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CHAPTER I

THE MAN AND THE BACKGROUND

The objective of this first chapter will be to 
discuss the historical and biographical context within 
which Francis Jeffrey lived and worked. It would be 
impossible to try to understand the critical theory 
and practice of Francis Jeffrey without understanding 
the circumstances of the founding of the Edinburgh 
Review and the men who were associated with Jeffrey 
when the publication began. For this reason attention 
must also be given to the political picture at the 
time in Edinburgh. Something must be said too about 
the cultural and scholastic climate of the period and 
the place, and Scotch history and mores must be 
adverted to, at least in passing. Finally the man 
himself must be examined, both as an individual and as 
a critic in historical perspective.

The second half of the chapter will attempt to 
delineate Francis Jeffrey as an historical person who 
made criticism his work. For this purpose it will be 
necessary to consider the education and personality of 
the man doing the work, his relation with his family
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and friends, and the social and economic elements of 
his life which helped to shape his mind. Finally, 
Francis Jeffrey will be placed in historical context 
in the field of the development of a chronological 
theory and method of criticism. It should be noted 
that this last point will be handled in this chapter 
only from a strictly historical standpoint. An 
evaluation of Jeffrey himself as a critic will come 
later. Before that can be done, however, it will be 
necessary to see how the Edinburgh Review started, how 
Francis Jeffrey helped to make it great, and what there 
was about the time, the place, and the people concerned 
with the Edinburgh Review to give to Francis Jeffrey at 
least a passing greatness.

As the nineteenth century opened there were no 
great periodical reviews devoted to serious criticism 
being published in the British Isles. Such periodical 
reading material as was then available to the British 
reading public was confined almost exclusively to house 
organs subsidized by individual publishers and written 
by critical hacks. There had been attempts to remedy 
this situation. The great Scottish rhetorician, Hugh 
Blair, had taken part in an abortive attempt at start
ing an Edinburgh Review at the close of the previous
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century. The attempt produced two issues.'*' Evidently 
the time was not right in 1755 for a serious critical 
review.

Even at the turn of a new century many things—  
attitude, training, climate, the status of writers, the 
power of publishers— militated against the founding of 
a review devoted to a serious, impartial reviewing.
The publishers were not likely to seek any alleviation 
from a situation which did them no great harm. In 
1800 most publishers, both in England and Scotland, 
were accustomed to paying starvation wages to hack
writers in return for laudatory reviews. The situa
tion suited the publishers, especially since they found 
themselves in the very advantageous position of being 
able to dictate both the content of reviews and the 
rate of pay for reviewers. Both were low. Nor could 
the man of 1800 have found the history of previous 
serious reviews conducive to very sanguine hopes. The 
first Edinburgh Review had lasted for only two issues. 
True, as Schmitz points out,

The Edinburgh Review had done rather well during 
the first two Issues and was planning to expand 
when it suddenly discontinued in January, 1756.
The review had fallen a victim to zeal, a parti
cularly virulent brand of fanaticism which at

^Robert Morrel Schmitz, Hugh Blair (New York: 
Kings Crown Press, 194-8), p. 27.
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the moment was hot after the 'infidel* David Hume, 
hut which fell obliquely upon Hume's friends and 
their magazines.^

The reality of the social stigma attaching to
journalism early in the nineteenth century cannot be
overlooked. Hesketh Pearson points out:

Professional journalism was not considered a decent 
occupation for a gentleman. Journalists were re
garded as an inferior species and either avoided 
or Insulted . . .  a journalist was alternately a 
thing of naught, or a danger to the community; in 
either case he was a low, mean, vulgar fellow, a 
hireling and a cad.-5

Strong moral forces acting as external stimuli and high 
moral purpose combined with exceptional intellectual 
vigor acting in the right Individuals were needed be
fore the notion of a serious new journalistic endeavor 
could even be mooted in the year 1802.

All these factors did coalesce one stormy night 
in Edinburgh, however.^ Yet the character of the young 
men in the situation rendered it explosive. A young 
British clergyman, Sidney Smith, then living in 
Edinburgh as a tutor, acted as the detonator. Sidney 
Smith dined that evening with Francis Jeffrey and

2Ibld.. p. 48.
^Hesketh Pearson, The Smith of Smiths (London: 

Penguin, 1948), p. 48.
^For a full discussion of the founding of the 

Edinburgh Review see John Clive's Scotch Reviewers 
(Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 
1957), Appendix, p. 186.
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Henry Brougham on the third floor of No. 18 Becckeugh 
Place, Edinburgh. Over the storm outside, Smith 
shouted his proposal for the founding of a new review. 
Brougham was, of course, sure that he was equal to the 
task. But then, Henry Brougham never doubted his abil
ity to do anything. Jeffrey was aghast at the whole 
idea. He spoke of political suicide and public odium. 
Brougham met his objections with scorn. Sidney Smith 
shouted over the storm and laughed at fears. He 
recited the litany of the talents they could call upon. 
Francis Horner had already agreed to write for them; 
Murray would help; Playfair, Steward, Thompson, Brown 
would all come in on the venture. Smith himself would 
manage everything and act as editor. Jeffrey was 
argued down. It was a good thing that he was, for 
Jeffrey was the man who would make the Edinburgh Review. 
It does not matter today who actually founded the 
Edinburgh Review, who was timorous or forceful at its 
inception, where or when the meetings were held.

It is sufficient to know that after the third 
number, Jeffrey became editor and held the post until 
1829.^ True, the new Edinburgh Review owed much to the 
quality of the collective genius brought to the task by 
all its writers; but as Jeffrey holds responsibility 

cWalter Graham, English Literary Periodicals 
(New York: Thomas Nelson and Son, 1930), p. ¿3̂ -.



6
for the first articles in the first issue, so he must 
be held in great measure accountable for the spirit 
and elan, the faults and virtues, the prestige and 
opprobrium that marked the whole of the first quarter- 
century of the Edinburgh Review* s history.

If Jeffrey was as timorous as Sidney Smith said 
he was when the plans for the founding of the new 
Edinburgh Review were first broached, there is ample 
explanation for the fear in the political circumstances 
of the early 1800*s. The young men who met in Jeffrey's 
third-floor room were members of the Whig Party; and in 
any discussion of the Edinburgh Review or its writers, 
the political climate of the time must be kept clearly 
in mind in order to avoid a truncated or distorted 
picture. At the time that Jeffrey and his collaborators 
started the Edinburgh Review, to be a Whig was to be a 
radical, to be politically as well as socially suspect, 
to be passed over for public office, deprived of pri
vate legal work. To be an avowed Whig was financially, 
even sometimes physically dangerous. If this was pain
fully true in the sphere of private life, how much more 
true did it become when there was question of the open 
promulgation of Whig doctrine. Jeffrey himself had 
already suffered financial loss because a young Whig 
lawyer could not get a case in the Scottish courts.^

^Pearson, op. clt., p. 48.
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There were in England and Scotland at the time 
two major parties, but only one of them had either 
power in administration or status in society. It must 
be remembered that by 1802, England and Scotland had 
had almost thirty years of Tory rule. The Whig Party 
was considered the party of reform or reaction against 
established forms, the party that advocated such ad
vance measures as further parliamentary reform and 
Catholic emancipation. To be a Tory was to be a con
servative member of the Party in power. To be a Whig 
was to be suspect. Any criticism of the party in power 
was apt to be dangerous. The meeting that founded the 
Edinburgh Review was held only eight years after Thomas 
Harty, the shoemaker, was accused of high treason for
saying that "Representative government [[is] the exact

• 7
opposite of the government which is established here."

In 1802, English minds still lived in fear of 
the French Revolution, and any departure from the 
established way of things, any suggestion of change, 
was viewed with alarm and countered with rigorous re
pression. The Tory opposition to change and their 
solid entrenchment would probably have been enough in 
itself to impel eager young minds to revolt. Men of 
the generation of Jeffrey and Smith remembered the 7

7'George M. Trevelyan, The History of England 
(New York: Longmans, Green & Company, 19?-b), pT $5.
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glory of the liberty taught by the French Revolution. 
But younger men, especially in Scotland, had not felt 
the fear of the terror. When the Edinburgh Review was 
founded, Napoleon was still a bright star in Europe.
If this star brought a glaze of fear to the eye of the 
lion, it did not at all affect the thistle. To the 
Scot, nothing French could be entirely Inimical. This 
is not to say that even the memory of the '45 or the 
'98 rebellion made the Scot pro-French. It was just 
that he had no fear of the French, and he thought the 
attitude of the government craven and base. He also 
thought it was funny.

Perhaps the most important point to make is 
that politics was a very crucial, a deeply influential 
force in the thinking of every intelligent man of the 
time. Politics and political affiliation colored 
Judgments made in all other areas of life. The temper 
of the time made it inevitable that such a venture as 
the new Edinburgh Review would be founded with a basic 
political leaning. The deep significance of the fact 
that these leanings were Whig is understood if it is 
remembered that the meeting which launched the Edin
burgh Review was held during the administration of 
Henry Addington, that three-year inter-regnum between 
the two administrations of Pitt, when the Tory Party 
gave every indication of being as permanent as the
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"eternal hills." The hatred for Burke was still pre
sent in Whig hearts, but the fires of Fox were banked. 
The zeal of Wilberforce had achieved only his one great 
aim and that by a political happenstance. The great of 
the Whig Party had withdrawn to the quiet of Holland 
House, where they could twit the "schoolboy" whom 
George III had called to govern the land, in resigned 
if not despairing seclusion. Trevelyan gives a good 
picture of the political climate of the whole era.®

The Addington ministry, which was in power when 
the Edinburgh Review was first founded, did not last 
long (1801-1803). Then Pitt took office for the second 
time. He held power until his death in 1806. Yet even 
without this great leader, the Tories were to keep 
their firm hold on the reigns of government for another

Qquarter century.
Men of the intellectual stamp of Sidney Smith 

and Francis Jeffrey considered it a part of their duty 
to take an active interest in the politics of the day. 
Their opinions were formed only after mature thought 
and wide discussion; their convictions were firmly

OTrevelyan, op. clt., p. 567.
^William Hunt and Reginald L. Poole, The Politi

cal History of England, Vol. XI: The History of England 
from Addington's Administration to^the Close of William 
I V 3 Reign (London: Longman's Green & Company, 19li), 
p. 51.
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held. It was inevitable, therefore, that politics 
should loom large in the discussion which inaugurated 
the new Edinburgh Review. What is surprising to a 
contemporary student of the early nineteenth century 
is that a man's work in any or all fields should be 
judged by his political affiliation. When the Edin
burgh Review was founded, both Jeffrey and Smith took 
it for granted that the venture would be suspect in 
governmental circles because the founders were known 
to be Whigs. Indeed, part of the motive for founding 
the Edinburgh Review was the felt need for a strong 
Whig organ. Smith and Jeffrey and Brougham were very 
much in favor of parliamentary reform, Catholic relief 
laws, some form of social and economic justice for the 
poor. Jeffrey and Brougham brought in a sort of Scot
tish zeal. Smith introduced the needed gusts of 
laughter, which alone could prevent the zealots from 
degenerating into mere cranks.^

This element of political interest cannot be 
stressed too strongly, therefore, even in a thesis 
dealing with Jeffrey as a critic. The writers of the 
day, to say nothing of the critics, adhered to amazing
ly sharp lines of demarcation on the score of politics.

10See Chesterton's Introduction to Hesketh 
Pearson's The Smith of Smith's (London: Penguin Books, 1948), p p .- ^ r s : ------------------------
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During the whole of his term as editor, J~ffvey’s 
readers would take it for granted that he would slant 
his reviews. Any failure to do so would have been con
strued as giving aid and comfort to the enemy.

And the opposition was truly the enemy. On 
this point too, the contemporary reader must be warned. 
Feeling on major issues ran strong and deep. Attack 
and repulse could be very savage. Thus, a book of 
poetry written by a man belonging to the opposition 
could not hope for an entirely favorable review at 
Jeffrey’s hands. Enemies were made in print. Friend
ships of long standing were broken off, never to be 
resumed. In the course of his term as editor, Jeffrey 
was twice called out. Nor did it seem at all strange 
to a Scot of the time that he should be challenged to 
a duel on the score of politics. Scotland was still 
new and unused to the rule of the British I/*on. Even 
those who approved it did not let it infringe on 
individual rights. Thus the little group of men who 
founded the Edinburgh Review all considered themselves 
loyal English subjects; but they were never "men of 
the party," even when their own party took power or, 
later still, when they themselves held office.

Yet of the whole group, Jeffrey was perhaps the 
most amenable, the least vociferous, the most tactful,
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the least implacable. His loyalty to the party came 
from sincere convictions, yet he had a common sense 
and caution that was upon occasion mistaken for 
temerity. Smith could afford to be blatant and vio
lent. He would be going back to England in a few years. 
Jeffrey fully intended to live out his life in Edin
burgh, and the specter which loomed over the shoulder 
of a political rebel in 1802 stretched as far as Botany 
Bay. Jeffrey was always fully aware of the importance 
of his own political affiliations; but even when he 
became as he did later, a leading member of the 
Scottish contingent of the Party in power, he was a 
quiet, gentle, fair man. This was in politics; in the 
field of literature Jeffrey was less willing to give 
quarter to a political enemy. He never asked it.

