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“If it were in my power to help you”:  
Victorian Literary Patronage in Four 
Unpublished Thomas Carlyle Letters

Tim Sommer

As a published writer moving in the professionalized sphere 
of the nineteenth-century print market, Thomas Carlyle relied on the support 
of fellow authors at the same time that he granted them similar kinds of 

patronage in return. Ralph Waldo Emerson’s promotion of Carlyle’s books in the 
United States in the late 1830s and early 1840s is among the more well-known instances 
of the help Carlyle received from his writing colleagues, and while he has at times been 
depicted as failing to live up to the American’s generosity, some recently discovered 
letters by Carlyle, here published for the first time, provide evidence that, just like 
Emerson, he was a committed patron and literary agent—even if the forms that some 
of his support assumed may at times have proved more harmful than beneficial.1 The 
four letters transcribed and annotated in the following testify to Carlyle’s domestic and 
transatlantic efforts on behalf of other writers. Two of them—an 1844 letter to Emerson’s 
English publisher John Chapman and a shorter note to Emerson himself, dated April 
1857—have until now remained unknown. The other two—one to Margaret Fuller, one 

 Research for this essay was in part undertaken during a Ralph Waldo Emerson Visiting Fellowship 
at Houghton Library in the summer of 2017, and I would like to thank the library’s staff for their support 
throughout my stay. Brent E. Kinser, coordinating editor of the Carlyle Letters Online project, and David 
Southern, managing editor of The Collected Letters of Thomas and Jane Welsh Carlyle, have generously 
responded to my queries about the letters published here. I also owe a debt of gratitude to the anonymous 
reviewers for the Harvard Library Bulletin, whose comments have much improved an earlier version of the 
manuscript.

 1 For an emphasis on Carlyle’s (unrequited) indebtedness to Emerson, see Joseph Slater, 
“Introduction,” in The Correspondence of Emerson and Carlyle, ed. Joseph Slater (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1964), esp. 24–29 (the latter cited hereafter as CEC). On Emerson’s literary patronage, 
see David Dowling, Emerson’s Protégés: Mentoring and Marketing Transcendentalism’s Future (New Haven: 
Yale University Press, 2014). I am working here with an extended definition of the term “patronage” 
that encompasses a range of social and textual practices (such as matchmaking, endorsement, and 
recommendation) that go beyond the core of the traditional notion of patronage as a form of (predominantly 
financial) support between two parties with a markedly different command of economic and social capital.
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to a correspondent named John Taylor—have, like those to Chapman and Emerson, so 
far not been published. Appearing neither in the Duke-Edinburgh edition of Carlyle’s 
Collected Letters nor in its updated online version, the Carlyle Letters Online,2 these 
letters form part of different autograph collections housed at Houghton Library. The 
fact that due to their varied provenance they are not arranged in the form of a single 
Carlyle collection (and are misattributed in the case of the Fuller letter) goes some way 
toward explaining that they have either not been known to exist or not previously been 
published.

The earliest of the four letters is addressed to John Taylor, a minor Victorian 
moralist whose recent book Carlyle had apparently just finished reading. Taylor, it 
seems, had sent Carlyle a copy of his book and asked him for financial help, or at least 
for a professional recommendation.3

Chelsea, 22 decr, 1843 —

Dear Sir,

 Your little Book, as I look thro’ it, argues a man of much inquiry 
and reflexion, much intelligence and earnestness of mind; and, when one 
considers that the writer is reduced to such economic difficulties, affects 
one in an almost painful manner. If it were in my power to help you, I 
very gladly would.
 I have inclosed here a Card for Mr Robson, the Printer of my 
Books; a man of much worth, of very superior talent and acquirement in 
many ways, and greatly the best Printer I have ever had to do with.4 I have 

 2 Charles Richard Sanders et al., eds., The Collected Letters of Thomas and Jane Welsh Carlyle, 45 
vols. to date (Durham, N.C.: Duke University Press, 1970–) (cited hereafter as CL); The Carlyle Letters Online, 
ed. Brent E. Kinser (Durham, N.C.: Duke University Press, 2007–2016) <www.carlyleletters.org> (accessed 
August 20, 2017), (cited hereafter as CLO).

 3 Taylor’s book was The Influence of Respect for Outward Things: In Two Dialogues (London: 
Charles Fox, 1843). Carlyle’s (and Emerson’s) friend Alexander Ireland (1810–1894) at some point came into 
possession of Carlyle’s copy; the catalog of the Ireland Collection at the Manchester Free Library (now the 
Manchester City Library) lists a copy of Taylor’s book with Carlyle’s bookplate in it. See Catalogue of the 
Alexander Ireland Collection in the Free Reference Library, compiled by John Hibbert Swann (Manchester: 
Free Reference Library, 1898), 18.

 4 Carlyle spoke favorably of printer Charles Robson (1805–1876) on a number of occasions, in a 
largely similar vein—see, for example, his letter to Emerson of August 18, 1841, in which Robson is referred 
to as “a very punctual intelligent man, a scholar withal” (CEC, 306). On Carlyle and Robson, see also the 
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already written to him about you:5 if he can find any work for you, he 
will be very willing to do it: but, unfortunately, I suppose, all people are 
extremely short of work at present.6

 Mr Robson’s address is:

  Robson, Franklin & Levi, Printers. 
  1. New Street, Fetter Lane.7

 I recollect nothing else that I can attempt in your behalf at present; 
but if matters still continue at this pass with you, let me hear again, and I 
will endeavour again.

