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Days of Industry: Anna Jameson 1794-1860 

by C. P. Agelasto 

'Another damned, thick, square book! Always 
scribble, scribble, scribble! Eh! Mr Gibbon?' 

(Attributed by Boswell to William, Duke of Gloucester) 
IN THE DAYS BEFORE TYPEWRITERS, stenographers, 
and tape-recorders, when every word of a book 
was written by hand, revised by hand, and 
eventually printed from the handwritten manu
script, the industry required to produce such a 
history as that of Gibbon is remarkable. How 
much more remarkable the industry of women 
writers, in days when authorship for women was 
not always regarded as a respectable pro
fession. Consider the output of Jane Austen, 
compelled to write in a corner of the family 
sitting-room, and to conceal her papers hastily 
if a caller arrived, or Mrs Trollope, nursing her 
dying son by day, and writing all night to support 
her family. 

Another writer of amazing output, who had 
authorship thrust upon her, in the first half of 
the nineteenth century, was Mrs Anna Jameson, 
though her talent was not for novel-writing. 

Born Anna Murphy in Dublin in 1794, she 
was the daughter of a well-known portrait 
painter and miniaturist, who held the position 
of painter-in-ordinary to Princess Charlotte, a 
position which of course led to commissions. 
The family, eventually four other sisters younger 
than Anna, settled in London in 1803. Anna 
early felt the responsibility of helping her family, 
but her first effort towards their support was to 
become a governess. She became engaged in 
the summer of 1821 to a young barrister called 
Robert Jameson, but the engagement was 
broken off, a fact which as later events show 
must have caused Anna much distress. She 
took another post, as travelling governess to 
a girl of a very wealthy family, with whom she 
made the Grand Tour of Europe in great luxury. 

As was a commonplace with young ladies of that 
era, Anna kept a journal of her travels, to 
which she confided her personal feelings as well 
as accounts of the places she visited. But after 
this journey, which lasted about a year, her 
engagement to Robert Jameson was renewed 
and they were married in 1825. 

Now comes the curious incident which led to 
Anna Jameson's first publication. Mr Jameson 
had a protege, a Mr Thomas, who was in
terested in books. One day, when he was 
visiting the Jamesons, he was shown Anna's 
diary of her tour, and he offered to get it 
published. It appears they simply agreed, and 
gave it to him. Anna did however alter it, and 
made the writer, who had been shown to be 
melancholy (the result of the broken engage
ment) and sometimes ailing, die before returning 
to England. Mr Thomas sold the copyright 
for £50, and bought for Anna a guitar for £10, 
which was all she received for her first book. 
Called The Diary of an Ennuyée, it was an 
immense success, and indeed it is eminently 
readable today, for the author has an acute 
observation and a lively manner, when she 
was not feeling too melancholy; she mentions 
meeting the poet Samuel Rogers in Rome 
'walking up and down . . . with his note-book 
in his hand. I am told he is now writing a 
poem of which Italy is the subject'; and she 
comments, as every traveller to Tuscany always 
does, on the wooden plough 'exactly similar to 
the ploughs of Vergil's time'. 

From now on Anna's life was travelling and 
Writing. Her marriage was not a success; 
Mr Jameson must have been a man of very 
difficult temper. Anna complained mostly of 
his coldness and lack of affection, but of more 
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importance to her career as a writer was the 
fact that he failed to support her adequately. 
In 1829 he took a post in the island of Dominica; 
he went alone, and Anna returned to her 
father's house till her husband should send for 
her. During this time she made another tour 
of the continent, this time with her father and 
his patron, Sir Gerard Noel. In her Visits and 
Sketches at Home and Abroad, published in two 
volumes in 1834, she describes their manner of 
travel: 

We travelled à la Milor Anglais . . . a barouche 
hung on the most approved lines, double-cushioned, 
luxurious, rising and sinking on its springs like a 
swan on the wave; the pockets stuffed with new 
publications, maps and guides ad infinitum; English 
servants for comfort, foreign servants for use; a 
chess-board, backgammon tables; in short, sur
rounded by all that could render us entirely indepen
dent of the amusements we had come to seek, or of 
the people we had come to visit. 