Geography as well as politics played an im
portant part in the founding of the new Edinburgh 
Review, for this review took its very name from the 
"Athens of the North." Yvliat would appear to be merely 
a point of geographical chance is, in fact, of vital 
importance in this instance. For London, not Edin
burgh, would seem to have been the logical place to 
start a review that was to hold such sway over men's 
minds for so long. To understand why this did not 
happen, it is necessary to review, however briefly, 
the literary and educational situation in England as
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the nineteenth century opened. It was a time when one 
period was closing and another style of writing and 
thought had not yet come into being. The last quarter 
of the eighteenth century served as a convenient water
shed for many things English. In that period the whole 
face of the land admitted to a change, and nowhere was 
this change more obvious than in the field of educa
tion. The two great universities of England were held 
in very low repute at the time, especially in Scotland, 
But even the English themselves gave tacit approval to 
this estimate by sending their young men to Scottish 
schools. Jeffrey himself had left the Oxford Univer
sity in disgust without taking a degree. He finished 
such formal education as he had at the University of 
Edinburgh. In Jeffrey’s time college societies played 
a large part in furthering the education of the student
body and developing their talents both for breadth of

11
knowledge and in forensic power.

The great emphasis upon literary and forensic 
activity was peculiar to both the time and place in 
which Jeffrey lived. It was in these groups that the 
young men of the time met the most successful and 
brilliant minds of their elders. Such debating and 
discussion groups seem to have been popular at the

l%enry T. Cockburn, Memorials of His Time 
(Edinburgh, London: T. N. Foulis, 1909), pp. ¿d-b'9.
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schools and among the different major professions, as 
well as in carefully separated political circles. Some
thing of the importance of these societies may be seen 
from the comment which Lord Cockburn makes about the 
one to which he and Jeffrey belonged.

In November 1800, I entered the Speculative Society, 
an institution which had trained more young men to 
public speaking, talent, and liberal thought than 
all the other private institutions in Scotland.
This Society had never been in such glory as in 
the immediately preceding years . . .

No better arena could possibly have been pro
vided for the exercise of the remarkable young man 
it excited. . . . Insofar as I was personally con
cerned, however, the speculative completed what 
the Academic had begun and together they did me 
more good than all the rest of my education, and 
I must attest that their moral benefits were 
fully more important than their intellectual.
They Inspired a high tone of virtue.12

What the Speculative Society meant to Jeffrey 
is indicated by his biographer, Cockburn, when he says, 
"It was here that his feeling about his friends in
creased. His first acquaintance with the persons I 
have named and many others of the best friendships of 
his life arose in this society. . . .m1^ Cockburn also 
remarks that he never knew of a single Tuesday-evening

12Cockburn, op. clt., pp. 67-70.
"**̂ Henry T. Cockburn, Life of Lord Jeffrey with 

a Selection from his Correspondence, VolT II (Phlla- 
delphia: J. P. Lippincott & Company, 1856), p. 71.
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meeting which Jeffrey attended in which he did not 
speak at least once. To these intellectual activities 
was added the activity of a deep and somewhat surpris
ing interest in religious activities especially as they 
pertained to philosophy and ethics. In the City of 
Edinburgh, great Interest was taken in the individuals 
who occupied the diverse chairs on such subjects in the 
Edinburgh University, and much political effort was ex
pended upon obtaining such chairs for friends. All of 
this was a part of the youthful training of Francis 
Jeffrey. To this training, both in the art of speech 
and in his Interest in the thoughtful processes of the 
day's history, Jeffrey added his own innate ability to 
deal with the friends which he made at this time. 
Because of these friends, in fact, Jeffrey was put in 
the occasion which saw the foundation of the Edinburgh 
Review.

Among these friends there was, of course, the man 
who was given principal credit for founding the Edin
burgh Review, the young minister, acting as tutor in 
Edinburgh, Sidney Smith. His role in starting the 
Edinburgh Review is paramount. It is quite possible 
that although Jeffrey became the acknowledged leader of 
the group which put out the Edinburgh Review after 1803, 
Smith does deserve all the credit for the idea of the 
Edinburgh Review and for its founding. However, the
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collaboration between the two was so close that Jeffrey,
besides writing the first article for the first issue,
deserves credit, if not for the original idea, for the
complete success of the plan. In order to indicate
what his own contemporaries thought of him as an
editor, Cockburn quotes and endorses Horner:

As Jeffrey is a person who will derive most 
honor from this publication as his articles in 
this number are generally known and are incompar
ably the best, I have received the greatest plea
sure from this circumstance because the genius of 
that little man has remained almost unknown to all 
but his most intimate acquaintances. His manner 
is not at first pleasing, what is worse it is of 
that caste which almost irresistibly impresses 
upon strangers the idea of levity and superficial 
talent. Yet there is not any man whose real 
character is so much the reverse. He has indeed 
a very sportive and playful fancy, but it is ac
companied with an extensive and varied informa
tion with a readiness of apprehension, almost 
intuitive, with judicious and calm discernment 
with a profound and penetrating understanding.-1-̂

Yet when the occasion demanded Jeffrey could be some
what sharp with his contributors.

Following the third issue of the Edinburgh 
Review when Jeffrey had assumed command of its edi
torial policy, he showed himself so well-adapted to 
this role as editor that it is not surprising that he 
should have continued in it until 1829. The qualifi
cations which made Jeffrey such a popular editor were 
perhaps basically his fondness for people and his ex
treme kindness in all his dealings with them. This is 14

14Cockburn, op. clt., p. 78.
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an aspect of Jeffrey's character which made him the 
most powerful editor of his day as well as one of its 
most influential critics. It is true also that in 
every aspect of Jeffrey's editorial policy he was able 
to elicit the fullest respect and commendation from 
those who worked for him. Partly this was because he 
gave to them a fullness of respect and regard, taking 
into account their own ideologies and eccentricities as 
well as their own basic bent in whatever literary pro
duction he required of them.

Because of this understanding of others, Jeffrey 
was able to call upon the best talent of each year of 
his editorial work. Thus, he was to be the man who 
gave the widest platform to such men as Thomas Babington 
Macaulay. He was very free in his willingness to allow 
his contributors to express themselves in any way that 
they wished and to follow any policy or line of thought 
that seemed right to them. There is never any indica
tion in any of his relationships with others that he 
exercised the least restraint on the expression of the 
ideas or ideals which his contributors wished to put 
into his magazine.

The publisher of the Edinburgh Review, Archibald 
Constable, deserves a great deal of credit also for the 
foresight and largeness of mind which allowed this new 
review to come into existence when it did. His motives
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were partly political and partly economic. The motives 
were such as would be found in any Whig of Jeffrey's 
day anxious to alleviate their political situation in 
England and Scotland. Constable, in conjunction with 
Sidney Smith and Jeffrey had been amenable to the sug
gestion that contributors to his new review be extreme
ly well paid. By this one bold stroke he broke the 
forces of servile adherence to an editorial policy 
which reviewing instruments had wielded until this 
time. In doing so he gave to the people of Great 
Britain, both in Scotland and in England, and later on 
to the people of the colonies and the present United 
States, a vehicle for the transmission of thought that 
became so acceptable to their tradition that they 
supported it for over a century from the time of its 
institution. The Edinburgh Review did not finally go 
out of existence until 1929. It is true that the 
support the Edinburgh Review received was in conjunction 
with all the other publication work that Constable was 
putting out during all these decades. Constable seemed 
to have worked very well with Jeffrey. He had a deep 
admiration for the man, which was expressed in his 
letters both at the beginning of their association and 
as long as he continued to live. He must be best re
membered in the publishing world as the man who took 
periodical publishing out of the realm of the merely
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commercial and made it, for the first time, something 
that was to be a part of the literary heritage of the 
English-speaking people.

It is indicative of the deep impression which 
Constable's activity in this field made upon the 
people of this century that within a few years of the 
founding of the Edinburgh Review there were to be , in 
Scotland alone, two, perhaps three, other review or
gans similar to his own, which would be its rivals 
and its imitators for many years to come.

A word about the background of the man who 
became, after the third issue of the Edinburgh Review, 
the editor of the paper. Francis Jeffrey had, in a 
certain sense, spent his whole life in preparation 
for the activity as critic and editor, which was to 
make him the most famous journalist of his day. Born 
in 1773, Jeffrey was educated first at the high school 
in Edinburgh and then for two years attended the 
University of Glasgow. He spent a year in law classes 
in Edinburgh itself. He spent almost one year at Oxford 
(Queens College), from September 1791 to June 1792 at 
the end of which time, partly due to homesickness and 
partly due to the state of universities in England, he 
returned to Edinburgh sadly disgusted with English
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scholastic life.^ For a few years his own intellectual 
activity was taken up with the meetings of the Specula
tive Society, the importance of which in the life of a 
young man of this period has been noted before in the 
quotation from Cockbum. It became apparent after the 
beginning of the Edinburgh Review that all the work of 
these early years, whether taken up with law or spent 
in homesick waiting at Oxford, was in fact drawn upon 
by the young man to develop that very acumen in criti
cism which was to distinguish him in the eyes of his 
contemporaries for the whole of his life.

From his very earliest days at Glasgow he had 
been in the habit of writing criticisms on all of his 
own work as well as practicing critical essays on most 
other works which came under his perusal. Much of this 
criticism has been lost because he considered it merely 
the outpouring of a youthful enthusiasm and not worthy 
of being kept. Perhaps our deepest regret should be for 
the one paper which he probably wrote on the subject of 
criticism itself; a paper such as this would have been 
invaluable as a view of the principles which the young 
Jeffrey considered basic for the activity which was to 
take up the greater part of his thinking life till

15I am indebted for these and the following facts about Jeffrey's life to James A. Greig, Francis 
Jeffrey of the Edinburgh Review (Edinburgh: Oliver 
and Boyd, 194-8), pp. 1-8.
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almost 1830. Whether at school or at home, Jeffrey 
remained during the whole of his life an avid and 
omnivorous reader. And this widespread reading added 
to the critical acumen which marked his writings.

Jeffrey seems to have been a rather enticing, 
a very enjoyable individual. Something has been said 
of the homesickness which prompted him to leave Oxford. 
This homesickness was itself based on a very real and 
very sincere love for family and friends. During the 
course of his entire life he was to remain faithful, 
both in writing and in continual visiting, to his 
brother who lived most of his life in America and to 
his sister whose death at an early age was the cause 
of such deep sorrow for Jeffrey. During the entire 
course of his life, too, he was to make and keep many 
friends, such men as Sidney Smith, Brougham, Playfair, 
and others. During the course of his long legal career 
following the time when he no longer was active with 
the Edinburgh Review, the men whom he met either casu
ally or repeatedly were impressed enough by him to *
speak after his death in glowing terms of his cheer
fulness, his kindness, and his gentle consideration for

i6
others.

In appearance Jeffrey must have been a very small 
man. Repeatedly, his friends, in describing him, speak

ibGreig, op. oit., pp. 9-10.
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of his delicacy and refer to a birdlike quality in his 
appearance. But his moral character was such that it 
gave the lie to the smallness of his body. Jeffrey 
seems to have had no specific religious affiliation; 
that is, he did not associate himself with any parti
cular church even in Scotland. He repudiated with 
vehemence, however, the imputations that he was anti- 
religious; and once, when accused of it by Wilson, he 
repudiated the thought that there had ever appeared de
liberately in his magazine anything inimical to or

17scornful of the churches. If he had any personal 
religious feeling, it seems to have been centered 
mostly in his love for his family, his brothers and 
sisters, the two women whom he married, and his 
children. Second to these came the many friends. 
Jeffrey was known all his life for his propensity for 
dining out. He continued to belong to the club in 
Edinburgh as long as he lived; and while stationed in 
London as a member of Parliament, he was active in so
cial affairs there to the extent that this gregarious
ness is considered by his friends as a paramount 
characteristic of his nature. In 1825 Francis Jeffrey 
was made Lord Justice of Scotland; and except for the 
excursion to Parliament, he spent most of his life 17

17Ibid., pp. 311-312
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afterward in the courts of law.

During the course of his career as critic and 
editor of the Edinburgh Review, there was always a very 
great place in his thinking for the matter of 
patriotism. It was a time when England's political 
life needed improvement, and Jeffrey lent the full 
force of his personality and all the strength of his 
publication to such needed reforms as the Catholic 
Emancipation Act, Improved Labor Legislation for 
England and Scotland, and the establishment of such 
amicable relations between the two newly united 
kingdoms as would eventuate in the unity of the 
British Isles which we know today. During the course 
of his critical life, he also retained a love for the 
University of Edinburgh and an association with its 
predominant thinkers and preachers. Perhaps no point 
about Jeffrey can be more emphatically noted than the 
Influence which all these things had upon his writing. 
In order to understand Jeffrey's critical position one 
must study the notions that he had about some of the 
men who became, at least in the literary sense, his 
enemies or his foes later on. It is necessary to 
realize that Jeffrey had a deep, basic reverence for 
the individual's primary sacredness, for the accepta
bility of the common sense of ordinary people, and for 
the preciousness of such basic things as the importance
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of the home and the institutions which he thought had 
made England great.

