local children reading British children’s books saw boys and girls dressed for the height of summer, and thought they were dressed for mid-winter.)


A significant proportion of the profitable English exports went towards satisfying the book needs of Australian university students. The 1916 census provides an example; in that year, the 1290 students then attending the University of Melbourne spent no less than the very substantial sum of £3300 on new textbooks and notebooks. Trade disruptions and import restrictions therefore affected the availability of books (such as during wartime) and transport costs were a major factor in high book prices. A lack of genuine competition was another factor. The book trade was a tangle of monopolies and preferential deals. There were anti-competitive agreements among publishers, among paper suppliers, among booksellers and between publishers and booksellers. The heart of the tangle was a cartel of all the major British publishers, including storied names such as Macmillan, Heinemann, Lane, Unwin and Longmans. The publishers used their collective clout to keep retail prices high.


For Melbourne students, books as a medium were essential and paramount; this was, after all, a long time before Xeroxes, Zoom and MOOCs. As historian and publisher Gwyn James later wrote: ‘For education and scholarship good books are as essential as good teaching’. Students’ access to libraries was a useful alternative to buying books, but it did not solve the problem of bulk access to up-to-date texts for essential reading. Accordingly, the high cost of books demanded a response. In 1921 the SRC asked the university’s Professorial Board to reduce the cost of textbooks. A possible solution was in sight: the university could establish a new organisation—a ‘University Bookselling Agency’—that would operate as a dedicated bookseller on the Melbourne campus.


The agency, so the argument went, could centralise and streamline the trade in second-hand texts that were still in print and on the syllabus. And in a world of rampant anti-competitive book-trade practices, the agency would rely on its relationship with the university (like the dining rooms run by the University Union, it would not have to pay rent or earn a profit) and it could mobilise the collective buying power of students and faculty against the commercial publishers, distributors and booksellers, so that new books would be sourced at lower prices. Even with the advantages of free rent, the projected financials were finely balanced: ‘Student enrolments in 1921 totalled 2,476, of whom it was estimated 2,140 might use the bookshop. The hopes were that notebooks, etc. might be cheaper than in other shops and that there might be a profit of £150’.


A seven-person committee considered the matter. Of the members, three were appointed by the SRC, two by the university’s Professorial Board, and two were ‘co-opted’. On as many as three previous occasions, similar committees had considered the same matter (one of the prior committees had deliberated in 1916–17) but without result. This time, however, the new committee determined that the proposed agency ‘would be much more likely to be successful now’, mainly because the number of students at the university had doubled since 1916, and therefore ‘the range of bookselling is doubled and consequently the margin in favour of success is greatly increased’.


The committee recommended that a bookselling agency be established ‘forthwith’. The idea won the support of the SRC and ultimately the university authorities: first the Professorial Board, and then the uppermost body, the University Council, which nominated a board of directors for the new organisation. Stanley S. Addison was one of the nominees; he held the newly created position of assistant registrar of the university. Leigh Scott, the university librarian and formerly a member of the staff of the Public Library, was another foundational board member, as were representatives of the University Council and the Professorial Board. Scott’s inclusion was natural for such a bookish enterprise.


Dr Edward Holdsworth Sugden MA BSc LittD, master of Queen’s College, was appointed as chair of the board of the new entity. Sugden had been born in Ecclesfield, Yorkshire, in 1854, only a few months before the University of Melbourne’s foundation stone was laid. His father, the Reverend James Sugden, was a Methodist minister. Edward began his tertiary studies at Owens College, Manchester (now the University of Manchester). At the same time he taught in the Sunday School. In 1873, Sugden took his BA degree with honours in classics at London University. The following year, he was accepted as a candidate for the Methodist ministry.


A decision by the Methodists of Victoria saw Sugden up stakes for Melbourne. In 1887 the Victorian branch of the church received a grant of 10 acres (4 hectares) in the University Reserve, on condition that they erect there a university college. Sugden was appointed the founding master of Queen’s College, arriving in Australia in 1888. He became a leading Melbourne personality and an influential figure at the still-young university, serving on the University Council from 1900 to 1925. During Sugden’s time as master of Queen’s, his college attracted notable scholars and built a strong reputation. Sugden achieved the highest offices in the Methodist Church of Australasia, including that of president general (1923–26).


The name ‘Melbourne University Press’ had not appeared in the recommendations to the University Council, but when the new agency’s board first met in October 1921, that is what the members called their venture. The name was recorded in the minutes, and ‘Melbourne University Press’ was soon registered as a company that would ‘control the trade in books within the University in the interests of the University’. In furtherance of that goal, the press would ‘undertake the sale of books and stationery within the University’.


The name was chosen firmly with an eye to illustrious examples from Oxford and Cambridge. As master of Queen’s College, Sugden had also emulated Oxford in another way—in the structure and administration of Melbourne’s college system. With Dr Alexander Leeper of Trinity College and Sir John MacFarland of Ormond, Sugden established at the University of Melbourne ‘a college system more effective than anything to be found outside the ancient collegiate universities of Oxford and Cambridge’. Sugden had another Oxford connection, too. As a reader and subeditor for the Oxford English Dictionary, he’d worked in England on the definitions of words beginning with I. After moving to Melbourne he’d continued to provide input for the dictionary.


For the university community, and for greater Melbourne, the new name was itself a source of pride, given the institutions it echoed and the connotations it evoked. In an article reflecting on the establishment of MUP, the Argus would soon tell its readers that a university printery in Oxford pre-dated the first printing press in London: ‘Even before Caxton had set up his press a beginning had been made in the printing of books at the University of Oxford’. That is what the Argus claimed, but the idea that Oxford University Press printed books in England before Caxton is in fact an oft-repeated myth. Printing at Oxford did, however, start at a very early date, and by the twentieth century OUP was a celebrated imprint and a large, multinational enterprise. (In Melbourne, OUP had opened an outpost in 1908, but this was a sales office and not a publishing operation. According to historian Frank Thompson, ‘A few years later it did begin to procure local manuscripts, but actual book production, including most editing and design, was done in England until the 1930s’.)


The word ‘press’ connoted book production, and in Melbourne’s case it implied in particular that the university would literally have in MUP its own printing press. The references to printing at Oxford show that the connection between a university press and a maker of books had been in people’s minds when they first considered examples and precedents for MUP. But in practice there were no immediate plans to actually print books on or near the campus. Nor was it at all feasible in the first years of MUP to do so on any significant scale.


According to the Age, the efforts of ‘public-spirited students and others’ had put the new organisation on its feet. Stanley Simpson Addison had been one of the ‘others’. In the lead-up to the establishment of MUP, Addison had been ‘co-opted’ to the committee that considered the question of book supplies at the university. Co-opted or not, he would become a crucial figure behind the establishment of the press. And like Leigh Scott, he would help steer the press through its difficult inception phase.


Addison was born on 14 October 1880 at Aldinga, South Australia, the second son of Charley Addison, a baker, and his wife Fanny, née Butterworth. On leaving school, Addison worked in turn as a farm labourer, a blacksmith and a doctor’s coachman, before becoming a workshop assistant and eventually a laboratory assistant to Professor William Henry Bragg at the University of Adelaide. In that capacity, Addison was associated with major scientific advances, including ones that paved the way for an accurate understanding of DNA. William Bragg, along with his son Lawrence, won the Nobel Prize in Physics in 1915 ‘for their services in the analysis of crystal structure by means of X-rays’.


In addition to this exposure to science, Addison had early exposure to publishing. At the University of Adelaide he edited the Australasian Intercollegian, the monthly magazine of the Australian Student Christian Union, and subsequently the Australian Student Christian Movement. He became general secretary of the ASCM in 1908. In that role he extended the Intercollegian into a nationwide journal. At the outbreak of World War I, Addison obtained leave from his role as ASCM general secretary so he could enlist. He was, however, ruled medically unfit for service, so instead he volunteered with the Australian branch of the British Red Cross Society. As part of the Wounded and Missing Enquiry Bureau, he investigated the fate of missing Australian services personnel: were they wounded, missing, captured or dead? Addison served in Egypt, Greece, France and Turkey—he was at Gallipoli just before the Allied forces were evacuated—and was mentioned in dispatches.


Addison had worked for Sir William Henry Bragg in Adelaide. Now, in 1918, Bragg was a scientific adviser to the British Admiralty. Addison left the Red Cross to assist him with secret research on ‘sound ranging’ to detect submarines. Addison joined the Royal Naval Volunteer Reserve (March 1918) with the rank of sub-lieutenant attached to the Anti Submarine Division at Dover. Addison was listening in on the night of the Zeebrugge Raid, and he counted seventy-six underwater explosions. Looking at the drawings that Stanley had produced for the sound-ranging invention, Addison’s nephew Bill Glasson rightly called them ‘Heath-Robinsonesque’.


In September 1918, again on medical grounds, Addison was designated unfit to continue in the Admiralty. He worked as a temporary member of the Australian Arsenal Branch in London, overseeing the welfare and repatriation of Australian munitions workers and war workers. Addison was then transferred to the Department of Defence in Melbourne, and in 1920 he was awarded an MBE, ‘in recognition of service to the Australian Red Cross in London’.
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Registrar Joseph Proctor Bainbridge was a powerful figure within the university. As a result of the student body more than doubling after World War I, Bainbridge’s workload multiplied, too, and he needed an assistant. The role was advertised, and in 1920 Stanley Addison was appointed as the first assistant registrar of the University of Melbourne. In that role, he sat in the registrar’s chair when Bainbridge was on leave; but most of the time, Addison’s job involved taking minutes and performing other routine administrative tasks. Addison sought new projects and bigger responsibilities. He organised a student handbook, more readable than the ponderous annual reports and university calendar, and he was also a key creator of the university’s student employment bureau. But his biggest project of all was the establishment of MUP.


In 1923, looking back on the first months of the press, the Age credited the establishment of MUP ‘to the enthusiasm of the assistant registrar, Mr S. S. Addison’. The Herald was almost as generous about his role: ‘Mr Addison, the Assistant Registrar, was given permission to organise the press’. Leigh Scott, another reliable observer, wrote ‘perhaps the establishment, and certainly the progress of the press, during its early years were due very largely to [Addison’s] initiative and continuing interest’.


