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4. Charting Heroism in Chambers’s Journal

4.1 Chambers’s Journal
Venturing into Publishing: The Early Careers of William and Robert Chambers

When Chambers’s Edinburgh Journal' appeared for the first time in 1832, its edi-
tors were already well-known in Edinburgh’s publishing scene. Both brothers
had ventured into the book trade in 1820 when each rented a bookstall on Leith
Walk. William, the older brother, had just completed his apprenticeship at a
bookseller’s shop and started his own venture and Robert, who, due to the fam-
ily’s circumstances, had not been able to learn a profession, opened a bookstall
with the family’s books as stock. The same year, William Chambers acquired his
first printing press, an old hand press, and started his career in publishing with
an edition of 750 copies of the first sixteen pages of Songs of Robert Burns. He
taught himself the manual production processes of printing: composing type
and printing the individual pages, one at a time. Though this was a slow process
and the quality of the print was lacking, William Chambers was able to sell all
copies at a shilling each and claimed to have earned £9 over his original pur-
chases of paper and ink.2 With this, William Chambers saw his future profession
set, not only because he was soon commissioned with printing small pamphlets
for “Friendly and Burial Societies”? but because he felt an emotional connection
to the task:

I think there was a degree of infatuation in my attachment to that jangling, creaking,
wheezing little press. Placed at the only window in my apartment, within a few feet of
my bed, I could see its outlines in the silvery moonlight when I awoke; and there, at the
glowing dawn, did its figure assume distinct proportions. When daylight came fully in,
it was impossible to resist the desire to rise and have an hour or two of exercise at the
little machine.#

Robert Chambers, who had successfully enlarged his bookselling business, had
started to write literary texts in his leisure time and in 1821 the brothers first
went into business together in an attempt to publish a popular periodical. Kal-
eidoscope, an octavo, appeared fortnightly from October 1821 onwards and its
production was a family effort. The contents, “a miscellany of poetry, sketches of

The publication, which was later called just Chambers’s Journal, will in the following be re-
ferred to as CJ. Excerpts from the periodical will be cited in the text by referencing the au-
thor (if known), the title of the article, its date of publication and page number.

The account of this first endeavour is taken from William Chambers: Memoir of William
and Robert Chambers, Edinburgh 1883.

3 Ibid., p. 142.

4 Ibid., p. 140.
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authors, historical tales, and musing or satirical essays”,> were exclusively com-
posed by the brothers, with Robert Chambers writing the largest amount of text
and William contributing to “only three or four papers”.¢ William, with the help
of their younger brother James, did the typesetting, printing and stitching of the
journal. Already in this early publication, the brothers’ will to bring education to
the lower ranks of society and their self-perception as having come from and still
being part of this class becomes obvious. As William Chambers recollects in his
memoir: “This little periodical also contained a few articles descriptive of a way-
ward class of authors in the lower walks of life, written from personal knowledge,
and marked by that sympathy for the unfortunate which characterized my
brother throughout life.”” Though the Kaleidoscope only existed for four months,
it had given the brothers something to aspire to, “a trial of one’s wings, and en-
couraged to higher flights in more favourable times and circumstances”.8 Only a
short time later, both of their careers picked up; Robert Chambers became ac-
quainted with Sir Walter Scott and began to write more and more and both
brothers exchanged their bookstalls for more permanent premises in the city.

“The Universal Appetite for Instruction Which at Present Exists” — Chambers’s Journal,
a Publication for the People

Throughout the 1820s, both brothers enlarged their reputations — Robert as a
writer, William as a bookseller — and with the increase of cheap(er) publications
on the print market, they decided to try their hand at a periodical publication
again. Especially William Chambers, who “had occasion to deal in these cheap
papers”, was “greatly against them”.® He felt that they appeared too irregularly,
papers from London often arrived long after their date of publication, were
“conducted with no definite plan [...] but to furnish temporary amusement”
and were “the perversion of what, if rightly conducted, might become a powerful
engine of social improvement”.10

These thoughts then gave rise to the desire to establish a periodical them-
selves, and the first issue of Chambers’s Edinburgh Journal (later Chambers’s Journal
of Popular Literature Science and Art, then Chambers’s Journal) was published on 4
February 1832 and appeared weekly. Naturally, the periodical, which from the

Fyfe: Steam-Powered, p. 17. Aileen Fyfe’s excellent study Steam-Powered Knowledge. William
Chambers and the Business of Publishing 1820-1860 is the only major monograph which ana-
lyses the early endeavours of Chambers’s publishing house and offers access to a vast
amount of archival material.

Chambers: Memoir, p. 147.

Ibid.

Ibid.

Ibid., p. 208.

19 Tbid., pp. 208-209.
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beginning was issued in around 30,000 copies,!! could not be produced as a fam-
ily endeavour on one or even several hand presses. In this respect, Edinburgh
proved a business disadvantage since “there were obstructions as regards both
paper and printing”.!? These involuntary regulations regarding production led to
the work being contracted out to a printer in Edinburgh whose workers, “toiling
night and day”, produced the first numbers of CJ.

Once printed, C/ was sold for one and a half pennies!? and the publishers had
a clear target audience in mind which is articulated in the “Editor’s Address to
His Readers”:14

The grand leading principle by which I have been actuated, is to take advantage of the
universal appetite for instruction which at present exists; to supply to that appetite food
of the best kind, and in such form, and at such a price, as must suit the convenience of
every man in the British dominion. Every Saturday, when the poorest labourer in the
country draws his humble earnings, he shall have it in his power to purchase, with an
insignificant portion of even that humble sum, a meal of healthful, useful and agreeable
mental instruction. (Editor’s Address to His Readers, C/, 4 Feb 1832, 1)

A right to education and knowledge is thus established as a basic right, just as
basic a need as food; the example of the “poorest labourer in the country” shows
that the publication wanted to provide information and instruction for less edu-
cated readers of the lower-middle classes and wanted to reach them by keeping
prices low. The magazine’s identity as a paper for instruction and information
was also reflected in its representation. With its double crown octavo sizel> it was
small enough to be held in one hand and read in a comfortable pose, yet not
small enough to be carried around in one’s pocket and was clearly intended for
domestic consumption. Its serifed fonts and especially the narrow margins
between the two columns and small side margins told the prospective reader that

Y The Waterloo Directory of English Newspapers and Periodicals: 1850-1900 for the remainder of
the nineteenth century gives circulation numbers up to 90,000 copies (in the late 1840s)
and between 60,000 and 70,000 copies after 1860. However, it is unclear whether these
numbers include circulation in the whole of Britain or only in England. For the highest
circulation number of 90,000, it specifically refers to circulation “including Scottish, Eng-
lish, and Irish editions” (“Chambers’s Edinburgh Journal”, n.p.). Ellergard gives circulation
numbers of 70,000 for 1865 and 60,000 for 1870. Cf. Alvar Ellergard: The Readership of
the Periodical Press in Mid-Victorian Britain. II. Directory, in: Victorian Periodicals News-
letter 13, 1971, p. 21.

12° Chambers: Memoir, p- 238.

13 From 1855 onwards, the price was reduced to 1d a week or 7d for buying all issues of one

month. Cf. “Chambers’s Edinburgh Journal”, n.p.

Robert Chambers had only been involved as a contributor for the first fourteen issues of

CJ and only thereafter became its second editor. Thus the first article of the journal is en-

titled “Editor’s” in singular, not “Editors” Address”.

The periodical was printed in this size from 1844 onwards. Cf. Laurel Brake: The “Popular

Weeklies”, in: Bill Bell (ed.): The Edinburgh History of the Book in Scotland, vol. 3, Edin-

burgh 2007, p. 363. In its initial years, the periodical had been printed in a larger broad-

sheet size and in three columns. For the examination period of this study, however, the
later smaller size is relevant.

14

15
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the periodical wanted to make the best possible use of the space at hand. Thus,
the periodical’s size and layout told a story of its intended consumers as much as
the address to the readers.

The editor’s reference to “every man in the British dominion” also makes it
clear that CJ was not only intended for consumption in the Lothians or Scot-
land, but in Britain as a whole. William Chambers in his address therefore cre-
ates the imagery of an educationally starved British readership that is not ‘“fed’
adequately. However, when speaking of the “meal of healthful, useful and agree-
able mental instruction” (ibid.), an implicit opposite is present within the text.
Chambers wanted to provide good reading material for the uneducated, but at
the same time intended to keep them from consuming other material. In particu-
lar, he seems to have had the Society for the Diffusion of Useful Knowledge’s
Penny Magazine in mind here when he says that the “scheme of diffusing know-
ledge has certainly more than once been attempted on respectable principles
[...]. Yet the great end has not been gained” (ibid.). Chambers thus expressed the
desire to perform a “service to mankind at large” (ibid.).