   Yours with true sympathy

    T. Carlyle8

Almost a decade later, Carlyle wrote another letter that is also addressed to a 
recipient named John Taylor, and circumstantial evidence suggests that the addressee 

editorial note on the text of the Strouse edition of Carlyle’s On Heroes, Hero-Worship, and the Heroic in 
History, ed. Michael K. Goldberg, Joel J. Brattin, and Mark Engel (Berkeley: University of California Press, 
1993), xc–xcii.

 5 Carlyle’s letter to Robson on Taylor’s behalf features neither in CL nor in CLO; its whereabouts are 
unknown.

 6 Early Victorian mass unemployment and the larger social defragmentation in which it resulted 
had been some of the crucial contemporary contexts against the background of which Carlyle had written 
Chartism (1840) and, more recently, Past and Present (1843).

 7 The firm of Robson, Levey, and Franklyn, to which Carlyle recommended Taylor—both 
misspelling its name and providing the wrong house number (by 1843, it was 23 Great New Street)—worked 
for Carlyle since 1837 and was responsible for the printing of such works as On Heroes and the British edition 
of Emerson’s first series of Essays in 1841.

 8 Amy Lowell autograph collection, Harvard University, Houghton Library, MS Lowell Autograph 
File (59). The letter is accompanied by the original envelope, which is addressed to “Mr John Taylor / 89. 
Chapel Street / Pentonville.” The address is the same as that provided below Taylor’s undated “Preface” to his 
own book (Influence, 3). I am grateful to David Southern for making his unpublished transcription of this 
letter available to me for the purpose of collating it with the original and with my own transcription, and to 
Brent E. Kinser for facilitating this exchange. Southern’s transcription of this letter will be published in CLO 
at an undetermined date, under the URL provided in note 2 above (Kinser, personal communication with 
the author, February 6, 2018).
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of this later letter might be the same as that of the earlier one.9 Dated August 5, 1852, 
it concerns a manuscript Taylor had sent Carlyle for inspection and for advice about 
its potential publication. Carlyle professed his general inability to judge literary 
manuscripts, but provided Taylor with an introduction to J. W. Parker of Fraser’s 
Magazine, the faster to dispose of “his ill-smelling Ms.”10 If his comments about Taylor 
in 1852 were marked by a slightly condescending tone, in the 1843 letter to Taylor 
himself Carlyle had been more generous, both in his judgment of the published book 
and in his offer to contact his printer Robson.

Carlyle was similarly, and more systematically, generous to Emerson when the 
latter began to publish in Britain. The following letter, written to Emerson’s London 
publisher John Chapman (1821–1894), forms part of a sequence of communications 
between Carlyle, Chapman, and Emerson, all of them concerning the publication of 
the first English edition of Emerson’s Essays: Second Series (1844).11 The previously 
unpublished letter sheds new light on Chapman’s plans for getting Emerson’s volume 
protected under British copyright law, on the one hand, and on Carlyle’s conception of 
himself as Emerson’s spokesman in Britain, on the other.

 9 See CL 27:203–204. In a letter to his wife, Carlyle calls him “the poor ‘Mr John Taylor’” (August 
6, 1852; ibid., 211). In the source note to the printed version of the former letter in CL, Taylor figures as 
“unidentified” (ibid., 203). I have not been able to find any information about him independent of the 
Carlyle letters, but assuming that the two John Taylors are indeed identical, the letter of 1852 and the newly 
discovered one of 1843 shed at least some light on one another.

10 Carlyle in the August 6 letter to his wife (ibid., 212), where he describes his message to Taylor 
of the day before as a dismissal, “a mittimus” (ibid., 211). The difference between his largely supportive note 
to Taylor and his disparaging summary of it to his wife is a characteristic pattern in Carlyle’s epistolary 
economy; compare and contrast also his letter to Margaret Fuller with that about Fuller to his publisher 
Edward Chapman (see below).

11 On Chapman, Emerson, and Carlyle, see Rosemary Ashton’s study of the role of Chapman’s 
firm in Victorian intellectual culture, 142 Strand: A Radical Address in Victorian London (London: Chatto 
and Windus, 2006), 16–19. That Carlyle, as Ashton claims, “was not at all canny in financial matters” and 
that both “he and Emerson floundered mightily in the murky waters of international publishing” (ibid., 
19) is a view supported by neither the published correspondence nor the newly discovered letters. For 
all his self-professed business incompetence—perusing a publisher’s accounts at one point, he confessed 
himself “totally inadequate [ . . . ] to understand such things” (CEC, 273)—Carlyle took a keen interest in the 
financial dimension of publishing and from the late 1830s onwards increasingly prospered as a published 
writer. Emerson, too, as David O. Dowling and others have argued, was “a willing and wise participant in the 
literary market” (Dowling, “Publishers,” in Ralph Waldo Emerson in Context, ed. Wesley T. Mott [Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2014], 227).
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Chelsea, 16 Octr, 1844 –

Dear Sir,

 It does not strike me that Mr Macaulay12 could be likely to throw 
any light on this International-Copyright affair: at all events, my 
acquaintance with him is not of such a kind as to authorize my troubling 
him on such an occasion. My own private notion begins to be that there 
will be no Copyright procurable. The Act of Parliament13 is mere darkness 
visible;14 unfit for being read except in Chaos or Bedlam. The paragraph 
you have marked does seem to give anybody a privilege of copyright, who 
will deliver the due Books into Stationers’ Hall;15—but then it is anybody; 
and the learned Sergeant16 is dim! What if you did [briefly?] deliver 
your Books at the said Hall; comply in some colourable way with the 
outer conditions of this Act (unintelligible to mere mortals); then print 
upon your Fly-leaf, “Entered at Stn Hall according to the International 
Copyright Act”;17 and sue at law any Pirate that violated you? Probably the 

12 Thomas Babington Macaulay (1800–1859), British historian and politician, was a key agent in the 
contemporary parliamentary and legal debates around the question of copyright extension, a policy which 
he opposed; see his two speeches on the issue before the House of Commons on February 5, 1841 and April 6, 
1842, as printed in his Speeches, Parliamentary and Miscellaneous, 2 vols. (London: Henry Vizetelly / Clarke, 
Beeton, & Co., 1853), 1:285–300, 366–375.

