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Henry James’s Fiction:  
A Comparison of Some Publishing Practices  

of Macmillan and Houghton, Mifflin

David J. Supino

The ninety-first George Parker Winship Lecture, delivered in the Edison and Newman 
Room, Houghton Library, on December 9, 2008.

In August 1915—just a few months before his death—Henry James 
writing to his friend Edmund Gosse lamented the poor reception given to the 
collected edition of his Novels and Tales. It had been published in twenty-four 

volumes by Scribners in 1907–1909 and was James’s summation of his life’s work. In this 
letter, after discussing the risible sales of this edition and the lack of “any sort of critical 
attention at all paid it,” he concluded, “I remain at my age (which you know) and after 
my long career utterly, insurmountably unsaleable.”1

James, who was, if anything, careful with words, did not say “unreadable” but 
“unsaleable.” In this gloomy period of his life he may have been exaggerating somewhat. 
But nevertheless the sales of James’s fiction during his lifetime is a subject that has been 
rarely studied, principally because data on James’s sales has not survived in most of the 
records of his publishers. But having spent almost twenty-five years putting together a 
collection of all the editions and impressions of James’s works published between 1875 
and 1921,2 and having done research in the archives of two of his principal publishers, 
Houghton, Mifflin (which are here at Harvard) and Macmillan & Co. (which are in the 
British Library), I have come to the conclusion that there is circumstantial evidence 
that James was right in this respect: sales of his fiction in England as compared to 
those in the United States were significantly disadvantaged by Macmillan’s publishing 
practices. This disadvantage, I believe, can be demonstrated by contrasting some 
specific publishing practices of Houghton, Mifflin and Macmillan.

 1 Rayburn S. Moore, ed., Selected Letters of Henry James to Edmund Gosse, 1882–1915 (Baton Rouge: 
Louisiana State University Press, 1988), letter 317.

 2 This collection is cataloged in David J. Supino, Henry James: A Bibliographical Catalogue of 
Editions to 1921, 2nd ed., rev. (Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 2014). The collection has been donated 
to the Beinecke Library, Yale University.
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Houghton, Mifflin published fourteen of James’s works of fiction in book form 
in the United States between 1875 and 1897. In the same period Macmillan published 
eighteen of his works of fiction in book form in England, ten of which it also published 
in the United States.3

Specifically, the publishing practices of these two firms that will be discussed and 
contrasted are their reprinting frequency, retail prices, binding styles, and schemes of 
authorial remuneration. These practices can best be understood if considered in the 
context of the histories of Houghton, Mifflin and Co. and Macmillan & Co. in the late 
Victorian period.

History  of  the  Firms

Houghton, Mifflin and Co. was established in Boston in May 1880. But its roots are 
complex and go back much further.4 In 1864, the then well established printer Henry 
O. Houghton and Melancthon M. Hurd founded Hurd and Houghton, essentially a 
reprint house, which incorporated the printer H.O. Houghton and Co. as Houghton’s 
share of the capital of the new firm. At that time the preeminent publishing firm in 
Boston (and probably America) was Ticknor and Fields. In 1868, Ticknor and Fields 
was reorganized as Fields, Osgood and Co., which in 1871 (on the retirement of Ticknor) 
was acquired by James R. Osgood and Co., the first firm of that name.5 In 1878, partly 
as a result of the great crash of 1873 and the prolonged recession that followed, the 
Osgood firm was forced to raise additional capital, and to that end merged with Hurd 
and Houghton, and brought in as partners Henry Houghton and George Mifflin. 
The newly capitalized firm was styled Houghton, Osgood and Co. In 1880, as part of 
a recapitalization, that firm was in turn dissolved. Osgood (with a sigh of relief on 
Houghton’s part) was bought out and Houghton, Osgood’s assets were transferred to 
the new firm Houghton, Mifflin and Co.

Later in that same year, 1880, the irrepressible Osgood started up a second firm 
named James R. Osgood and Co., which predictably failed in 1885. Its assets were 
acquired by the newly formed Ticknor and Co. This firm was also unsuccessful, and 
its assets were acquired in 1889 by Houghton, Mifflin. Thus within nine years of its 
founding, Houghton, Mifflin amalgamated seven firms: Hurd and Houghton, Ticknor 
and Fields, Fields, Osgood and Co., James R. Osgood and Co. (the first), Houghton, 

 3 For a chronological list of the publishers of each of the first editions of James’s works in England 
and America, see Supino, appendix F.

 4 For a history of Houghton, Mifflin and Co., see Ellen B. Ballou, The Building of the House: 
Houghton Mifflin’s Formative Years (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Co., 1970).

 5 For Osgood’s biography, see Carl J. Weber, The Rise and Fall of James Ripley Osgood (Waterville, 
Maine: The Colby College Press, 1959).
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Osgood and Co., James R. Osgood and Co. (the second), and Ticknor and Co. By this 
series of acquisitions, Houghton, Mifflin had by 1889 the most formidable backlist in 
America at that time, a backlist which included the American copyrights (and the 
stereotype plates) to seven works by Henry James. 