A reporter for Melbourne Punch described Stanley in 1924 as ‘tall, clean shaven and slightly stooped, with “round, beaming glasses” and a mild, scholarly face’. Addison was a thoughtful contributor to debates about the role of the university. In the early 1920s he grappled with the same questions that would be central, for the next 100 years, to higher education in Australia. Addison:




It is a mistake to regard a university primarily as a place for equipping young men and women to earn their bread and butter in certain prescribed orbits of life. That objective is a side issue, the true end being the enrichment of the minds of both young and old in the community through admission into storehouses of knowledge, beauty and truth, the doors of which can be unlocked only by the patient worker with a genius for delving and searching.





Edward Sugden, the first chair of the MUP Board, shared Addison’s view about the purpose of a university education. At Queen’s College, Sugden ‘impressed upon his students the necessity for all-round development, and stressed the point that they were primarily in college to fit themselves for service, not just to qualify for some profession in order to make money’.


Another early driver of the press was Richard James Arthur Berry, who was born in Upholland, Lancashire, in 1867. Berry showed early promise in the study of medicine, and he went on to have a distinguished career as a surgeon and anatomist. He entered the University of Edinburgh in 1886 and graduated in 1891. In 1894 he took the Edinburgh MD with honours, and the Gunning Victoria Jubilee prize in surgery. The following year he became a fellow in the School of Medicine of the Royal College, Edinburgh, where he lectured in anatomy. He was elected FRS Edin. in 1897. In December 1905, at the age of thirty-eight, Berry was appointed to the newly established chair of anatomy at the University of Melbourne. Berry took up his duties the following March. Becoming an honorary psychiatrist at the Melbourne Hospital and the Children’s Hospital, he delivered the Stewart lectures on medical psychology and the Beattie Smith lectures on insanity (the latter delivered both at Melbourne and at Cornell University in New York). In 1925 he became dean of the Faculty of Medicine at Melbourne.


Notwithstanding Stanley Addison’s contribution, several observers credited Berry with the establishment of MUP. According to the Herald, MUP was ‘first suggested by Professor Berry some years before the war’; and MUP was founded ‘largely on the representations of Professor Berry’. The SRC, too, deserved some of the credit for MUP. In August 1923, the University Council agreed to alter MUP’s constitution to provide for two SRC representatives on the MUP Board, to be appointed in alternate years. The decision to place student representatives on the new board was an acknowledgement of the SRC’s role in the formation of the bookselling agency, and it reflected the problems that the new entity sought to address. By July 1924, the two student representatives on the board were G. S. Coltman and L. R. Ross. Their contribution and record of attendance would both be mixed.


[image: image]


What drove the first leaders of the press? And what did men such as Addison, Sugden and Berry hope to achieve through their involvement with it? Making claims about the inner lives of people from the distant past is of course inherently difficult, but the facts of their biographies and the recollections of their contemporaries allow tentative impressions to be formed. Open-minded Stanley Addison seems to have been driven for the most part by a sincere ethos of service and pastoral care, though he was also intermittently at the mercy of less controllable influences. Over time, the mental and physical injuries he sustained during World War I probably affected in him the balance of controllable and uncontrollable drivers.


Edward Sugden, too, had an ethos of care, though he lived it idiosyncratically. More liberal than many of his peers, and willing to break with them on matters of principle, he presented himself as an enlightened antiquarian who ‘carried on the traditions of the Elizabethan humanists—scholarly, learned, cultured, versatile, musical, tolerant, humorous, devout’. Often seen wearing ‘a picturesque caped coat’, Sugden reminded people of a literary figure from times long gone. ‘In character and attainment he was reminiscent of the sixteenth century, whose literary work he loved so much.’ During World War I, though over sixty years of age, Sugden had offered his services to the defence department. He was given a chaplain’s commission (with the rank of captain) and attached to the Royal Park Camp, ‘where he was for eighteen months under canvas with the men. The mornings were for the most part taken up with College and University lectures, while the afternoons and nights were spent at the Camp’, ministering to the troops in training.


Richard Berry was ostensibly interested in science, and at least to some extent he must have cared about the wellbeing of his patients and the wider population. But he was also strongly ambitious, with an aggressive sense of his own intellectual superiority. This sense affected his personal and professional relationships, and it coloured the theories and judgements he formed in his scientific career. Perhaps more so than Addison and Sugden, Berry exemplified some of the more deplorable prejudices of his time. But all three men would later be criticised for small or large offences against the values they claimed to represent.





CHAPTER 2


A hole in the wall


THE UNIVERSITY OF Melbourne had humble beginnings. According to Geoffrey Blainey’s centenary history, the university started in 1855 in a hired hall, on Friday the thirteenth, with only four professors, one of whom soon died. Of the sixteen inaugural students, several quickly abandoned their studies. The beginnings of MUP, too, were modest. Peter Ryan: ‘No learned publishing house began more humbly than did Melbourne University Press.’ Sir Ernest Scott’s 1936 History of the University of Melbourne mentions MUP neither in the text nor the index. A meagre, solitary reference appears on page xix in the chronology: ‘1922, University Press Established’.


What does it mean for a university press to have ‘humble beginnings’? In the case of MUP, that phrase did not mean a lack of ambition. Nor did it mean having an eye to puny exemplars and antecedents. Scholarly publishing’s epicentre was in the Northern Hemisphere, in London, Oxford and Cambridge, and increasingly in North America. In Melbourne, the university would sponsor the establishment of a press that would develop, it was hoped, along the lines of the great ones of Britain and the United States. As already noted, Oxford University Press in particular was in people’s minds when MUP was founded. (OUP had also served as a model for American universities and their presses, such as those at Yale and Stanford.)


For MUP, humble beginnings did mean modesty of scale and precarity of finances. In its first years, the press got by with a small number of staff, led by Stanley Addison who was full time at the university but only part-time at the press. Addison and his colleagues were well aware that the great university presses of Europe and North America had ‘vast financial resources behind them’. Oxford University Press, for example, was known to benefit from the perpetual copyright of Lord Clarendon’s History of the Rebellion and Civil Wars in England. But MUP had no such copyright. Nor did it have any kind of publishing monopoly or licence or backlist; ‘no perennial goldmine from a Royal licence to print Bibles and Prayer Books which sustained Cambridge’. Oxford University Press, too, benefitted from copyright interests in the printing of Bibles.


MUP also lacked a rich endowment or indeed any ‘hint of the grand benefactions of alumni which launched some American university presses in such high style’. Australian universities—‘straitened and parsimonious’—depended on student fees augmented by government funding plus occasional gifts and bequests that were tiny compared to the benefactions of Carnegie, Morgan and Rockefeller. The University of Melbourne, therefore, ‘could spare little to support its fledgling enterprise’. The committee that initiated the ‘book agency’ at Melbourne had said the new organisation would need founding capital of £2000, ‘with or without interest’. But the university instead provided a modest loan of £300.


Humble beginnings also meant humble premises. The book-room began in a single room (fitted out with shelves) in the Student Union building. Peter Ryan later called that space a ‘hole-in-the-wall’. Soon new digs were needed, and the book-room moved to the ‘History classroom’ on the first floor of the north side of the Quadrangle building. That room was slated for imminent demolition, so the press moved again, into a small, single-storey, ground-floor, Gothic-style annexe that projected to the north from the Quadrangle. Constructed as part of the structural alterations that were commenced in the summer of 1920–21 and completed in the summer of 1921–22, this cramped annexe was not large enough to accommodate all of MUP’s activities. From Addison’s room in the registrar’s office, he ‘dealt with orders for books, with their receipt and delivery to customers and generally supervised all the work of the press and book-room’. Only gradually would the press secure more space.


Humble beginnings also meant starting out with an opportunistic suite of practical functions and services that were quaint in their breadth. In MUP’s first incarnation, it was a bookseller, a stationery store and (by 1926) a gown-hiring service, a post office and a telegraph department. The hoods and gowns were for students to wear at graduation ceremonies. The post office, operating from April 1924, was granted the questionable privilege of selling stamps on a slim commission of nine pence in the pound. MUP’s grab-bag of services would soon also include a lending library and (somewhat later) a bank agency. Apart from books, the book-room stocked scientific glassware, microscopes, slide rules and drawing instruments.


MUP’s gown-hire service began with the purchase of stock from Mrs Gladish, who had previously hired out gowns and hoods from the porter’s lodge at the university’s Grattan Street entrance. Though seemingly benign, this new service line for MUP was surprisingly fraught. In 1936, for example, there were concerns that ‘if the colours for academic dress were standardised, it would involve the [gowns and hoods] department in a large outlay for alterations to existing stocks’. Three years later, the board received a report that MUP had been lending gowns to students free of charge for ceremonial occasions, and that one gown had ‘suffered damage on ANZAC Day’. The SRC representatives assured the board that the gowns had been borrowed strictly for official purposes, and that the SRC would take responsibility for the damage. On another occasion, MUP received a request for the loan of gowns for a much less official purpose. The ‘Tin Alley players’ wanted to use them in the production of Ödön von Horváth’s Judgment Day. ‘The Board considered that the gowns should be available from other sources, and in the light of previous experience, decided that gowns should not be lent without charge.’ Eventually and with some relief, the hoods and gowns would be handed over to the Student Union for it to manage.


In the very first years of the book-room, some of the books for sale were new, but the great majority were pre-owned and pre-used. In November 1921, the MUP Board had announced that the press was ‘prepared to undertake the sale of current editions of prescribed text books (second-hand)’. At the time, several major Australian players in the new book trade also dealt in second-hand books. The legendary Cole’s Book Arcade, for example, had a large second-hand department, which was upstairs, past the monkey-house—an attraction ‘connected with [Mr Cole’s] study of evolution’. The Book Arcade was an extraordinary place, and it had a powerful impact on Melbourne and its citizens. Walter Murdoch:




I learned reading, writing, and a little arithmetic, at school; attended a number of university lectures; and was educated at Cole’s Book Arcade. … Cole’s was not only the greatest bookshop in Australia; I firmly believe it to have been the greatest in the world. It was unique, and it lent a distinction to the city that contained it.





Leading publisher Angus & Robertson was also a leading bookseller, and it had a thriving second-hand department, as did the Melbourne-based publisher and book retailer Hall’s. Sprawling in its ambition and chaotic in its management, Hall’s was to some extent a later emulator of Cole’s Book Arcade. Hall’s second-hand department survived until British publisher Thomas Nelson took the company over. When the purchaser discovered that Hall’s also stocked used books, an edict came through that the second-hand books had to go.