Jeffrey's education was essentially based upon 
the classics. The men of his time and station would 
have taken this for granted. It did not occur to him, 
therefore, to belabor the obvious by citing his debt to 
such men as Cicero or Longinus. The extent of this 
debt will be indicated in evaluating his work. Nor did 
he more openly admit a debt to his contemporaries.

The student of the history of criticism would 
expect to find Jeffrey deeply interested in the work 
being done in this field by the great Germans who 
wrote from the mid-eighteenth century to his own time. 
He would not find his expectations realized. Certainly 
Jeffrey never openly acknowledged such a debt. His 
only review of a German work is late in his own 
critical life. It appeared in the August number of 
the Edinburgh Review in 1825. In this article he is
dealing with an English translation of Goethe's

1 ftWilhelm Meister's Apprenticeship. He shows some
1 ftx Francis Jeffrey, Contributions to the 

Edinburgh Review (New York: James C'. Derby, 1&54), 
pp. 104-120. Herein afterwards, this work will be 
referred to as Contributions. In each instance of a 
quotation from Jeffrey's Contributions the pagination 
will be cited from that work, but the source from the 
Edinburgh Review will be indicated by giving the number 
of the volume and the number of the article in the 
volume in parentheses. Thus, the article on Goethe is 
No. 84, art. 7.
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familiarity with the history of German literature, 
although the only author mentioned other than Goethe 
himself is Schiller.

In the case of German criticism, however, even 
such cursory treatment tells its own story. For 
Goethe, it must be remembered, was himself the high- 
water mark in a German literary movement which dealt 
very largely with criticism. George Saintsbury points 
out, speaking of German criticism from 1750, and es
pecially of "the great period of Goethe »s productive
ness," that the whole of German literature from 1750 to
1850 was "a sort of seminar--a kind of enormous and
multifarious Higher Education movement pursued . . .
by persons often of great talent and sometimes of 

19great genius." It is safe to conclude, then, that 
Jeffrey knew of the critical work done in Germany by 
Goethe and his predecessors. If he knew Goethe at all, 
he had to know Goethe»s critical writings. Yet he does 
not discuss it ex professo in his review of Goethe »s 
novel. It may be safely inferred that the editor of 
the Edinburgh Review felt, at best, only a slight debt 
to the critical writers of Germany.

If Jeffrey owes only a slight debt to the

^George Saintsbury, A History of Criticism and 
Literary Taste in Europe (New York: Dodd Mead and 
Company, 1904), ill, 551-552.

138032
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criticism done in Germany in his time and immediately 
preceding his life, his debt to the criticism being 
done in England in the two centuries immediately be
fore his time was certainly very great. Jeffrey in
herited the legacy of this early criticism directly. 
Much will need to be said later of his debt to Addison. 
Through Addison he then came into contact with such men 
as Hugh Blair, David Hume, and other Scottish thinkers 
of the period just before and during the early part of 
Jeffrey’s lifetime. Because of their works, he was 
intimately acquainted with what had been done in these 
two centuries, the seventeenth and eighteenth, in the 
field of criticism. This is not to imply that Jeffrey 
was not acquainted at first hand with the work of such 
men as Dr. Johnson and Dryden. In his wide reading he 
had known them since his youth. The only point to be 
made here is that Jeffrey found at the beginning of 
his critical career a certain amount of critical 
thought in addition to the classical canon upon which 
he could draw, and which he was able to develop in his 
own critical work. This fact must be stressed if we 
are to understand Jeffrey's position in the history of 
English literature.

The difficulty of assaying Jeffrey's debt to 
the English critics who immediately preceded his time 
stems in great measure from Jeffrey's very mode of
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writing. Since he consistently followed, the method of 
speaking didactically on all subjects, he did not lend 
himself in style to the habit of quoting from sources 
nor of citing authorities. What is said, then, about 
his debt to the great critics of two centuries immedi
ately preceding him must be gleaned, by inference, from 
his attitude more than from direct quotation. It can
not be too strongly stressed that Jeffrey’s debt to the 
past accrued in the main to what he took in thought at 
least, from such men as Addison, Burke, and Hugh Blair. 
If there was a body of critical writing which a young 
man of 1802 considered himself bound in conscience to 
follow as the inheritor of English thought, it would 
have been a body of writing by Dr. Johnson, and one 
which paid cordial respects to the critical notions of 
Dryden. That Jeffrey owed a debt to these men will be 
patent when the time comes to discuss his own critical 
theory and method. For the moment it is sufficient to 
point out that this inheritance from those who ante
dated him in the critical field was the basis of his 
notions of what was essentially right and proper in 
English literature.

At the beginning of his life of Francis Jeffrey,
Lord Cockburn makes no apologies for qualifying his

20subject as the greatest of British critics. At the20Cockburn, op. clt., p. 1.
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time when Lord Cockburn wrote these words, shortly 
after Jeffrey's death, there was probably no reader of 
the biography who would have seen any reason to cavil 
at this appellation. For Jeffrey seems to have estab
lished himself with a sudden leap as Grand Lama of 
British criticism. That same leap vaulted him into 
the position of editor of the Edinburgh Review by the 
time of the publication of the third issue. Few events 
in the history of critical writers are more noteworthy 
than this sudden rise of Jeffrey's critical star; it 
was swift, it lasted long, was obviously of the first 
magnitude in its time and served as pole for many minds 
for almost a quarter century. What the initial issues 
of the Edinburgh Review meant to the world of British 
letters is indicated by Jeffrey's biographer in these 
words. Speaking of the first issue, he says,

The effect was electrical. And instead of ex
piring as many wished in their first efforts, 
the course of the shock was increased on each 
subsequent discharge. It is impossible for 
those who do not live at the time and in the 
heart of the scene to feel or almost to under
stand the impression made by the new luminary 
or the anxieties with which its motions were 
observed.2-*-

Even Jeffrey's fears at the beginning of his 
enterprise contributed to the success of the journal 
itself. These very fears, in the man who so soon be-

21Cockburn , op . c l t . ,  p . 106.
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came editor, were of incalculable effect in stamping 
out any tendency toward mediocrity in the journal. It 
is true that Jeffrey’s popularity with the best minds 
of his own time must have helped elevate thinking, even 
when some of those minds, as, for instance, Sir Walter 
Scott's, were politically inimical to his ideas. He 
was able also to call upon almost all the men of the 
Speculative Club, either for work on the journal or for 
furtherance of the journal's aims. Jeffrey's pontifi
cal style helped tremendously in giving the journal its 
Initial power among its readers who might not be ac
quainted with the men whose writings they were perusing. 
This style of Jeffrey's will be discussed at greater 
length when the time comes to evaluate the critical 
position he achieved. For the moment it is sufficient 
to note here the historical factors which made the 
journal so prominent and Jeffrey so powerful. First 
there is the fact that the journal filled a felt need 
at the time. Something has been said about the state 
of reviewing in Scotland and England in the year 1802. 
The point to be noted here is that within a matter of 
months, of the first few issues of the Edinburgh Review, 
Jeffrey had become the acknowledged head of a group of 
critics in the English-speaking world.

It should not be thought that mere differences 
in political views were sufficient to account for the
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immediate and extensive popularity of the new Edinburgh 
Review. As a matter of fact, early readers of the 
Edinburgh Review were somewhat surprised that men of 
Jeffrey's stand, members of the Speculative Club, should 
have been as moderate as they were in these first 
numbers in regard to politics. "You will be surprised," 
wrote Horner to James Loche, "that we have given a good 
deal of disappointment by the temperate air of our poli
tics. Nothing short of blood and atheism and democracy
were predicted by some wise and fair ones as the

22necessary production of our set."
Nor was the influence of the Edinburgh Review 

and Jeffrey's power confined even from the first only 
to Scotland. In England, also, his thoughts and state
ments were known and appreciated and his influence felt 
very deeply. Speaking about this matter, Clive, in the 
work cited above, remarks that

The sensational element lay rather in a method 
of presentation, combining cleverness with an 
impression of omniscience with an aptitude for 
literary demolition that turned no fewer than 
15 out of 29 review articles in the first num
ber into adversely critical pieces. Destructive
ness in itself again was nothing new. The old 
reviewers contained occasional spiteful pieces 
usually directed against books published by 
rival book sellers or against political pam
phlets of one or the other party. But the 
Edinburgh Review from the very first gave 
notice that no author whosoever he was could 
henceforth go unscathed if cant and dullness

22C l i v e ,  o p . c i t . ,  p . 37 .
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characterized his production and that its re
viewers were willing and able to lay down the 
law according to their likes with decisiveness 
and vigor.

In the very first number Jeffrey included a 
review by himself on the work of the Lake Poets. Since 
so much of the discussion of Jeffrey from his death 
until now has been taken up with his attitude towards 
Wordsworth, his Wordsworthian position needs to be 
noted even in an historical survey of Jeffrey's posi
tion. It will be sufficient to say here that Jeffrey 
did not ever condemn Wordsworth with the unequivocal 
viciousness that Wordsworth's friends have read into 
Jeffrey's criticism. And certainly no one could main
tain that Jeffrey ever gave to Wordsworth an absolute 
and unalloyed adulation. To handle briefly a point 
that must be returned to extensively later, it is 
perhaps sufficient at this point to remark that Jeffrey 
depreciated in Wordsworth what he considered a maudlin, 
childlike or childish sentimentality. He found it 
beneath the dignity of a work of art; and, as far as 
the future was concerned, under the influence of such 
men as Wordsworth he feared very seriously for the effect 
of art upon men's minds. This fear, in the opinion of 
the present writer, was sincere and honest and at times 23

23Ibid., p. 37
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almost overwhelming.
At any rate, it is true that Jeffrey became 

known as an ardent foe of the group of poets to whom 
he himself gave the name of the Lake Poets. It should 
be noted that he did not by this reprobation of the 
"Lakers” repudiate all Romantic poetry. He appreciated 
Keats very deeply and extolled him very highly. There 
have been implications that Jeffrey was motivated in 
his praise of Keats by political consideration. That 
allegation, too, must be answered in full.

One other thing that needs to be noted about 
Jeffrey is his so-called prudishness, his inability to 
accept anything at all that could offend in the slight
est. It is very true, one of the basic tenets of 
Jeffreys critical thought; was a very strict morality. 
But Jeffrey *s prudery is something that must be accepted 
as a constant. It existed from the very first and is 
an element of his mind that was predominant perhaps 
even from his under-graduate days.

For the moment we are interested in the politi
cal power which Jeffrey came to wield almost immediately 
at or concomitantly with the beginning of the Edinburgh
Review. To appreciate this power, we must first say 
something in the way of mere statisitics about the ex
tent of the circulation of the Edinburgh Review.
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Walter G-raham says of the Edinburgh Review* s 

circulation: "In ten years, the Edinburgh Review cir
culation had grown to 10,000 copies. By 1818 it had
reached its peak of 14,000. The first number consisted

24of 29 articles and 252 pages." John Clive, however,
in his book on the Edinburgh Review does not accept
these figures implicitly. He says:

Jeffrey apparently calculated that each copy of 
the review was seen by at least three readers. In 
a review (1810) of Scott's Lady of the Lake in 
which he had previously stated the fact that nearly 
30,000 copies of the Lay of the Last Minstrel had 
been sold and that the demand for the new poem was 

\ reported to be even greater, he commented that it 
was superfluous to present an analysis cf a work 
'which is probably, by this time, in the hands of 
as many persons as are likely to see our account of 
it.' Shortly thereafter, in December 1810, 
Archibald Constable set the circulation figure of 
the review (si<3 at 12,000, and in September 1814 
Jeffrey wrote to Thomas More that 'It is some
thing to think that at least 50,000 people will 
read what you write in less than a month. We 
print now nearly 13,000 copies and may reckon, I 
suppose, modestly on three or four readers of the 
popular article.' The last available figure comes 
from an entry in a letter book of the firm of 
Constable noting that 7,500 copies of Number 47, (November, 1814) had been shipped to London.

It is interesting to note that many copies of
i

the Edinburgh Review had been shipped to London for 
English sale by the publishing firm of Longman. The 
English evidently found that the new Edinburgh Review

G-raham, op. clt., p.
Clive, op. oit., pp. 134-135.

24
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filled a need In their lives, also; and the extent to 
which it was read in England is probably today impos
sible of calculation.