Under the leadership of Henry Houghton, Houghton, Mifflin was characterized 
not only by its fiscal conservatism, but also by its entrepreneurial flair, innovation, and 
more expansive (if considered) approach to risk. As Ellen Ballou has written in her 
history of the firm, its editorial thrust was the cautious investment in new writers and 
the aggressive reworking of the backlists it acquired from its predecessor firms.6 

Macmillan & Co. was a quite different firm.7 It was founded in London in 1843 by 
two brothers, Daniel Macmillan and his younger brother, Alexander. They were rather 
uncharitably described as “Scottish peasants from the island of Arran.”8 In 1844, the 
firm moved to Cambridge, England, where it found acceptance among the theological, 
academic, and literary community. In 1858, the firm returned to London. Upon 
Daniel’s death in 1859, leadership of the firm was assumed by his brother Alexander, 
who remained as head of the firm for some forty years until his semi-retirement in the 
1880s. This was a remarkably fruitful period for the firm: several monthly periodicals 
were founded, most notably Macmillan’s Magazine in 1859. In 1886 Macmillan Colonial 
Library was established (in imitation of an innovation pioneered by John Murray four 
decades earlier). Following a visit by Alexander in 1869, a New York agency was opened 
and headed by a loyal Macmillan employee, George Brett. The New York operation 
remained very subservient to the London headquarters until it was incorporated in 
1896, when effective control passed largely to Brett. Finally, in the mid-1880s leadership 
of the firm passed from Alexander to Frederick Macmillan, Daniel’s eldest son. 

The first point to note is that the growth of Macmillan, unlike that of Houghton, 
Mifflin, both as a book and a periodical publisher, was essentially organic: from the 
single title published in 1843 (a work on teacher training), the firm published an average 
of twenty new titles a year in the period 1845 to 1855. By the time James’s first work was 
published by Macmillan in 1878, the firm published nearly 130 new titles annually. By 
the end of the century, annual the figure had reached 170 new titles (excluding The 
Colonial Library). In fact, the only acquisition made in the first sixty-five or more years 
of its existence was the acquisition of Richard Bentley in 1898.9

 6 Ballou, 303.
 7 For a history of Macmillan & Co., see Charles Morgan, The House of Macmillan 1843–1943 

(London: Macmillan & Co., 1943); and Elizabeth James, ed., Macmillan: A Publishing Tradition (Basingstoke: 
Palgrave, 2002).

 8 Morgan, 1.
 9 Ibid, 183–185.
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A second marked characteristic of Macmillan was that as Scottish autodidacts, the 
Macmillans had a great interest in educational, scientific, and religious publications. 
In the year 1886, for example, Macmillan published 170 new titles, 29 percent of 
which were educational publications, 14 percent religious publications, and 16 percent 
scientific publications. Significantly only 15 percent of the 170 titles could be regarded 
as fiction (including children’s books). This compares with an industry wide 26 percent 
in that year for fiction in England.10 

The third characteristic of the firm was it was a family-owned business, with a 
Macmillan as chairman well into the twentieth century. While a few strong personalities 
were nourished from within, it is notable that of the 318 surviving letters between James 
and the Macmillan firm between 1877 and 1914, all but a handful were addressed to or 
answered by Frederick Macmillan.11

Printing  Practices

As an example of contrasting printing practices by his American and British publishers, 
James’s fourth novel The Europeans issued in 1878 is an apt case in point. This was 
James’s first work of fiction which was published both in England and the United States.

Macmillan published the first English edition of The Europeans in two volumes 
in September 1878, the first impression of which was of 250 copies, followed by two 
further impressions in October and November 1878, each also of 250 copies.12 This first 
edition was printed from standing type. This was followed by a second edition in April 
1879, in one volume, printed from stereotype plates. There was only one printing of the 
second edition, which was of 1,000 copies. Macmillan then published a third edition 
of The Europeans in 1883 as part of a fourteen-volume Collective Edition of James’s 
works in a pocket format (the fourteen volumes were marketed both as a boxed set and 
as individual volumes), which was reprinted in 1886. The number of copies printed of 
this third edition is in some doubt as the entry in the Macmillan Editions Book in the 
British Library has an internal conflict. One part records the number of copies printed 
in 1883 as 5,000—an unusually large number of copies for a Macmillan printing of a 
James work. The second part of the entry records the amount of paper used to print 

10 Simon Eliot, Some Patterns and Trends in British Publishing 1800–1919 (London: The 
Bibliographical Society, 1994), 46–53; and Simon Eliot, “‘To You in Your Vast Business’: Some Features of 
the Quantitative History of Macmillan 1843–91,” in James, Macmillan, 30–33. The figures exclude titles in 
Macmillan’s Colonial Library.

11 Rayburn S. Moore, The Correspondence of Henry James and the House of Macmillan, 1877–1914 
(Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1993).

12 For the English printing history of The Europeans, see Supino, 7.1.0 and The British Library, 
Macmillan Editions Book (not cataloged), 266.
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the 1883 impression, and this computes to a mere 500 copies. There is no record in 
the Macmillan Editions Book of the second 1886 reprinting, although it is recorded 
(without mention of the number printed) in the Macmillan Bibliographical Catalogue 
of 1891.13 There were no further editions or printings of The Europeans in England until 
Macmillan published it as part of its thirty-five-volume complete works of James in 
1921–1923. 