13 An Act to amend the Law relating to International Copyright, 1844, 7 & 8 Vict. c. 12, which came 
into effect on 10 May.

14 See Milton, Paradise Lost, bk. 1, line 63; Carlyle had already used this phrase in the letter to John 
Forster of October 4, cited at greater length below.

15 The International Copyright Act of 1844, an annotated copy of which Chapman had apparently 
sent Carlyle, stipulated that “no Author of any Book [ . . . ] shall be entitled to the Benefit of this Act [ . . . ] 
unless [ . . . ] such Book [ . . . ] shall be entered in the Register Book of the Company of Stationers in London, 
and One printed Copy of the whole of such Book [ . . . ] shall be delivered to the Officer of the Company of 
Stationers at the Hall of the said Company.” Great Britain, A Collection of the Public General Statutes, Passed 
in the Seventh and Eighth Year of the Reign of Her Majesty Queen Victoria (London: Eyre and Spottiswoode, 
1844), 100–101.

16 Thomas Noon Talfourd (1795–1854), one of the leading forces in British copyright legislation 
in the late 1830s and early 1840s; see his Three Speeches Delivered in the House of Commons in Favour of a 
Measure for an Extension of Copyright (London: Edward Moxon, 1840). Talfourd had already appeared as 
“the learned Sergt” in Carlyle’s letter to Forster (CL, 18:229; see below).

17 The book eventually featured Chapman’s note—included on the page that also bears the printer’s 
imprint—that the title had been “ENTERED AT STATIONERS’ HALL.” Emerson, Essays: Second Series 
(London: John Chapman, 1844), [iv].



126 Victorian Literary Patronage in Four Unpublished Thomas Carlyle Letters

Figure 2.2. Thomas Carlyle to John Chapman, Chelsea, October 16, 1844, Autograph Letter.  
19.4 x 12.5 cm. First page. Autograph File C, 1554–2002, Houghton Library.
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meaning of the Act will never be ascertained till some such occurrence 
do turn up. It is our way of interpreting Acts of Parliament; which in fact 
I am very weary of, I for one. —— Your surest chance, I believe, will be to 
print the Book in stereotype very accurately, and to sell it cheap, in small 
instalments;18 intimating withal that it can be rendered cheaper, down 
almost to the cost of the paper, if needful.

——————

 I do not contemplate any writing at the beginning of these Essays; 
nothing but a certificate that the Edition is correct, and brought out 
under the Author’s sanction: and if you get your copyright made clear, 
even this will not be needed. What I had to say in introducing Emerson 
to the English is for the present said; and he has a little Public of his own 
here, whom I by no means wish to break in upon with new counsels just 
now. —— In haste

     Yours always truly

     T. Carlyle19

Emerson had written to Carlyle in September 1844, telling him about Chapman’s 
offer to publish in England whatever unpublished manuscript he had on his hands. 
Intrigued by the suggestion (and by Chapman’s promise to take measures against 
piracy), Emerson, along with his letter, sent Carlyle the proofs of Essays: Second Series, 
asking him to pass them on to Chapman, who was also the English agent for Emerson 
and Fuller’s transcendentalist journal The Dial (which Chapman had taken up from the 
catalog of his predecessor John Green, whose firm he had purchased in 1844). Later that 
month, Carlyle reported having visited Chapman and finding him a young, esoteric, 
but largely decent man.20 On October 4, Carlyle wrote to Chapman about the proofs 
for the volume and reluctantly answered his question about the possibility of having 

18 The title page of the book indicated that it was printed as a “STEREOTYPE EDITION” (ibid., 
[iii]). The retail price was three shillings and sixpence for the cloth edition and three shillings for copies in 
wrappers, which was indeed a low price, Emerson’s first volume of essays having been brought out by James 
Fraser for as much as ten shillings three years before (Joel Myerson, Ralph Waldo Emerson: A Descriptive 
Bibliography [Pittsburgh, PA: University of Pittsburgh Press, 1982], 118, 46).

19 Autograph File C, Harvard University, Houghton Library. In the Houghton catalog, the letter is 
misdated October 18; the actual date is clearly the 16th.

20 Emerson to Carlyle, September 1, 1844, and Carlyle to Emerson, September 29, 1844. CEC, 364–
367.
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it protected under British copyright.21 The same day, Carlyle wrote to John Forster, 
inquiring about the whereabouts of Talfourd, and explaining Chapman’s scheme in 
largely skeptical terms:

Chapman hopes and believes that by making some kind of application 
to some kind of Privy Council by virtue of some kind of Act about 
International Copyright, he can secure the property of this British edition 
for Emerson and himself;—but the poor man does not know how to 
proceed; and the Attornies whom he consults shed on the operation only 
darkness visible. He has heard that Sergt Talfourd is the oracle on all such 
matters; and in his despair this poor Chapman wishes me to go and ask 
the learned Sergt direct. For Emerson’s sake I will cheerfully do it, if it be 
feasible [ . . . ].22

In 1844, the status of international copyright was indeed at best ambiguous. The 
British Copyright Law Amendment Act of 1842 had extended copyright to an author’s 
lifetime plus seven years or forty-two years after publication, whichever was longer—
an attenuated version of Talfourd’s original 1837 bill, which had called for an extension 
to life plus sixty years.23 But in the absence of anything like a bilateral Anglo-American 
copyright agreement (which would be established only with the passage in Congress 
of the American International Copyright Act, the so-called Chace Act, in 1891), 
neither the 1842 Act nor the British International Copyright Act of 1844 protected the 
copyright of American writers in Britain with any degree of certainty, and a number 
of contradictory verdicts in British copyright court cases of the 1840s and early 1850s 
failed to clarify the legal status of American texts on the British market.24 Faced with 

21 See CL, 18:229.
22 Ibid., 228–229.
23 Carlyle had petitioned along with William Wordsworth and several other contemporary writers 

to support Talfourd’s more ambitious plan. Carlyle’s petition was first published in the London Examiner 
of April 7, 1839 and reprinted later that same year in Emerson’s American edition of the Critical and 
Miscellaneous Essays, 4 vols. (Boston: James Munroe, 1838–1839), 4:382–384.