The MUP book-room premises might have been cramped, but they were spectacularly well located, near the centre of the university’s Parkville campus. There was a steady traffic of students, faculty and staff. Peter Ryan later called the location ‘one of the most eligible commercial sites in Melbourne’. Even the Myers Emporium on Bourke Street ‘did not command the same semi-captive tide of passing trade’. Thus located, the book-room soon cemented a strong foothold in the second-hand book market. MUP issued a circular inviting people to leave current prescribed editions of second-hand books for sale at the book-room. Each used book was priced at two-thirds of the new book price, ‘provided the copy offered was of an approved edition, in good condition’. Initially, MUP levied a commission of 10 per cent on all books sold. But at the MUP Board’s meeting of August 1923, ‘Mr Mayman raised the question on behalf of students as to whether or not the commission on higher-priced second-hand books should be reduced from 10 per cent’. The board agreed that on all books worth £1 or more, the commission rate would be 5 per cent.


The stocking of second-hand books required considerable administration and not a small amount of bother. Leigh Scott:




The owner was given a check [i.e. a receipt] for all books deposited and a counterfoil pasted in the book itself. When a book was sold, the counterfoil was removed and the owner notified of the sale and invited to call for his money. Sometimes when an owner deposited a number of books, or when he was in the country, the transaction was completed by sending a cheque: sometimes the owner would not call for his money for months or perhaps never.





Under this system, ‘books might be held for years, and in many cases were never sold. [On] cheaper books, and they were in the majority, the overhead costs must have eaten away all the commission’. Nevertheless, for several years second-hand volumes would continue to make up the great majority of MUP’s book stock. The problem of expensive books for university students would therefore first be tackled primarily through recycling.


In addition to offering second-hand volumes for sale, there was another way to improve students’ access to books. The idea of a ‘circulating library’ was that customers could effectively rent books rather than buy them. That idea had been around for some time: in seventeenth-century England, booksellers would loan out books or charge customers ‘a small fee to read in their shop’. More formal circulating libraries arose in the eighteenth century, and they quickly suffered from bad press. The libraries catered for public tastes, and that meant stocking popular fiction—works that were widely viewed as morally hazardous. Loud critics grouped circulating libraries with other disreputable enterprises such as brothels and gin shops.


Moralists were not the only opponents of circulating libraries. The major British publishers and booksellers didn’t like them either because they affected the publishers’ and retailers’ cosy tangle of market controls. (The trade in second-hand books was similarly a threat, which in part was why major publishers such as Thomas Nelson were so ill-disposed towards that trade.) Charles Edward Mudie and other major operators of circulating libraries accumulated significant buying power, and therefore challenged the overall business model of book publishing. Despite the bad aura and the trade critics, several major Melbourne retailers and other institutions loaned out books for a fee. Unsurprisingly, the diversified bookselling behemoth Cole’s Book Arcade also ran one of Melbourne’s largest circulating libraries.


Appointed under University of Melbourne Statute No. XXII, the ‘University Extension Board’ was an attempt to replicate the success achieved by the University Extension Movement in England and the United States. Through lectures, discussions and examinations, the Melbourne Extension Board sought to educate adults who were not advanced specialists but who constituted ‘the great bulk of the intelligent and influential members of the community’. Many of those members ‘never had the advantages of a good school education, and [were] therefore, whilst eager to acquire knowledge, often hindered by the want of that guidance which an experienced lecturer could easily supply’. The board was also for people who had gone to school ‘but have been prevented by the claims of business from following up their studies’.


At Melbourne, the University Extension Board would arrange lectures in small towns and other local communities. Courses would be available on a range of subjects, from Australian fauna to the poetry of Browning. Upon payment of a small fee, students could sit for an examination at the end of the course, and receive a certificate from the board stating the result. To a large extent, demand for the initiative depended on the subject matter of the courses and the charisma of the lecturers. Professors W. A. Osborne and W. Macmahon Ball were among the lecturers who were ‘assured of big crowds’. In 1891, Edward Sugden had been appointed a founding member of the Extension Board. He took ‘a warm interest’ in the movement, for which he gave eight courses of lectures. In this and other ways, the story of the Extension Board would intersect with the story of MUP.


In 1922 the Herald reported that ‘at a later date it is intended to make arrangements [at MUP] for the inauguration of a lending library’. By 1924, after discussions between the director and L. J. Wrigley (the professor of education) the press was ‘considering establishing a circulating library of text and reference books’. And by 1926, MUP’s circulating library was open for business. Copies of ‘quite a number of books’ were bought, at the expense of the university. The library began with a narrow focus on students working towards the Master of Education degree. Over time, the scope and scale would grow. In 1927 the press announced a major expansion of the service, which would be aided by the latest technology.




[Stanley Addison] said today that lending facilities at the Press’s circulating library were to be extended to students and members of the staff in all faculties where previously only students taking Education courses could borrow books. It is hoped to link up with a proposed Extension Board circulating library, and to supplement the general library. A weekly order will be sent to England by beam wireless. Thus books known from publishers’ advance notices or reviews will be made available at the time the earliest advance copies usually arrive, and probably at English published prices.





MUP issued a circular explaining the expansion as a means, in part, to serve the needs of country students, and in general to provide ‘quick and cheap methods of obtaining books’. The plan was that the library would mainly contain ‘supplementary and reference books for courses’, and that, ‘as funds become available, some volumes of general literature and novels should be included’. The mention of novels no doubt made some people nervous; but more worrying still were the inherently bad economics of the circulating library. According to Leigh Scott,




The scheme was not a success. There was never any great demand for loans, and many of the books remained unopened on the shelves until they were eventually handed over to the School of Education. The [circulating library] should surely have been conceived as a function of the University Library and not the MUP.





Despite this misstep, student demand for MUP’s services led to further growth. In 1923, for example, the leaders of the press foreshad-owed an intention ‘to extend immediately its operations in supplying all students’ requisites, such as microscopes and instruments’. As with the line in second-hand books, the stocking of products for science and engineering students led to all sorts of challenges and complications. To the March 1922 board meeting, Stanley Addison reported that ‘he was forwarding to England an approved set of dissecting instruments with the object of importing in future years sets of such instruments as they are superior to the Japanese sets now imported by Grimwades’.


During the first term of 1924, MUP achieved total sales of £1931, and ‘the press [had] saved the University some hundreds of pounds in respect of examination papers and other official requirements’. By 1926 the book-room had a staff of two and the in-house post office was handling a large volume of business. The new press and its grab-bag of functions had become a fixture on campus. But the sustainability of MUP’s core function as a ‘book agency’ depended on the press maintaining a campus monopoly over the sale of books. One of the first matters for the board to address was therefore the elimination of a competitor.


Before MUP started, medical booksellers W. Ramsay and Co. had operated (with permission) on university premises. Apart from selling medical texts, Mr Ramsay sold notebooks and stationery. In 1921 the registrar informed him ‘of the Council’s decision that he should not sell note-books in the University from the beginning of [1922]’. Further communications would follow, instructing Ramsay to also cease selling stationery and textbooks. He continued to do so, however, earning him an official visit:




the Registrar had called upon his representative in his room at the University and in pointing out the position had required that he adhere to the Council’s direction in the matter. Subsequent to visiting Ramsay’s room, the Registrar had found that the sale of notebooks was still going on and this fact he had reported to the Chancellor who directed that a further communication be sent to Ramsay requiring him to remove from his room at the University his stock of notebooks by Friday of the present week or in the event of his failing to do this, to accept the present communication as a week’s notice to quit.





Ramsay wrote to the university, asking to be allowed to occupy his premises during 1923 and to continue with his trade. Council sought a recommendation from the MUP Board, which ‘unanimously resolved to recommend that the Council terminate Mr Ramsay’s occupancy of his present room from the end of the present year [1922] and also his appointment as University bookseller from the same date’. Thus Ramsay was forced to vacate. Though Ramsay would continue to supply books to medical students from premises off campus, MUP’s on-campus monopoly was secured for the present time.
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MUP had been quick to make its mark in second-hand books, which accounted for a high share of total sales. Only subsequently would the problem of costly books be tackled by striking better deals for students looking to buy new texts. By 1926 the book-room was offering new textbooks ‘at a considerable discount on city prices’. More needed to be done, however, to reduce the cost of new books and to match supply and demand. In the late 1920s the press would resort to a novel arrangement to solve the problem of expensive new books imported from overseas: a system of small monopolies. An agreement was reached whereby five nominated commercial booksellers would carve up their side of the market in order to supply separate university faculties at a discount.




Under the agreement, five leading bookselling firms will undertake the sale of the textbooks, and will be notified by the University Press of the number of books that will probably be required in each subject in each year. The sale of books has been apportioned as follows: Science, University Press; Medicine and Dental Science, Messrs. W. Ramsay and Co.; Law, Law Book Co.; Architecture, Mr G. R. Manton; Arts, Education, Engineering and Agriculture, Robertson and Mullens Ltd.





This arrangement had several apparent benefits. It avoided overlapping stocks and supply arrangements. It gave certainty of demand. And it offered the potential for benefits from specialisation and direct relationships between faculties and booksellers. Other steps were also taken to complement the five monopolies and to supplement the supply of new books. In 1930, for example, MUP acquired the agency of the London Book Society, whose object was ‘to circulate among its members the best books published each month’. In London, a high-powered committee—Sylvia Lynd, Hugh Walpole, J. B. Priestley, Clemence Dane and Professor George Gordon—determined which books were ‘best’. Under the agency arrangement, Australian customers could secure books at six shillings and sixpence, even though they were being sold for seven shillings and sixpence in England. Members could join the scheme for six or twelve months.


Thanks in large part to the success of the book-room, the initial loan of £300 from the university to MUP was repaid within the press’s first decade. As early as 1924, MUP was self-supporting and had built up a reserve appropriation account of some hundreds of pounds. For the new organisation, things were looking up. In every year of its first decade, the press had announced new initiatives and a broadening of the scope of its ambition. At the same time, a much larger new frontier was very much in the minds of the leaders of the press.