How did CJ differ from other journals for the lower and middle classes such as
Charles Knight’s Penny Magazine? According to William Chambers: through in-
dependence. In his opinion, all other endeavours had failed because they had
been institutionally — both politically and religiously — bound to certain posi-
tions and attitudes. Although, of course, the aim of educating less educated
people and the process of selection and mode of presentation involved were in
themselves political, Chambers believed that he was taking “a course altogether
novel” (ibid.). He wanted to take as many people as possible upon the “path of
moral responsibility”, whether “the highest conservative” or “the boldest advo-
cate of universal democracy”, whether an “Irish Roman Catholic” or a “more
highly cultivated Presbyterian cotta[r] of my native land”.16

This was, of course, also a commercial consideration. The less specific the
ideological orientation of the periodical, the more it would appeal to a general
readership and the more copies would be sold. Thus, the only obvious ideology
in the “Editor’s Address” seems to be the idea of self-improvement. Chambers
continues to explain to whom different parts of the journal would be dedicated

16 1bid. In a 40-page pocket sized publication celebrating the Jubilee Year of Chambers’s Journal
in 1882, William Chambers reaffirmed this professed neutrality: “Political topics have been
studiously avoided, or more properly left to the acknowledged organs of public opinion.
So, likewise, matters of religious nature have been resigned to their appropriate expo-
nents.” William Chambers: Jubilee Year of Chambers’s Journal. Reminiscences of a Long
and Busy Life, Edinburgh 1882, p. 18. Furthermore, the archive material suggests that con-
tributions were edited in that respect as well. In a letter to Canadian author Grant Allen,
for example, Charles Chambers in 1885 asks the author to “omit” certain passages from
the upcoming novel Iz All Shades because they are “relating to Politics + Religion” which
CJ “carefully avoided”. Charles Chambers: Letter to Grant Allen, 1885, Dep 341/165: No
822, National Library of Scotland, Edinburgh.
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and the benefits the different readerships would gain from it - all of which in-
clude individual improvement. Those people living in rural parts of the country
would gain education in topography, geography, statistics and moral instruction;
artisans would receive information on new inventions relevant for their industry;
housekeepers would be able to improve their “domestic and cottage economy”
and even the “poor man” unable to continue a life in Britain would find “valu-
able and correct information for his guidance” on how to emigrate (ibid.). Add-
itionally, Chambers also wanted to address young women!” and boys. The
former, he believed, would benefit from “traditional anecdotes” and “nice amus-
ing tale[s]” (ibid., 2) which would be more suitable for them than the popular
gothic tales. Those he described as “the ordinary trash about Italian castles, and
daggers, and ghosts in the blue chamber, and similar nonsense” (ibid.). The
household was the field of instruction in which Chambers wanted to cater for
the girls, whom he wanted to provide with “a thousand useful little receipts and
modes of housewifery, calculated to make them capital wives” (ibid.).

Boys, however, seemed to be one of the most important addressees for Willi-
am Chambers. He talks about his own youth, his unwillingness to be educated
due to bad teaching and his eagerness to learn once things were explained to him
in a way he could understand. Accordingly he wants to explain the world to the
boys, tell them stories about other continents, how society and economy work,
how to build “rabbit-houses on scientific principles” and to “inform them about
matters which their papa does not think of speaking to them about because he is
so busy” (ibid.). It is a plea to the boys then with which the address ends:

Finally, I shall give some accounts of men who were at one time poor little boys like
themselves, but who, on paying a daily attention to their studies, and being always hon-
est, and having a great desire to become eminent, and not be mere drudges all their
days, gradually rose to be great statesmen, and generals, and members of learned profes-
sions, and distinguished authors, and to have fine houses and parks; and that at last they
even came to be made kings or presidents of powerful nations. (ibid.)

William Chambers in his opening address thus established high expectations for
his publication: he wanted to inform and instruct all parts of the middle and
lower classes, wanted to publish appealing articles for all different classes and
professions and situated his journal as both teacher and parent of the unin-
formed. Thus, the ultimate claim of CJ was to create an improved society and
consequently an improved nation.

17" Nicola Thompson notes: “Chambers’s Journal explicitly included women and children [...]
in its prospectus: ‘With the ladies of the “new school,” and all my young countrywomen in
their teens, I hope to be on agreeable terms [...] I will also inform them of a thousand use-
ful little receipts of housewifery, calculated to make them capital wives.”” Nicola Diane
Thompson: Reviewing Sex. Gender and the Reception of Victorian Novels, New York
1996, p. 122.
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Hints towards the actual readership of CJ can be found in the publishing
house’s archive material held at the National Library of Scotland in Edinburgh
and show that the journal succeeded in reaching a broad public,!® although it
can be presumed that their goal to cater to the uneducated reader on a large scale
did not succeed.!” Thus, one can find letters by readers like that of a Mr Hawke
of London, who in 1854 complains about the serial novel “Wearyfoot Com-
mon” for being too sentimental for C/’s audience, since the “readers are not
generally women and children but practical utilitarian men of business who hate
a love story (if nothing else) as they do a lazy or useless servant neither being
worth the space they occupy”.?? Letters from readers such as this give evidence of
a readership which was educated and perceived the printed material they con-
sumed as being intended for them and their peers. Also, the archive material il-
lustrates that readers responded especially well to topics which they recognised
from their own lives. For example, after an article on “Some Curious Superscrip-
tions” in 1854 had presented the readers with entertaining and odd addresses on
letters, many readers wrote in to the journal in order to share their own curious
experiences with superscriptions.?!

On the other hand, correspondence with authors on prospective articles in
the journal show that much material was written with the very purpose of educa-
tion in mind:?? The translator and author Charles Martel wrote to the editors in
the same year with the proposal of adapting Michel Eugene Chevreul’s The Prin-
ciples of Harmony and Contrast of Colours for a more broad audience. He had pub-

18 Chris Baggs notes that CJ was one of the most popular periodicals in libraries. For the

Aberdeen Public Library, which “collected figures [for individual loans] between 1884/5
and 1899/1900. [...] Chambers’s Journal, Cassell’s Family Magazine, Windsor and Pearson’s
Magazine were the most consistently popular titles, along with the Boy’s Own Paper.” Baggs:
Reading Rooms, p. 281. It is worth noting that among these most popular periodicals, C/
was the only one without illustrations.
In the issue of 25 January 1840, Robert and William Chambers write that “this paper is
read, we believe, by a class who may be called the dife of the labouring community, those
who think, conduct themselves respectably, and are anxious to improve their circum-
stances by judicious means. But below this worthy order of men, our work, except in a few
particular cases, does not go. A fatal mistake is committed in the notion that the lower
classes read. There is, unfortunately, a vast substratum in society where the printing-press
has not yet unfolded her treasures.” Address of the Editors, C/, 25 Jan 1840, 8. The text
goes on to state though that CJ “is now, as before, framed chiefly for that large department
of society, who, being engaged in the duties of the counting-house, the shop, the work-
room, or those of their private dwellings, have little leisure for the cultivation of their
minds”. Ibid.
20 Hawke: Letter to Chambers’s Journal, 1854, Dep 341/129: unnumbered, National Library
of Scotland, Edinburgh.
2l cf, Correspondence, 1854-1855, Dep. 341/129: unnumbered, National Library of Scot-
land, Edinburgh.
It remains a problem that this part of the intended readership usually remains invisible in
archival material as they would presumably not have written in. This, of course, does by no
means indicate that there were no readers using the journal for their personal advance-
ment.

19

22
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lished the direct translation, which had not found a large readership; “[s]ince its
publication however, I have observed that the book is too Scientific for the gen-
erality of readers”.?® Thus, Martel’s hope was to publish Chevreul’s theory in a
new form in CJ: “a more popular form is required to insure that wide acceptance
of the principles set forth, which their importance demands.”?* Although this
proposed series of articles was never realised (though Chevreul and his theories
feature in the journal), Martel’s letter shows how CJ was perceived as a publica-
tion which popularised scientific material for a broad audience and would ensure
the wide dissemination of material.?> Since the majority of the archived readers’
correspondence came from England, especially from London, the archive mater-
ial shows clearly that CJ succeeded in catering to a Britain-wide audience, though
the readers’ identity — in the sense of du Gay et al. - is not as clear-cut as the
editors would have wanted it to be in terms of class and education.