24 Likewise, the copyright of British writers was not protected under United States law in any form 
until 1891. Carlyle supported, on his own terms, Harriet Martineau’s and Charles Dickens’s campaigning 
for an international copyright law in the late 1830s and early 1840s. Dickens tried to convince American 
newspaper editors to publish a letter Carlyle had written him on March 26, 1842, which essentially repeated 
the moral argument for intellectual property Carlyle had already advanced in his 1839 petition (see CL, 
14:92–94). On the 1842 Copyright Act and its discursive context, see Catherine Seville, Literary Copyright 
Reform in Early Victorian England: The Framing of the 1842 Copyright Act (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1999). On the legal status of American writing in Britain at mid-century, see Clarence 
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this complex legal situation—captured well in Carlyle’s Miltonic reference in the 
letters of October 4 and October 16—Chapman was turning to Carlyle, Talfourd, and 
(as the previously unpublished letter reveals) Macaulay to ascertain the validity of his 
copyright claims on Emerson’s behalf.

Carlyle declined both Chapman’s request to contact Macaulay and what must have 
been Chapman’s suggestion to write a preface introducing Emerson’s book to the British 
reading public (as he had done for the first series of Essays, which had appeared with 
Carlyle’s publisher James Fraser in London in 1841). A fortnight later, Carlyle wrote to 
Chapman again, sending him another round of corrected proof sheets for the edition, 
and again sounding pessimistic about the chances of procuring legal protection for 
the book (“My own impression is, that you can really get no Copyright”).25 When the 
London edition of Emerson’s Essays: Second Series appeared in November, it eventually 
featured both a copyright note by Chapman and a two-page “Notice” by Carlyle, dated 
October 25, 1844, the latter delivering what Carlyle had promised to Chapman in the 
final paragraph of his letter of October 16.26 Unlike the quickly pirated English edition 
of Emerson’s first volume of essays, Essays: Second Series was in fact available exclusively 
in the form of Chapman’s authorized edition until 1850.27 This, however, had less to do 
with Chapman’s legal assertions than with the relatively low price of the book, which, 
recommended by Carlyle, turned out to be the most effective means of dissuading rival 
publishers from issuing unauthorized reprints.

But even these short prefatory remarks were perceived as an act of unwelcome 
patronage by Emerson, who was still remembering Carlyle’s dubious praise in the 
“Preface” to the English edition of his first book of essays three years before. What 

Gohdes, American Literature in Nineteenth-Century England (Carbondale, IL: Southern Illinois University 
Press, 1944), 16–17, and Catherine Seville, “Copyright,” in The Cambridge History of the Book in Britain, ed. 
David McKitterick, vol. 6: 1830–1914 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009), 214–237, esp. 220–225. 
For a more extended account of transatlantic copyright debates in the first half of the century, see James J. 
Barnes, Authors, Publishers and Politicians: The Quest for an Anglo-American Copyright Agreement 1815–1854 
(London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1974).

25 Carlyle to Chapman, October 31, 1844, in CL, 18:254. Carlyle was evidently repeating himself 
(in the recently discovered letter, he had written: “My own private notion begins to be that there will be no 
Copyright procurable”).

26 Chapman’s note, dated the day after Carlyle’s “Notice,” reads: “TO PRINTERS, PUBLISHERS, 
AND OTHERS. / The Publisher notifies that this Work is Copyright; and all persons are hereby cautioned 
against printing, or causing to be printed, the same. / Proceedings in Equity will be instituted against all persons 
so offending after this notice” (see figure 2.3). Emerson, Essays, [ii].

27 George Slater published an unauthorized reprint of the book in that year, selling his edition for 
one shilling; Joel Myerson lists seven printings within Chapman’s first English edition until 1849 (see Ralph 
Waldo Emerson, 118–119).
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Carlyle had apparently thought of as an act of endorsement read at certain points 
almost like a dismissal: though generally well-meaning in its treatment of the book, 
Carlyle’s 1841 preface had managed to disparage both Emerson and his transcendentalist 
friends,28 evidencing Carlyle’s dilemma as a patron positioned halfway between a 
genuine desire to help and a genuine dislike for certain elements of what he had been 
asked to recommend. With the London edition of Essays: Second Series finally in his 
hands by December 1844, Emerson wrote to Carlyle:

28 Carlyle characterized “that new Periodical they call The Dial” as a “noteworthy though very 
unattractive work” and he likewise found Emerson’s book altogether too esoteric: “In a very enigmatic 
way, we hear much of the ‘universal soul,’ of the &c. &c.: flickering like bright bodiless Northern Streamers, 
notions and half-notions of a metaphysic, theosophic, theologic kind are seldom long wanting in these 
Essays. I do not advise the British Public to trouble itself much with all that.” Carlyle, “Preface of the English 
Editor,” in Emerson, Essays (London: James Fraser, 1841), ix, x. Margaret Fuller took offense at Carlyle’s text 
and was surprised to find that in private conversation he was more generous (she wrote to Emerson from 
Paris on November 16, 1846: “Of you he spoke worthily [ . . . ] and most unlike the tone of his prefaces, so that 
for the moment, I was quite reconciled to him”). Robert N. Hudspeth, ed., The Letters of Margaret Fuller, 6 
vols. (Ithaca, New York: Cornell University Press, 1983–1994), 4:246.