There are a number of curious points about these Macmillan printings. First, 
the three printings of the first edition, were, as I noted, printed from standing type, 
and all three evidence slight typographical differences. The second point is that in all 
probability the type for the one-volume second edition was set and stereotype plates 
made from that type before the first edition was printed from the standing type: that 
is, to avoid the cost of setting the type twice, the same type used for the second edition 
was leaded out to expand the work to the two volumes of the first edition.14 The first 
edition has only seventeen lines of type to a full page, in contrast to the twenty-four 
lines of type to the page seen in the second edition. Finally, the third printing of the 
first edition, while imposed for a two- volume format, was bound up as a single fat 
volume that was remaindered,15 which suggests that Macmillan had printed too many 
copies for the market (principally the circulating libraries) of the more expensive two-
volume format. I will turn later to the structural peculiarities of the English market that 
impelled Macmillan to print multi-volume editions with such small print runs.

In America, Houghton, Mifflin and its predecessors followed a quite different 
course. First of all, the multivolume novel was almost unknown to the American 
market until about the last decade of the nineteenth century, so all of James’s novels 
published in America (until the publication of The Tragic Muse in 1890) appeared in 
single volume editions. 

The American first impression of the first edition of The Europeans was printed 
from stereotype plates in October 1878 by Houghton, Osgood in an impression of 1,558 
copies (see figure 1.1). Three further impressions were printed by Houghton, Osgood 
in December 1878, April 1879, and January 1880, with an average of 282 copies per 
printing. When Houghton, Osgood was absorbed into Houghton, Mifflin in 1880, the 
remaining sheets of the fourth impression were issued by the latter firm, which then 
proceeded to print eleven further impressions between 1882 (the fifth impression) and 
1919 (fifteenth impression). All of these impressions were printed from the same set 
of the stereotype plates used for the first edition. Further, each of these printings was 
not bound all at once: the 280 copies of the fifth impression of The Europeans, for 

13 A Bibliographical Catalogue of Macmillan and Co.’s Publications from 1843 to 1889 (London and 
New York: Macmillan & Co., 1891).

14 For a discussion of this practice see Supino, appendix E.
15 BAL 10536.
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Figure 1.1.  Houghton Mifflin/Osgood ledger showing the first printings of The Europeans.  
Details; original ledger: 40 cm. MS Am 2030, vol. 16, opening 127.

example, were bound over the period March 8, 1882, and June 3, 1883, in seven separate 
bindings-up. The economies that this frequent reprinting practice achieved are well 
demonstrated in the Osgood cost books.

These different patterns of printing were not particular to this James title; in fact, 
it was a pattern that both firms followed in printing all of James’s fiction. The American 
was first published in America by James R. Osgood (the first) in 1877 in an impression 
of 1,008 copies (see figure 1.2). Osgood subsequently printed two further impressions 
of approximately 500 copies. Three further impressions were printed between 187816 
and 1880 by Houghton, Osgood. When the plates were finally acquired by Houghton, 
Mifflin in May 1880 it in turn printed twenty-one further impressions between 1881 
and 1919. 

16 The title page of the fourth impression was probably dated 1879; see Supino, 4.11.0.
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Macmillan, on the other hand, when it finally got around to publishing The 
American in 1879, printed 1,250 copies as a single volume.17 A second edition in two 
pocket-sized volumes was published as part of the 1883 Collective Edition, reprinted 
in 1886. Sheets of the first English edition were still being bound up as late as 1896, and 
sheets of the 1883 edition were being sold by the Times Book Club in 1905.

As a final example, The Portrait of a Lady, probably James’s most commercially 
successful novel, was published by Macmillan in three volumes in 1881 in two 

17 The American had been previously published in England by Ward, Locke in 1877. This edition was 
a pirated one, which possibly explains why Macmillan did not follow its usual course of first publishing it as 
a multi-volume work for the circulating libraries.

Figure 1.2.  Houghton Mifflin/Osgood ledger showing the cost of producing the first American printings  
of The American. Details; original ledger: 27 cm.  MS Am 2030.2, vol. 21, pages 258–259.
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impressions aggregating 1,000 copies.18 This was followed in 1882 by a one-volume 
edition, also of 1,000 copies. Copies of this one-volume edition were being bound up 
as late as 1901.19 A third edition in three pocket-sized volumes was published as part of 
the Collective Edition in 1883, which was reprinted in 1886. As was the case with The 
American, copies of this edition were being sold by the Times Book Club in 1905.

By contrast, Houghton, Mifflin printed thirty-two impressions of The Portrait of a 
Lady from the same stereotype plates between 1881 and 1916, aggregating 14,421 copies 
(see figure 1.3). In a letter from Houghton, Mifflin to Charles Scribner of June 29, 1916, 
Mr. Ferris Greenslet of Houghton remarked, “After thirty-five years of constant use our 
plates of ‘[The] Portrait of a Lady’ have become so battered that we are forced to make 
an entirely new set.”20 In fact, the only James title that Houghton, Mifflin published but 
did not reprint was a collection of five stories, The Author of Beltraffio (1885).