Jeffrey, of course, could not conceivably 
wield such influence without a strong opposition. It 
is axiomatic that he would encounter this opposition 
from the poets upon whom he was so hard, the so-called 
"Lakers;" But there was opposition also from well- 
intentioned men who could not agree with him, not 
simply on the score of politics, which would have been 
understandable, but also on his critical theories.
Among the most prominent of these men who must be taken 
into consideration, we mention now, to round out the 
picture of Jeffrey’s career as a critic, the opposition 
of Coleridge. Though Coleridge's opposition was per
haps more vociferous and more long-lived than others 
there was quite a bit of general opposition. John 
Clive remarks upon the widespread public attraction 
for the "verve and high spirits of the new Review" 
and says that even those who failed to appreciate it 
were impressed. The pamphlet war against the 
Edinburgh Review began as early as 1803, according to 
Clive, and was a direct result of the "aggressiveness 
which was as much a hallmark of the first numbers as

26 c i i v e ,  o p . c l t . ,  p . 4 0 .
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its blue and buff cover, and neither the one nor the 
other changed."2^

It may be noted here, however, that of all the 
opposition that Jeffrey had to contend with, Coleridge's 
was perhaps the most influential on the minds of sub
sequent literary men. Wordsworth was, of course, only 
defending divergent basic principles. This, then, can 
be said on the historical side of the question at this 
point: Coleridge's opposition to the ideas of Jeffrey, 
while it came somewhat later than the initial Issues of 
the new Sdinburgh Review must be gauged by the opinion 
that the reader has of Coleridge's worth as a critic in 
his own right.

Now Coleridge was admittedly deeply indebted to 
the German philosophers of the time just preceding his 
own life. There is always question in the mind of a 
serious reader of Coleridge about the extent of his 
appreciation and understanding of these Germans; his 
grasp of their basic notions, particularly of Kant's, 
was quite possibly, if not quite probably, (in the 
opinion of this writer) seriously mistaken. Coleridge's 
opposition to Jeffrey, then, becomes less than note
worthy, or certainly not so noteworthy as Coleridge 
himself would have thought it. It becomes much like the

2^Ibld., p. 41.
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opposition which Jeffrey encountered from rival re
views. Much of this opposition was based almost 
entirely upon political allegiance among the editorial 
boards of these reviews, since Jeffrey and his cohorts 
were known, both in Edinburgh and in London, as the 
proponents of a particular political party. Opposition 
on the part of other reviewers can, in a certain sense, 
be ignored by one treating of Jeffrey as a critic, be
cause the opposition was instigated, if not motivated, 
entirely by political animosity.

It is true, however, that the Edinburgh Review 
itself was responsible for the establishment of other 
powerful critical reviews which came into existence 
from political motives and used criticism merely as an 
adventitious stick to beat the Edinburgh Review because 
of the political opposition which Jeffrey and his 
Edinburgh Review provoked.

Walter Graham, in his Literary Periodicals.
says,

For the origin of the Quarterly Review (l809) three 
factors may be regarded as responsible. The administration, represented by George and Statford 
Canning; the enterprising and far-3ighted young publisher, John Murray (2nd of the name) the 
reaction of men like Scott and Southey from the 
politics of the Edinburgh. and the harsh criti
cism of their own works in the columns of this Scottish Review. The complicated plans and 
activities of the group of Tories who founded the Quarterly have more to do with politics
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than literature, yet, since they involve one of 
the greatest literary figures of his generation, 
they are not out of place in the story of this, 
the oldest existing and most important Review 
in the history of English Periodicals.28 29

Graham is also helpful in appreciating something of the
interaction between politics and critical thought in
the reviews at the tirae.2^

Jeffrey was given ample time to establish him
self as a force in British critical thought, using the 
Edinburgh Review as his medium, since the political 
and economic situation of the country at the time 
helped him. The extent of his prestige both in the 
number of readers whom he was able to command and in 
the high opinion these readers had of him is, of 
course, difficult to assess absolutely. But many 
other things in the life around him in Great Britain 
at the time help us to understand why Jeffrey should hare 
become immensely popular as an individual and as a critia 
For instance, the political climate of the time in Great 
Britain lent itself very well to an authoritarian approach. 
Even a casual glance at the political situation in Scot
land, which had for so many years been dominated by Lord 
Dundee and the Tories, will make patent what one is 
speaking of when he says that the people were used to

28 Graham, op. clt., p. 241.
29Ibid.. pp. 244-245 and 251-252.



authority.
In the same way, since the beginning of the 

period of the Georges, the people of the whole of 
Great Britain had been accustomed to being told what 
to do and even what to think. At the time there was 
nothing in the two great universities of England to 
challenge the authority which the Edinburgh Review was 
now setting up as the final arbiter in matters of 
thought and, for our purpose, in matters of taste.
The great uhiversities were now merely polite boarding 
schools for the preparation of a rather vacillating 
and certainly governmentally controlled clergy for the 
Established Church. London itself had no great pub
lications in a position to challenge the authority of 
the Edinburgh Review. True, within a matter of a few 
years, the Edinburgh Review itself would impel important 
publications both as Scottish rivals at Edinburgh and 
in London itself. But the first of these Scottish 
rivals was not to come into existence until 18 0 9. ^  
Edinburgh provided, in 18 0 3, the atmosphere which gave 
Jeffrey the intellectual and psychological dominance 
which he needed to control the thought of Great Britain 
for so long.

Personally Jeffrey had his own contributions to

•^Graham, op. cit., p. 2j59*
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make. Among these contributions none was so important 
as the new editorfe style. Jeffreys style was not per
haps original in the sense that he himself invented it. 
But it wras so emphatic, so categorical and trenchant 
that it precluded any thought of contradiction or even 
of argument in a lesser mind. Also, Jeffreys attitude 
in all of his writings was one that made it difficult 
for anyone to contradict him. He confidently expected 
not only to be heard but also to be agreed with, and in 
this confidence he would tolerate no opposition whatso
ever. So he was given nine years in which he was allowed 
to reign supreme in periodical literature in Great 
Britain.

Tet even at the close of that nine-year period 
the opposition magazines which came into existence 
were not in themselves quite up to the caliber of the 
Edinburgh Review. Their very attitude toward the 
Edinburgh Review is evidence of their feeling of in
feriority. The Quarterly in a certain sense had no 
great need for any feelings of inferiority to the 
Edinburgh Review. The men whom it commanded, such as 
Scott and Southey under the leadership of John Murray, 
were establishing a magazine that was to outlast the 
Edinburgh Review by almost a quarter of a century.
Tet, occasionally even the Quarterly in some of its
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notices of books, or in the shrillness of voice with
which it rebuked the Edinburgh Review for something it
disagreed with, showed the temperament of a child
talking back to an elder. This is even more true of
Blackwoods. founded in 1817 and presided over by the
publisher of the same name as the magazine. Nothing,
perhaps, is more indicative of BlackwoodsT shrillness
than the incident of the so-called Chaldee manuscript
which appeared, to the scandal of so many people, in

31Blackwoods about 1 8 1 3 .
One other factor contributing to the extent

of Jeffrey’s widespread influence as editor of the
Edinburgh Review was geographical scope, the width of
circulation which his articles commanded. On this
point,William Charvat has this to say,

The British periodicals were read widely and 
thoroughly in America. Robert Walsh made, in 
his American Review of History and Politics, 
the interesting remark that he had intended to 
review Stuart’s philosophical essays fully but 
that the Edinburgh Review had done it first and 
better. . . .Professor Mott says in his History 
of American Magazines (p. 131) that there were 
American editions of the Quarterly Review, the 
new monthly magazine, Cobbett’s Political Review, 
the Edinburgh Review, and the Foreign Quarterly. 
The catalogue of the Hannover Library (18 3 8 ) re- 
cords a Hew York edition of the Edinburgh Review. 
New York and Boston editions of the Quarterly 
Review, and a New York edition of the Westminster 
Review. A card in the catalogue of a New York 
Public Library records the New York edition of

Michael Joyce, Edinburgh the Golden Age (Lon
don: Longman’s Green and Company, 1931), pp. 140-142.
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Blackwoods1 Magazine. Finally C. J. Ingersoll, In 
a speech in praise of America's cultural advance
ment, stated that the Edinburgh and Quarterly 
Reviews had American circulation of about 4,000 
each, which were, singly, about equal to that of 
the North American Review. ^

Jeffrey would have been less than human had he 
not enjoyed the prestige which his reviewing mantle 
threw upon his shoulders. In spite of the initial 
pessimism which he felt personally for the success of 
the Edinburgh Review, he was later on deeply conscious 
of his own importance as a reviewer and editor and of 
the obligations these two tasks imposed upon him. He 
must, then, have been very naturally overjoyed to have 
such words as these written to him by Sidney Smith:
"You have earned a very high reputation here, and you 
may eat out in turbot at great peopled houses if you
please; tho' I well know you would prefer the quiet

33society of your old friends."
That Jeffrey was faithful to what he considered 

his obligation as a critic is a matter that can perhaps 
better be taken up when the time comes to discuss his 
own critical work. This can be said as far as the 
history of his critical career is concerned: for the

■^William Charvat, The Origins of American 
Critical Thought, 1810-1835 (Philadelphia: University 
of Pennsylvania Press, 1936), pp. 28-29.■ ^Pearson, op . c i t . ,  p . 114.
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time he was evidently an excellent critic. That is, 
considered in relation to the tastes and needs of the 
people who read his criticism, he was not only adequate 
but even good. It should be remembered also, that 
Jeffrey built as well as he could, as conscientiously 
as possible, on what the past had given him. True, he 
might have learned more from German critics; but he did 
not know them, and that fact is the one which must in
fluence us in our decisions about his critical position 
from an historical standpoint.

Jeffrey was not in a political position to 
profit from his contemporaries. Feelings in politics 
were too strong. The opinions of men were held too 
straightly for a person of one political party to learn 
from a man of another party, as Jeffrey might otherwise 
have learned from Scott. It was impossible for anyone 
in Jeffrey's position to profit by the knowledge or the 
character of a political opponent in any area of his 
activity.

That Jeffrey desired his power, in the most 
pleasant sense of that term, there is probably no doubt 
either. He was acutely conscious of the danger of pros
tituting that position and, as fhr as this writer is "aware, 
was always careful never to encroach upon what good 
taste or moral probity would demand in a person in his
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position. He did not abuse the power which his role 
as the greatest critic at the beginning of the century 
gave him.

Thus, Jeffrey considered it his primary obli
gation to publish discussions of what was best for his 
readers. He found himself, as a critic, Impelled to be 
faithful to that primary duty of inculcating moral 
probity, conscientiously and consistently guarding, to 
the very best of his ability, against anything deleter
ious to the ascetical or moral good of his readers. He 
was, as far as it is possible to tell today, an honest, 
upright, good man, even a mancf noble intention and of 
fine spirit.

It cannot too often be noted that one of the 
greatest dangers that can befall an individual studying 
Jeffrey is the danger of looking at him too exclusively 
through the eyes of the mid-twentieth century instead 
of trying to see him honestly as a person who lived at 
the very beginning of the nineteenth century. Looking 
at Jeffrey and judging him on the score of vrhat has been 
written in criticism or what has been done in politics 
by T. S. Eliot or John Kennedy would be a grave in
justice to Jeffrey; it would be tantamount to tearing 
him out of context and trying to see him against an 
entirely anachronoas background. It would be vicious.
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It would vitiate the whole purpose of this study. 
Perhaps the most honest way to put Jeffrey the 
critic into his proper historical context is to 
listen to his good friend and biographer Lord 
Coekburn speak of him and of the Edinburgh Review 
when he comes to the point in Jeffreys life at 
which he discusses his resignation from the editor
ship of the Edinburgh Review. Coekburn says,

We can only estimate our permanent obligations to the Edinburgh Review when Jeffrey retired from it 
by placing ourselves in the eminence of 18 2 9, and 
looking back on the month of October, 1802. It is 
nearly impossible even to count the useful inter
vening changes. A few of the more material ones 
stand out and will forever display themselves as 
the great marks that attest the progress of the age— whatever influence it (the Review) had upon 
the age, that influence is to be more ascribed to 
him than to any other individual connected with it. 
This was not the result of his genius alone. The 
most gratifying part, of his triumph is to be as
cribed to his taste for happiness and goodness and 
his love of promoting them.34

34Coekburn, op. cit.. pp. 234-237



CHAPTER II

THE MAN AT WORK

Francis Jeffrey will always be known to 
students of English literature as a critic. Because 
he was a person, too, the first chapter of this 
thesis dealt with the time and place of his works.
In order to judge him as a critic, something more is 
needed. This chapter determines first of all what 
might be called Jeffrey’s critical canon, that is, 
exactly what Jeffrey wrote and which of his writings 
must be examined in order to establish a basis for a 
judgment about him as a critic. From this data it 
will be possible to determine something of the funda
mental philosophical assumptions upon which Jeffrey 
based his critical opinions. In this way the critical 
theory upon which Jeffrey worked can be delineated.