Figure 2.3. Chapman’s copyright notice on the fly-leaf of the first English edition of Emerson’s  
Essays: Second Series (1844). Copy at Houghton Library, *AC85 Em345 844eb.
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Thanks to you for the kind thought of a “Notice,” & for its friendly wit. 
You shall not do this thing again, if I should send you any more books. 
A preface from you is a sort of banner or oriflamme, a little too splendid 
for my occasion, & misleads. I fancy my readers to be a very quiet, 
plain, even obscure class,—men & women of some religious culture & 
aspirations, young, or else mystical, & by no means including the great 
literary & fashionable army which no man can count, who now read your 
books. If you introduce me, your readers & the literary papers try to read 
me, & with false expectations. I had rather hav[e] fewer readers & only 
such as belong to me.29

Emerson would have preferred to do without Carlyle’s endorsement, the letter 
implies, and without his name attached to the English edition (quite literally, since in 
the 1841 London Essays, the latter’s name appeared on both the title page and the spine). 
As though he had anticipated Emerson’s subsequent irritation, Carlyle had limited 
himself to a short statement both in the previously unpublished letter to Chapman and 
in the actual “Notice” that appeared in the book. His remark to Chapman that Emerson 
had “a little Public of his own here, whom I by no means wish to break in upon with 
new counsels” sounds like an advance apology to Emerson, a friendly declaration that 
Carlyle would respect the territory Emerson was trying to stake out for himself with 
his transatlantic audience.30

29 Emerson to Carlyle, December 31, 1844, CEC, 372.
30 CL lists another letter by Carlyle to Chapman, dated November 7, 1844, whose whereabouts are 

unknown. The item description reads: “[Contents unknown but probably about publication of Emerson’s 
Essays, Second Series.]” (CL, 18:262). This letter was sold at auction by the Boston firm of C. F. Libbie & Co. 
on April 26, 1904, and, unlike the account in the American Book-Prices Current for that year (from which 
I assume the editors of CL took the information they printed), the original auction catalog reveals that 
the letter was in fact not about Emerson’s book (the proofs of which had been corrected and returned by 
Carlyle, whose “Notice” to the edition had already been written by that time), but instead “regarding the 
reprinting of his [Carlyle’s] ‘Life of Schiller.’” C. F. Libbie & Co., Catalogue: Autograph Letters and Historical 
Documents, Including the Collection of the Late M. P. Kennard, Esq., of Boston, Together with Two other 
Important Collections (Boston: C. F. Libbie & Co., 1904), 17. Since the second edition of Carlyle’s Life of Schiller 
(1825) appeared in 1845 with Chapman and Hall, it is reasonable to assume that the letter of November 7, 
1844 is neither about Emerson’s Essays nor addressed to John Chapman, but in fact to Edward Chapman 
of Chapman and Hall (who was neither connected with nor related to John Chapman). The auction house 
apparently confused “Chapman First and Chapman Second (yours and mine),” as Carlyle referred to them 
in a letter to Emerson, dated March 3, 1846 (CEC, 392). The letter to Chapman here published for the first 
time presumably came to Harvard before the establishment of Houghton Library; there is no acquisition 
information available for it, and I have not been able to find it as sold at auction. Neither of the other two 



132 Victorian Literary Patronage in Four Unpublished Thomas Carlyle Letters

Like the previous item, the next unpublished letter in chronological sequence 
also sees Carlyle involved in Anglo-American literary patronage, which he himself 
referred to as “Transatlantic Bibliopoly.”31 The recipient of the letter is Emerson’s friend 
Margaret Fuller and, since neither CL nor CLO lists Fuller as a correspondent, this 
is the first (and very likely the only surviving) concrete evidence of the two writers’ 
correspondence to come to light to date. The letter concerns Fuller’s history of the 
Italian revolution, the manuscript of which was lost when she died in a shipwreck off 
the coast of Fire Island upon her return to the United States from Italy in July 1850. 
Unlike Emerson, who seems to have accepted Carlyle’s involvement with his second 
volume of essays only grudgingly, Fuller had explicitly applied to Carlyle for help with 
the publication of her manuscript.

Scotsbrig, 17 Augt. 1849 –

Dear Miss Fuller,

  Here after some delay is Chapman’s answer,—unfortunately 
in the negative as matters yet stand. Perhaps if the Ms. were actually 
ready, and such as I expect it to be; and furthermore if this absurd 
“decision of the judges” were reversed (as I consider it sure to be), this 
sagacious Book-Publisher might sing to a difft tune: [ . . . ? ] but, in the 
present stage of the affair, I fear there is nothing more to be made of it. 
Chapman (the only surviving Partner of the Firm) is a man of sound 
practical sense, of good bibliopolic experience; and speaks usually, as 
much as any person I know, what proves to be the general voice of the 
Craft in London.
 If you care to send me the Ms. when it is ready, I will with great 
readiness present it for actual trial and survey to Chapman,—or if there 
is any other you would wish to try, I could probably get direct or indirect 
access to [ . . . ? ] that one too;—and certainly should have great pleasure 
in doing anything I could to forward the useful results of your Book, or 
any other useful result for you. The Copying of your Ms will not cost very 
much; nor probably will a conveyance to London be difficult to find: if 
you still judge the adventure to be worth such an expenditure of effort,— 

extant letters which Carlyle wrote to Chapman about Emerson’s Essays in the fall of 1844 are at Houghton 
Library. The letter of October 4, 1844 exists in copy only and the manuscript of that of October 31, 1844 is held 
at the National Library of Scotland, Edinburgh (see the source notes in CL, 18:229, 254).