CHAPTER 3


The measure of good scholarship


IN MUP’S FIRST decade, the book-room was far and away the chief activity of the press. But the board and management made an early decision that would shape the organisation’s future. They decided to start publishing books. The press may have had humble and jumbled beginnings, but the decision to publish set it on a new path. The organisation’s name already more than hinted at this broader ambition, and it confirmed that the idea of MUP in due course becoming a book publisher had been present right at the beginning.


The idea of universities as publishers was an important thread in the international conversation about the role of the academy. In 1918 Nicholas Murray Butler, the then president of Columbia University, argued: ‘A university has three functions to perform: It is to conserve knowledge; to advance knowledge; and to disseminate knowledge. It falls short of the full realisation of its aim unless, having provided for the conservation and advancement of knowledge, it makes provision for its dissemination as well’.


Books were an essential medium, and at the University of Melbourne, Stanley Addison saw publishing as a crucial bridge between the academy and the wider world. He had noticed ‘the growth of the university presses now established in a great many parts of the world, and in more or less close connection with the universities which they primarily serve’. Presses were growing, both in number and influence. Like Butler, Addison saw publishing as central to the role of the university. The value of research would be impaired if it wasn’t shared widely. The results of the search for knowledge and truth




must be given form and colour, and be made available to the hand and eye of the ordinary man. In other words, it must appear in book form in the libraries of the world where it will be accessible to everybody. … Remaining in manuscript, the book does not exist. It only takes life in the wider, general sense as the printer makes copies of it. The printer, therefore, and the publisher are very important links in the chain that stretches from the university research specialist to the public.





A university’s right to be called a place of light and learning depended on the facilities it afforded for research, and that included dissemination to the wider world. ‘No community can possibly progress or even exist for long without the silent output of those results from brain and mind that are given it through the workers in the universities.’ Professor J. Alexander Gunn would soon be published by MUP, and he would serve on the MUP Board in the second half of the 1920s. Gunn concurred with Addison:




Many a flower in manuscript may blush unseen and waste its sweetness on the desert air, because it is never published, funds being lacking, the necessary capital unavailable. Hidden treasures of science, medicine, history, psychology, philosophy, economics, sociology and literature may be buried in some dim study corner known only to two or three, or even to one alone.





Years later, Professor Mark McKenna, writing about the purpose of scholarly work published by a university press, would agree with Germaine Greer: ‘I remember her saying many times, “Why do we write? We want to be read.” I don’t write for my peers … the measure of good scholarship is its ability to reach the public. … scholarship has to live. It has to have a presence in the community, a presence in the culture’. Nobel Prize winner Peter Doherty concurred: ‘My intention in writing books was never to talk to other scientists’. For Doherty, ‘outreach to the broader public’ was a core role for a university. According to publisher Peter Ryan, ‘MUP’s duty was to spread knowledge, not to constrict it to a narrow priesthood of professionals’.


MUP would have unique access to the University of Melbourne’s writers and original research. The university had reached a stage where it was producing ‘some extremely valuable pieces of original investigational work dealing with important Australian sections of science, history, social economics and literature’. As Addison remarked in 1926, MUP would put at the community’s disposal writing that was ‘the result, in many cases, of years of the most strenuous research’.


The goal of putting the results of high-quality research in the hands of readers was about rigour and credibility and the essential purposes of study and scholarship. But it was also about the urge towards kudos and status and the abstract idea of ‘prestige’. The University of Melbourne had already joined the multidimensional competition for esteem. The sole university in Melbourne competed against the other Australian universities, and the Australian universities in turn competed with foreign ones; and all universities competed with alternative sources of education and research. If MUP were to start publishing books, it would join these competitions, too. Professor Gunn: ‘In these days the reputation of a university rests largely upon its publications … It must never be forgotten that the intellectual standing of a country rests upon the quality of the literature it can produce and publish by its own efforts’. Historian and publisher Gwyn James would later observe that MUP was a ‘significant public relations force’ overseas, both for the University of Melbourne and for Australian academia as a whole.


If MUP succeeded as a publisher, it would earn praise, ideally from other countries, and even better if the praise came in the form of favourable comparisons with the best university presses of Britain and America. As an ambassador for the university, MUP would be a cultural emissary for Victoria and Australia—disseminating around the world the best ideas, and doing so in the ideal medium. Or at least that was the ambition. It was a goal founded on an almost naive optimism. Many difficult realities stood in the way. One of those realities: only a subset of the university’s research would be of interest to the wider public, or even to scholars outside an individual author-researcher’s specialisation. Only a subset of scholars, moreover, had an interest in reaching non-specialist audiences. And of those who did wish to communicate, few had the knack of translating research into accessible books. (Some even possessed the opposite talent of making interesting material sound dull.) Nicholas Murray Butler had described the three functions of a university, and in 1924, G. S. Browne, vice-principal of the Melbourne Teachers’ College, cited R. L. Stevenson’s three requisites for good writing: (a) to have something to tell; (b) to be able to tell it gracefully and attractively; (c) to have someone interested to tell it to. Many academics failed at the second of these three stages.


Historian Geoffrey Blainey became a master at telling stories efficiently and gracefully. His Peaks of Lyell—the story of mining in Tasmania—would show that ‘a university press could transcend cloister and learned library, and penetrate the home bookshelf’. But even Blainey struggled at times, later reflecting: ‘To write a book was more difficult than I had imagined. It called for stamina, for literary stamina’.


And even if the right research and the right author could be found, there were other obstacles to overcome. Like writing, publishing required stamina. As Peter Ryan observed in 2010, publishing is part sprint, part marathon. ‘It is easy to become a publisher’, Stanley Unwin wrote in his classic work The Truth about Publishing, ‘but difficult to remain one … Publishing has rewards to offer far greater than money … but your day’s work will never be done, and it is possible that the better work you do, the less monetary reward you will receive’.


In 2015 publisher and book-world scholar Nathan Hollier reflected on the inherent riskiness of making books, and on what Stanley Unwin saw as the crucial ingredients of successful publishing. In addition to ‘sufficient managerial mastery of the technical dimensions … sound business principles must be followed, careful planning put into practice, and a spirit of entrepreneurialism developed and maintained’. Due to ‘its often precarious nature’, the practice of publishing quality books was ‘risky and not generally very profitable’.


Virginia and Leonard Woolf were good publishers with excellent eyes for books. They knew their Hogarth Press ‘couldn’t push too many boats into the water at once’ because, in any given season, the sales reps needed time and space to sell the Woolfs’ books. Too many books, and the reps couldn’t do their job. There were other constraints, too. New titles were exciting, but backlist books were bread and butter. And new books that sold big could bring big problems for cashflow. Publisher Rupert Hart-Davis said the stunning success of two of his first books (Stephen Potter’s classic Gamesmanship and Heinrich Harrer’s Seven Years in Tibet) had ‘ruined’ him. ‘The problem was that the cost of reprinting had to be paid long before the revenue from the sales came in.’


Hence the aphorism that the job of the publisher is to publish as few books as possible. Louise Adler: ‘The point is not to have more, the point is to have less. The trick is to have less that you sell more of’. The aphorism applies both to the number of titles taken on, and the number of copies produced. Edgar Allan Poe had wanted his publisher, George P. Putnam, to order an initial run of 50,000 copies of Eureka, his eccentric metaphysical opus. Putnam was more comfortable with a print run of 500.


Publishing in Australia was even more risky than in Britain or America. In Australia, only a limited circulation was possible due to the small book-buying population. ‘Until the population of Australia reaches about 20,000,000,’ C. H. Peters of Robertson & Mullens said in 1929, ‘book publishing here will be an extremely risky business. Within the last 30 years one after another of the publishers who have tried to establish themselves here have failed. The time will come when the population of this country will support a publishing house, but I think that time is yet ahead’. (In the 1920s Australia’s population was around six million people, so a lot of growth was needed.)


The economics of book-making in London were far more attractive than those in Australia. C. H. Peters: ‘The publication in Australia of books of definite literary merit … involves a publisher in great risk. London has the whole world as a market place. Authors publishing in Australia and desiring to achieve international fame are really swimming against the current.’ This was partly due to market size, and it was partly due to market structure and market power. (Major British publishers actively discouraged the production of books in Australia.) And it was significantly about cost. In Australia, wages and input prices were high. Stanley Addison told the Argus in August 1929 that he feared the small circulation of books in Australia meant sales revenues would not be sufficient to pay for the cost of production.


In the cramped Australian book market, some categories of books were more in demand than others. Works of natural history and books about the bush and the outback were the most popular non-fiction titles. But overall, there was meagre demand for serious non-fiction books. Hedley Jeffries, bookseller and floor-walker for Angus & Robertson from the 1920s to the 1970s, claimed to know ‘everything there was to know about Australian reading habits’. Australia was often trumpeted as ‘the greatest book-buying country in the world’, but Jeffries dismissed the bulk of Australian reading as rubbish. Even among customers who lived in the ‘better class suburbs’, Jeffries thought reading standards were low. ‘Australians put most of their mental activity into “the turf, cricket, football, boats, trotting, dog racing and cars”, leaving little time or energy for literature that was at all demanding.’ According to a 1937 article in Book News, Australia was world champion in the ‘demand for sheik stories, Foreign Legion and Wild West Adventure fiction and “happy ending” love romances’.


Notwithstanding the limited market for ‘serious’ books, some book-world insiders—such as the typographer and bibliophile Will Dyson—had ambitions to grow that readership. But many people inside and outside the book trade were sceptical. In August 1929, Dyson delivered a lecture on ‘the establishment and thorough organisation of the book publishing business in Australia’. C. H. Peters: ‘Mr Dyson spoke with great practicality upon the publishing position in Australia and in the main I think he is quite right, but I do question his contention that publishing in Australia could be made to pay.’
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Every publisher must confront the question of what to publish. For university presses, this question is especially pointed. A purely commercial publisher can ‘follow the market’, being guided by trends in market demand and reader appetites. But university presses have much less latitude: whole categories of books are ruled out for them. Gwyn James:




It is inconsistent with the very purposes of university presses simply to meet demands as they arise. Commercial publishers can be relied upon to do that. A university press must create demands: it must aim to bring the best books within the reach of as great a number of people as possible.





Stanley Addison saw the chief function of a university press as being to publish works of high literary or scientific value. But quality was not the only criterion. As he saw it, the role of the press was to publish meritorious books that would not find a place in mainstream trade publishing. Such works, he said,




in the ordinary course of events, would not, if judged commercially, see the light of day, but would remain either in the particular drawer chosen for them by their author, or the archives of the university which has given a degree or some other sign of favour in recognition of the work done in achieving the record as it appears in the manuscript.