An examination of his method searches out 
exactly what is common to every judgment which Jeffrey 
made in any critical exercise. This will require, 
first of all, an examination of the only instance when 
he came close to speaking ex professo on the subject 
of beauty and then the examination of individual 
critical articles to see how he put his ideas into
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practice. But the task must begin by discussing the 
writings of Francis Jeffrey as a whole.

Jeffrey's friend, Lord Cockburn, tells the
story of how the list of the critic's work from the
Edinburgh Review came to be made. Jeffrey, it seems,
had often been urged to set up a list of all that he
had written for the Edinburgh Review but had resisted
till December of 1840. At that time, Cockburn says,
he finally persuaded Jeffrey to sit down with him and
in "a week or two"1  * 3 they went back through the whole
work and authenticated all his papers. Cockburn says
that Jeffrey was usually able to identify each article
that was his from this title. But in the event of doubt,
he could usually point to some "fact or phrase, or
metaphor, or striking sentence, or something of this

2kind, and say, 'If that be there, it is mine.'" Thus, 
with Jeffrey's aid, Lord Cockburn arrived at a list of 
201 articles when, at last, "all uncertainty was re
moved."-5

But Lord Cockburn was not entirely exact in his 
enumeration; there are, in fact, only 200 articles

1Henry T. Cockburn, Life of Lord Jeffrey with a
Selection from his Correspondence. Vol. II (Phlladel- 
phia: J. P. Lippincott & Company, 1856), p. 223.2I b i d . . p . 224.

3Ibid
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listed in his appendix. Of these 200, ninety-eight are 
included in the Contributions which Jeffrey edited him
self and put out in 1844. These ninety-eight articles, 
comprising 762 pages done in double-columned quarto, 
have a total of about 833*440 words. They would con
stitute slightly less than one-half of his total out
put. If we double that, we come to the conclusion that 
Jeffrey during his lifetime must have put down some
thing over one and a half million words.

The fact that Jeffrey, in 1829, was willing to
acknowledge authorship of so much review material marks
a distinct departure from the attitude that he and his
cohorts had had in October of 1802 when the first
issues came out. Then the anonymity of the author of
review articles was carefully guarded. G-reig, speaking
of the Contributions to the Edinburgh Review, says,

Jeffrey's Contributions to the Edinburgh Review was 
published in four volumes in 1843, in three volumes 
in 1846, and in a single-volume edition in 1853. 
Salntsbury remarks of this selection that it was 
made by Jeffrey with great care at a time when his 
faculties were in perfect order, and that it in
cludes specimens of every kind of his work. Ac
cordingly, in his essay on Jeffrey, he (Salntsbury) 
confined his consideration of Jeffrey's writings to 
the Contributions. Nichol Smith observes in the 
Contributions a variety, "by which, on full delib
eration, Jeffrey was willing to be judged.” It is 
obvious that in articles written through the period 
of many years there were bound to be, as Jeffrey 
himself admitted, "discrepancies and small incon
sistencies." "I beg you to Judge it," he wrote to 
Horner, referring to another article, "as I fear 
you must judge all that I might say or write, by
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the whole broad effect and honest meaning." It 
is only fair to him then, in looking for this 
broad effect and honest meaning, that one should 
lay greater stress on the articles he himself 
chose for publication.4

And John Clive says of their anonymity, "The policy of 
anonymity, as well as lending the pronouncements of the 
reviewers an oracular authority, derived from the ap
pearance of an ultimate monolithic dispensation, also 
served to give some protection to those who did not

5
want it known that they were writing for a periodical."

A note appended to this last quotation by Clive 
gives the reason why anonymity was so important; "As 
late as 1808 the ventures of Lincoln^ Inn made a by
law excluding all persons who had written for the daily 
paper from being called to the Bar. More than twenty 
years afterwards a Lord Chancellor offended the pro
priety of his supporters, and excited their animadver-6
sions, by inviting the editor of the Times to dinner."

The possibility of determining Jeffreys definite 
work is quite simple. The edition of 1844 is, as 
Saintsbury points out, that body of writing by which

4James A Greig, Francis Jeffrey of the Edin
burgh Re vie v/ (Edinburgh: Oliver and Boyd, 19 4 8), p. 69.

5John Clive, Scotch Reviewers (Cambridge, Massa
chusetts: Harvard University Press, 1957), p. 54.6Sir Spencer Walpole, History of England. From 
the Conclusion of the Great War of 18 15 (London: Long- 
mans Green & Company, 1879)*
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Jeffrey wished himself to be known. That the list in 
the appendix represents all of his work is attested to 
by the fact that in the years of research since then, 
no articles in the Edinburgh Review, other than those 
listed by Cockburn in his Life of Jeffrey, have ever 
been absolutely ascribed to Jeffrey’s pen. If it 
should seem, however, that ninety-eight articles out 
of 200 are too small a number of writings upon which to 
Judge the critic, it should be pointed out that the 
articles were chosen by Jeffrey partly because they 
were indicative of his words and are, in fact, the 
basis which he himself wished to provide as representa
tive and typical.

In view of these two facts, then, first that the 
1844 edition of the Contributions is Jeffrey's defini
tive decision about that work of his by which he wished 
to be Judged and secondly that the works omitted were 
omitted not because of anything new about them but 
rather the exact opposite, it seems that for the pur
pose of this paper it would not be amiss to follow the 
same policy as that followed by Saintsbury and to use 
the Contributions predominantly in deciding Jeffrey's 
value as a critic, referring to the original Edinburgh 
Review article only in times of doubt or for purposes 
of confirmation of a particular statement. The Con-



50
tributlons, then, provide us with Jeffrey’s canon.

The fact that Jeffrey was editor of the Review 
after the third number should not be lost sight of 
either. By virtue of his editorial office, he had 
something to do with every article that was printed. 
Many of the articles were entirely, or almost entirely, 
revamped by Jeffrey. True, his biographer states that 
this revamping or editing was to the benefit of the 
article itself, but this point is not so much to our 
purpose now as the fact that if it were necessary for 
this paper to consider every word written by Jeffrey, 
the task would be physically impossible.

A touchstone to Jeffrey's honesty about admit
ting articles that might later on have been the sort 
that he would have liked to deny is found in the re
view which appeared in the October issue of the Edln-

•7burgh Review. The article on"Don Pedro Cevallos and 
the French Usurpation in Spain" is the article which 
forced Scott to break political ties with the Edlribmgh 
Review and associate himself with its rival in 1808.
Yet Jeffrey lists this article as his own in Appendix 
II of the Life by Cockburn, on page 329.

The other article which Jeffrey might have been 
tempted to deny was the article reviewing Coleridge's

7 XXV (1808), p. 221.
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"Christabel," an article which caused a great deal of 
comment and hard feeling in l8l6. Yet Jeffrey insisted 
that it was not his, and later scholarship has proved 
that this is true. Miss Schneider proves from in
ternal evidence, from the style, content and the 
attitude of this article, that it was almost surely 
written by Tom Moore and that Jeffrey could have had 
no hand in it whatsoever.

Of the ninety-eight articles included in the 
Contributions. Jeffrey, in contra-distinction to the 
list included in Cockburn»s Life, which is given in 
chronological order, divides the articles under topical 
headings. These divisions are as follows: General 
Literary and Literary Biography, ten articles;
History and Historical Memoirs, ten; Reviews on Poetry, 
twenty-five; Reviews of Philosophy of the Mind, Meta
physics, and Jurisprudence, six; Novels, Tales, and 
Prose Works of Fiction, nineteen; General Politics, 
eight; "Miscellaneous,” twenty-one.

Lord Cockburn, admittedly a biased writer—  
though it must be remembered that when he published his 
biography, he had no intention of making himself ludi
crous— has this to say about the over-all picture of

oElizabeth Schneider, "The Unknown Reviewers of 
Christabel; Jeffrey, Hazlitt, Tom Moore," PMLA, LXX 
(January, "1 955 ), 417-432.
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Jeffrey's works:

It is impossible, on thus seeing the collective 
outpourings of his mind, not to be struck by the 
variety of his matter. Instead of having con
fined himself to literature, as his prevailing 
taste for this department has made it sometimes 
be supposed that he did, there is scarcely a 
theme that he has not discussed with all his 
fertility of view, and all his beauty of style. 
What other eight volumes by one man contain such 
writings, or such mind, on so many and so various 
of the most delightful and important subjects of 
human speculation.

On closing the labors of these twenty-seven 
years, he had a career to look back upon such as 
never elevated the heart of anyone who had instructed the public by periodical address.^

The term ’’periodical address" is important for 
our purpose, for it should be noted that Jeffrey, in 
his writings, was able to choose what books he wished 
to review, and almost all of the writing which he did 
for the Edinburgh Review was, as we would say today, 
"rigged"; that is, he could choose a book for review 
which would lend itself very well to what he wanted to 
say or which would provide him with a vehicle for such 
new ideas as he thought the world around him needed at 
that time.

It may strike a present-day reader, then, as 
odd that he should have taken upon himself the task of 
reviewing such a wide variety of subjects; but this 
would not have seemed odd to Jeffrey at all. There

^Cockburn, op. clt., p. 224.
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was, in his day, no special fetish about specialization, 
no particular good attributed to the man who knew only 
one thing, no matter how thoroughly he knew it. As a 
matter of fact, Jeffrey himself was known to depreciate 
and scoff rather kindly, but still scoff, at professors 
whom he called "bearded school boys" because they 
attended most exclusively to what might be termed the 
minutiae of scholarship. His idea of a well-educated 
man was a man who could range over a variety of subjects 
and could handle this same wide variety competently and 
adequately.

The most relevant material for discovering 
Jeffrey's theory of criticism is his article on beauty 
in the Encyclopaedia Britannica., With the exception of 
a schoolboy essay, later destroyed, Jeffrey never wrote 
ex professo on the subject of criticism. This "beauty" 
article must serve as the closest outline we have for 
determining the basic philosophical assumptions upon 
which Jeffrey formed his critical opinions. It is 
significant that Jeffrey still placed this article, 
written in 1 8 1 1 , in the first place when he came to 
organize his collected works for the last time in 1849.

The text of the article thus given first place 
in each edition of Jeffrey's Contributions originated 
as a review of Archibald Alison's Essay on the Mature
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and Principles of Taste in the Edinburgh. Review for

11
May, l8ll. The text included in the Contributions
is not the original text of the review article, but,

12
as Jeffrey points out in a footnote, it is the 
summary of the article as it was included in the 
Britannica in 1841. Only such changes were made as 
would be expected by the difference between a review of 
a book in a magazine and an article in an encyclopedia. 
That is, the introductory paragraphs are made slightly 
more general in their appeal.

Jeffrey^ opinion about the value of the article 
is indicated by the position he gave it in his Contri
butions . It is listed as Number 102 in the catalogue 
of articles from the Edinburgh Review compiled by 
Jeffrey and Cockburn. Evidently Cockburn was under the 
impression that Jeffrey had written an entirely new 
article for the encyclopedia. He says, "In l8l6 fsicj 
he wrote the article "Beauty" for the Encyclopaedia 
Britannica. Of all the treatises that have been pub
lished on the theory of taste, it is the most complete 
in its philosophy, and the most delightful in its

10No. 35, Art. 1.
Francis Jeffrey, Op. oit., pp. 13-39.11

12 I b i d . , p . 1 3 .
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writing; and it is sound as the subject admits of."
This is perhaps a little extreme; CockburnTs state
ments must always be taken at a little less than their 
face value with full cognizance of his adulation for 
his good friend.

The date given by Jeffrey for the publication 
of the article on "Beauty" is more than likely the date 
of the writing. There was no edition of the Encyclo
paedia published in 18 4 3. Archibald Constable gives a 
good account of the history of the early editions of the 
Encyclopaedia Britannica. In speaking of the seventh 
edition of the Encyclopaedia Britannica, Constable says 
that it was commenced in 1827 and completed in 1842.
The eighth edition was issued after Constable had sold 
the rights to Messrs. A. and C. Black in the year 18 4 6. 
The famous ninth edition then came out without the art
icle on "Beauty" by Jeffrey.

It is certainly permitted to infer from the 
position given the "Beauty" article in the Contributions 
that Jeffrey shared his biographer *s estimate of its. 
worth and basic importance. Jeffrey was a lawyer, not 
a philosopher; what philosophy he had was almost entirely

15Ibid., p. 14.
14

Thomas Constable, Archibald Constable and His Literary Correspondents. A Memorial, by his son, Thomas 
Constable (3 vols.; Edinburgh: Edmonston and Douglas, 
lS75), II, 511-551.