Price

The second publishing practice to be examined is price. In order to analyze the 
retail price for novels in both England and America, two important factors must be 
considered. The first is the structure of the markets. The second is discounting at the 
retail level. As one commentator put it, the publishers’ advertised prices were “polite 
fictions.”21

An important distinction between the English and American markets for fiction 
was the role of circulating libraries in England. These circulating libraries, of which 
Mudie and W. H. Smith were the most prominent, were commercial ventures particular 
to England. Members could in exchange for an annual fee—typically twenty-one 
shillings (s. and d. for shillings and pence hereafter) a year for a basic membership—
take out one volume to read at a time. It thus became the practice of English publishers 
to issue the first editions of works of fiction in multivolume formats at high prices to 
satisfy the demands and needs of the circulating libraries, and in effect shut out the 
general, and poorer, reading public until cheaper one-volume second editions were 
produced.22 English publishers as a general rule estimated that the small print runs of 
the high priced multivolume first editions purchased by the circulating libraries would 

18 On the English printing history of The Portrait of a Lady, see Supino, 40 and The British Library 
Macmillan Editions Book (not cataloged), 266.

19 Cataloged in Supino, Henry James, 16.4.1.
20 Houghton Mifflin Company Contracts, MS Am 2346, Houghton Library, Harvard University.
21 John T. Winterich, Three Lantern Slides (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1949), 15.
22 A second reason for circulating libraries to encourage English publishers to delay publishing 

cheaper second editions was that it eliminated competition when the libraries sold off surplus copies of the 
multivolume editions at large discounts in the second hand market. 
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cover all their cost, thus leaving them with little at risk if the second edition did not 
sell.23 From the point of view of the reading public, if one wanted to read the latest work 
of fiction recourse had to be had to a circulating library, as normally months might pass 
before more affordable one-volume editions were issued by publishers.24 In effect, one-
volume second editions were stale goods.

In the United States, while commercial circulating libraries existed, they played 
a lesser role and there was no price or time differential created by the publishers 
between access to “affordable” editions by the public and the libraries. All of James’s 

23 Richard D. Altic, The English Common Reader, 2nd. ed. (Columbus: Ohio State University Press, 
1998), 295.

24 On the time lag between the three-volume first editions and the one-volume second editions, see 
Simon Eliot, “The Three-Decker Novel and its First Cheap Reprint 1862–94,” Library, 6th series, 7 (March 
1985): 38.

Figure 1.3.  Houghton Mifflin ledger showing dates and numbers of copies in impressions 28 through 32 of 
The Portrait of a Lady. Also shown are the dates on which the sheets were bound up and in what quantity. 
Detail; original ledger: 40 cm. MS Am 2030, vol. 23, opening 213.



10 Henry James’s Fiction: A Comparison of Some Publishing Practices

fiction published in the United States (whether by Houghton, Mifflin or Macmillan, 
New York) prior to 1890 was published in a single volume with a uniform cover price: 
consequently his works were equally accessible to the libraries and the public. 

Just how high the “accessibility” bar was set by English publishers for the public and 
the circulating libraries can be seen in the nominal price points created by Macmillan 
(and of course others) for multivolume works of fiction. First editions were issued 
in two or three volumes, at 31s. 6d. for three-volume works and 21s. for two-volume 
works. These prices were sufficiently high to exclude all but the wealthiest readers from 
purchasing such works. And, indeed, why would a reader stretch to buy such a work 
when its price was higher than the annual subscription rate at a circulating library? 

The second price point in England was for the same work of fiction to be published 
by Macmillan several months later in a one-volume format for 6s., and in certain cases 
followed a few years later by a cheaper reprint at 2s. or 1s. 6d. What is curious about 
the price structure of the English market for fiction is that the expensive three-volume 
first editions at 31s. 6d. persisted for so long.25 It was a price point first established by 
John Murray with the publication of Scott’s Kenilworth in 1821 (the same John Murray 
in whose fireplace Byron’s autobiography was burned), and was maintained in England 
until 1897 when the circulating libraries refused further purchases of multivolume 
works of fiction.26 This was despite the fact that technological advances in printing, 
binding, and papermaking substantially reduced the costs of book production.27 
Furthermore, in England the period 1875 through 1896 was a period of substantial price 
contraction.28 Maintaining 1821 price structures in the late 1800s was equivalent to a 
large increase in price in real terms during the last quarter of the nineteenth century. 
This quite neatly demonstrates the far more anticompetitive structure of the English as 
compared to the American market for fiction. 

But what is most curious is that following the 6s. one-volume second edition of 
1879 Macmillan issued The Europeans together with five other previously published 
James novels (including The American and The Portrait of a Lady) and four volumes of 

25 This pricing point subsisted until the 1894 when it was brought to an end by the circulating 
libraries themselves. See Guinevere L. Griest, Mudie’s Circulating Library and the Victorian Novel (Newton 
Abbot: David & Charles, 1971), 156–175; and Griest, “The Production of Three Volume Novels in Britain, 
1863–1897,” The Papers of the Bibliographical Society of America 102, no. 1 (March 2008): 61–75.

26 For an analysis of this pricing practice, albeit relating to an earlier period, see J. A. Sutherland, 
Victorian Novelists and Publishers (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1976), 11–15.