Unlike many other periodicals published at a similar price and aimed at a
similar audience, CJ was not illustrated. This was, as William Chambers writes, a
deliberate decision: “At no time was there any attempt to give pictorial illustra-
tions of objects in natural history, the fine arts, or anything else. Without under-
valuing the attractions of wood-cut engravings, the aims of the editors were in a
different direction.”?® The objective to “cultivate the feelings as much as the un-
derstanding” was in his opinion best achieved through “the essay system”.?” This
focus on written information rather than illustration is also evident in the gen-
eral layout; at first it was printed as a folio publication with four pages and four
columns of text per page; from autumn 1832 onwards it was published as a
quarto with eight pages and three columns, and finally in 1844 changed to a
double crown octavo size with two columns.?8 In all cases, a rather small font
was chosen, the magazine’s title banner was unembellished with only a small
margin to the sides and between columns. Thereby, the layout itself suggests the
emphasis on the written word. Though the decision not to include illustrations
may well also have been a financial one, the programmatic focus on essays was

23 Charles Martel: Letter to Chambers’s Journal, 1854, Dep 341/131, unnumbered, National
Library of Scotland, Edinburgh.

24 Tbid.

25 CJ’s conception as a didactic periodical is acknowledged in much of the correspondence.
The Irish writer Samuel Carter Hall under the pseudonym Anna Maria Hall (under which
he later also submitted articles to CJ) calls it a “work in the highest repute as at once cheap
and good” which contributes to “to their [its readers’] social and moral improvement”
(Anna Maria Hall: Letter to Chambers’s Journal., n.d., Dep 341/121: No 17, National Lib-
rary of Scotland, Edinburgh). A reverend for example praises it as follows: “I know not bet-
ter Journal than your Journal, and that I have for many years circulated it in my Parish”
(Reverend: Letter to Chambers’s Journal, 1883, Dep 341/139: unnumbered, National Lib-
rary of Scotland, Edinburgh).

26 Chambers: Memoir, p. 240.

7 Tbid.

28 Cf. Brake: Popular Weeklies, p. 363.
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also turned into a facet of the brothers’ self-conception as middle-class men in
retrospect. Robert Chambers writes in the preface to one of his essay collections:

One ruling aim of the author must be taken into account: it was my design from the
first to be the essayist of the middle class - that in which I was born, and to which I
continued to belong. I therefore do not read their manners and habits as one looking 4e
haunt en bas, which is the usual style of essayists, but as one looking round among the
firesides of my friends. For their use I shape and sharpen my apothegms; to their com-
prehension I modify any philosophical disquisitions on which I have entered.??

Thus, one can clearly see how important the middle class as a target audience
was for the editors of CJ. They marketed their magazine as one being written &y
the middle class for the middle class and those from lower ranks aspiring to rise
in society. Although the publishing house soon grew well beyond the limits of a
mid-sized enterprise and the brothers became part of the intellectual circles of
Britain (e.g. Robert Chambers was a member of the Royal Society of Edinburgh
and the Athenaeum Club in London, William Chambers was Provost of Edin-
burgh from 1865 to 1869), they always emphasised the social responsibility of
their work. This is also reflected in the way their magazine was produced.

Production Processes

Compared to the production of William Chambers’s edition of Burns’s poetry,
the production of C/was a highly modern, industrialised process. Given their in-
tention to cater to “every man in the British dominion” (Editor’s Address to His
Readers, CJ, 4 Feb 1832, 1) and their - at least for this purpose — marginal loca-
tion in Edinburgh, one can imagine that William and Robert Chambers had to
overcome some obstacles to establish an efficient publishing company that oper-
ated nationwide. Although Edinburgh was the second centre of the British book
trade and produced the main share of material for the Scottish market, it still was
small compared to London and the number of paper making and printers’ shops
was considerably lower than in the capital. The first issues of the journal were
printed by John Johnstone, a “genial old man”3% and William Chambers had
ordered a run of 30,500 copies.>! However, this proved to be a difficult task for
the printer and his workers, who were frequently unable to deliver the required
number at the agreed-upon time. This led to problems in distribution: for the
magazine to be available in the bookshops on Saturday, the copies had to be
produced a considerable time in advance: several days for delivery by the jour-
nal’s agents for the Scottish and North-England country and ideally several

29 Quoted in Chambers: Memoir, pp. 240-241.
30 Tbid.

31 All of the following numbers are taken from Fyfe: Knowledge.

72


https://doi.org/10.5771/9783956507243-63
https://www.nomos-elibrary.de/agb

weeks for distribution of copies to London.’? Although Chambers persuaded
Johnstone to let the printing machines run throughout the night and add several
work shifts, it proved to be nearly impossible to achieve.3? Thus, other printers,
in some cases as far away as Glasgow, were frequently contracted to cover the
missing issues. Within the first year of publication, therefore, a decision was
made to divide the printing of the paper: one part of it (approximately 22,000
copies) was published in Edinburgh, the other was printed by the company of
Bradbury and Evans in London. Under the supervision of William Orr, the rela-
tionship to whom was a difficult one and ultimately led to the abandoning of
the London department, the London edition was produced at low prices and on
time, since Orr could rely on a greater number of printers and the most modern
technology available. Seeing the advantages of modern printing techniques made
William and Robert Chambers think about acquiring equipment of their own.

A first step in this direction was the switch to stereotype plates in the compos-
ition process. This made both the reprinting of issues as well as the production
in London easier; when establishing the London edition, the procedure had
been to send one printed copy of the complete journal to London where it
would be typeset again. The use of stereotype plates thus made the composition
process in London obsolete and printing could begin as soon as the plates ar-
rived. However, this did not change the fact that the printing shops in Edin-
burgh, most of which were still working with hand-presses, were overwhelmed
with the amount of copies they needed to produce. Chambers therefore made a
far-reaching decision in 1833 which put them among the pioneers of modern
technology in the printing trade: after having pondered the option of moving
the whole of the printing to London, they decided to venture into the business
of steam-printing themselves. Since there were no printing-machine makers in
Edinburgh, Chambers commissioned Robert Gunn to build a printing machine
which was installed on the company’s premises in December 1833. The new
equipment worked more than seven times faster than the hand-presses and was

32 The issue of distribution was an important factor in Chambers’s initial decision to publish
a periodical and not a newspaper. On the one hand, a newspaper had to reach the reader
fast, as it contained current information that could well be old news after a couple of days,
on the other hand, publishing a newspaper was more expensive. Sending news through the
mail - e.g. from Edinburgh to London - “required the payment of 44. in stamp duty,
which would have more than trebled the price of the journal and put it far beyond the
reach of [its] intended readers.” Fyfe: Knowledge, p. 47. The decision to publish a period-
ical and thus a print product with no time-sensitive information gave the editors the time
to print the journal several weeks in advance and thus also to pack and ship the copies to
England, Ireland and the rest of Scotland.

Fyfe remarks that the night shifts produced a different set of problems since the work was
often done sloppily because the workers were rarely sober. Cf. ibid., p. 56.

33
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able to produce 900 sheets within an hour.3* By 1840, “the Chambers establish-
ment included workshops for the composition of type, the casting of stereotype
plates, steam-powered printing, and a bindery” and by 1846, the entire run of
CJ (by then 60,000 to 80,000 copies) was again produced solely in Edinburgh.
Since Edinburgh had by then been connected to the south through the railways,
fast distribution to all parts of the country was ensured.

The new technology did not only bring economic advantages but, in Cham-
bers’ opinion, also social ones. On the one hand, CJ repeatedly published notes
saying that the low price — and thus the accessibility for large parts of society —
of the journal could only be maintained due to the fact that it was steam-printed
(cf. e.g. Mechanisms of Chambers’s Journal, C/, 6 Jun 1835, 150). On the other
hand, Chambers believed that the new technologies would also lead to societal
changes for the better. This is expressed in various Chambers publications on
printing technologies, such as an issue of Information for the People devoted to the
topic which points out that the new machines require educated and specialised
workers. Thus, Chambers believed that the innovations would affect society
from two sides: the growing amount of cheap instructional publications would
educate people without access to formal education and the growing demand on
the job market would lead to more and more people acquiring skills for those
more qualified manual jobs. To enhance the latter development they ran a lib-
rary for their workers, hired teachers to educate the younger employees and from
1838 onwards held an annual soirée for their employees. This event, which was
always reported on in an article in CJ, was thought to reward the workers of all
classes and give them a sense of unity.

As this short overview of the establishment, production processes and content
orientation of CJ has shown, the journal was unique in a number of ways: the
publication was managed and produced in Edinburgh and remained there
throughout its existence. In a distinctly Scottish tradition,’¢ C/ had a firm didact-
ic orientation and wanted to act as a moral guide to those parts of society who

3% As already mentioned in chapter 3.1, this innovation in production processes also lead to

new publications from the house of Chambers. With the new speed of printing, C/ only
occupied the press for half of the week and the brothers came up with additional publica-
tions, such as the pamphlets Information for the People and later also encyclopaedias and
school books, to fill the empty time slots to keep the machines running and regain their
investment of £500 which they had paid for the printing machine and the steam engine.

35 Fyfe: Knowledge, p. 90.

3¢ In a tradition reaching back to the reformation in the sixteenth century, Scotland until
today perceives itself as having a distinct identity in relation to education. As Stephen
Mark Holmes puts it: “It is a commonplace that ‘“The Scottish Reformation’ of 1560, with
its desire to enable people to read the Bible in their own language, led to the establishment
of a system of education available to the whole nation in an extensive network of parish
schools and headed by a unique system of universities.” Stephen Mark Holmes: Education
in the Century of Reformation, in: R.D. Anderson et al. (eds.): The Edinburgh History of
Education in Scotland, Edinburgh 2015, p. 57. This Presbyterian approach to create educa-
tion equality (both in terms of financial as well as spatial access and gender) influenced
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were able to read yet unable to afford formal education. Its contents were
focused on conveying as much information as possible, which is reflected in the
layout of the publication and its omission of illustrations as well as in the pre-
dominant genre of the essay. By being in charge of all production processes in-
volved in the printing of the journal and not being associated with any organisa-
tion, Chambers gained a degree of independence that most publishers would not
have had and that allowed them, within the restrictions of the market place, free
reign over their material.