15
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eclectic. This was certainly evident in his for
mulating of his theory of beauty, as elucidated in

15the Contributions, appears deceptively simple.
He makes beauty consist essentially in mental
association aroused by the beautiful object. He
is against "the idea of this beauty being any fixed
or inherent property of the objects to which it is
ascribed," and firmly convinced that

our sense of beauty depends entirely on our previous experience of simpler pleasures or 
emotions, and consists in the suggestion of 
agreeable or interesting sensations with 
which we had formerly been made familiar.... 
According to this view of the matter, there
fore, beauty is not an inherent property or 
quality of objects at all, but the result of 
the accidental relations in which they may stand to our experience of pleasures or 
emotions; and does not depend upon any part
icular configuration of parts, proportions, 
or colours, in external things, nor upon the 
unity, coherence, or simplicity of intel
lectual creations— but merely upon the 
associations which . . . suggest or recall to 
the mind emotions or a pleasurable or interesting description.16

Jeffrey is convinced that "no object is beautiful in 
17itself."
This is Jeffreys statement of the question. 

He then goes on to give a brief history of the major

Greig, op. cit., pp. 102-103.
16

Contributions, pp. 15-16.
17I b i d . ,  p .  2 0 .
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writings of antiquity on beauty. He quotes the early 
G-reelcs with some disparagement. He regrets the lost 
essay which Saint Augustine wrote on the subject and 
speaks with respect of Diderot in the French Encyclo
paedia. Once his debt to the past is paid, Jeffrey 
goes on to acknowledge the contemporary sources of his 
ideas about beauty. He says that the present article 
will be based on three works, AlisonTs Essay on the 
Hature and Principles of Taste. Mr. Payne Knight ’s 
Analytical Inquiry which deals with the same subject, 
and Dugal Stewart ’s dissertations on the beautiful

18
and on taste in his volume of Philosophical Essays.
It should be noted that the addition of these last 
two authorities constitutes the only change between 
the original review7 of Allison Ts work and the encyclo
pedia article. Jeffrey’s motive for such whole-hearted 
reliance on these three stems from the conviction that 
"All these works possess an infinite deal of merit,
and have among them disclosed almost all the truth

1?
that is to be known on the subject. It may be said 
that from this point on, Jeffrey makes no pretense at 
being a creator of ideas; he is merely the teacher 
expounding the masters.

X BU0ontributions, p. 20.
19I b i d . , p . 20 .
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When Jeffrey comes to discuss the matter of 
beauty as he himself sees it, he abandons Mr. Knight 
and Mr. Stewart to rely solely upon Mr. Alison; and 
he admits this quite frankly. It should then, per
haps, be better to ascribe to Alison himself the 
theory of beauty which makes beauty consist entirely 
in the eye of the beholder instead of in any intrin
sic quality of the so-called beautiful object. After 
a lengthy discussion of color and form as a theoret
ical basis for beauty, and the rejection of any 
absolute norm to be found in either of these two 
qualities, Jeffrey comes to a definitive statement 
of his own position:

From all these sources of evidence, then, we think it is pretty well made out that 
the beauty or sublimity of external objects is nothing but the reflection of sentient 
beingsj and is produced altogether by love, 
joy, pity, veneration or terror, that adhere to the objects that were present on the 
occasion of such emotion.“20

This, then, constitutes Jeffrey’s theory of 
aesthetics, the groundwork or foundation upon which 
he considers all judgment must be made about beauty. 
He continues his essay with a dissertation on light 
and color, on mass and form. Up to this point he 
has quite truly been talking about material objects,

20C o n t r ib u t io n s , p . J>1.
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but it cannot be thought that he eschews or avoids
discussion of beauty in regard to immaterial objects,
such as literature. In fact, he says specifically:

Poems and other compositions in words are beautiful objects— or as they suggest to 
us, in a more direct way, the moral and 
social emotions upon which the beauty of all objects depends.21

Jeffreys stressing of moral and social emotions 
brings us to the last important point of what might 
be called the philosophy of beauty. It is necessary 
to note that Jeffrey's basis for making a decision 
about the worth of a literary project invariably 
came down to these points: the morality not only 
of the work itself or the lesson inculcated by that 
work, but of the writer also, and the social worth 
of the work and of the men who wrote it or the happi
ness that might accrue to individuals from the use of 
that particular literary object. Nor should Jeffrey 
be thought to be afraid to face the consequences of 
this theory of beauty. He himself says, speaking of 
this basis, that the

grounds of that opinion as to the nature of eauty appears to be most conformable to the truth. . . .  In the first place we conceive 
that it establishes the substantial identity 
of the Sublime, the Beautiful, and the 
Picturesque; and, consequently, puts an end

21I b i d . , p .  31*
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to all controversy that is not purely verbal, as to the difference of those several quali
ties. Every material object that interests 
us, without actually hurting or gratifying our bodily feelings, must do so according 
to this theory, in one and the same manner; 
that is, by suggesting or recalling some 
emotion or affection of ourselves, or some other sensient being, and presenting, to our
imagination at least, some natural object of love, pity, admiration, or awe.^2

There seems to be, then, no equivocation
about this point: Jeffrey held beauty to rest solely
in the subjective attitude of the person beholding23
the beautiful thing.
N Jeffrey himself is patent in admitting that,
as far as he can determine, the only thing to decide
about what makes a thing beautiful or not is the
association which the object has in the mind upon the
imagination of the person beholding the beautiful
object. In fact, after pointing out that he considers
one of the major advantages of adopting his theory of
beauty the fact that "it seems calculated to put an
end to all these perplexing and vexatious questions

24
about the standard of taste," he goes on to state ' 
that

all tastes, then, are equally just and true,

22
Contributions, p. 37»

23Greig, op. cit., pp. 102-103.
24C o n t r i b u t i o n s , p .  38.
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insofar as concerns the individual whose taste is in question; and what a man feels 
distinctly to be beautiful, is beautiful 
to him, whatever other people may think of 
it. All this follows clearly from the theory now in question; but it does not 
follow from it that all tastes are equally 
good or desirable, or that there is any 
difficulty in describing that which is 
really the best, and the most to be envied.
The only use of the faculty of taste is to 
afford an innocent delight, and to assist 
in the cultivation of a finer morality; 
and that man certainly will have the most 
delight from this faculty who has the most numerous and the most powerful perceptions of beauty.25

It seems to the present writer that in the
conclusion of his article on beauty Jeffrey raises
a far more important question and then refuses to
answer it. After remarking that

the only use of the faculty of taste is to afford an innocent delight, and to assist 
in the cultivation of a finer morality; 
and that man certainly will have the most 
delight from this faculty who has the most numerous and the most powerful perceptionsof beauty, 26

Jeffrey goes on to say that in so far
as the sense of beauty is regarded as a mere source of enjoyment, this seems to be the 
only distinction that deserves to be attended 
to; and the only cultivation that taste 
should ever receive, with a view to the 
gratification of the individual, should be 
through the indirect channel of cultivating 
the affections and powers of observation.
If we aspire, however, to be creators as 
well as observers of beauty, and place any

25Ibid.,
26

p. 38.
Contributions. p. 39
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part of our happiness in ministering to the gratification of others— as artists or poets or authors of any sort— then, indeed, a new 
distinction of taste, and a far more laborious system of cultivation, will be necessary. A 
man who pursues only his own delight will be 
as much charmed with objects that suggest powerful emotions in consequence of personal 
and accidental associations as those that 
introduce similar emotions by means of association that are universal and indestructible.
To him., all objects of the former class are 
really as beautiful as those of the latter—  
and for his own gratification, the creation 
of that sort of beauty is just as important an occupation; but if he conceives the ambi
tion of creating beauties for the admiration 
of others, he must be cautious to employ 
only such objects that are the "natural" signs, 
or the "inseparable” concomitants of emotions, of which the greater part of mankind is sus
ceptible; and his taste will then deserve to 
be called bad and false, if he obtrudes upon 
the public, as beautiful, objects that are not 
likely to be associated in common minds with 
any interesting impressions.2 /

Jeffrey is vexatious, almost infuriating, in 
his refusal to answer tha objection which he himself 
brings forward. He may perhaps have thought that he 
answered it in part by taking it as axiomatic that a 
man would have a double standard of taste: a public 
taste, applied to the works which he submitted for 
perusal of those outside his own intimate circle, and 
a private taste upon which he based the personal 
enjojnnent of his own interior life. This supposition 
is substantiated at least in part by the last para-

27Contributions, p. 3?



63

graph of Jeffrey’s essay on "Beauty”:*
As all men have some peculiar associations, all men must have some 

peculiar notions of beauty, and, of 
course, to a certain extent, a taste 
that the public would be entitled to consider as false or vitiated. For 
those who make no demands on public 
admiration, however, it is hard to 
be obliged to sacrifice this source 
of enjoyment; and, even for those 
who labor for applause, the wisest course, perhaps, if we were only 
practicable, would be to have two 
tastes— one to enjoy, and one to 
work by— one founded upon universal 
association according to which they 
finished those performances for which 
they challenge universal praise, and 
another guided by all casual and 
individual associations, through which they might still look fondly 
upon nature, and upon the„objects of their secret admiration.™

The importance of this last paragraph in 
understanding Jeffrey can hardly be over-stressed.

To summarize, then, it would appear that 
Jeffrey thought beauty to consist essentially in 
the associations which a "beautiful" object impressed 
upon the mind of a person because of previous associa
tions in that person’s life. The second point to note

*

is that he considered that there were some of these 
associations so personal and so private that the pub
lic display of them amounted to an affront to others.

Contributions, Ibid., p. 39«2 8
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This will be, of course, of paramount importance when 
the time comes to consider his criticism of Wordsworth, 
because it was exactly in this public display of what 
Jeffrey considered the fatuous that he found the great
est fault with Wordsworth’s poems. A contemporary 
consideration of Jeffrey’s basic philosophy is not 
quite so deleterious to Jeffrey’s position as it might 
have at first appeared. It is admitted more or less 
universally today that there is no absolute, universal, 
objective standard of beauty that can be established 
as an irreductible norm. In the second place there is 
the very great probability that Jeffrey took it as 
axiomatic that the men for whom he was writing, the 
educated classes of a nation, speaking a particular, 
well-understood language— that of England and the 
Colonies— would share among themselves certain basic 
standards of education and an appreciation of what is 
good, true, and beautiful. To this extent their basic 
associations or their most general ideas would all be 
identical. It may not have seemed necessary to Jeffrey 
to establish for the creative artist any objective norm 
of beauty; rather, he took it that the objective artist 
working in the same world as that in which Jeffrey was 
writing, had an opportunity of obtaining the same norms 
of conduct, the same respect of others, the same back-
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ground of experience as the men for ?/hom the art was 
produced.

Jeffrey did not change in his attitude toward 
what constituted the great or the good in literature. 
He is very much a man of '’single mind." From the 
time that he began writing criticism as a schoolboy 
exercise to the very end of his life, he invariably 
judged a piece of literary work upon the two stand
ards of the moral worth of the author and the work, 
ana the happiness that this writing itself might 
bring to others. When it came to deciding upon the 
beauty of a piece of work, Jeffrey reverted to his 
theory of beauty which he had developed from Alison. 
For the worth of the work, in deciding whether or not 
he could recommend it to his readers, his judgment 
depended upon whether or not he thought it was for 
their good.



CHAPTER I I I
JEFFREY AT HIS CRITICAL TASK

It is the purpose of this chapter to examine 
Jeffrey’s method of evaluation in his critical work. 
In writing a review he usually followed a basic out
line. He may or may not have enumerated the reasons 
which led him to make the review. The first part of 
the review usually dealt with the aspects of the work 
under discussion which seemed to Jeffrey to merit 
adverse moral comment. If he had chosen the book for 
review solely because it provided him with an occasion 
for discussing some pet idea of his own, these adverse 
comments might be relegated to the end. This was more 
likely to happen in reviews that concerned history or 
politics than those concerned with literature.

Jeffrey never reviewed any author for whom he
could not find something good to say. His reviews
always closed with a good comment. The only exception
to this rule was in the review of Wordsworth’s White1 -----
Doe of Rylstone. As he followed this general plan, 
Jeffrey looked first at the effect which his reviewing

See Edinburgh Review (October, 1815), No. 50,1
Art. 4.
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works would have on his readers— the large body of 
disciples who read at the same time that he wrote 
and those who would come after.

It is to these reviews that the investigator 
must turn to establish the pattern which will eluci
date Jeffrey’s method. Jeffrey is nothing if not 
constant. Thus, in a review on Burns, Jeffrey begins 
with an elaborate refutation of the notion that Bums 
was an untaught rustic. Jeffrey saw "no propriety 
in regarding the poetry of Burns chiefly as the won
derful work of a peasant, and thus admiring it much
in the same way as if it had been written with his 2
toes." Yet Jeffrey saw in the work, " . . .  pecu
liarities which remind us of the lowness of his 
origin, and faults for which the defects of his edu
cation afford an obvious cause, if not a legitimate 3
apology."

Both these faults of Burns, Jeffrey judged 
to stem from "Moral tendencies of the works." The 
first is the "undisciplined harshness and acrimony 
of his invective," which Jeffrey finds contrary to 
the delicacy which should be "the great boast of 
polished life." Burns, on the contrary, wrote,

2Contributions, p. 3 3 6 .
3Ibid.
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"out of fierce and ungovernable anger." As for
Burn»s satire, Jeffrey is far from impressed.