27 Alexis Weedon, Victorian Publishing: The Economic of Book Production for a Mass Marker, 1836–
1916 (Aldershot: Ashgate Publishing Limited, 2003), chapter 3.

28 In 1873 the Composite Commodity Price Index was at 109 and declined to 73 in 1886 and 
remained very close to that low until 1904. The index is published in John J. McClusker, How Much Is That In 
Real Money? (Worcester: American Antiquarian Society, 2001), appendix D.



 David J. Supino 11

short stories in a cheap 1883 Collective Edition of James’s works (sold both as a set for 
21s. and as individual volumes at 1s. 6d. each, later raised to 2s.), in effect at a stroke 
rendering the prior 6s. one-volume second editions of these novels far less saleable. 
One possible reason for this step can be eliminated: the prior printings were not out 
of print, since sheets of the 1879 printings of The Europeans and The American, for 
example, were advertised in a Macmillan catalog dated January 1896, and sheets of 
the 1879 printing of The Europeans were being sold as late as 1905 by the Times Book 
Club.29

The second aspect of price is discounting at the retail level. In both England 
and America discounting was rampant. But in both countries while it is difficult to 
quantify with any degree of precision what discounting was customary, since most of 
the evidence is anecdotal, some conclusions can be reached.

Prior to 1852, the Booksellers Association in England attempted to regulate the 
resale price of books by convincing publishers to refuse to sell to booksellers who did 
not adhere to resale price maintenance. A dispute among members of this Association 
about the legality of the scheme was referred in 1852 to Lord Campbell and two others 
for voluntary arbitration. The arbitration panel ruled that the Association’s scheme was 
an illegal restraint of trade, and that a publisher could not dictate the resale price to a 
bookseller. Thereafter discounting became rampant: Frederick Macmillan stated that 
retail discounts of 25 percent off the published list price were “habitual.”30 Discounting 
by booksellers in England continued until a campaign, personally spearheaded by 
Frederick Macmillan, successfully persuaded English publishers in the 1890s to adhere 
to a new scheme of retail price maintenance, called the Net Book Agreement.31 It was a 
resale price maintenance scheme that lasted well into the twentieth century.

In America, the situation was, if anything, more anarchic. 
In the matter of list price, Houghton, Mifflin’s predecessors initially priced James’s 

one- volume work of fiction at a list price of $2.00, a few years later reduced to $1.50, 
a price Houghton, Mifflin maintained for all of James’s one-volume works until 1890. 
Based on the dollar/ pound exchange rate prevalent throughout the last quarter of the 
nineteenth century, this amounted to about 5s. So in nominal terms, the Macmillan 
list prices for one-volume works of fiction were at a 20 percent premium to Houghton, 
Mifflin list prices for the American market. This discrepancy persisted even though 
production costs (especially for the cost of paper and the cost of setting type) were 

29 A copy in a Times Book Club binding is cataloged in Supino, 7.5.5.
30 Sir Frederick Macmillan, The Net Book Agreement 1899 (Privately Printed [Glasgow, The 

University Press], 1924), 4.
31 Sir Frederick Macmillan, 1–30.
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higher in America than in England.32 It should also be borne in mind that the general 
level of wages was higher in America than in England,33 and consequently works of 
fiction at this nominal price point were more affordable to the American general public.

The normal channel of distribution for the American publisher of fiction was for 
the publisher to sell (probably to larger) retail outlets and to wholesale “jobbers” at a 
40 percent discount, and jobbers sell to the smaller retail booksellers at a one-third 
discount—in both cases, off list. So this left the retail bookseller, depending on its 
market clout, the ability to discount a maximum of between one-third and 40 percent 
off list. 

But another competitor of the American retail bookseller, which in all probability 
further forced more generous discounting, was competition from “dry-goods” or 
department stores which sold books, especially fiction, as “loss leaders.” As John Tebbel 
notes: 

To compete with department stores, a retailer had to deduct as much 
as 20 percent more on a book he had bought from the publisher at 40 
percent off. Meanwhile the [department] store could undercut him even 
more by offering a book as a loss leader. A popular novel . . . retailing at 
$1.50, was selling in dry-goods stores for as little as eighty one cents. In 
another ruinous differential, the retailer had to add 15 percent for running 
expenses to the wholesale price of the books he bought while the figure 
was only 7 percent for the department stores. Thus a department store 
could sell for sixty-seven cents a dollar book . . . At that price the retail 
bookseller would lose eight cents on every copy sold.34

How much this discounting affected the works of James is difficult to say. In all 
probability deep discounting was most prevalent for works of fiction by writers who 
captured the popular imagination. It is doubtful that James could be categorized as 
a popular novelist, such as, say, Mrs. Humphrey Ward, R.D. Blackmore, Hall Caine, 
and Marie Corelli—novelists who for the most part sold tens of thousands of copies 
during their heyday and who are almost unknown today. But I think that it is safe to 
conclude that in England one-volume editions of James’s fiction were in both absolute 
and relative terms considerably more expensive than in America. 

32 Michael Anesko, Friction Within the Market: Henry James and the Profession of Authorship (New 
York and Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1986), 47.