Editors and Contributors

The Waterloo Directory lists a number of well-known authors under the contribu-
tors of CJ, for many of whom correspondence in the archival material held at the
NLS can be found. Among them are - for the period this study is concerned
with — men and women such as Grant Allen, Walter Besant, R. D. Blackmore,
Arthur Conan Doyle, George Manville Fenn, Elizabeth Gaskell, Thomas Hardy,
Mary Howitt, Harriet Martineau, Caroline E. S. Norton or Edmund Norton.3”
However, since the predominant amount of articles in CJ was published an-
onymously, even the names of these well-known authors would not have been
acknowledged in the periodical.3® It was mostly serialised fiction which was pub-

both education policy and the public climate regarding learning and instruction through-
out the centuries. As Jane McDermid argues, the nineteenth century can be seen as “an
attempt to revive the Presbyterian educational tradition [...] and to ensure common provi-
sion across the country.” Jane McDermid: Education and Society in the Era of the School
Boards 1872-1918, in: R. D. Anderson et al. (eds.): The Edinburgh History of Education in
Scotland, Edinburgh 2015, p. 190. In an age of secularisation, the state increasingly took
the place of the church in the execution of this goal (cf. ibid.) and the “educational debate
and investigation, notably between the 1830s and 1860s, convinced many in Scotland that
the continuation of common provision was essential for the social order” (ibid.). The
launch of CJ and its didactic goals can be located in this context. For more scholarship on
Scottish Presbyterianism and education see for example R. D. Anderson: Education and
the Scottish People 1750-1918, Oxford 1995; id. et al. (eds.): The Edinburgh History of
Education in Scotland, Edinburgh 2015; Heather Holmes (ed.): Scottish Life and Society.
A Compendium of Scottish Ethnology, vol. 11, Edinburgh 2000; R. A. Houston: Scottish
Literacy and the Scottish Identity. Illiteracy and Society in Scotland and Northern England
1600-1800, Cambridge 2002; W. M. Humes: Leadership Class in Scottish Education,
Edinburgh 1986; id. / Hamish M. Paterson: Scottish Culture and Scottish Education
1800-1980, Edinburgh 1983 or James G. Kellas: Modern Scotland, London/Boston 1980.
Apart from the Chambers brothers themselves, contributors to the early periodical in-
cluded Maria Edgeworth, Eliza William Green, Walter White, William Wilson or William
Henry Willis.

This is especially interesting since many of those names would have been good advertising
for selling to specific audiences. The National Library of Scotland holds notebooks giving
the details of almost all articles published from 1839 to 1846 and 1871 to 1903 and to
whom a payment was made (though sometimes only noting initials). Since this study is
concerned with what readers would have encountered in the periodical, an analysis of
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lished under authors’ names, such as Grant Allen’s series Dumaresq’s Daugh-
1er*¥(1891) or William Le Queux’s spy novel Of Royal Blood (1899-1900).

CJ was a strongly editor-led periodical. In its early years, a majority of the con-
tent was written by Robert and William Chambers themselves. Although the
brothers were succeeded as editors by Leith Richie in 1858 and James Payn later
took over the editorship, the periodical was still strongly influenced by them. As
the firm’s correspondence in the National Library of Scotland indicates, the suc-
cessive editors strongly relied on the advice and approval of the two founders.*
In 1874, the editorship was taken into family hands again, with Robert Cham-
bers Jr. taking over and he was subsequently succeeded by his son who remained
the periodical’s editor for the rest of the century.*!

Unlike other periodicals, the profile of CJ did not significantly change with
the different editors. The strong influence of Robert and William Chambers
until their deaths and the continuation of their editorial ideals through their des-
cendants ensured a stability in the periodical’s identity as an entertaining and
educating paper for the mass market.

4.2 Heroism in Chambers’s Journal

The last paragraph of CJ’s opening address to the readers promised the period-
ical’s younger readers accounts of “great statesmen, and generals, and members
of learned professions, and distinguished authors, [who have] fine houses and
parks” (Editor’s Address to His Readers, CJ, 4 Feb 1832, 2). These were men
whom the readers could aspire to and one day possibly become like. This prom-
ise offers a first glimpse at C/’s mode of presenting the heroic. While not using
the word ‘hero’, William Chambers points out in his address that every reader
(or at least every male reader) could become an extraordinary ‘great man’ if he

whom specific articles might be attributed to would not have been productive to the argu-
ment.
This narrative will be discussed in greater detail in chapter 4.5. As was general practice in
the day, not every instalment of the series referred to Grant Allen’s name and in many of
the parts he is referred to as “the author of” other serialised novels that had been pub-
lished in CJ (specifically “In All Shades” which had been published in 1886 and “This
Mortal Coil” which had appeared in CJ in 1888). This can not only be seen as a means of
advertising the serialised novel the reader was currently consuming, but also an attempt at
countering the ephemeral quality of the periodical publication by referencing the content
of past issues.
Robert Chambers died in 1871 and was involved in the publishing house’s proceedings
until his death. William Chambers also remained active in the firm until late in his life;
after his brother’s death he became the principal shareholder in the firm. Robert Cham-
bers’s son, Robert Chambers Jr., became the publishing house’s director and was assisted
by William Chambers until his death in 1883.
41 Cf. G. A. Aitkin: Chambers, Robert (1832-1888), in: Lawrence Goldman (ed.): Oxford
Dictionary of National Biography, 2014, DOI: 10.1093/ref:0dnb/5080.
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only received the right education and excelled in virtues such as honesty, dili-
gence, ambition and discipline. In the context of the different contemporary
ideals of heroism discussed in chapter 2.1, C/’s address already shows a strong
tendency towards Samuel Smiles’s notion of each and every man having the abil-
ity to become a hero for his community through hard work and perseverance.

This part of the study will examine how a more distinct concept of the heroic
emerges in CJ. Subsequently, it will analyse how this concept is functionalised
for different target audiences at different points in time in the second half of the
nineteenth century. The first section will discuss articles which explicitly - or ex
negativo — define heroism on an abstract level as a basis of comparison for those
articles which deal with heroism more implicitly or on a more specific level. It
will outline the qualities and domains of the heroic which emerged as the most
dominant ones in the corpus. The first section will analyse texts from CJ which
explicitly define heroism for the readers before turning to the most prominent
domains for which such qualities of heroism are evoked. In that, it will become
clear that the periodical emphasises the identificatory potential for the readers in
its usage of heroism, especially through the characteristics of selflessness and per-
severance. As the first and one of the most significant domains of the heroic in
CJ, one chapter will examine military heroism and illustrate the impact of on-
going wars on the periodical’s display of heroic actions in military contexts. The
next sections will turn to civil heroism and in particular focus on the way in
which class and gender intersect with and complicate the representation of the
heroic. With a focus on the Victorian ideal of progress and civilisatory advance-
ment, the subchapter “Heroes of Civilisation” will analyse instances of heroism
which are presented as part of a greater societal goal of improvement played out
in the areas of science, medicine and education. As a last dominant domain,
everyday heroism will be examined. Two types of heroism of everyday life will be
identified: firstly, acts of lifesaving, the public recognition of which boomed
from the 1860s onwards, and secondly, the idea of a heroism of ordinary every-
day life, which was strongly connected to class membership and questions of
gender, will be investigated. Each section will identify different themes or strands
of the specific domain of the heroic and will discuss the associated articles in C/J
in chronological order so that both a synchronic picture as well as an idea of the
development over the examination period emerges. In order to substantiate if
these findings were specific to CJ, “Different Heroes for Different Readers”, will
investigate how the Chambers brothers mediated heroism in their other publica-
tions, such as school books, encyclopaedias or biographies.
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“What is Heroism?e”

This programmatic question is posed in the title of an article which appeared in
CJ on 9 May 1857. Just one year after the end of the Crimean War, an anonym-
ous contributor tries to define heroic actions both on and far removed from the
battlefield. The text aims at defining a heroism different from traditional notions
and moves the hero closer to the readers’ everyday lives, making the concept of
heroism more easily available for individual identification.

In a historical perspective, the text starts its examination with the heroes of an-
tiquity who “every tolerably forward school-boy is familiar with” as “illustrative
of the heroic virtues, self-sacrifice and fortitude” (What Is Heroism, C/, 9 May
1857, 297). The stories of these extraordinary men and women — “Leonidas and
his three hundred”, “Aristides” or “Arria, by her own death, encouraging her hus-
band to brave a similar fate” (ibid.) - are taught in “dramatic episodes and
tableaux” (ibid.) in school and form the basis of every schoolboy’s notion of
heroism. Emphasising the need for mediation of narrations of heroism, the text
stresses that the stories “have been handed down from generation to generation,
from the old civilisations to the new, and have challenged and received more or
less admiration and applause” (ibid.). Though representing accounts of “mythic
history” that “though ascribed to historical personages, are nevertheless ficti-
tious” often only existed “in the imaginations of ballad-singers” (ibid.), the
stories were passed down in oral and written tradition by historians and bio-
graphers because they carried cultural meaning regarded relevant for coming gen-
erations. Consequently, the authenticity of the heroic deeds is deemed unim-
portant as long as they carry a specific cultural meaning.