31 Carlyle to Emerson, April 30, 1860, CEC, 531.
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I shall then most probably be on the ground [illegible], and the rest of the 
expenditure amounts to zero. [ . . . ? ]32

The letter itself can hardly be described as a discovery; a fully digitized version 
of it has for some time been available on the Harvard Library website.33 Part of the 
reason why it has remained unknown as a Carlyle letter, and unpublished in CL, is that 
the Houghton catalog lists it as “Chapman and Hall. Letter to Margaret Fuller, 1849 
August 17.” Clearly the confusion arose because Carlyle’s signature at the bottom of the 
third page of the manuscript had at some point been cut off,34 and no one was able to 
recognize the handwriting as his. Since the letter is clearly about Chapman and Hall, 
it would have seemed that it must have come from them, too. As far as I can tell, the 
Fuller biographer Charles Capper has so far been the only one to identify the letter as 
Carlyle’s.35

32 Margaret Fuller Family Papers, 1662–1970, Harvard University, Houghton Library, MS Am 1086, 
vol. 11, p. 132.

33 <https://iiif.lib.harvard.edu/manifests/view/drs:427009756$1i> (accessed August 20, 2017).
34 It is possibly not only Carlyle’s signature, but also part of the manuscript of the letter itself that 

is missing. This potential mutilation is more difficult to detect than the less expertly executed excision of 
the signature, but it seems one possible way to account for certain oddities. A close inspection of the lower 
margin of the sheet and of its original horizontal folding marks suggests that the lower part of the letter has 
been removed. (It is of course possible that Carlyle used an empty sheet which had already been folded, and 
whose lower part had been cut off, prior to the composition of the letter.) Whether this potential mutilation 
produced semantic gaps in the text of the letter is a matter of debate, since it can also be read as complete. It 
seems possible, though, that there is material missing in the transitions from pages one to two and, especially, 
from pages two to three (the potential gaps are reproduced by “[ . . . ? ]” in the above transcription). Judging 
from the format, about one third of the original sheet is missing, which, given both the number of lines and 
the spacing between them in the remainder of the letter, suggests that there might be up to twelve lines of text 
lost on the first half of the folded sheet (six lines each on the first and the second page), plus an additional 
number of lines, if there were any, before Carlyle’s signature on the third page. Cutting up letters was a 
common practice. Emerson occasionally offered pieces of letters he had received from Carlyle as relics to 
friends and acquaintances; see, for example, his letter to an unnamed correspondent, dated March 12, 1841, in 
which he writes: “I have two letters from [John] Sterling, but neither of them present any detachable part to 
the scissors except the signature, which, I think you said you did not want. In Carlyle’s letters, of which I have 
a great many, I only found a single one from which an [sic] sentence could be cut away, without interfering 
with something on the next page.” Ralph L. Rusk and Eleanor M. Tilton, eds., The Letters of Ralph Waldo 
Emerson, 10 vols. (New York: Columbia University Press, 1939, 1990–1995), 7:446.

35 Capper quotes from this letter in his Margaret Fuller: An American Romantic Life, The Public 
Years (New York: Oxford University Press, 2007), 484–485, and points out that it is nowhere to be found in 
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Figure 2.4. Margaret Fuller, photographic image of a half-length seated portrait, cabinet 
photograph, undated, Purdy & Frear (Ithaca, N.Y.). 14.2 x 10 cm. The image is a photograph of 
an original daguerreotype dated to July 1846 and taken by Albert Sands Southworth. Margaret 
Fuller Family Papers, Houghton Library MS Am 1086 Series V, D (106).
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Fuller’s letter to Carlyle, asking him for help with the publication of the “History,” 
is presumably lost.36 Carlyle wrote to Emerson, also from Scotsbrig, four days before 
his letter to Fuller, informing him about her inquiry for help:

Waiting for me here, there was a letter from Miss Fuller in Rome, written 
about a month ago;37 a dignified and interesting Letter; requesting help 
with Booksellers for some “History of the late Italian revolution” she is 
about writing [ . . . ]. I instantly set about doing what little seemed in my 
power towards this object,—with what result is yet hidden,—and have 
written to the heroic Margaret [ . . . ].38

Like Fuller’s original letter, the additional letter to her Carlyle mentions here is also 
likely lost. Carlyle had indeed written to Edward Chapman (mentioned in his letter to 
Fuller as “the only surviving Partner of the Firm” of Chapman and Hall), describing 
Fuller and her manuscript and asking Chapman to consider it for publication:

Miss Margaret Fuller is an American Lady, of ripe years, perhaps 40 and 
odd; deformed and lean in person, but full of ardent soul to the finger-
ends; enthusiastic, resolute, eloquent; writes really strikingly and well, 
with a constant noble fire pervading all she says; style clear, brief and 
vivid; meaning high and true, tho’ occasionally somewhat airy and vague. 
The Books that I have read of hers (which can be had at your Namesake’s, 
I suppose)39 give me somewhat the notion of a spiritual Aurora Borealis. 
She is a great ally of Emerson’s, but deeper in German and Foreign 
things than he; and indeed a much more vehement and self-reliant, not 
to say dogmatic, autocratic and practically positive character. She adores 

CL (ibid., 618n49). He mistakes Edward for John Chapman, however, speaking of Chapman and Hall as the 
publishers of Emerson and The Dial (ibid., 484)—a slip that he later rectifies (ibid., 618n49).