33 See John Tebble, A History of Book Publishing in the United States, 2 v. (New York: R.R. Bowker, 
1975), 2:35. Part of this disparity may be explained by the strong union movement among typographers in the 
United States (2:48–49 and 65–66).

34 Tebble, 2:122; and Winterich, 16–17.
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Bindings

In another, what might be called a promotional aspect of the publishing trade, 
Houghton, Mifflin was clearly more innovative than Macmillan. This is in the design of 
the bindings used on James’s works.

Macmillan’s two- or three-volume editions of James’s fiction were issued in 
uniform dark blue bindings, stamped on the front covers with double black frames 
within which was a black stamped panel. The spines were blocked in gold with the title, 
author’s, and publisher’s name.35 The one-volume second editions were published in 
dark blue-green cloth with two decorative bands in black and gold on the front cover 
and spine, extending in blind across the back cover.36 Again, the spines were blocked 
in gold with the title, author’s, and publisher’s name. These identical sober styles of 
bindings were used by Macmillan on all of James’s novels until after 1900, with the 
single exception of the fourteen-volume Collective Edition of 1883. In that instance 
Macmillan experimented: the edition was issued in a primary binding of royal-blue 
cloth, but also issued in two “variant” bindings, one in salmon cloth and the other in 
lime green, both over flexible boards.37 This edition was also issued in paper wrappers. 
Because of the scarcity of these “variants”, particularly the one in lime-green cloth, it is 
unlikely that many copies of the printing were so bound. But this experiment was short 
lived. When this edition was reprinted in 1886, it was issued only in royal-blue cloth.

Houghton, Mifflin and its predecessors were somewhat more inventive. Osgood 
published James’s fiction in a uniform plain style of binding with blind-stamped 
beveled boards, but issued in several colors for each title: terra-cotta, two shades of 
green, and violet.38 Initially Houghton, Mifflin copied the Osgood style of bindings, but 
in 1881, with the publication of The Portrait of a Lady, adopted a uniform binding with 
a highly decorated front cover using three colors of cloth for each title: tan, pea-green, 
and brown. This style of binding was used between 1882 and 1890 not only for new 
James novels, but also for later printings of his earlier works. Between 1890 and 1897, 
Houghton, Mifflin published no new James works, but in 1897 it published The Spoils 
of Poynton, and adopted a third uniform style of binding for James’s fiction, brown 
or green vertically-ribbed cloth with a gold frame stamped on the front cover within 
which was stamped, also in gold, an elaborate cartouche framing the title and author’s 
name (see figure 1.4). Again it was used not only for new works, but also for reprintings 
of James’s earlier works.

35 This type of binding is illustrated in Supino, illustration 14.
36 This type of binding is illustrated in Supino, illustration 4.
37 These bindings are illustrated in Supino, illustration 10.
38 These bindings, as well as the later more elaborate Houghton, Mifflin bindings, are illustrated in 

Supino, illustrations 1, 2, 9, and 19.
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Figure 1.4.  Spine and front cover of the first impression of the first American edition  
of The Spoils of Poynton (1897).  19.5 cm.  *AC85.J2335.897sb. 
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These two approaches to bindings might be attributed to cultural differences. For 
example, when The Bostonians was published in 1886 by both Macmillan in England 
and Macmillan New York in America, the sheets were printed and bound in England 
and copies were shipped to Macmillan New York for sale in America. The binding used 
on the copies shipped to New York were the same as that used on the English issue: 
dark blue-green cloth with decorative bands on the front cover and spine. The New 
York branch insisted that the binding was “judged ugly and in bad taste by American 
booksellers.”39 In subsequent consignments of The Bostonians, a more colorful binding 
was substituted. Only a cultural difference? Perhaps not, because after the publication 
of James’s next novel, The Princess Casimassima, in that same year, Macmillan resorted 
in England to more colorful bindings.

Authorial  Remuneration

The final publishing practice I would like to contrast is authorial remuneration. 
Broadly speaking, English and American publishers had quite different contractual 
arrangements for remunerating authors, and Macmillan and Houghton, Mifflin were 
no exceptions. 

In America, publishers generally paid their authors either with a lump sum for 
an outright purchase of the copyright (as was the case with An International Episode 
and Hawthorne), or, far more frequently, on a royalty basis—in James’s case usually 
10% of the publishers’ retail price, sometimes with an upfront advance on royalties. 
This latter method of payment reduced author-publisher disputes, as the only issues 
that could arise were how many copies had been sold and at what price. It also aligned 
the interests of the publisher more closely to the interest of the author. In James’s case 
we hear little in the way of complaints about payments from Houghton, Mifflin, in 
part, perhaps, because his friend William Dean Howells, editor of the Atlantic Monthly 
(acquired by Houghton, Mifflin from Osgood), paid him well for his serial rights.

In England matters were more complex. First, James obtained much less from 
Macmillan’s Magazine for serial rights than he did from the Atlantic Monthly. In the 
case of The Portrait of a Lady he received from Macmillan 326 pounds, or approximately 
$1,500, as against $3,500 from the Atlantic. Second, English publishers, and especially 
Macmillan, favored what was known as the “half-profits” contract. 