The opening paragraphs establish the importance of mediation, tradition and
commemoration through exemplars for the concept of heroism. It is not Ar-
istides, Leonidas and his men, or Arria who are of heightened importance, but
their actions and most of their underlying motivations and values which are con-
sidered noteworthy for future generations. Heroism is thereby utilised as a me-
dium of transmission for cultural or group-specific values which can best be re-
membered through narrative patterns. For example, the story of Leonidas and
his three hundred men becomes a vehicle for the importance of bravery in the
face of danger, for the importance of physical strength and selflessness and sig-
nificantly also a model for the coming generations in the construction of their
identity. From these stories of ancient heroism, the author constructs a profile of
requirements for heroic figures: “we shall find them [the heroes] to be an enthu-
siastic abnegation of self, and a somewhat exaggerated development of a single
virtue” (ibid.). Selflessness is presented as the underlying value required for all
acts of heroism. However, the text suggests that the “human virtue” (ibid.) still
needs an igniting spark, an “actuating motive” (ibid.), to result in the creation of
a hero. Patriotism, honour and “domestic affection” (ibid.) are named as ex-
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amples for this kind of enthusiasm-creating motivation, all of which are, notably,
vague concepts which every reader could easily relate to. An act of heroism can
finally occur when selflessness, another heightened virtue, and honourable
motives come together in a specific situation “of time and place, or peculiar
character of mind” (ibid.). Only if all of these requirements are met can real
heroism be observed. Accordingly, a lack of any of the named requirements can
turn a presumably heroic person into one of mere “quasi-glory” (ibid.).

The medial nature of heroism also entails that it is by definition always public.
Therefore, the fame of heroism also attracts characters who do not fulfil the fore-
most heroic virtue of selflessness, but seek fame and public recognition:

Every action, however praiseworthy and virtuous in outward seeming, may be accoun-
ted for, if we so incline, by consummate hypocrisy, far-sighted selfishness, or immoder-
ate pride. By hypothetical assumptions, we may attribute the public life of Washington
to his greed for glory, or of Wilberforce to a puerile love of fame. (ibid.)

Starting with these apparently attention-seeking heroes, the text goes on to elab-
orate on different kinds of heroism in modern times in relation to their pre-
sumed truthfulness. Presented as such, heroism almost appears as a skill which
one can master at different levels. The article states that “it is obvious at once,
that isolate acts, illustrating an impulsive virtue, and occurring at conjunctures of
great emergency, are but doubtful guides to general character” (ibid., 298). In
what can be called situational heroism, individuals are enabled by specific circum-
stances and courage to perform spontaneous acts which transgress their own
(physical, mental, emotional, norm-given) limitations. This could be a single in-
cident, such as a passer-by coming to the aid of a fellow pedestrian in peril; this
act, however, would not necessarily be an accurate representation of the hero’s
character. In this case, much of the heroic impulse would have been, if one con-
nects the arguments of the text, due to the “peculiar circumstances of time and
place” (ibid., 297).

Similarly, the text argues that the military domain might produce heroism
more easily than other areas of life, since “in order to create military heroes, we
have only to provide a field of action” (ibid., 298). As all parties involved in a
war effort are in a state of “excitement” (ibid.), they “after the first moments of
the conflict customarily lose all sense of danger, are urged on by a wild agitation
of the spirits, and make the final assault in almost a state of delirium. The found-
ation of heroism of this kind is physical courage and common manly sentiment”
(ibid.). In contrast to this situational heroism, the text constructs “a higher kind,
which is often not patent to the world, which requires no grand stage and no
dramatic incidents to give its lustre” (ibid.). This “higher kind” then seems to be
less dependent on specific circumstance and opportunity, but more related to a
general heroic character, a moral disposition which allows for heroic actions
without the external conditions brought up in the first part of the article. Most
importantly, the necessity of medial presentation and recognition in a public
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forum (no matter how small it might be) is discarded for this kind of heroics:
“the higher kind of heroism of which I speak, avoids rather than seeks the pomp
and circumstance of war and the glare of publicity” (ibid.). Again, the heroics of
wartime are given as an example of the less pure, more easily attainable kind of
heroism, which is born out of a necessity, not out of a conscious decision of the
hero, and which appeals to many men because it might entail public recogni-
tion:
Enthusiastic British youth, moved by the recital of heroic deeds of ancient or modern
times, yearn to become performers of similar exploits: they are filled with regret that
their surrounding circumstances are commonplace, that they have no Thermopylae to
defend and no Sebastopol to storm, that there is not the slightest occasion to imitate
the Athenians under Themistocles, and embark their household gods. They crave the in-
ducement of a tragic glory and opportunity to create an undying fame by a single effort.
(ibid.)
Only one year after the Crimean War had ended, the text on the one hand com-
pares the actions of British soldiers during the Siege of Sebastopol to the ancient
legend of the Battle of Thermopylae; on the other hand, it states that opportun-
ities for similar actions are scarce in the present day and ancient narratives as
those of the Thermopylae are shown to inspire vain dreams of heroism in the
British youth. The enthusiasm which was initially praised in the article seems to
border on puerile eagerness in this description. The selflessness and implicit ac-
ceptance of one’s own death inherent to any participation in combat then turns
into selfishness symbolising a want for “tragic glory” and “undying fame” (ibid.).
Having established a negative image of glory-seeking heroism, the text con-
trasts this idea with the “truest heroism” (ibid.). It is neither bound by specific
opportunities or situations, nor constituted by a singular incident but related to
one’s character. However, the text radically limits the possible properties for true
heroism:

The truest heroism requires for its exhibition calm reflection and deliberate will, rather
than excitement. [...] [I]ts groundwork is a sense of duty able to contend with conflict-
ing and baser motives. Patient uncomplaining endurance - steady perseverance in over-
coming obstacles — conduct always upright in good and evil report, when no human eye
may see with commendation and no human heart respond with sympathy - this is true
heroism, and raises its possessor far beyond the ranks of those who plant the standard
on a well-won breach. (ibid.)

This results in a form of heroism, “true heroism” which operates unseen and un-
heard of by the rest of society. This second definition of heroism directly contra-
dicts the first definition given in relation to ancient heroes. The latter necessarily
relied on the mediation of their deeds to others and in their afterlife only ever
existed in tales and myths. “True” heroism, however, as described by the author,
apparently exists without a medium and an audience and is never dependent on
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external acts of appreciation nor seeks glory.#? This is further stressed throughout
the text through the use of metaphors of light and darkness and through allu-
sions to the stage. The heroism associated with the first definition possesses an
“éclat”, it is seen in the “light of an after-age” (ibid., 297) and is given a “lustre”
(ibid., 298). The “true” heroism on the other hand acts in “the shade”, it does
not “need stage-effect or brilliant éclat”, but is situated in the “private life”
(ibid.). It is the private sphere which is identified as the realm of true heroes, in
contrast to the public, attention-seeking, staged nature of the heroism considered
more superficial by the text.

Thus, the text deprives heroism of its glamour and its fame. Instead, private
acts of endurance which are not communicated to others are regarded as the
highest heroic deeds. The didactic message of the text is obvious: in the private
sphere, everybody can be a hero in moral terms, even those who do not enter
cultural memory in its media. “Such heroism [...] lies as much within the reach
of the man of peace as of the warrior, of the private citizen as of the statesman or
sage” (ibid.). This call for private, silent, selfless heroism gives the first hints to-
wards a tendency to turn the unattainable, out-of-reach hero into an obtainable
role model that can be emulated. The text develops a concept of what Geoffrey
Cubitt in Heroic Reputations and Exemplary Lives calls exemplary heroism:

Exemplarity involves a perception not just of excellence, but also of relevance - and
thus, in a sense, of similarity. Those whom we take as exemplars may be better than we
are, but not than we might in principle become - not better in some absolute way that
implies a difference of kind, but better relative to some common standard against which
we hope to improve.*3

In “What is Heroism”, one can clearly recognise the attempt to motivate the
readers to act more morally in general through creating an attainable form of si-
lent heroism. Furthermore, it reflects the broad intended readership established
in the first issue: it tries to appeal to as many groups of readers as possible. Al-
though it establishes the two kinds of heroism as unequal, the text calls both of
the types heroic and does not dispute that the actions of soldiers in battle consti-
tute a form of heroism and are hence inherently regarded noteworthy. The short
yet dense programmatic text clearly has a didactic purpose. However, it also

42 This idea of a heroic figure which exists without communication or medium is highly
problematic. As Ralf von den Hoff et al. argue, the heroic only comes into existence
through mediation (“The heroic only actually becomes present in a society through its rep-
resentation and communication via different media.” Von den Hoff et al.: Heroes, p. 12).
Thus, the idea of an unmediated heroism within a public medium constitutes a concep-
tional clash which cannot be resolved. The specific text discussed above tries to negotiate
this tension by not giving examples for the ‘true’ form of heroism, but rather by referring
to the underlying values identified for humble heroics, such as perseverance and selfless-
ness. However, on the whole, the call for an unmediated heroism within the medium of
the periodical remains an inconsistency.