But Mr Jameson did not send for his wife; 
he returned to London in 1833, and a year 
later left for a new post in Canada. Here 
Anna did eventually join him; she never cared 
for Canada (though her ever-ready pen made 
good use of her stay there), and the incompati
bility between herself and her husband resulted 
in 1838 in a legal separation, by which she 
received an allowance of £300 a year, until 
Mr Jameson died in 1854, when the allowance 
ceased abruptly; he had made no provision for 
her in his will. 

Anna returned to London, to be the mainstay 
of her family for the rest of her life. In 1833 
her father had suffered a stroke, and though he 
recovered partially, he never worked again, and 
died in 1842. Anna had to support her mother 
and her two unmarried sisters, which she did 
by her prolific writing. 

She travelled in Europe whenever possible, 
but of more importance than her actual travel 
writings, though these were successful and 
popular, were her books on literature and art. 
The list of her works is formidable; one of the 
earliest of these, published in 1832, in two 
volumes, has the resounding title Characteristics 
of Women; Moral, Poetical, and Historical, 
and is a discussion on the characters of 
Shakespeare's heroines. The authoress remarks 
in her introduction: 

. . . no one writes a book without a hope of 
finding readers, and I shall find a few. Accident first 
made me an authoress; and not now, nor ever, 
have I written to flatter any prevailing fashion of 
the day for the sake of profit. . . . This little book 
was undertaken without a thought of fame or 
money; out of the fullness of my own heart and 
soul I have written it. 

Nevertheless, it was extremely well received, 
one reviewer calling it 'an important contribu
tion to critical literature'. Mrs Jameson followed 
this with two volumes on Beauties of the Court of 
Charles II, described in the Court Journal as 'a 
gem among the Fine Arts in literature'. 

Mrs Jameson's diligence of research, her charms 
of style—the acuteness, force, and justice of her 
remarks—her characteristic touches—and the racy 
and piquant manner with which she relates an 
anecdote are too well known to require eulogy from 
us. 

But it was after her sojourn in Canada, when 
making money by her writing had become an 
economic necessity, that Anna embarked on a 
series of books about art upon which her 
reputation mainly rests. The chief of these were 
a Handbook to the Public Galleries of Art in 
and near London, in two volumes, published 
in 1842, and a Companion to Private Galleries 
of Art in London. These were regarded as the 
authoritative guides for many years. The 
authoress was in a unique position through the 
position of her father who had been court 
miniaturist, and had many influential patrons, 
to gain access to the private galleries; both 
books reveal her 'diligence of research', and 
her extraordinary knowledge of the history of 
art. An example of her method of describing 
a picture follows: 

Paul Veronese. The Rape of Europa. 
A small finished study for the great picture of the 

same subject now in the Imperial Gallery at Vienna. 
Europa, assisted by two of her maidens, and all 

unconscious of deceit, is in the act of seating herself 
on the snow-white bull, who kneels to receive her and 
licks her sandalled foot. The whole composition is 
eminently rich and beautiful. 

This was formerly in the collection of Queen 
Christina of Sweden, whence it passed into the 
Orleans Gallery; and in 1789 was sold to Mr Willett 
for 200 guineas. 

Bequeathed by Mr Holwell Carr. 
1 ft. 11 in. by 2 ft. 3 in. 

Though continuing to publish from time to 
time collections of essays, travel articles, and 
so on, Mrs Jameson regarded her writing on art 
as her most important work, and in 1846 she 
signed a contract with Longmans for two 
volumes on Legendary and Sacred Art, to be 
completed in two years' time. For this it was 
necessary to visit Italy again. Accompanied by 
her niece, she was spending a few days in Paris, 
when Robert and Elizabeth Browning turned up 
there after their runaway marriage. Anna, 
who had met Elizabeth in London some two 
years before, took them under her wing, and 
removed them from their uncomfortable lodgings 
to her own pension. She wrote to a friend: 

VOL. 23, NO. 1/2 23 

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 o
f 

A
ri

zo
na

 A
t 2

3:
41

 2
3 

Ju
ly

 2
01

6 
(P

T
)



God help them! for I know not how the two poet 
heads and poet hearts will get on through this 
prosaic world. I think it possible I may go on to 
Italy with them. 