For a university press in Australia, therefore, the risks of publishing were even greater than for trade publishers. Textbooks and technical manuals to some extent had a captive audience, but when it came to books for the non-specialist reader, the university press was at a disadvantage. University presses had to face the paradoxical economics of specialising in books that trade publishers did not want.


Addison put the problem bluntly. University presses were ‘called upon to produce books that by reason of the matter in them, while expensive to bring out, are not very saleable’. MUP’s publications would not be as marketable as what the Herald nicely called the ‘lighter types of books’. MUP would produce books that could not pay for themselves, but that were worthy of publication anyway; what Addison termed ‘works that depend on their merits and not on their mere selling value’. This was not just a question of whether the books would sell at all, but also how rapidly they would sell. Books that stuck around gave rise to higher costs—such as from warehousing and tied-up capital. Those costs made the economics of publishing meritorious books even more diabolical.


Given the paradoxical economics of academic publishing, Addison had no expectation that an MUP publishing program would be a net contributor of income to the university. Books that contained the results from academic research were, Addison said in 1926, ‘not generally self-supporting’. Jenny Gregory, director of UWA Press, would make the same point in 2005: ‘Academic publishing is deficit publishing’. MUP’s book-room might make a profit, but the publishing side could only be viable thanks to cross-subsidisation from other sources, and through direct subsidies in the form of external funding. But there was an added danger here, too. Long-term deficit publishing is highly vulnerable to people changing their minds. Loss-making operations are the first to be scrutinised when university budgets are cut, for example, or when a new vice-chancellor arrives.





CHAPTER 4


General appeal and topical interest


IN LIGHT OF the costs and risks, the decision to start publishing required both caution and courage. MUP’s first steps into publishing were tentative. Only a small number of books would be issued each year—perhaps five to ten titles, some of which would be safely slender and all of which would be unglamorous. The biggest UK and US publishers were several orders of magnitude larger, and as a result they enjoyed economies of scale and scope that MUP could only dream about. To reduce the risk of the new venture, MUP would partner with one of the foreign behemoths. Most of the first MUP books would be published and distributed jointly with the major trade publisher Macmillan & Co.


In 1922 Stanley Addison organised publication of the first MUP book: Myra Willard’s History of the White Australia Policy to 1920. (The finished book, printed by Brown, Prior & Co., did not appear until August 1923.) The book would be published in an edition of 600 copies, price ten shillings and sixpence. On the title page, the words ‘Melbourne University Press’ made their first appearance on a book, but they did not appear on the cover, which features the words ‘University of Melbourne Publication No. 1’. At this time the MUP team were still working out such things as imprints and title pages and cover text—and how to present themselves to the world.


The full title page text is:




History of the
White Australia Policy
BY
MYRA WILLARD, M.A. (Sydney)
Harbison-Higinbotham Scholar
of the University of Melbourne, 1923.
MELBOURNE:
MELBOURNE UNIVERSITY PRESS
1923





Like other MUP books that would soon follow, publication of Willard’s book depended on a financial contribution from the author.


Born in 1887, Willard had worked as a ‘pupil teacher’ (a trainee working under the supervision of a qualified teacher) in the Hunter Valley region of New South Wales. At the age of twenty-one she was awarded a scholarship to study at the Sydney Teachers’ College. Subsequently enrolling at the University of Sydney, she studied under George Arnold Wood—the first Challis Professor of History—and graduated with first-class honours. In 1920 Willard won the Venour V. Nathan Prize for Australian or Imperial History and the Frazer postgraduate scholarship in history. Wood supervised Willard’s masters-level study of migration to Australia, and encouraged her to write an essay that would become a comprehensive review of the genesis and development of the White Australia policy.


In 1923 the University of Melbourne awarded ‘Myra Willard M.A., of Sydney’ the Harbison-Higinbotham prize (£100) for her essay on ‘The History of the White Australia Policy’. The prize had been established in 1913 with a donation of £2500 from the estate of timber merchant William Harbison in memory of George Higinbotham, a former chief justice of the Victorian Supreme Court. Awarded annually by the University of Melbourne, this prestigious scholarship was open to the best academic writing in history, economics and politics. Eligible works included published books as well as unpublished theses from the University of Melbourne and other institutions. Willard’s was one of those from another institution. She was not well known, and when the book appeared, more than one commentator mangled her name. The Herald called her ‘Myrna’; the Argus called her ‘Myra Williams’. But her book—widely reviewed in those mangling newspapers—was a strong start for the press. Her prose is crisp, her survey fair-minded. The Daily Telegraph reviewer said the book had both general appeal and topical interest, the latter owing to ‘the controversy aroused by Lord Leverhulme’s criticism of the White Australia policy’.


Willard’s was the first in a long series of MUP titles that engaged with matters of population, migration and race. Another early MUP work in that series was by another recipient of the Harbison-Higinbotham scholarship. Non-Britishers in Australia, by Jens Sørensen Lyng, appeared in 1927. A Dane, Lyng sought to debunk the idea that Australia was entirely British or English. Though he focused on people from three non-British European groups—people from Nordic, ‘Alpine’ and Mediterranean backgrounds—he also included a history of Islander and Melanesian workers in Australia, and of First Nations Australians’ contribution to the pastoral industry. Another MUP book on demography and population was published in 1928. Edited by P. D. Phillips and G. L. Wood (lecturers respectively on political institutions and economics at the University of Melbourne), The Peopling of Australia featured contributions from such authorities as C. H. Wickens, Commonwealth Statistician; W. E. Agar, professor of zoology at the University of Melbourne; J. B. Brigden, professor of economics at the University of Tasmania; and R. W. Cilento, director of the Division of Tropical Hygiene Queensland. Peopling was a surprise early success for the press, and it spawned multiple editions.
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The founders of MUP were innovators and idealists. They all pledged themselves to the pursuit of knowledge and beauty and truth. But those ideals were fundamentally abstract, and because they meant different things to different people, they rarely provided a straightforward or even reliable direction for the press. This was part of a larger problem for MUP. The leaders, having come from different disciplines and professional backgrounds, spoke different languages and brought different expectations of what the press should be doing and what it could feasibly do. Was it just wishful thinking to believe that the founders’ respective visions for the press could ever line up?


MUP Board minutes regularly recorded the directors misinterpreting or talking across each other on matters of corporate governance, the purpose of a university press, book-trade conventions, authors’ needs and motives, funding sources, and the management of costs and cash. In the minutes, clashes of expectations and even of principles were regularly made explicit in the form of quizzical questions from professors about decisions to publish this or that book, and sceptical questions from university accountants over royalties and write-offs and money tied up in stock.


Misunderstandings and confusion sometimes ran deep. Year in, year out, people at the publishing coalface would have to keep explaining to board members the fundamental economics of academic publishing. Even seemingly simple and fundamental terms like ‘scholarly’ and ‘press’ meant different things to different people, and those differences had consequences. Confusion was so ubiquitous that there was a danger the press owed its existence to a mistake; that if everyone had defined terms the same way and possessed the same data and expectations about the press’s potential, they would never have authorised or supported it. Did the niche for MUP actually exist, or was the whole venture just a non sequitur?


The original decision to establish MUP was a close-run thing, which helps explain why the earlier attempts to establish a bookshop on the university campus had failed. The problems that the press sought to address were complex, and there were different views about the problems’ seriousness, and the urgency of solving them. Views also differed on how to solve the problems, such as the high cost of prescribed texts. Several potential solutions did not involve setting up a press at all. (The university could have given funding or a mandate to an external supplier, for example, or it could have given money directly to the students most in need.)


In some quarters, therefore, there were doubts about whether MUP was a necessary step and a good use of the university’s name and resources and authority—especially in light of the move into book publishing. In those same quarters and nearby ones, people watched the venture closely, and no doubt some of the observers half expected it to fail. Were MUP’s goals realistic? Oxford University Press and Cambridge University Press had had a multi-century head start. There was a real possibility that striving to emulate English examples with an Australian university press was an antipodean folly. There was optimism about what the press could do, but some of it was almost certainly excessive or misplaced.


There was optimism, too, among scholars who hoped the press would publish their work. In its first years, the press was deluged with manuscripts from aspiring authors. Most of the submissions were unsuitable: too obscure, clumsily written, still too discernibly thesis-like. (Years later, the press would develop a standard letter for dealing with submissions of heavy-going theses. Publisher Brian Wilder précised the letter in these terms: ‘Thank you for submitting your manuscript on blah blah blah. It probably is of interest to MUP. If you would care to rewrite it in English and reduce it by a quarter, we will consider it’.) But many submissions were suitable, and the press settled into a publishing rhythm.


From the point of view of physical book production, the very first MUP volumes were rudimentary and even amateurish. Myra Willard’s book made its debut in brittle and unattractive paper wrappers. There was no attempt to unify the book’s design and contents; there was very little aesthetic investment at all. But while the production values of the press started low, they rapidly improved. Within MUP there was accelerated learning about the conventions of editing and printing and publishing, such as whether to have full stops at the end of book titles and chapter titles; whether to capitalise conjunctions in titles; whether to have page numbers on title pages; and when to use Roman or Hindu Arabic numerals for page numbering. (It is possible to follow this learning process today by looking at the editorial and archival copies of MUP volumes, many of which are marked up to correct rookie errors and make beginners-level improvements. The changes reveal growing awareness of book-making shibboleths.)


With varying results, the press experimented with an extraordinary variety of book sizes, cover materials and binding styles. Some early MUP books took the form of traditional casebound volumes, held between stiff boards that were covered in one of several varieties of book cloth. Some were bound instead without boards and in limp cloth. Some books were bound in paper or card that was stapled or ‘saddle stitched’. Some were spiral-bound. And some volumes appeared in blended and intermediate formats, such as sewn gatherings glued in oversized card wrappers, or spiral-bound volumes similarly wrapped. The best casebound MUP titles from the 1920s and 1930s were given attractive ‘buckram’ cloth bindings and they wore simple but handsome typographical dust jackets, in the style of contemporary English publishers such as Gollancz and the Hogarth Press.