Geoffrey Cubitt: Introduction, in: Geoffrey Cubitt / Allen Warren (eds.): Heroic Reputa-
tions and Exemplary Lives, Manchester 2000, p. 11.
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shows a fundamental contradiction: in admiring acts of silent “truest heroism”, it
is praising something which is - by its own definition - not supposed to be
praised.

Thereby, the text shows a fundamental difficulty in the usage of the heroic for
a didactic purpose. While a hero generally is considered a person who performs
extraordinary actions which are unheard of in everyday life and needs a group of
admirers who consider the actions heroic, this definition of heroism is ill suited
for the purpose of motivating people. The publishers and contributors of CJ,
similar to Samuel Smiles in his guide books and instructive biographies, aimed at
educating people without formal training and at motivating them to better them-
selves and live after a certain code of values and morals. Since the readers’ lives
were far removed from conventional scenes of extraordinariness, anyone wanting
to use heroism as a didactic tool would out of necessity have had to move the
concept’s definition closer to the intended audience and its environment. Pre-
cisely this effort can be seen where the text tries to fill the concept of heroism
with new content. By defining it as something private, heroism is aligned with
the life of the readership. What cannot be resolved, however, is that the heroic is
appealing (and therefore potentially motivating) for the very fact that it is, in its
traditional conception that was so dominantly present through the ideas of
Thomas Carlyle in the nineteenth century, extraordinary, visible and a possible
source of fame and worship. The struggle between extraordinariness and exem-
plarity is at the heart of the representation of the heroic in CJ and reoccurs in
many of the texts examined in the following sections.

Thus, the idea of public hero-worship is at the centre of the tension between
adoration and emulation of heroes. The OED gives two main definitions for
“worship” which were in use in the nineteenth century: 1. “to honour or revere
as a supernatural being or power, or as a holy thing, to regard or approach with
veneration; to adore with appropriate acts, rites, or ceremonies”;* and 2. “to re-
gard with extreme respect or devotion”* Both definitions emphasise that any-
one who is worshipped is considered greatly above the ordinary. The main defin-
ition with its description of the worshipped object as “supernatural” or “holy” is
clearly a spiritual, even religious one and interestingly includes the practice of
worship. By calling those acts “appropriate”, the definition also implies that wor-
ship is not an individual behaviour, but the result of the negotiations of a group
upon a set of appropriate “acts, rites, or ceremonies”. Thus, the object of worship
can constitute a community and the act of worship is a collective one. Further-
more, whether one worships religiously or, following the second definition, secu-
larly regards someone “with extreme respect or devotion”,*¢ the worshipped is al-

4 This definition mirrors the view put forth by thinkers such as Thomas Carlyle.
4 Worship, in: OED Online, Oxford University Press, December 2019, www.oed.com/view/
) Entry/230345?isAdvanced=false&result=1&rskey=WORcPD&.
Ibid.
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ways on a different level than the worshipper. In order to create heroes, they
have to be elevated above the ordinary level so that they can be treated with
heightened respect and devotion. However, if heroes perform the function of a
role model at the same time, the difference in social stance becomes problematic
as it reduces the chances of the worshippers following in the footsteps of the
worshipped. This inherent difference in collective esteem of worshipper and wor-
shipped is at the heart of the tension in the didactic utilisation of the heroic in
CJ. In the following therefore, I will look at those articles in CJ which explicitly
deal with the relationship between a hero and its audience, or express an opinion
on the nature of hero worship in general.

Hero Worship

The ongoing debate about the necessity of the heroic, about the ideal properties
of a hero, and about the function in relation to the worshippers that was taking
place in Victorian intellectual circles from the 1840s onwards also appears in
popular media such as CJ.

The article “Hero-Worship”, published in September 1849,% puts the two dif-
ferent approaches to hero worship in direct contrast and explores which of the
two is more easily adaptable to contemporary society. In the initial paragraph the
text states that the history of the human race and its progress was “usually” influ-
enced by “one great spirit brooding over the latent energies of the race” (Hero-
Worship, C/J, 1 Sep 1849, 129). Strongly reminiscent of Carlyle’s argument in On
Heroes, the different stages of human progress are interpreted as the result of the
efforts of different extraordinary individuals who influenced and guided the
mass of the people in a “monarchy of mind” (ibid.). What is striking about these
two short quotes is the level to which these extraordinary subjects are elevated.
They are described as “great spirits”, not as worldly human beings, and belong to
an imaginary aristocracy which rules the mass. However, these guiding figures
seem to have vanished from the present age, according to “a favourite specula-
tion of the thinkers of the day. The great lights of the world, say they, are extin-
guished - our mighty men have passed away” (ibid.). This clearly alludes to con-
temporary intellectuals such as Carlyle who had diagnosed the Victorian age as
lacking the proper environment for heroic figures (cf. OH 12).

After this diagnosis the text poses a leading question: “All present things show
that there is a general interregnum [...]. Who, what, and where are the Coming
Men?” (ibid.). Having up until this point followed the ‘traditional line’ of think-
ing about the heroic, the article afterwards departs from this. Instead of trying to
compare the contemporary situation to that of the past, the author tries to relate

47 Though published before 1850, I have included this article into my corpus since it explic-
ates many things which can implicitly be found in many other articles.
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hero worship to present societal developments and comes to a more positive
conclusion. Although still supporting the opinion that “[o]ur great men have in-
deed perished. In government, war, science, literature, we see only a crowd of in-
dividuals more or less capable, but none supreme” (ibid.), this is explained as a
“natural progress of society” (ibid.). Just as “absolute governments, vested in a
single person, are overturned”, all other social duties are subject “to a wider diffu-
sion” (ibid.).

Consequently, the text suggests that the fact that no “great spirit” has come
forth from the mass of society in recent years is not a sign of its weakness, but
rather of the growing strength of the collective. Concurrent with the growing im-
portance of the middle classes threatening to replace the elite, the text replaces
the extraordinary individual with one which is ordinary to the highest possible
degree. The more traditional way of looking at hero worship — which presup-
poses distance — is further assessed as unsuitable for the present climate, which
promotes an ultimate closeness with the hero being part of the collective. The
question of distance and proximity between hero and collective then relates back
to the different functions of admiration and adoration as stated by Schindler et
al. By situating the hero within society rather than elevated from it, the aim is
rather to enhance the readers’ “own agency in upholding ideals™ than to pres-
ent them with a messianic leader figure. The assertion that contemporary society
relies on the “crowd of individuals more or less capable” (Hero-Worship, CJ, 1
Sep 1849, 129) further emphasises emulation and exemplarity rather than a dis-
tant form of adoration of one individual exceptional figure. The hero becomes
part of a community rather than being a reference figure outside of it.

The present age is described as “not the age of originality, but appliance; not
of theory, but experiment; not of discovery, but invention” (ibid.). In each in-
stance of this enumeration, the former concept is one which has arisen from in-
spirational individuals and thus might better fit the concept of a messianic hero.
Building on the achievements of the past, the text constructs a different form of
societal progress that is not dependent on originality: “One man may pioneer;
but the route being once pointed out, numbers may enter in, and pass far bey-
ond the discoverer” (ibid.). The text which in the initial paragraph mourned the
lack of extraordinary guiding figures in society subsequently turns this very fact
into an asset of British society. Being so far advanced in its ideas and discov-
eries® that the execution of these ideas is its new focus, the workforce of society
becomes more important than its leaders.’® Consequently, the assumed inter-

48

2 Schindler et al.: Admiration, p. 86.

The text argues that “[i]t [contemporary society] knows more than the greatest of its prede-
cessors, for it begins at the point where they ended”. Hero-Worship, CJ, 1 Sep 1849, 130.
What the article fails to solve is the fact that each workforce needs a job description so that
the individual workers of the mass know what their particular task is. Thus, logical thinking
would still call for some people to “pioneer”. Ibid., p. 129.
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regnum is only an “imaginary” one: “in fact, the governing power of mind hav-
ing reached a new stage of development, is merely distributed among a greater
number - it follows that there is a wider scope for individual ambition” (ibid.,
130). The article thus dismisses old attitudes towards hero worship which
focused solely on the extraordinary individual as a guide for the greater mass of
society and instead imagines a society in which heroic qualities are distributed
among a larger number of people. The “monarchy of mind” (ibid.) is traded for a
sort of efficiency of the working mass which values each individual in its contri-
bution to the collective progress of its age.