36 It does not, in any case, appear in Hudspeth’s edition of The Letters of Margaret Fuller. Carlyle did 
not keep it, but sent it on to the publisher Edward Chapman, though asking him explicitly “to return Miss F.’s 
Letter when you have done with it” (CL, 24:184; on this letter, see also below).

37 Carlyle had only recently returned from an extensive tour of Ireland, and Fuller’s letter, certainly 
sent to his Chelsea address, would have been forwarded to Scotland, where he was staying with his family 
after concluding his Irish journey. 

38 Carlyle to Emerson, August 13, 1849, CEC, 456–57.
39 A reference to Emerson’s publisher John Chapman (see notes 30 and 35 above), whom Carlyle had 

good reasons for associating with the publication of American transcendentalist writing.
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Mazzini; has lived in Rome, I think, these three years or more. Her Book, 
I have little doubt, will be a striking thing in its way; and, as she will 
probably be brief withal, I do not consider it quite unlikely that you also 
might find your account in it. But on that latter point, let me abstain from 
all shadow of judgement. I give you the truest account I can of the Lady 
and her talent; and bid you judge for yourself. She is, so far as I may note, 
considerably a higher-minded and cleverer woman than any of the Lady 
Lions yet on your Books; and if you and she could make any arrangement 
useful to both parties, I should be very glad indeed.
 At all counts, pray read her Letter carefully over; look into her 
published Books if you think proper; ask me farther about any dark point 
you may think I can elucidate;—and on the whole, having made up your 
mind, be so good as write something definite to the address given there; 
and let me know what it is. And, above all, pray lose no time; for you 
perceive too much has been already lost. [ . . . ] Finally, if you had rather 
not write to Rome yourself (tho’ that I think will save some days and 
otherwise answer better), write to me, and I will transmit.40

40 Carlyle to Edward Chapman, August 9, 1849, CL, 24:183–184.

Figure 2.5. Thomas Carlyle to Margaret Fuller, Scotsbrig, August 17, 1849. Autograph letter. 12.9 x 21.9 cm. 
Pages 2 and 3. Margaret Fuller Family Papers, 1662–1970, Houghton Library, MS Am 1086, volume 11, page 
132.
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Chapman, it appears, did not answer Fuller’s letter himself, but asked Carlyle 
to communicate his rejection of the book proposal to her. A day after he had sent 
Chapman Fuller’s letter, Carlyle wrote to his wife, summarizing the epistolary events 
of the past days. He describes Fuller’s original letter as being “about helping her to 
publish some ‘History of the late Italian Insurrections,’ so as to get money out of it,” and 
his formulation (along with the ironic emphasis) suggests that in spite of his generous 
words to Chapman he was not too optimistic about the potential success of Fuller’s 
work in progress.41 When Chapman’s answer came a week later (he had indeed lost 
little time), Carlyle would hardly have been surprised at his rejection. What Carlyle’s 
letter to Fuller implies is that Chapman must have written to him saying that he 
would decide on whether or not to publish the book only on the basis of having seen 
the actual manuscript, which Fuller did not have ready for inspection at this point. 
Chapman was apparently alerted by Carlyle’s characterization of Fuller as “occasionally 
somewhat airy and vague” and was not prepared to take any chances with her book. 
Judging from the available evidence, Fuller did not send the manuscript (or a copy of 
it) to either Carlyle or Chapman, and it was lost in shipwreck less than a year later. But 
Carlyle had demonstrated, also for Emerson’s sake, that he was willing to put in what 
he understood as a good word for Fuller with his London publisher and thus to support 
her where he might have felt he had failed to be more supportive of Emerson a few 
years before (or where Emerson explicitly spoke out against his support, as in the case 
of the 1844 “Notice”). As in the case of the 1841 “Preface” to Emerson’s first volume of 
essays, however, the success of Carlyle’s support was at least to some extent thwarted by 
the ambiguous praise that he ended up bestowing on Fuller. 

The latest and shortest of the unpublished Carlyle letters at Houghton Library is 
addressed to Emerson himself. While, unlike the other three items, it does not directly 
concern questions of literary or “bibliopolic” patronage, it nevertheless shows Carlyle 
engaged in seeking to further the cause of others.

41 Carlyle to Jane Welsh Carlyle, August 10, 1849, ibid., 185. Five months before, Fuller had written 
to her brother Richard from Rome describing her hope of being able to finish her history and publish the 
manuscript to her financial advantage: “It ought to be profitable to me pecuniarily, but in these respects fate 
runs so uniformly counter to me, that I dare not expect ever to be free from perplexities and uncongenial 
labor. Still they will never more be so hard to me, if I shall have done something good which may survive my 
troubled existence.” Hudspeth, 5:213.



138 Victorian Literary Patronage in Four Unpublished Thomas Carlyle Letters

Chelsea, 28 April, 1857

Dear Emerson,

  Permit me to recommend to you this young English gentn 
(I think a Cambridge Scholar), friend of an excellt and obliging young 
friend of mine, who describes him credibly in highly favourable terms, 
—a strong wish to see you, one of the qualities predicated.
 You will actually oblige me, and help in payment of a debt, by 
complying (as you are sure to do) in this matter.