(One of the first books to feature a printed dust jacket was Lewis Carroll’s The Hunting of the Snark, Macmillan, 1876. Not until the twentieth century, however, did dust-jacket art really take off. As with paperback covers, there were competing schools of thought about illustrated versus typographical designs. Victor Gollancz started publishing in 1928. Iconic Gollancz volumes feature distinctive bright yellow jackets printed in a variety of fonts. Victor Gollancz was said to have loathed ‘picture’ jackets. But his view would ultimately prove to be a minority one. Virginia Woolf’s sister Vanessa Bell produced simple and timeless dust-jacket illustrations for many of Woolf’s own books, which were published by Virginia and Leonard’s Hogarth Press. Bell’s Hogarth jackets are now highly prized. At the same time that the Hogarth Press was producing those timeless jackets, it also produced simple typographical ones, especially for series such as the Hogarth Lectures and the books of the Institute of Psychoanalysis.)


Notable MUP publications from the first half of the 1920s include a practical textbook for students of natural philosophy; Social Progress (an inaugural address by Professor J. A. Gunn); and D. K. Picken’s The Number System of Arithmetic and Algebra. One of the most significant early works was Stephen H. Roberts’ History of Australian Land Settlement, 1788–1920 (Macmillan in association with MUP). Roberts was a lecturer in British history at the University of Melbourne. His book was widely reviewed and widely acclaimed. Professor Ernest Scott turned the praise up to ten: the book was ‘the most brilliant work on Australian history yet written’. Professor J. Alexander Gunn also applauded the work. The ‘large and authoritative volume’ would ‘at once become recognised as a standard work’.


Roberts’ book appeared in a handsome dust jacket and a serious-looking format, without the cheapness and amateurishness of Willard’s volume. In 1925 MUP published another highly commended book: Australian Constitutional Development by Edward Sweetman of the University of Melbourne. According to the Queenslander, Sweetman’s book was on a par with Roberts’:




For those who have a taste for that particular kind of literature there are few more fascinating studies than the evolution of the constitutional government of the Empire … Even the constitutional development in Australia is a delightful study, and nobody has treated, with greater charm or greater wealth of detail, the first eventful stages of that history than has [Dr Sweetman]. It is but a few months since the Melbourne University Press decided to begin its own publishing career through Macmillan and Co., Ltd., but during that period it has produced two great histories, that on the land development in Australia, by Professor S.H. Roberts, and the present one by Dr Sweetman.





Notes on the Development of Local Government in Victoria by Alfred Greig also appeared in 1925. Greig, the chief clerk of the Registrar’s Office and former secretary of the Melbourne Historical Society, ‘rejoice[d] in discussions as to who built the first chimney in Melbourne or why some of the roads are narrow and crooked’.


MUP had been co-publishing extensively with Macmillan, but in 1923 the press had plans to publish ‘in conjunction with the Cambridge University Press’ a series of works by Sidney Herbert Ray on Melanesian languages. One of those, published in a similar scale and format to Roberts’ book, and with a similar typographical dust jacket, was A Comparative Study of the Melanesian Languages (1926). Later that decade, other MUP works of Melanesian and Pacific interest appeared, including The Australian Mandate for New Guinea (1928), edited by the Hon. F. W. Eggleston. That book was ‘an attempt to give Australian citizens some idea of the responsibilities shouldered by them’ when the Commonwealth government accepted the territorial mandate for New Guinea. An early effort by MUP to enter publishing partnerships with non-publishing institutions, the volume received a subsidy from the Institute of Pacific Relations and was issued for the Victorian Branch of the League of Nations Union. The book was the first in a series of volumes to be known as the ‘Pacific Relations series’. Studies in Australian Affairs (1928), edited by the economist Persia Campbell along with R. C. Mills and G. V. Portus, was another early volume in that series.


Collaborations such as these brought connections, money and an element of prestige. They were concrete expressions of the press’s impact and influence, and a practical way to source texts and to publish more books. However, they brought complexity in the dealings and administration of the press. They also added an element of risk, should the partner prove unreliable; and they threatened to erode the independence of the press and its freedom to operate, which was already circumscribed to some extent by MUP’s primary relationship with the university. ‘A university press jealous of the integrity of its imprint will be wary when accepting “sponsored” books, however remunerative,’ Peter Ryan later observed. ‘An ordinary book is a twosome, author and publisher, with both well alive to their mutual obligations under the contract. A sponsored book is a threesome—author, publisher, sponsor. The last-named is commonly an institution or a corporation, actuated more by its private interests (or public relations) than by scholarship.’ Notwithstanding the complexity, the leaders of MUP judged that these arrangements were a low-ish risk way to help fulfil its publishing mandate.





CHAPTER 5


The accoucheur of genius


THE DELUGE OF manuscript submissions had several practical implications for MUP. It caused a shift in the horizons and ambitions of the press. It imparted power and status—because people wanted something from the press, and they proved that they took the new imprint seriously. The inflow of manuscripts, and the respect for the imprint, opened up the possibility of further growth for the press, including by buttressing new efforts to secure supplementary funding.


At the very beginning, money for publishing had been a problem for MUP, and this problem would never go away. In the interests of viability and growth, the new press did what it could in its early years to promote itself and pursue synergies between its various business lines. These bootstrapping efforts involved all members of the MUP family. MUP authors publicly praised other MUP titles. MUP titles were on prominent display in the book-room, and they were advertised and reviewed in the periodicals that MUP published, such as the Melbourne University Magazine and Economic Record. There were other instances of cross-promotion, too.


But the publishing side of the MUP business still depended on subsidies in one form or another—or often in multiple forms simultaneously. At the larger university presses overseas, a system of cross-subsidisation or ‘pooling’ was adopted: successful books paid for the less popular ones. But this form of mutual support could only go so far. It didn’t work, for example, if no single title was a stand-out bestseller, or if overall costs were high relative to overall revenues. Another form of cross-subsidy, already mentioned, was for new titles to depend on steady-selling backlist titles. But many years would have to pass before MUP could rely on a substantial backlist or other accumulated intellectual property. In the meantime, money for publishing was so tight it was a dead hand on the ambitions of MUP’s board and management. Guided by Stanley Addison’s advice, the leaders of the press sought other sources of funds.


In 1923, from the estate of Annie Wilson (widow of the Melbourne merchant R. G. Wilson), the university had received £2000, for founding ‘some scholarship or scholarships to be approved by the University’. The Professorial Board considered a proposal to establish scholarships, and a committee submitted a proposal that those scholarships should be granted for the publication by MUP of meritorious works, such as theses that won university prizes or made a notable contribution to knowledge. The Professorial Board doubted, however, that such a use of the funds was in accordance with the terms of the bequest. The matter was brought before the University Council, and the university also sought legal advice to decide whether the meaning of ‘scholarship’ could extend to such a proposal.


In general, it could not. From 1925, the Wilson bequest became the basis for the R. G. Wilson Scholarships, awarded annually to the best third-year history student and the best honours students enrolled in the Faculty of Arts. Though not directly fruitful, MUP’s efforts to secure the Wilson funds paved the way for the press seeking money—with consistently mixed success—from other bequests including the Lockie Foundation, the Maud Gibson Trust and ultimately and most importantly, the Russell and Mab Grimwade Miegunyah Fund and Bequests. The use of bequests, and learning how to navigate their conditions to make the most of them for MUP, would be an ongoing focus of the friends and leaders of the press.


Those friends and leaders also considered seeking a public subsidy that would recognise the ‘public good’ value of the press. That value included contributions to education and research; and enhancing Australia’s cultural image and international reputation. In a July 1924 letter to the editor of the Herald, G. S. Browne, vice-principal of the Melbourne Teachers’ College, appealed for direct government funding as an essential ingredient of a true university press:




The University Press is the beginning of a most influential factor in Australian scientific and cultural development. But to realise any measure of success it must have adequate financial support. The Australian Federal Government has a large surplus. Would it not be a sound national investment if the Federal Ministry were to subsidise the Melbourne University Press, and a similar institution at Sydney, in order that the research work of highly trained specialists might not be lost to the nation?





In government circles, there was little support for such a public subsidy, but could public funds be found elsewhere? Alfred Deakin established the Commonwealth Literary Fund in 1908 so it could pay small pensions to needy authors, and to authors’ families following their deaths. For the time being, the CLF’s scope was unhelpfully narrow, but in 1938 the scope would be widened so the fund could provide grants and fellowships to writers; subsidies for loss-making publishers; and assistance to literary journals. In future years, the CLF would agree to co-fund selected MUP titles under an indemnity arrangement. But in the 1920s, appeals for government funding went largely unanswered.


Addison was acutely alert to the dangerously perverse economics of specialising in books for which there was not wide interest and therefore not a wide market. To bridge the funding gap, he looked to publishing models from the past, such as the ‘subscriber’ model that was popular in the first centuries of printing. In those years, subscribers agreed in advance to take copies of forthcoming works:




Later this system extended in certain cases so that subscribers promised in advance to take copies of any books that issued from a particular press. Yet later many such subscribers paid in advance a sum which for life entitled them to copies of all works issued. It was like buying a debenture in a golf club, except that no extras were involved in the case of the books, while it is all extras with golf.





According to Addison, ‘economic pressure’ made the subscriber model necessary for MUP to ensure publication of ‘works of high literary or scientific value’ that would not necessarily pay their own way. In 1924 MUP formed a ‘publication foundation’, through which subscribers of £50 or more would receive—for life—the right to receive copies of all works published under the foundation. Annual subscribers could pay a yearly subscription of £3 3s and receive that value in books. Such a foundation had obvious benefits but equally obvious risks, especially as a result of the lifelong duration. Though in the short term this kind of foundation might provide a handy injection of cash, in the long run, as a press grew, such a scheme could become a costly drag on its operations and its profit and loss statement. There was something frantic and salesman-like, moreover, about asking for money now in exchange for a promise that extended into an infinite future. But Addison was determined to experiment with this mode of funding.


The following year, in addition to the publication foundation, readers were given the opportunity to subscribe to a single title. MUP was not oriented towards publishing the work of undergraduates, but The Literary Work of John Sutton was an exception. A student of Trinity College, Melbourne, and formerly ‘a brilliant Melbourne Grammar School boy’, Sutton was killed in a motorcycle accident in 1925. At the time, he was ‘beginning the final year of a brilliant classical course’. Sir William Harrison Moore, Professor C. A. Scutt and R. P. Franklin edited the volume, and MUP published it in a ‘restricted edition’. ‘Young as he was, the prose and verse he had already produced seemed to competent judges to be of a quality worthy of print, and this volume is the result … The payment of half a guinea to the director of the University Press will entitle subscribers to a copy.’ Sutton’s father also presented £500 to the university for the foundation of a classical museum as a memorial to his son.