Although the text criticises old forms of hero-worship, it is not declared unne-
cessary as a practice in general. It decidedly dismisses “the hero-worship which
shuts our eyes” (ibid.) and “the hero-worship of the past” (ibid.), but through the
definite article and the qualifying additions, it is only the specific kinds of hero-
worship which are rated obsolete, not hero-worship as a whole. The statement
which closes the article affirms this notion that the heroic still exists and is worth
noticing in the present day: “there is no interregnum!” (ibid., 131).

The article epitomises how the practice of hero worship is utilised for a social
diagnosis. The way in which society relates to heroes and what is expected from
them becomes a measurement for society’s present state and its relation to the
past. This example from the mid-century shows how different notions of the
heroic were competing due to societal developments around them. At the same
time, the example also shows how traditional concepts are not replaced com-
pletely by new ideas, but remain rooted in collective thinking. The assertion that
“there is no interregnum” (ibid.) shows a wish to retain continuity with tradition-
al ways of relating to the heroic, but at the same time attempts to reinterpret the
location of the heroic within society. Thereby, the article hints at several changes
to the heroic in its public negotiation and representation: it acknowledges a need
for heroes, however, the personnel of the heroic is changing, the properties of
the hero do not remain the same and the societal function of the heroic be-
comes increasingly fluid.

The issue of worshipping someone as a hero remains a concern in the discus-
sion of the heroic in CJ throughout the rest of the century. Contributors try to
find a way of determining the appropriate amount of attention heroes should re-
ceive and what effect the interaction should have on the worshipping group. On
the one hand, they criticise the fact that hard-working men often do not find rec-
ognition and are measured against the abstract ideal of “the coming man” whom
“all look for” (The “Coming Man”, CJ, 5 Apr 1851, 216). On the other hand, a
different line of criticism, which became more and more pronounced as the cen-
tury progressed, focused on a counter-phenomenon, namely the increasing glori-
fication of heroes and, metaphorically speaking, “the universal tendency to can-
onise into a hero every one that rides a horse and robs” (Bushranging Yarns, CJ,
20 Sep 1890, 593).
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The first line of criticism emphasises the fact that many people have precon-
ceived expectations regarding the properties of a hero which are unrealistic and
often cannot be met. In the 1850s and 1860s, these preconceptions are clearly
still modelled after the idea of a messianic hero or ‘the coming man’ as proposed
by a number of intellectuals in the first half of the century. The ideal of a com-
ing man, who is extraordinary in all aspects of his being, is not only criticised
but ridiculed, with contributors asking: “Is the ‘Coming Man’ yet born into the
world? Is he an unruly brat, squalling for his porridge in some obscure hovel?
[...] Supposing him to be arrived at manhood, whether does he flourish a pen or
a sword?” (The “Coming Man”, C/, 5 Apr 1851, 216). These sentences reveal sev-
eral preconceptions about a heroic figure for whom society seems to be waiting.
First of all, it seems to be common sense that heroism is an innate gift which
necessarily has to manifest from childhood onwards already. The profane image
of a “brat [...] squalling for his porridge” clearly mocks this notion, declaring it
to be unrealistic.

With regards to the recognition of the heroic, the tendency not to value
“noble aspirations” (ibid.) is identified as particularly problematic by the author:
“It may be argued that, ever since the world began, heroes have had to contend
with peculiar difficulties before they established themselves in their respective
shrines. Circumstances, however, change with times” (ibid., 217). The changed
circumstances here refer to the greater volume of accumulated knowledge and
consequently also the heightened stakes for any person to excel.’! This can be
seen both as an advantage, as a living sign of evolution, but also as a problem for
any person seeking to have an effect on society as a whole.5? Thus, the prospect-
ive hero who enters the public arena (politics is the chosen field of action in this
article) is met with expertise from a number of different sides, the demands of
which can hardly be met. To illustrate the obstacles and criticism the ‘coming
man’ would have to overcome, the author poses ironic questions to the pro-
spective hero, such as: ““Have you the constitution of a rhinoceros, the suavity
of a courtier, the coolness and imperturbability of an iceberg?””, ““Can you sub-
mit to be called a fool, an idiot, a designing demagogue?’”, or ““Can you bear to
be hissed, laughed at, mimicked, caricatured; to have every action misconstrued;
your deeds of benevolence ascribed to systematic bribery and corruption?””

1 In reference to Thomas Carlyle’s On Heroes, the author gives the example of Muhammad,

one of Carlyle’s prime examples to prove that the heroic is above the lines of time and
religion. Were a person to do what Muhammad is said to have done, “he would readily
find accommodation in Bedlam, and his case would be reported in the morning papers at
the rate of three-halfpence a line”. The “Coming Man”, CJ, 5 Apr 1851, 217.

The aspect of evolution is exemplified through the antipodes of moral and physical cour-
age. While a contemporary ‘coming man’ would have to possess the former, physical cour-
age cannot elevate a person anymore: “Thousands of men may be picked up to face a
storm of bullets for the poor guerdon of a shilling a day. But that is physical courage, a
quality existing in the greatest force among the lower animals.” Ibid.
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(ibid.). If all those questions were met with a negative response then: “I am sorry
to say you are not the ‘Coming Man!” (ibid., 218).

These pointed questions illustrate the text’s view on the contemporary situ-
ation of public life in Britain: the climate is diagnosed as unfavourable for any
person with “generous and noble aspirations” (ibid., 217) to make a career and
gain a reputation. All of the questions, of which I have only quoted a selection,
point to the fact that any candidate for becoming a hero needs to be, above all,
self-denying and full of “moral courage” (ibid.) in order to face the criticism of
others.

As the text exemplifies, there still seemed to be a quite specific preconception
of what was and was not considered heroic in the middle of the nineteenth cen-
tury, which demanded from the hero a universal extraordinariness. This resulted
in an increased doubt and distrust towards those people entering the public
sphere, which still seemed to be regarded the realm of heroes. The climate of a
growing market place and its means of publicity seemed to have brought with it
a fear of the abuse of public influence. It is striking that in face of these chal-
lenges the text demands a moral integrity from a prospective hero figure. Inter-
estingly though, hero worship at this point in time nevertheless seemed to be a
normality in people’s lives. Although objects of adoration were said to be harder
to find, the desire for a guiding figure for the collective good seemed unbroken.
Despite the fact that the shift from physical and action-based to a more general
moral heroism seemed to have taken place already,” the heroic was still firmly
rooted in the public sphere as something that was influenced by public opinion
and increasingly also the media.

This necessity of a heroic act to be disseminated through a medium and to be
brought to public attention lies at the heart of the second strand of criticism re-
garding hero worship. This type of criticism comes from the opposite end of the
spectrum and does not lament the fact that not enough heroes are recognised in
society, but that too many heroes are admired. As an article from the year 1863
asserts, the age of the popular hero has arrived and there is only one uniting
characteristic of their heroism: “fame” (Popular Heroes, CJ, 24 Oct 1863, 264).
Otherwise “[t|he heroes themselves are of all sorts and sizes, and of all conceiv-
able degrees of popularity. Some of them are very local as to fame [...]. Others
have found their way so often into print as to be spoken of [...] from Bendigo to
Blackwall” (ibid.). These “vague stars” (ibid.) could not go through “even a mild
cross-examination with the remotest chance of leaving the court ‘without a stain
upon their character’” (ibid.). Rarely, specific examples of popular heroes of Brit-

33 As Mary Beth Rose shows, a shift from physical heroism towards a more abstract — and
distinctly gendered - heroism of endurance, which focuses on selflessness and the willing-
ness to make sacrifices rather than physical courage can already be observed in the early
modern period. Cf. Mary Beth Rose: Gender and Heroism in Early Modern English Litera-
ture, Chicago 2002.

87


https://doi.org/10.5771/9783956507243-63
https://www.nomos-elibrary.de/agb

ish (contemporary) society are given to the reader. The 1863 article criticises the
romanticised notion of highwaymen among the British and gives men like Dick
Turpin, Claude Duval or even Robin Hood as examples.’* What seems to unite
the popular heroes on an abstract level, though, is their lawlessness and a close-
ness to a “great deal of mischief” (ibid., 265). It might be the questioning of
formal hierarchies and established order which makes these kinds of heroes at-
tractive to the masses and problematic for the social elite.

However, it is not the fact that these popular heroes are admired despite their
unlawfulness which seems to be the main point of criticism, but the fact that
heroism, which in the opinion of many contributors to CJ should be about
private ideals, is increasingly becoming a phenomenon of public honours and
fame.”® This differentiation between internal and external honour is frequently
referred to in relation to hero worship. External honour is identified with acts of
public recognition and fame and hence with an unfavourable kind of heroism
which is motivated by a wish for glory and attention. Internal honour, on the
other hand, is propagated as a private guideline which is evaluated as morally
good and worthy of emulation.’® The want for external honour is criticised
strongly: “See how the craving for ‘honours’ as they are called betrays a man into
faulty logic and false morality” (A Few Words About Heroes, CJ, 4 Oct 1856,
222). This becomes problematic for the contributors because the growing
celebrity of heroes, which they consider “the worst of vulgar hero-worship”
(Popular Heroes, CJ, 24 Oct 1863, 264), in their opinion does not refer to

54 However, the assessment of the men needs to be differentiated: while the heroisation of
Duval and Turpin is criticised, Robin Hood is reaffirmed as hero and only the way in
which the tales around him are overly romanticised is noted: “there seems to be an under-
current through them all of the pleasant rustle of green bough, and the patter of deer’s
feet, as they dash down the glades, and the liquid notes of the mavis and merle, the stage-
names of our homey friends the thrush and black-birds, as they carol overhead.” Popular
Heroes, CJ, 24 Oct 1863, 265.