His epigrams and lampoons appear to us, one and all, unworthy of him— offensive 
from their extreme coarseness and vio
lence— and contemptible from their want 
of wit or brilliancy.4

Besides this, Burns is not gallant. He could not 
speak of nor to women without introducing the 
merely physical. He could not write of love,
". . . but with a fervour that is sometimes indel
icate, and seldom accommodated to the timidity and5
»sweet austere composure» of women of refinement."
Nor was this the worst. The worst was,

. . . the contempt, or affection of contempt, for prudence, decency, and regularity; and 
his admiration of thoughtlessness, oddity, 
and vehement sensibility— his belief, in 
short, in the dispensing power of genius and 
social feeling in¿all.matters of morality and common sense.

Jeffrey saw Burns, "perpetually making a parade of
his thoughtlessness, inflammability, and imprudence."
He found it "humiliating to think how deeply Burns7
has fallen into this debasing error."

It must never be supposed that Jeffrey does

4Ibid, p.
5Ibid. p. 537.6
Ibid.
7I b i d .
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not go out of his way to point out the good in 
Burns. This is his final verdict on his fellow 
countryman:

We may venture to lay it down as our opinion— that his poetry is far supe
rior to his prose; that his Scottish 
compositions are greatly to be pre
ferred to his English ones; and that his Songs will probablv outlive all 
his other productions

The.seventeen columns which follow and
elucidate this very sound judgment on Burns close
with an admonition, "addressed chiefly to the
followers and patrons of that new school of poetry,
against which we have thought it our duty to neglect
no opportunity of testifying":

Those gentlemen are outrageous for 
simplicity; and we beg leave to recom
mend to them the simplicity of Burns.°

Prescinding from the apostrophe to Wordsworth 
and his ilk with which Jeffrey closes this work,we 
have here a typical example of Jeffrey’s critical 
method. Almost every review starts with an estimate
of the authorfs moral standing and a decision as to 
the moral worth of the work. The only time that 
Jeffrey does not feel obliged to place the moral

Ibid., p. 3 3 8 .
8
9I b i d . , p .  34o.
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protection of his readers in the first place is
when he is dealing with someone like Thomas 10
Campbell. Here Jeffrey can "rejoice once more
to see a polished and pathetic poem-^in the old
style of English pathos and poetry."

With the work of the Reverend George Crabbe,
too, Jeffrey can proceed immediately to the business
of extolling the poet and recommending the work to 12
his reader. This is, as Jeffrey points out, more 
than is given to any other contemporary poet. In a 
footnote at the beginning of the first of the three 
reviews, Jeffrey states that Crabbe receives promi
nence because "I think more highly of him than of 
most of the contemporary poets, but also because I

•̂3
fancy that he has had less justice done him."

Neither Campbell nor Crabbe has kept the 
high status that Jeffrey awarded them. It is per
haps more indicative of Jeffreys critical method 
to examine his treatment of poets who are better 
known today.

10See Sdinburgdi Review (April, 1809), No. 27, 
Art. 1.

11Ibid., p. 547.
12Contributions, pp. 380-418.
See Edinburgh Review (April, 1808), No. 23, 
Art. 8, (April, lBlO), No. 31, Art. 8, and 
(November, 1812), No. 40, Art. 2.

13



71
Lord Byron will serve as a good ease in

point. It should be no surprise that Jeffrey finds
much to condemn in Byron. He opens his review of
Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage, Canto the Third andl4~
The Prisoner of Chillon, and Other Poems with a
remark to the effect that if the test of good poetry
is the depth of impression left upon the mind of the
reader, then Byron must be allowed to take prece-

15
dence of all his distinguished contemporaries.
Yet this very greatness in Byron serves only to
inspire fear in Jeffrey’s heart. When such genius

\

is turned to the exaltation of evil, it becomes
doubly evil. Jeffrey preaches Byron a sermon on the16
moral obligation to teach only good and blames him
absolutely for his attitude toward people. Jeffrey
finds that Lord Byron is guilty of a misanthropy which

has already saddened his poetry with too deep a shade, and not only led to a great 
misapplication of great talents, but con
tributed to render popular some very false 
estimates of the constituents of human happiness and merit.17

See-Edinburgh Review (April, l8l6), No. 54, 
Art. 1.15
Contributions, p. 434.

16
Ibid., pp. 435-436.1 7 I b i d . , p .  436.
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Jeffrey closes his review of Childe Harold by saying 
that the "closing stanzas of the poem are extremely 
beautiful; but we are immovable in the resolution 
that no statement of ours shall give additional18
publicity to the subjects of which they treat."

Jeffrey does not find himself under this
debility, however, when he comes to review John 

19
Keats. The reviewer remarks that this is the
only review to which he has appended comments for

20
inclusion in the Contributions. Jeffrey has nothing 
but unstinted praise for Keats; he finds nothing to 
carp at except youth and the crassness of one some
what new to the craft. Yet even this stricture is 
separated only by a semi-colon from the judgment 
which finds Keat^* poetry,

flushed all over with the rich lights 
of fancy; and so coloured and bestrewn 
with the flowers of poetry, that even 
while perplexed and bewildered in their 
labyrinths, it is impossible to resist 
the intoxication of their sweetness, 
or to shut our hearts to the enchant
ments they so lavishly present. 2 1

18
Ibid.

19
See Edinburgh Review (August. Io20). No. 67. Art .“i m20
Contributions, p. 413.

21I b i d .
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In the Contributions Jeffrey reprinted two22
of the four reviews which he did on Wordsworth.
Jeffrey follows a pattern consistent with the reviews 
of other poets; he considers first the moral value 
of the author and the work, goes on to point out 
imperfections in poetic technique, and finishes with 
praise for what he finds good. It should he noted 
that no other poet, with the possible exception of 
Keats, receives such praise as ?fordsworth. And even 
Keats is not compared to Shakespeare. Only Wordsworth 
has this honor.

But Jeffrey made Wordsworth wade through fire 
for the praise he did bestow upon him. The first 
review is the famous "This Will Never Do I" review 
and Jeffrey has much to praise after finding much more 
to blame. He can praise the "Author’s heart and fancy"23
but has nothing but regret for his "peculiar system." 
This regret is all the more cogent in that Jeffrey has 
repeatedly admonished Wordsworth about his technical 
failings and his obscurity. So Jeffrey finds, "The -

22
Wordsworth’s Poems (October 1807), No. 21, 
Art. 14; Excursion (November, 1814), No. 47, 
Art. 1; White Doe of Rylstone (October, 1813), 
No. 30, Art. 4; Tour of the Continent 
(November, 1822) No. 74, Art. 8.23Contributions. p. 437-
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case of Mr. Wordsworth. . . now manifestly hopeless."
He gives him up but dares not "omit taking orecautions25
now and then against the spreading of the malady."

There are passages in the poem that Jeffrey
can praise, though his praise is seldom unstinted.
Always the passages which can call forth some memory
of familiar beauty elicit this praise. Yet Wordsworth
has vitiated the whole by making a peddler the main
character of the poem "independent of the ridicule and
disgust which such a personification must excite in2 o

24

many of his readers." Jeffrey himself refuses to
accept the tutelage of a moral teacher whom Wordsworth

27has "willfully debased by a low occupation."
It is regrettable that the review of the

White Doe of Hylstone must be discussed at all. It
does Jeffrey no credit. The reviewer starts out by
saying that, "This, we think, has the merit of being
the very worst poem we ever saw imprinted in a quarto
volume. . . .  It seems to us to consist of a happy
union of all the faults, without any of the beauties,

28
which belong to his school of poetry." But Jeffrey

24
Contributions. p. 458.

25Ibid., p. 458.
26

Contributions, op. cit., p. 468.
27Ibid.
28 --
Contributions, p. 469.



75

is just warming to his theme. He goes on from this
point to pretend that Wordsworth must have written
under the influence of drink. There is something,
Jeffrey thinks, to be said for the Lyrical Ballads.
where Wordsworth "exhibited, on the whole, a vein
of very pretty deliration |sic] " but Jeffrey thinks
that in this poem Wordsworth appears "in a state of
low and maudlin imbecility, which would not have
misbecome Master Silence himself, in the close of a 

29
social day."

The whole review continues in the same painful 
vein. To a modern reader it has all the earmarks of 
a man indulging in a phobia. Perhaps this is the best 
and kindest explanation for the way Jeffrey treats 
Wordsworth. The reviewer was sincerely convinced that 
there was danger in having a poet put sentiments of 
high principle and mystical aspirations into the mouths 
of peddlers, misanthropic ex-army chaplains, and fallen 
women. Perhaps the worst that this shows of Jeffrey’s 
character is a strong bent toward social snobbishness.

In the review of the White Doe, however, Jeffrey 
could not inveigh against such characters of low life. 
True, he did poke fun at a poor woman explaining to 
her children why the White Doe came into the cemetery,

29Ibid.
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but neither Emily nor her brothers are in the same 
low category as the characters found in The Excursion. 
Here Jeffrey must find fault with Wordsworth on other 
grounds.

Jeffrey turns to the matter of style. The
poem, in the form of a quarto volume, is far too long.
It might better have been "a pretty subject for a
ballad; and, in the author’s better day, might have

" 30
made a lyrical one of considerable interest." So 
Jeffrey loses no chance to jibe at the length of each 
quarto or the paucity of matter comprised into any one 
quarto.

Unless we accuse Jeffrey of outright lying, 
such a review as the above--that of the White Doe—  
demands some sort of explanation and justification.
Its value to a study of Jeffrey’s theory and method 
of criticism, however is purely negative. Granted 
that Jeffrey spoke from his heart, the kindest explan
ation is that it was a heart filled with fear. He 
truly thought that Wordsworth exposed his readers to a 
degradation of poetry. For, besides the extreme length 
of the PJhite Doe. Jeffrey considered that Wordsworth 
had fallen into the fault of being obtuse. Partly 
this lack of sense (Jeffrey called it "imbecility and

30C o n t r i b u t i o n s , p .  470.
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the most profound stupidity”) rises from the very 
length of the piece; but it is compounded by notions 
of abstract mysticism which Jeffrey insists he is 
completely unable to understand.

Jeffrey was convinced, to put it simply, 
that Yiordsworth should have used a sharper pruning 
knife. Although he never says so in so many words,
I think Jeffrey somehow resented the crass egomania 
of Wordsworth. The Lake poet was convinced, I think, 
that the mere fact that a line came from his pen was 
enough to make it sacred. Wordsworth considered 
himself inspired to teach the world, Jeffrey felt, and 
his teaching was vicious in that it would have removed 
all the barriers which kept the safety of social class. 
It was also lacking in real moral worth because of its 
obfuscating stress on the immaterial or mystical. Such 
work could only do harm to its readers; it presented 
them with a distorted view of social reality and pro
vided them with no safe body of thought upon which to 
conduct their lives.

How different were the poems of Sir Walter
Scott. When Jeffrey came to publish his book of reviews
he appended a note to the twenty pages which dealt with

31
The Lay of the Last Minstrel and The Lady of the Lake.

Contributions, pp. 359-379»
31
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In this note Jeffrey regrets the fact that the novels
of Scott have overshadowed the fame of his poetry.
Yet, Jeffrey says, he wishes to reprint the review of
the poetry precisely because of the poetry’s great
worth. Also, the rereading of Scott v/ould go far to32
offset the "peculiar perils of very popular poetry" 
which had seen the light since both the Scott poems 
and the reviews were written.

The student of Jeffrey as a critic will cer
tainly find these reviews of Scott among the most 
interesting of the many reviews Jeffrey wrote, since 
it is in reviewing Scott that Jeffrey comes ĉ .ose to 
a formal discussion of the craft of criticism. At 
the beginning of the review Jeffrey seems to feel it 
necessary to provide some sort of justification for 
writing a review of a work as well-known and as widely 
read as Scott’s Lady of the Lake. Jeffrey remarks that 
the extensive popularity of Scott might seem at first 
the highest possible criticism. If, Jeffrey remarks, 
it is the object of poetry to give pleasure, then it 
would follow that the greatest poetry would be that 
which gives the greatest pleasure to the greatest 
number of persons. Jeffrey sees a fallacy in the con-

32I b i d . . p .  ^39.
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elusion of this statement, although he is willing to
33accept the objective of poetry.