Alone, the various subscription models would not be enough to solve the perverse economics of the press. Addison set his sights on a larger fund with more flexible scope and terms. Specifically, he campaigned for capital contributions to an ‘endowment fund’ that he hoped would reach £5000. Contributions from companies, private benefactors and public bodies were sought, with a stated ambition that the endowment would make MUP ‘one of the most important publishing houses in Australia, and thus emulate the history of the great Oxford University Press’.


Addison had an ally: the brilliant Bendigo-born lawyer, author and journalist Frank A. Russell. (According to the Adelaide Advertiser, Russell wrote a short story for The Argosy, long before the Pearl Harbor attack, that ‘concerned a fictitious seizure of Hawaii by the Japanese, and the story showed so realistically the weaknesses of the Hawaiian defences that the US War Department seized the whole issue’.) Russell wrote in 1924:




Victoria should have a Foundation, run on business lines, with a capital sufficient to publish books deemed worthy, and secured from complete loss by an assignment of copyright which would give the Fund half the author’s royalties. Oxford and Cambridge have such Foundations; so have many of the Universities of Canada and the United States. A few wealthy men over a luncheon table could secure one for our University, to work in conjunction with the University Press … The sum of £5000 would place the Foundation on an excellent basis, and give life to half a score of books that would add lustre, not only to the writers, but to the individuals whose insight and understanding had contributed to the permanent Foundation that gave them life. Wealth is never so happy as when it is the accoucheur of genius.





Russell’s intervention provoked a lively (and stage-managed) discussion in the pages of the Herald. A few days later, Professor Ernest Scott’s reply appeared under the headline, ‘The need and the remedy’: ‘We should follow the example of the great American universities, and establish an organisation through which works of value may secure publication, whether there is a probability of their being commercially profitable or not’. But despite the efforts, and a direct contribution of £200 from the Herald and Weekly Times (which also agreed to back the initiative publicly), the overall response to the endowment fund appeal was disappointing. In April 1927, the fund amounted to just £235. Addison told his board that ‘additional donations are needed if demands for publication are adequately to be met’. By 1929 the endowment fund was not much larger, and it was petite relative to the total turnover of the press. Addison:




With present limitations and an endowment fund of £300 only, the total annual turnover amounts to £8,500. So far 35 volumes have been issued. Most of these works, however, have been financed by the men who wrote them owing to the limited resources of the press … Other valuable works are now available in manuscript, but no money is in hand to pay for their publication.





Thanks variously to the publication foundation, the endowment fund, author contributions, scholarships, sponsored publications and other money taps, the funding of the press had quickly become complex. This, overlaid on MUP’s diverse mix of products and activities, meant the operations of the press were hard to monitor and evaluate. That was a problem for everyday administration, and even more so for the accountability of management to the board. Inside the financial complexity, and beneath the ostensible financial health, there was every possibility that hidden risks festered and bad behaviour lurked.





CHAPTER 6


The beachhead


THE CITY OF Melbourne was a commercial and governmental centre, but economics as a field of study and research there was ‘almost defunct’. In 1924 the university appointed the energetic Douglas Copland as Melbourne’s sole professor of economics. He was just thirty years old and, having studied and taught in New Zealand and Tasmania, he was Melbourne’s first professor who had neither studied nor taught in Britain. Among other professors there was scepticism about the rigour and viability of economics as a discipline. But Copland set about reviving economics at Melbourne, answering the scepticism with rapid growth in student enrolments and conspicuous achievements in public advocacy, professional development and publishing, which was central to his plans for the economics profession and economic scholarship.


For economics at Melbourne, Copland was a beachhead. Others from his circle would follow, notably L. F. Giblin, whom Copland had met and befriended in Tasmania, and who in 1929 was made Ritchie Professor of Economics at Melbourne. Twenty-two years older than Copland, Giblin arrived at Melbourne with a diverse background but no formal qualifications in economics. He was nevertheless soon making a large and positive impact. Like Copland, he would mentor and teach other leading members of his profession.


Compared to today, the discipline of economics at that time was more accessible, more humane, more socially engaged and less forbid-dingly mathematical. Economic writings attracted much public and political interest. It was a period in which economists wrote heartfelt letters, formed genuine friendships with artists and writers, and pledged themselves to universal values. Giblin—a genuine eccentric—counted several members of the Bloomsbury Group as friends, including Vanessa Bell, Duncan Grant, David Garnett, John Maynard Keynes and E. V. Lucas, who had been a fellow student with Giblin at the University of London. (Giblin was also a friend of John Masefield, the Poet Laureate. Giblin introduced Masefield to Rex Ingamells, progenitor of the Jindyworobak movement. Giblin spurred that movement in other ways, too, such as by writing the foreword to Gumtops, a poetry collection described as the ‘manifesto’ of the Jindyworobaks.)


The wall that then separated economics from neighbouring disciplines was lower and more pregnable. It was not uncommon for scholars with backgrounds in economic history and political economy to move into mainstream history, for example. (Douglas Copland memorably observed that ‘Australian history is, of course, largely economic history’.) As a result, in the 1920s and over subsequent decades, several prominent Australian historians in MUP’s reach had backgrounds in economics, political economy and economic history. R. M. ‘Max’ Crawford, professor of history at the University of Melbourne, also had a good understanding of economics and geopolitics, and his brother John Grenfell ‘Jack’ Crawford was a distinguished economist.


Max Crawford was born in Grenfell, New South Wales, in 1906 and was educated at the universities of Sydney and Oxford. After lecturing at the University of Sydney from 1935 to 1936, he was appointed to the University of Melbourne in 1937 as professor of history. To that role, Crawford brought strong views about how history should be taught. He reshaped the curriculum and embraced a ‘synoptic’ view of history, which put economics and geography at the centre of historical practice. John Poynter, who’d become dean of Trinity College at the extraordinarily young age of twenty-three, was another Melbourne academic and friend of MUP who had sound credentials both in history and economics:




After completing two honours degrees, in history at Melbourne and philosophy, politics and economics at Oxford, I taught a little British social history in Melbourne before John La Nauze pushed me towards the history of economic and social policy after he transferred from the Commerce Faculty to the History Department in 1956. I sat in on some of his tutorials. One day, in a typical La Nauze quip, he told the class, ‘I took economics until it became too difficult and I switched to economic history, and when that became too difficult I switched to history.’ I said, ‘Where do you go from here?’ He should have chucked me out, but merely winked.





La Nauze supervised Poynter’s PhD on the English Poor Law, directing him to read more than a thousand books and pamphlets, in a collection recently acquired in Canberra and in David Ricardo’s library in London. Poynter decided that Ricardo was the man who made economics too difficult for him, but came to admire his intellect and honesty, especially after discovering a remark made in a letter during the recovery from the great scarcity after the crop failure of 1817. Asked by a friend whether wages had been reduced in his area in Gloucestershire in 1820, Ricardo replied: ‘I believe they have lowered the price of labour here, but I, as a gentleman, … always pay the same’.


The thesis was completed in 1960; the book based on it—Society and Pauperism: English Ideas on Poor Relief, 1795–1834—was published in 1969 by MUP in association with Routledge and Toronto University Press. It won high regard and is still in demand today. In 1962, Poynter moved full-time to the history department at Melbourne, where he taught European political rather than British economic history. In 1966, when La Nauze moved to the ANU in Canberra, Poynter succeeded him in the Ernest Scott Chair in Melbourne and became head of the department of history.


Born in 1930, the son of a Methodist parson, Geoffrey Norman Blainey was another scholar who crossed the porous boundary between economics and history. After studying history at Melbourne under Crawford, Blainey worked for a time as a freelance historian: ‘He did not have the remotest desire to be an academic—he wanted to be a writer of history who could make a living from his writing’. In that capacity he produced a series of landmark business histories, including The Peaks of Lyell (which won the Sir Ernest Scott Prize for Australian history); Gold and Paper 1858–1982: A History of the National Bank of Australasia; and Mines in the Spinifex. In 1962 he joined the Faculty of Economics and Commerce at Melbourne, and the following year he won the Harbison-Higinbotham Prize for The Rush That Never Ended: A History of Australian Mining. (In 1964 the MUP Board unanimously expressed its congratulations to Blainey when he was awarded the gold medal of the Australian Literature Society, also for The Rush That Never Ended.) In 1977 he would return to the history department as Ernest Scott Professor of History, holding that position until 1988.


In the 1950s Blainey was still a young scholar when Max Crawford asked him to write a history of the university, to mark its centenary (1953). Blainey did so, ‘occupying a desk in an underground room in the sandstone quadrangle where the servants of the first professors and their families had lived and worked’. In the damp cellar, despite ‘a series of colds and fevers’, Blainey worked hard, but there was some scepticism about his readiness for the task at hand. ‘Max Crawford’, Blainey later recalled, ‘having entrusted this task to one so young, was slightly nervous lest I, through carelessness or lack of diplomacy, might jeopardise his department’s proud reputation’. Crawford sought the opinion of John La Nauze, who had arrived at Melbourne in 1949. As Blainey remembered, La Nauze ‘rightly raised his eyebrows’ at some of Blainey’s interpretations.




He puzzled me, however, by suggesting that I was open to an action of defamation by reporting with a splash of detail that Professor D. B. Copland, who was now one of the nation’s five best-known economists, had once been highly ambitious to become the vice-chancellor of the university. [In the 1938 vice-chancellor election, a single vote separated the victor, John Medley, from the vanquished, Copland.] La Nauze said of my comment: ‘It is dynamite, and in any case cannot be based on evidence (however much we believe it, in fact, to be true).’ I could not see why it was dynamite but, being inexperienced, accepted his advice.
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Thanks in large part to Douglas Copland, and despite the macroeconomic rollercoaster of the era, the late 1920s and the 1930s were a golden time for economics at the University of Melbourne. Against this background, economics publishing was naturally an early emphasis for MUP. The discipline of economics helped the university and the press build international reputations, including in some unexpected quarters.