And so she did, travelling with them to Pisa, 
and remaining there with them for three weeks 
to see them settled. We can imagine what a 
help such a capable and experienced traveller 
must have been to the delicate Elizabeth. 

The Work on Legenday and Sacred Art was 
completed by autumn 1848; the authoress 
wrote to the publishers: 

. . . I am afraid the book will be too expensive . . . 
I am afraid it will not do, and begin to wish I had 
followed my first thought and published it cheaply. 
Who buys or reads expensive books in these days? 

However, the first two volumes were an 
immediate success (a third volume was in 
preparation) and did much to enhance Anna's 
reputation. 

For the rest of her life Anna was constantly 
busy with her writing. She did give one or two 
lectures, on social subjects, in which she took a 
great interest, but she did not enjoy it. In 1859, 
in Rome, and now in failing health, she started 
on her last work, The History of Our Lord and 
St John the Baptist. Her mother had died 
early in 1854, and two years later she settled 
her two unmarried sisters in Brighton. This 
Brighton home was her headquarters when in 
England, but she kept also rooms in Conduit 
Street, as she often found it necessary to be in 
London. It was here, in March 1860, that she 
contracted a chill from which she did not 
recover. She is buried at Kensal Green, by the 
graves of her father and mother. 

Made an author, as she herself said, 'by 
accident', she was forced to continue by the 
dependance of her family, and it was only 
during her last few years, when a small pension 
was granted her on the Queen's Pension List 
and a further small annuity was arranged for 
her by the generosity of her friends, that she 
could feel any real financial security, and was, 
in her own words, 'taken out of that slavery to 
booksellers, which I so hated and feared'. 
She enjoyed writing, she enjoyed the travelling 
and research it entailed, but she would have 
enjoyed her industry even more if the financial 
rewards had not been so necessary to her. 

THE POETRY OF A NOVELIST 
GALT, JOHN. The collected poems of John Galt, 

1779-1839. Ed. by Hamilton Baird Timothy. 
vol.1, xviii, 455 p. $15. [Available direct from 
the editor, Department of Classical Studies, 
Talbot College, University of Western Ontario, 
London 72, Canada.] 

The poetry of John Galt is even less well known 
relatively than, say, the novels of Bernard Shaw, 
but it shares with Shaw's novels the characteristic 
of being the work in one literary form of an author 
predominantly and deservedly esteemed for his 
achievement in another. No one, least of all the 
editor of the present volume, will ever rate Galt as a 
major poet, but his poetry is of interest because it is 
his, and thus illumines the man and his novels 
and corroborates and confirms one's assessment of 
his abilities. 

This is the first volume of a promised two-volume 
edition of the complete poems of Galt, and it 
reprints those poems which appeared originally as 
separate volumes or single items at various dates, 
along with a number of pieces to be found in his 
other works. Volume 2 will contain hitherto un
published verse. The editor, who is Associate 
Professor of Classics and Galt Scholar at the 
University of Western Ontario, grew up in the 
Ayrshire town of Irvine—the Irville of Annals of 
the Parish—where Galt was born and spent the first 
ten years of his life. In his work on this edition Dr 
Timothy has made his own important discoveries: 
in the library of Irvine Burns Club he found a 
little book, of which he has so far traced no other 
copy, consisting of a single continuous poem 
entitled Scotland Delivered, printed in 1837 by 
Maxwell Dick at the Irvine Herald press. No 
author is named in the book, but the words 'This 
is from the pen of John Galt, the novelist' were 
written in pencil across the top of the title-page, 
and internal evidence confirmed Galt's authorship. 
Other discoveries, some by the happy chances of 
serendipity, mean that this work when completed 
'should eventually comprise the most comprehensive 
corpus of John Galt's poems yet to appear in print'. 

Dr Timothy makes no attempt to evaluate Galt's 
poetry; his object is simply to make the poems 
available. This he has done in a handsome book. 
The facsimile typewriter-script is always clear and 
legible; the attractiveness of letterpress print in a 
good type-face could have been achieved presumably 
only at prohibitive cost. 

STUART SCOTT 
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