James’s January 1879 Memorandum of Agreement with Macmillan for the 
publication of the first four of his works published by it in England (including The 
Europeans and The American), reads in part:

39 Simon Nowell-Smith, International Copyright Law and the Publisher in the reign of Queen Victoria 
(Oxford: The Clarendon Press, 1969), 80.
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It is Agreed that . . . Macmillan & Co. shall publish at their own risk 
and expense [the four works], the copyright of which shall be the joint 
property of Henry James Junr and Messers. Macmillan & Co. in the 
proportion [of 50–50%], after deducting from the proceeds of the sale 
thereof all the expenses of printing, paper, boarding, advertising, trade 
allowances, and other incidental expenses, the profits remaining of every 
edition that may be printed of the work[s] during the legal copyright are 
to be divided into two equal parts, one part to be paid to the said Henry 
James, Junr. Esq. and the other belonging to Messrs MACMILLAN & Co. 
[emphasis added].

And if this was not enough, the Memorandum concludes:

The books to be accounted for at the trade-sale price, twenty-five for 
twenty-four, unless it be thought advisable to dispose of copies or of 
the remainder at a lower price, which is left to the discretion of Messrs. 
MACMILLAN & Co.40

Under the terms of such a contract Macmillan had complete discretion over the selling 
price and almost complete discretion as to what could be included in costs. This was a 
discretion that Macmillan did not hesitate to exercise.

It took James, to whom money was always a serious subject, about eight months 
to appreciate fully how one-sided his agreement was. Writing to Macmillan, he noted 
with some restraint:

I received yesterday my account of the Sales of my books . . . . The results 
are not brilliant –on the contrary –& I grieve that the books do not 
do better. It seems to me an anomaly that they don’t, as they have on 
the whole largely & favorably noticed, & apparently a great deal talked 
about.41

He had previously written to his brother William:

My reputation in England seems . . . ludicrously larger than any cash 
payments that I have received for it. The Macmillans are everything that’s 
friendly—caressing –old Macmillan physically hugs me; but the delicious 

40 The Memorandum of Agreement is reproduced in Moore, Correspondence, 25–26.
41 Moore, Correspondence, 42.
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ring of the sovereign is conspicuous in our intercourse by its absence 
[emphasis in the original].42

The impact of the “half-profits” contract on the author’s remuneration can best be 
demonstrated by using the actual cost figures of the publisher and comparing them to 
the total proceeds to the publisher from sales of an impression. Unfortunately, such cost 
figures are not present in the Macmillan Archives, at least for James’s works. However, 
production costs for James’ earlier works published by Osgood are in the Houghton, 
Mifflin Archives.43 Taking The American as an example, and recasting the costs to reflect 
what they would be under a half-profits contract, the total variable production costs 
(including advertising) for publishing 1,000 copies of the first impression of that title 
were $1,102.70 (or $1.10 per copy). The nominal retail price (list) was $2.00 a copy, but 
this is reduced to $1.20 per copy given Osgood’s net price to jobbers, which was 40% 
off list. So sale of the entire impression resulted in a profit (before general overhead) of 
$100.00 ($.10 per copy) or $50.00 to James. This is one-quarter of what James received 
from Osgood for the first impression under his royalty contract.

Osgood’s cost of production for the second impression of 500 copies of The 
American was $307.52 (or $.62 per copy). Given the same list price, and the same 
discount to jobbers resulted in proceeds of $600.00 (or $1.20 per copy). Sales of the 
second impression resulted in a profit (before general overhead) of $290.00 (or $.62 per 
copy), of which half ($145.00) would have gone to James and half to Osgood. This is 45% 
more than James received from Osgood for this impression under his royalty contract. 
But these figures overstate the profits, as they do not include incidental expenses or any 
element of general overhead, which would be included in costs in a typical half-profits 
contract.44 If one assumes an overhead expense of 15% of production costs,45 there 
would have been no profit resulting from the first impression, and a profit to James of 
a mere $89 for the first two impressions. This demonstrates that under a half-profits 
contract it is unlikely that an author would receive any substantial remuneration for 
his work absent a very large initial print run or frequent reprintings, which as the prior 
discussion of Macmillan’s printing practices indicates was not, in James’ case, its habit.

To redress the balance with the “unrenumerative Macmillans” he gave his next 
novel (Confidence) to Chatto & Windus, receiving £250 (or $1,250) up front for the right 

42 Ignas K. Skrupskelis and Elizabeth M. Berkeley, eds., The Correspondence of William James, 4 v. 
(Charlottesville: The University Press of Virginia, 1992), 1:315.

43 Osgood’s cost records for the first two impressions of The American are in Houghton Mifflin 
Archive, MS Am 2030.2 (21), 258 and 259.

44 Anesco, 51.
45 Weedon, 63.
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to publish it for three years.46 Thereafter, he returned to Macmillan who reluctantly 
agreed to a royalty basis. Then in 1890, when the subject of the publication of The 
Tragic Muse came up, Macmillan insisted that he revert to a half-profits basis, this 
time two-thirds of the profits (which Macmillan estimated would be a mere £70 or 
$340) to go to James with an advance on profits of £70. Writing an emotional farewell 
letter to Macmillan and willing to give up the English market, James refused the offer.47 
Although the literary agent James Watt (whom he had first hired in 1888) managed 
to pry from Macmillan £250 for the exclusive right to publish The Tragic Muse for 
the English market for 5 years and 2 months, the die was cast. He left Macmillan first 
for Osgood, McIlvaine, and when Osgood died in 1892, for then newly established 
publisher William Heinemann. 