Soon after Copland arrived at Melbourne, he was publishing with the press. He also joined the MUP Board and was active in recommending and evaluating manuscript submissions that had economic content. Three early examples of Copland’s own MUP titles are Commerce and Business (1925); Monetary Policy and Its Application to Australia (1926); and Studies in Economics and Social Science (1927), all published in association with Macmillan.


Commerce and Business was Copland’s inaugural address (delivered in 1924). In Monetary Policy and Its Application to Australia, according to the Launceston Examiner, Copland delved ‘exhaustively into that all-important basis of fiscal policy, finance’. (Copland’s rapid progress in Melbourne was proudly reported in Tasmanian newspapers.) Studies in Economics and Social Science covered Copland’s ‘investigations into the facilities now offered in America, Canada, Britain, France and Germany for the study of applied economics and such social sciences as public and municipal administration, commerce and international relations’.


In other ways, too, Copland influenced the intersection between publishing and scholarship. He orchestrated books by other authors, and he supplied the introduction for Some Problems of Marketing, a series of four lectures, by R. B. Lemmon, H. G. Darling, E. S. Levinson and E. Lee Neil. Wide-ranging impacts came from Copland’s efforts to found the Economic Society of Australia and New Zealand, along with its journal, the Economic Record (launched in 1925 and published by MUP), which aimed to create a professional voice for Australian economists.
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In 1926 MUP published ‘the very important thesis’ on The National Dividend of Australia, which had won for J. T. Sutcliffe, of the Common-wealth Statistician’s Department, the 1926 Harbison-Higinbotham scholarship. The resulting publication is a small book, only eighty pages, but it features a suave preface by Professor A. L. Bowley of the London School of Economics. Bowley said of the book: ‘[it] will be prized wherever reliable economic data is in demand’.


The book was marketed as the first volume in a series ‘of economic studies which the Faculty of Commerce of the Melbourne University is proposing to encourage, the carrying out of which will be appreciated by economists everywhere’. In the Sydney Morning Herald, F. C. Benham, lecturer in economics at the University of Sydney, called The National Dividend ‘one of the most important studies ever published in this country’. The runner-up for the Harbison-Higinbotham Research Scholarship in that same year was also about economics. On the recommendation of Douglas Copland, MUP published that work, the thesis of J. L. K. Gifford, lecturer in economics at the University of Queensland, in 1928 as Economic Statistics for Australian Arbitration Courts.


In addition to publishing books by prominent academic economists, the press also issued works on business topics by leading figures from industry—such as the supermarket man George J. Coles and the printer George Anderson. Copland supplied an introduction for Coles’ book, Chain Store Economics and Organisation (1928), which was co-published with Macmillan & Co. and well received in the media:




Mr Coles is the managing director of G. J. Coles and Co., whose cheap chain stores have been so successful. In this interesting and informative pamphlet he discusses quite candidly, and in detail, the methods adopted by his organisation for, as Professor Copland so aptly describes it, mass distribution … The Melbourne University Press is to be congratulated on their enterprise in making available these facts, which will undoubtedly interest all retail traders.





‘Originally a working master-printer’, Anderson had taken up ‘deep studies late in life, and then fairly romped from degree to degree: Arts, law, commerce’, becoming among other things a barrister of the Supreme Court of Victoria. ‘Even as a printer he loved to look on life’s deeper side, and lectured to ad men and others on the fringe of the craft on printing as an art, not a mere vocation or a means of making money.’ Anderson’s book, Fixation of Wages in Australia (1929), had a somewhat harder edge than Coles’, and it received more mixed reviews. The one in the Observer was positive:




This book will receive a hearty welcome from all who are interested in the subjects with which it deals … The author traces the history of arbitrary fixation of wages in Australia, and reviews the principles which have been evolved by the various tribunals to which the responsibility of wage fixation has been entrusted. He also examines the policy which the High Court has adopted towards this class of legislation, and demonstrates the limitations which have been placed upon it by the Constitution.





The one in Smith’s Weekly less so: ‘A ponderous tome on the fixation of wages, issued by the Melbourne University Press, bears on its title page as author the name of George Anderson, M.A., LL.M., M.Comm., the last almost a unique degree. This writer is a man who loves learning for its own sake’.


Anderson’s own firm of printers produced the book. Ponderous or not—and published as it was on the eve of the Great Depression—it became a bestseller: 3000 copies were sold in under a month in 1929. Anderson’s volume was one of several early MUP titles on wages policy and industrial relations. Another was Labour Mobility in Australian Industry (1928), by F. R. E. Mauldon, senior lecturer in economics at Melbourne. Mining, too, was an early focus for MUP. The Economics of Australian Coal, another work by F. R. E. Mauldon, who would become a prolific MUP author, appeared in 1929. The reviewer in the Advertiser formed an inscrutable judgement: ‘With the dispassionate thoroughness of the savant, [Mauldon] has sought his information where he could … As Senior Lecturer in Economics in the Melbourne University, he is well qualified for a task from which anyone less scientifically equipped might well have shrunk’. Anderson’s Fixation and Mauldon’s Coal both received international recognition and were grouped together as classics of their kind. Those two books, both works of graduates of the University of Melbourne, were mentioned in the list of notable books of 1929, which was published by the International Institute of Intellectual Co-operation, a branch of the League of Nations.


Another contemporaneous MUP title would also receive overseas attention. During the economic turmoil of the era, and at a time when friends of the press were advocating for local printing and other book crafts to be protected by tariffs, MUP contributed to economic policy debates and controversies such as wage controls, protectionism and population. The debate about protection was especially hot and highly political in Australia and overseas. In Australia it led to ruptures in political parties, and it was a political football in Europe, too. In 1929 MUP published (with Macmillan) The Australian Tariff: An Economic Inquiry, by J. B. Brigden, D. B. Copland, E. C. Dyason, L. F. Giblin and C. H. Wickens, with a foreword by Prime Minister Stanley Bruce. Released as number 6 in MUP’s economic series, the book served as ‘A comprehensive and informative survey of the economic effects of the Australian tariff’. This important book was a joint report of an informal committee set up by Prime Minister Bruce in 1928. Preparation of the survey had ‘occupied the committee for over 18 months’. Weeks after publication, the book was reprinted and it was attracting attention in the European press, and especially in Italy. As the Australasian reported, ‘Signor Mussolini wishes to read the report of the committee of Australian economists who recently, at the instance of Mr Bruce, published a book upon Australian tariff policy. The Italian Government has therefore given direction for the translation of the work into the Italian language’.
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When the consequences of the Great Depression began to be fully felt in Melbourne and elsewhere in Australia, the social and economic effects were severe. Unemployment spiked. Men accustomed to office life were put to work as labourers. Every aspect of MUP and its orbit was affected, including the university, authors, printers and booksellers. Copland’s circle was a prominent source of analysis and commentary on the economic crisis, including through the November 1930 issue of the Economic Record, and Professor Giblin’s inaugural lecture (published by MUP and Macmillan in 1930).




Mr Giblin, has produced an inaugural lecture which is a consummately able analysis of Australia’s present economic position. Its brilliant lucidity enables it to fit within the compass of a little pamphlet of thirty-one pages. The man in the street, especially the man in the factory, is apt to regard economists as cold-blooded mathematicians relentlessly deducing impossibly simple conclusions from impossibly simple hypotheses … But the peculiar attractiveness of Professor Giblin’s lecture is its fine ‘human’ tone. He is talking to worried businessmen and workers, to help them to understand their anxieties.





Copland’s Credit and Currency Control (1930) was widely reviewed, including in the Telegraph: ‘Professor Copland has prepared a review of the world’s monetary position, with special application to Australia which has all the value of an authoritative statement from an economic expert’. At a 1931 meeting of the MUP Board, Copland reported that the first edition of Credit and Currency Control was nearly sold out, and that there was still considerable demand for it. The board resolved that the press would issue a new edition, and Professor Copland would add new matter of up to twenty pages dealing with Australia’s financial position and borrowing policy in the light of the economic crisis. That same year, MUP published a book by a former Rhodes Scholar and former pupil of Copland’s: Capital Imports and the Terms of Trade by Dr Roland Wilson of the University of Tasmania.


In the years before the Great Depression, MUP’s economics publishing had thrived. Now, during and after the slump, when an interest in fiscal policy was paramount, that stream of the press’s work continued to do well. In 1932, for example, at a time when total sales of 700 copies was considered excellent for a book of scholarly non-fiction, the Bank of New South Wales placed a single order of 600 copies of the new edition of Copland’s Credit and Currency Control. Another important Copland title—Facts and Fallacies of Douglas Credit—appeared at the height of the Depression. According to the West Australian, ‘This little booklet, which contains the essentials of a lecture given to the Melbourne University Commerce Students’ Society in August, comes at an opportune moment in the Douglas controversy, which has assumed a wide importance during the present economic difficulties’. (Like Marxism, the concept of ‘Douglas Credit’ was a well-intentioned effort to achieve fair wages and improve the allocation of wealth. And like Marxism, the concept intermittently enjoyed pockets of popular and political support but depended on a confusion of engineering and economic concepts, and was therefore doomed.)





CHAPTER 7


Some fluent concoctor of cheap magazine verse


IN THE 1920S, the press had its first hint of controversy, a sign of things to come. Master of Queen’s College and inaugural chair of the MUP Board, Edward Sugden was a man of ‘wide interests, broad sympathies and a warm human outlook, well seasoned with a sense of humour’. From 1904 to 1912, Sugden was music critic for two major newspapers, the Argus and the Australasian. He was also a bibliophile. His library of hundreds of John and Charles Wesley first editions was among the best in the world; some of them he discovered ‘amongst a heap of rubbish, and saved from the ignorant shop-owner, who was about to burn them under his copper’. According to Sugden’s biographer, in books and music and other aspects of college life, he took ‘a lively interest’. But in one quarter he was perceived as too lively.


In 1924 MUP and Macmillan published Sugden’s modern English verse translation (from Hebrew) of the Book of Psalms. The translation was ‘a metrical version giving as nearly as possible the literary effect of the Hebrew itself’. Several major newspapers reviewed the book. One assessment in particular stood out. The response in the West Australian (repeated in the Western Mail) was titled ‘The Psalms spoiled’. In translating the Psalms of David into rhymed verse, Sugden’s industry deserved praise,
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