I have discussed the idea of external public honours and internal honour elsewhere in
greater detail. Whereas the former is “awarded in a public act which involves the active
consensus of a group” and entails public forms of attention such as fame, the latter “is an
act of private internal recognition of an individual which is guided by the rules of a specific
group”. Christiane Hadamitzky: Public vs. Private Honour. The Precarious Case of Victor-
ian Modest Heroism in Chambers’s Journal and The Leisure Hour, in: helden. heroes.
héros. E-Journal zu Kulturen des Heroischen, special issue 2, 2016, p. 56. DOI: 10.6094/
helden.heroes.heros./2016/QMR/10.

A similar distinction between public recognition and private reward can also be detected
regarding chivalry. In the context of the medieval revival in nineteenth-century Britain (cf.
Mark Girouard: The Return to Camelot. Chivalry and the English Gentleman, New Haven
1981), chivalric figures (especially in the type of the gentleman) were a dominant presence
in British popular culture. In CJ, the depiction of chivalry is always connected to a notion
of pastness. In some instances, the idea of medieval chivalry is criticised as too public and
ritualistic and a modern form of chivalry is proposed as a more humble private concept.

Cf. True Chivalry, CJ, 29 Jun 1850, 416.
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achievements or values anymore, but is mostly due to the wide dissemination of
stories with popular appeal and sensational potential. Heroes are now a product:

But is this not the manufacturing age, and is there not a manufacture of heroes as well
as of calico and railway bars? I for one am a hero-worshipper, and don’t mind avowing
the fact; but I have not yet been able to worship manufactured heroes, or to feel any
sympathy with those who are always ready to come forward with their testimonial. (A
Few Words About Heroes, CJ, 4 Oct 1856, 222-223)

With this interpretation of popular heroes as mass products, the function of the
heroic changes: while the individual (as opposed to mass manufactured) hero
evoked a sympathy in their admirers based on a common moral ground, the
manufactured heroes seem to aim for mere sensation and entertainment. Period-
icals, as products in the market place, had a commercial interest in publishing
what sold best. Thereby, the criticism of the production of heroism is at the
same time a criticism of the contemporary media which produce them.

Consequently the most popular heroes, who find “their way so often into
print” (Popular Heroes, CJ, 24 Oct 1863, 264), are those that the editors and
contributors calculate will sell most, not those whom they might consider worth
emulating. The diagnosis regarding hero worship in CJ is a clear one over the
course of the second half of the century: traditional hero worship with a group
of people admiring a messiah or prophet figure whom they turn to for guidance
is a thing of the past. However, a new, “appropriate” form of hero worship has
not yet been found and a tendency towards the extremes can be perceived: either
society is reluctant to avow themselves to heroes because of fixed preconceptions
which the individual cannot meet, or a mass audience follows popular heroes
who no longer perform a social function but are mostly a source of entertain-
ment and sensationalism. Accordingly, the media coverage of historical heroes
undergoes a change as well and the private life of historical personalities increas-
ingly becomes the focus of public attention: “How much closer are we drawn to
our favourite heroes in biography, when we know how they were loved and rev-
erenced by their nearest relatives” (Stray Thoughts in a Library, C/, 5 Jun 1880,
366).

As a possible solution for this dilemma of hero worship, CJ suggests, overtly
in a number of meta-heroic reflections and more implicitly in a greater number
of texts which will be discussed in later chapters, a turning away from celebrated
heroes of history writing, song and literature and towards “unsung heroes” (Un-
sung Heroes, CJ, 27 Jul 1888, 464). It is this humble heroism that has no imme-
diate audience which the magazine establishes as the only ‘real’ heroism worth
worshipping:

So long as the world and the heart are young,

Shall deeds of daring and valour be sung;

And the hand of the poet shall throw the rhyme
At the feet of the hero of battle-time.
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But nobler deeds are done every day

In the world close by, than in fight or fray.

There are heroes whose prowess never sees light,

Far greater than ever was ancient knight.

In many a heart lies a secret tale

That would make the Homeric legends pale:

And oft is a deed of valour untold

Which is meet to be written in letters of gold! (ibid.)

Many texts in CJ, as exemplified in this poem, aimed at telling stories of “un-
sung heroes”, which mostly meant fictional heroes who could be contextualised
in actual occurrences and historical events. This had the advantage that stories of
unknown heroes could not contribute to the fame or celebrity of an actual per-
son but would focus on the audience to “feel [...] sympathy” (A Few Words
About Heroes, CJ, 4 Oct 1856, 223) for the characters depicted. Through this
feeling of sympathy, the social function of the heroic as providing role models
was stressed and the moral values and characteristics of the heroic became the
focus of attention.

Precarions Heroicity

It has become apparent that C/ constructs a heroicity which is desirable and
worthy of emulation. However, the periodical also shows cases of presumed
heroism which are unworthy of imitation. Bearing in mind that heroism on the
whole fulfilled an exemplary role in CJ, cases of heroism related to traits deemed
undesirable were precarious. The most prominent form of this kind of precarious
heroicity is the ‘hero of romance’. The vocabulary of the heroic is, in relation to
romance, seldom used to describe actions to be imitated by the readers. Never-
theless, the frequent usage of the words ‘hero’ and ‘heroine’, not merely as syno-
nyms for protagonists, is striking in the context of romance tales. Like in the ex-
amples above, the semantics of heroism are used in these fictional narratives as a
signifier for a set of socially established meanings.

In this context, hero, and especially ‘hero of romance’, often denotes a con-
vention which is limited to fictional texts and appears in and relates to the genre
of the novel. The ‘hero of romance’ is exclusively male and typically denomin-
ates a male object of projection for female affection. However, these heroes of
romance are characterised by entirely different attributes than the usual heroic
personnel in CJ. The ‘hero of romance’ seldom has a moral component but is
rather judged by outward appearance, his conduct in society and his gentleman-
liness.

This can for example be seen in a passage from the fictional text “Myself and
My Relative”. The serialised novel by an anonymous author had been advertised
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in two preceding issues of C/°7and was published in the journal from early July
until late September 1861. In the first instalment, a young girl has just moved
from London to the countryside with her family. The rural settlement into which
she and her family have moved is populated by farmers whose manual labour is
governed by necessity. This stands in stark contrast to the way she describes a
young man of the village, whom she adores:

but one youth particularly struck my fancy: his air was noble; his face beautiful as an
ideal vision; his eyes soft, meditative, charming; his fair hair wavy and soft as a girl’s; his
figure faultless — at least so I thought at my discerning age of ten years. [...] I regarded
him as one might have regarded a work of art. He was a poetic passage to me - a
glimpse into a higher sphere. I invested him with marvellous attributes, and felt con-
vinced that he would not more think of cheating Mr Horne with his lessons, or of rob-
bing an orchard, than he would dream of flying. It was long before I could find out his
name, for I shrank from asking any one respecting it. Having even at that tender age
read more than one novel, I knew very well what falling in love was, and I thought I
must surely have been in love with my hero, which made me afraid to breathe a word of
him to mortal [...]. Strange infatuation! Yet I never dreamed of speaking to the object of
my adoration; to think of him was enough. Long did his image remain engraven on my
memory. (A Tale, Entitled Myself and My Relative, CJ, 6 Jul 1861, 3)

The description given by the young female protagonist remains solely on the sur-
face; she describes his outward appearance but also the effect his looks have on
her. Her words aestheticise the young man and make him appear more like “a
work of art” (ibid.) than a human being. Although the girl is passive in the actual
situation — she watches the boy and dares not talk to him - she is very active in
the construction of her hero’® since it is she who paints the canvas of the “work
of art” she perceives. Although she uses his “beautiful” face, his “faultless” figure
and his other visible attributes as inspiration, the girl then creates her hero in her
fantasy, equips him with “marvellous attributes” and fictitious scenarios in which
he acts according to her imagination. Different from the heroism seen above
which focused on the similarities between a represented hero and the implied
reader, the girl constructs her object of affection iz contrast to herself and her sur-
roundings. She herself describes her family repeatedly as poor and dreams of a
higher social position. This is reflected in the description of the boy, whom she
sees as “noble” and “faultless”. She interprets the look in his eyes as “soft, medit-
ative, charming” — three characteristics that do not fit the requirements of a farm-
er’s household but rather point to leisure time and idle reflection. She thus con-
s