Conclusion

Having presented so many trees, let me in conclusion return to the forest to assay an 
answer to the question: Did Macmillan’s publishing practices, compared to those of 
Houghton, Mifflin, disadvantage the sales of James’s fiction in England relative to his 
sales in America? It is a question which cannot, of course, be answered incontrovertibly. 
However, the following conclusions are plausible and lead one to conclude that sales of 
James’s fiction were disadvantaged in England. 

On the matter of price, James’s fiction published by Houghton, Mifflin was both 
lower in nominal price than the English one-volume editions, and more affordable 
besides, given more aggressive discounting in America than in England.

Houghton, Mifflin’s practice of frequent reprintings kept James’s fiction before 
the reading public. Reading the printing and binding record leaves one with the 
inescapable conclusion that Houghton, Mifflin actively marketed James’s fiction. In 
addition, by issuing a work in several binding colors and by periodically changing 
the style of bindings, Houghton, Mifflin helped create an aura of freshness for James’s 
works that were published in some cases years before.

Macmillan, on the other hand, with its unwillingness to challenge the structure of 
the English market—primarily the reliance by publishers on the circulating libraries to 
absorb their expensive two- and three-volume fiction format—tended to discourage 
the English public from buying novels since they were “stale” by the time they were 
published in an affordable format.

Finally, the practice of Macmillan to resist the use of royalty-based contracts and, 
instead, to rely on the “half-profit” formulation was a less risky course for a publisher, 
as costs were recouped from the sale of the multi-volume editions. But one cannot 

46 Moore (ed.), Selected Letters, 47, n.2; Anesko, 54–59.
47  Moore, Correspondence, 160–161.
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but speculate that this reliance (reinforced by Macmillan’s inherent conservatism), and 
the fact that sheets of James’s one-volume editions languished for many years at the 
printers, indicates that Macmillan’s interests were—at least in the case of James—not 
very focused on maximizing sales. 

It must be stressed that these are tentative conclusions. There is so much that 
we do not know about other practices of these publishers which may bear on sales, 
such as advertising policy and expenditures, to take but one example about which the 
publishers’ records are for the most part silent. However, both the Macmillan Archive 
at the British Library and the Houghton, Mifflin Archive here at Harvard are rich stores 
of information. If the evidence they present is taken together with the evidence in the 
printed books themselves (including inserted ads and information on dust jackets), it 
is possible “by indirection to find direction out.”



 Harvard Library Bulletin 67

Contributors

Mario Bannoni,  a sixth generation Roman, specializes in the Italian Risorgimento 
and the Roman Republic. An independent researcher and historian of the Roman 
Republic of 1849, he is president of the Italian Margaret Fuller Bicentennial Committee; 
in 2010 he organized the conference held at Rome in the Fatebenefratelli Hospital 
“Margaret Fuller Ossoli, le donne e l’impegno civile nella Roma risorgimentale” 
(M.F.O., the women and the civil engagement in the Rome of the Risorgimento), in 
which he was the keynote speaker. He is coauthor with Gabriella Mariotti of Margaret 
Fuller’s biography Vi scrivo da una Roma barricata (I write to you from a barricaded 
Rome), 2012; and author of a forthcoming article on “Margaret Fuller and the 
Question of Marriage,” and a forthcoming monograph “Giorni d’Amore e di Gloria, 
Corrispondenze di Margaret Fuller dalla Repubblica Romana” (Days of love and glory, 
correspondence of Margaret Fuller from the Roman Republic).

David King Dunaway  is Professor of English at the University of New Mexico, 
having earned the first doctorate in American Studies at the University of California 
Berkeley. He is author and editor of ten volumes, including biographies of Aldous 
Huxley and Pete Seeger. His popular writings have appeared in publications from 
Country Music to the New York Times.

Stephanie Spong  is a Russell J. and Dorothy S. Bilinski Fellow in the Department 
of English at the University of New Mexico, where she is completing a dissertation on 
the love poem in literary modernism. Her work is forthcoming in the William Carlos 
Williams Review and Routledge Encyclopedia of Modernism.

Roger E. Stoddard  is Associate, Department of English, Harvard University. 
In 2004 he retired as Curator of Rare Books in the Harvard College Library, Senior 
Curator in the Houghton Library, and Senior Lecturer on English. His essay on “Livres 
perdus. (Lost Books.) Humoresque” is printed in Le Livre, La Photographie, L’Image & 
La Lettre: Essays in Honor of André Jammes (Paris: Aux Éditions des Cendres, 2015).

David J. Supino  is currently serving on the Councils of The Bibliographical 
Society of America and the Grolier Club. His most recent works are Henry James: A 
Bibliographical Catalogue of a Collection of Editions (2006), and the Second Edition, 
Revised of that work (2014).