 Yours ever truly

  T. Carlyle

R. W. Emerson Esq
 By Mr Probyn42

It is difficult to ascertain who exactly the bearer of this note was. Carlyle himself 
apparently did not know him personally, but was writing at the instigation of “a young 
friend” of his (who also remains unidentified). The name Probyn does not appear 
anywhere else in the Carlyles’ Collected Letters and there is no mention of this note to 
Emerson in other letters Carlyle wrote at that time, which makes identification of both 
Probyn and the unnamed friend even more difficult. Probyn, however, did eventually 
pay his visit to Emerson, and there is a draft of a letter by Emerson to Carlyle, dated May 
15, 1858, in which Emerson mentions his name: “There came to me a little while ago an 
agreeable gentleman, Mr Probym [sic], with a letter from you, dated, to be sure, a year 
before. I gladly greeted the letter & the bearer, but found that he did not know you but 
one of your friends.”43 In the letter that Emerson actually sent to Carlyle two days later, 
the reference to Probyn was dropped.44 Probyn’s name also surfaces in another letter 
Emerson wrote in the spring of 1858, and Eleanor Tilton, in her annotations to this 
item, conjectures that “Mr Probyn” probably was John Webb Probyn, an Englishman 
who went on to write about the Civil War for the Westminster Review and some years 

42 Amy Hemenway Collection of Autographs, Harvard University, Houghton Library, MS Am 2010 
(24).

43 Rusk and Tilton, 5:108.
44 See Emerson to Carlyle, May 17, 1858, CEC, 520–521.
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later published a political treatise entitled National Self-Government in Europe and 
America.45

The introductory letter is a genre that appears frequently throughout the 
correspondence between Emerson and Carlyle, but it is mostly Emerson who writes 
such letters. CEC prints at least a dozen of those he addressed to Carlyle by way of 
introducing Americans who desired to meet the “Sage of Chelsea” during their 
European tours, among them Henry Wadsworth Longfellow and Emerson’s fellow 
transcendentalists Theodore Parker, Frederic Henry Hedge, and, indeed, Margaret 
Fuller.46 Emerson’s note introducing the sculptor John C. King, dated November 4, 1857, 
has so far been the only known and published letter between the two writers for that 
year.47 Carlyle sent considerably fewer letters of introduction, and just three of them are 
published in CEC.48 There are several possible explanations for this imbalance: Emerson, 
in contrast to Carlyle, may not have kept such letters (an unlikely scenario, since he was 
generally more careful than Carlyle to preserve and curate his correspondence and 
papers); alternatively, the majority of Carlyle’s letters of introduction may have been 
lost posthumously or simply remain unknown (as with the one transcribed above). 
The simplest explanation seems that Emerson did indeed write more such letters than 
Carlyle, and this is, in fact, implied by the correspondence between the two. In August 
1853, Emerson apologized to Carlyle for writing as many letters of introduction as he 
did—while at the same time emphasizing that he was careful in his selection of those 
upon whom the honor of meeting Carlyle should be bestowed. “[D]o not fancy that I 
send any one to you heedlessly,” he wrote, “for I value your time at its rate to nations, 
& refuse many more letters than I give. I shall not send you any more people without 
good reason.”49 Carlyle’s reply a month later consisted of a generous declaration that 
there was no need to make excuses: “You ‘apologize’ for sending people to me: O you of 
little faith! Never dream of such a thing [ . . . ].”50 In spite of the additional letter that has 
now come to light, the epistolary imbalance remains on Carlyle’s side, suggesting, on 
a more abstract level, that mid-nineteenth-century transatlantic celebrity tourism was 

45 Emerson to Samuel Gray Ward, [April 1, 1858?], Rusk and Tilton, 8:560; for Tilton’s identification 
of Probyn, see ibid., note 45; Probyn’s book appeared with Trübner & Co. in London in 1870.

46 For Emerson’s August 1846 introduction of Fuller to Carlyle (a letter and an additional short 
note), see CEC, 406–408. Fuller visited the Carlyles in London later that year on her way to France and then 
on to Italy.

47 See ibid., 519.
48 See ibid., 345, 450–51, 524–525.
49 Emerson to Carlyle, August 10, 1853, ibid., 492.
50 Carlyle to Emerson, September 9, 1853, ibid., 495. In private, Carlyle was indeed complaining of 

the “host of foolish visitors” and “American ‘spirits of beauty’” that came to Cheyne Row with an introduction 
from Emerson (letter to his brother John, June 3, 1840, CLO).
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largely monodirectional and that, given European culture’s centripetal pull, Americans 
(at least before the Civil War) were overall more eager to see Carlyle than his British 
acquaintances were to meet Emerson.

Receiving Emerson’s protégés without complaint was certainly one way for Carlyle 
to pay back the debt he had incurred to Emerson for having supported the publication 
of his works in the United States. Mutual obligations were clearly involved, and not 
only between the two writers, but also between them and their larger networks of 
friends—where an introduction to Carlyle (or, less frequently, to Emerson) was one 
form of a “payment of a debt,” of reciprocating a favor that had been called in before. 
But as both the letters to Taylor and Fuller suggest, Carlyle’s literary and personal 
support was not necessarily restricted to a mere logic of reciprocity. There was little 
that Carlyle could gain professionally from his advocacy of Fuller (except, perhaps, to 
endear himself to American friends like Emerson), and even less that he could hope 
to get in return from an impoverished and all but anonymous writer of Taylor’s status. 
The letters that are here published for the first time suggest that Carlyle must have been 
frequently approached by others (friends, acquaintances, fellow writers) for support, 
and that, in response to those requests, he engaged in a range of different patronage 
practices. In the Victorian literary field, the professional author had to be able not only 
to write professionally, but also to expertly manage a complex mixture of assets. What 
made successful careers was the interplay between economic capital (finding a day job 
to support one’s writing, as in Taylor’s case), institutional capital (knowing the right 
publisher—getting access to Chapman and Hall, in Fuller’s case), and social capital 
(knowing the right people—Carlyle and Emerson, in the case of Probyn). Having 
arrived at some mastery of such literary asset management himself, Carlyle put it to 
use for the benefit of others, even if the ways in which he chose to do so did not always 
lead to a successful outcome.
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