For, Jeffrey says, it is a serious mistake to
suppose that there are many persons who possess the
aptitude or the training for criticism. He gives two
reasons for this. The first reason is that the gen-

34
erality of readers have not a very refined taste. 
Worthwhile criticism must come from one who has added 
a broad education to the native endowment of taste.
He does not say just how this taste is acquired nor 
does he provide any norm for judging its accuracy.
He admits the need for such a statement:

Yet if it be asked why the taste of a few individuals, who do not perceive beauty 
where many others perceive it, should be exclu
sively dignified with the name of good taste; or 
why poetry, which gives pleasure to a very great 
number of readers should be thought inferior to 
that which pleases a much smaller number,— the 
answer, perhaps, may not be quite so ready as 
might have been expected from the alacrity of 
our assent to the first proposition. That there 
is a good answer to be given, however, we enter
tain no doubt; and if that which we are about to 
offer should not appear very clear or satisfactory, we must submit to have it thought that the fault 
is not altogether in the subject.53

33Ibid., p. 368.
34Ibid., p. 369.
33I b i d . . p .  368.
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Here the argument falters and halts. Instead of 
facing the difficulty squarely, Jeffrey digresses 
at this point to discuss the necessity of accepting 
the decision of good judges as final in all matters 
pertaining to taste. The student seeking for a 
definition of JeffreyTs basic standard of taste 
will not find it here. There is some slight help 
in arriving at a negative definition of Jeffrey’s 
theory of criticism; it is a valid criticism only 
if the critic has the endowment of taste requisite 
for the exercise of such an exalted function.

Jeffrey says that just as the practiced 
critic has refinement of taste to determine the 
worth of a new literary work, so only the few have 
sufficient background in the literature of the past 
to be sure that something new is not merely a copy 
of the old. What seems entirely novel and clever 
to the general reader may be to a real critic merely 
a poor re-rendering of what has long been the stock 
of literature. The reader who comes to such a work' 
without thorough knowledge of previous times and 
other countries may find in a particular work great 
novelty and beauty. The true critic sees it for

36
Ibid., p. 369.
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what it is, a trite and hackneyed re-working of
tliterary cliches.

Then Jeffrey deals his reader a surprise.
He says that the "qualities which delight the
uninstructed should be substantially those . . .

38
which give pleasure to the enlightened." It would 
seem from this that Jeffrey considered the exercise
of taste— that is, the ability to determine whether
or not a work is beautiful— common enough. Beauty
could be recognized by many. The danger is that

To the ignorant and the careless, the twentieth 
imitation has all the charm of an original; and 
that which oppresses the more experienced reader 
with weariness and disgust, rouses them with all the force and veracity of novelty. It Is nob thsr̂  
because the ornaments of popular poetry are defi
cient in intrinsic worth and beauty that they are slighted by the critical reader, but because he 
recognizes them to be stolen, and perceives that 
they are arranged without taste and congruity. '

7/ften a true critic comes upon such a work his reaction
is one of "irrigation at the dishonesty, . . . and

40
contempt for the poverty of the collector."

From all this the reader can draw the con
clusion that Jeffrey saw the work of the critic as
two-fold: he has to evaluate the work from the stand-

Ibid., p. 369.
38

Ibid.
Ibid.

I b i d .
3?
40
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point of intrinsic beauty, and he has to place it 
in the context of the great body of similar liter
ary work. The judgment about beauty can be formed 
by others besides the critic, since both the skilled 
and the unskilled deal with substantially the same 
norms. Yet the final judgment of the expert is im
perative in assaying the worth of any new work, since 
only he can pass on its originality of matter, its 
presentation, and its style. Even a work like Scott’s 
Lady of the Lake is not good simply because many 
people like it. Therefore, Jeffrey, the critic, 
wrote this review to tell them whether they should 
like it or not.

As it happened, the instincts of the general 
reader were, in this instance, sound. True, Jeffrey 
found Scott staying too close to the time and circum
stances that he had used in previous poetry. He found 
him using much from older and foreign authors. But it 
was Jeffrey’s opinion that when Scott did this he did 
it with such genius and originality, and interlaced.it
with so much of his own that the result was fresh and 41
and fine. But the extent of Scott’s popularity seems 
to d e m a n d  some form of apology. It is as though 
he rather hated to find himself agreeing with so many

41
Ibid.. p. 371.



83
others. So he accounts for the popularity by this 
faculty of Scott, mentioned above, to use the famil
iar in an interesting way; and he goes on to point
out the qualities in Scott ’s poetry which would appeal42
to '»more fastidious judges." Such a judge will be 
impressed with Scott’s ease of performance. Scott is 
"Less frequently tedious than any other bulky poet

43
with whom we are acquanited."

In criticizing Scott, Jeffrey provides the 
reader searching for a key to his critical position 
with both an object lesson and a sharp disappointment. 
The task of delineating Jeffrey’s critical position 
could have been so easy if only Jeffrey had finished 
out his line of thought about taste, for instance.
His point about the need for a well-rounded back
ground in the literature of earlier times and other 
countries is well taken. But he scarcely developed 
it. The reader also has a chance to watch Jeffrey 
call Scott to task as an object lesson for being 
trite and careless, just as he did Wordsworth. 
Jeffrey’s deep enjoyment of Scott’s naturalism and 
his delight at the word pictures which present old,

42Ibid.
43I b i d .
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familiar, deeply-loved scenes is indicative of the 
critic’s classical bent.

To sum up, it would seem that Jeffrey had 
a strong prediliction for the classical models in 
poetry yet was able to appreciate the new elements 
being introduced by his contemporaries insofar as 
they were consonant with sound poetic discipline 
and an appreciation of social values. He was firmly 
convinced that the object of poetry was to give 
pleasure, and yet he demanded that one of its major 
pleasures be the instruction of the reader. This 
instruction must, therefore, be founded upon a 
positive moral basis which should be evinced by 
both the life of the author and the doctrinal con
tent of the work. Poetic diction was certainly 
allowed, but he could be very strict with either 
Scott or Wordsworth (that is, with friend or foe) 
on the score of careless phrasing or lines intro
duced for mere fill. He suffered under a severe 
debility in that his mind did not penetrate too 
deeply, and he sometimes failed to follow through 
on an argument. Also, he shows little intellectual 
development through the years. The re-printing of 
the White Doe review is inexcusable. All these
final strictures must be taken with the full remem-
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brance of the fact that Jeffrey distinguished 
between a public and a private opinion in regard 
to literature.

It is important to appreciate Jeffrey’s 
sense of obligation to his public role in criti
cism if we are to understand his method. For he 
seemed to feel that he was, above all, the supreme 
arbitor of the common good, and this in the realm 
of morals even more than in taste. There is, I 
think, a very strong implication in the closing 
paragraphs of the review of Byron that Jeffrey 
fully expects all copies of this author to be taken 
off the stalls now that the world has been properly 
appraised of their moral danger. Quite patently 
Jeffrey had enjoyed Byron immensely. It is a true 
pity that this enjoyment was out of reach for the 
"lesser breed without the lav/." But so it had to 
be. Jeffrey said so.

Jeffrey’s method, then in reviewing is based 
upon the same principle which he found adequate for 
the estimation of literature. The critic, too, was 
to delight and instruct. But the more important 
element of his task was instruction. As a purveyor 
of pleasure he could only cite the beauties of his 
work and point to what he had not room to cite. His 
major function was to tell people what and whether 
they should like.



CHAPTER IV

AN EVALUATION OF JEFFREY AS A CRITIC

The basic purpose of this last chapter is to 
arrive at a final estimate of Francis Jeffrey as a 
critic. This estimate will be made from four aspects. 
First there is a cursory glance at what his contem
poraries thought of him. Then his work will be dis
cussed as it appeared to later critics who treated of 
Jeffrey specifically. After that his work and the 
basic theories upon which he worked will be examined 
in the light of what is being done by representative 
critics and historians of criticism writing today. 
Finally I will give my own estimate of Jeffrey as a 
critic and evaluate his theory and method of criticism.

In his life of Francis Jeffrey, James E. Greig 
devotes a chapter to the opinions of the men who lived 
and wrote in Jeffrey*s own time. With the exception of 
the few who were avid partisans of Wordsworth and his 
group, all who spoke of Jeffrey in the last ten or 
fifteen years of the first quarter of the nineteenth 
century called him King. The word became a nickname. 
The highest compliment that nan be paid to Thomas B. 
Macaulay was to say that he was almost as good as
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Jeffrey. Macaulay himself could not praise Jeffrey 
enough. He said that he had read every word that
Jeffrey ever wrote, that he had learned his art2
from Jeffrey. Hazlitt considered him the prince 
of critics and "certainly a person in advance of his 
age," while James Hogg could call him "the greatest

3
man in the world— an intellectual Bonaparte."

All this adulation presents the contemporary 
student of Jeffrey with a very real problem; if Jeffrey 
was such a king in his own day, what happened in the 
two decades at mid-century to topple him from his throne? 
I think that unless this problem is faced, it is hard 
to believe that Jeffrey was ever sufficiently great to 
command even such study as this thesis. It is always 
important to understand that other factors besides 
critical competence entered in; if Jeffrey dominated a 
particular period of criticism, he was also its creature 
and, in a subtle way, its victim.

Jeffrey’s neo-classical bent was bound by the 
nature of things to go into decline. Also, the very

1

James A. Greig, Francis Jeffrey of the Edinburgh 
Review (Edinburgh: Oliver and Boyd, 194b), p. 4.

Greig, op. cit., pp. 7-8.

1

2

3I b i d . ,  p .  8 .
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fact that there had been such a political ban to all 
criticism in the 1 8 3 0 ’s rendered the criticism of that 
period suspect in the minds of men who paid less atten
tion to politics twenty years later. Jeffrey’s morality 
was a form of intellectual provincialism that did not 
stand the test of time too well. True, moral tone was 
to return to criticism with Matthew Arnold. It is one 
of Arnold’s debts to Jeffrey. But in the interim,
Jeffrey lost place partly because of his moral bias.
The most important reason for Jeffrey’s decline, however, 
was probably the strength of the Romantic Movement in 
England. Jeffrey became identified with his generation 
and his place of origin. England refused to give up 
for long her rank as arbiter of critical thought in the 
English-speaking world; and a Scotsman was not allowed 
to hold rank for too long a period, however able his 
criticism might be. Probably by 1844, when Jeffrey 
published his Contributions, his name had already lost 
a great part of the prestige which it had held ten or 
twenty years prior to that publication.

In 1823 when Byron wrote English Bards and 
Scotch Reviewers, which he was so much to regret later, 
the antagonism that was engendered against Jeffrey and 
his work was already beginning to be felt. This was 
especially true in London. Many causes contributed to
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this effect. Among these was the removal of many 
Scottish writers and scholars from Edinburgh to London. 
This movement actually had begun shortly after the 
initiation of the Edinburgh Review. The great number 
of worthwhile Englishmen who were, at this later date, 
writing poetry were of the highest order. The forces 
of English reaction to Scotch cultural ascendancy were 
therefore so strong that, by the mere fact of his 
nationality, Jeffrey would have been looked at askance.

Certainly by the time Jeffrey published his 
Contributions, Edinburgh had again been relegated to 
the status of a second-rate cultural center. In all 
probability, too, Jeffrey figured most strongly in the 
minds of his contemporaries as a journalist. In other 
words, they would not have been apt to remember for 
long his critical theories and principles any more than 
the opinions which Jeffrey laid down in his long career 
as a critical writer. Many of the most adverse opin
ions on Jeffrey's stand as a critic had been reversed 
by the time those who condemned him most strongly came 
to consider what they said in the first heat of passion. 
This was especially true of the man who was, in all 
probability, the most formidable of Jeffrey’s opponents, 
Byron. In a later edition of his book on the English 
and the Scots, Byron, instead of condemning Jeffrey,
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rather went out of his way to praise him highly. The 
only group which remained inimical to Jeffrey in 
England at the time of the publication of the 
Contributions, was the group which Jeffrey himself had 
labeled the '’Lakers.” Coleridge, although sometimes 
amicable, especially toward the close of Jeffrey’s life, 
was unable to bring Wordsworth around to show any 
fairness or amicability in his treatment of Jeffrey. 
Wordsworth’s opinion is probably best expressed in a 
letter written in 1 8 1 9 , in which he said,

Your opinion of Jeffrey is just— he is a depraved coxcomb; the greatest dunce, I believe, 
in this Island, and assuredly the man who takes 
the most pains to prove himself s o/

It will be remembered that subsequent to 
T/ordsworth’s appointment as Laureate, he and his group 
would have had a great deal of influence upon the 
judgment pronounced by the English public after 1343.
But it would be just as unfair to accept Wordsworth’s 
dictum unreservedly as it would be to accept as final 
the laudatory adulation of Jeffrey’s biographer, Lord 
Cockburn.

We can move on to consider what has been said 
about Jeffrey by men who were born too late to know him

4
Letter to Gillies, Feb. 14, 1 8 1 3 , from 'The 

Critical Opinions of William Wordsworth (ed.) Markham L. 
Peacock, Jr., Baltimore, 1950, p. 2 86," cited by Clive, 
Scotch Reviewers, p. 151.
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personally. Clive, speaking of the history of Jeffrey’s 
fate as a critic according to subsequent writers, dis
tinguishes five schools of thought on the man’s position. 
There is first the still very prevalent school which sees 
Jeffrey as a new-classical survival of the eighteenth 
century. As such, he would be naturally hostile to what 
he could not understand, and highly indignant with such 
incomprehensible phenomena as the mysticism of Wordsworth. 
There are those who refuse to accept any general labeling 
of Jeffrey and seek to find special labels for him them
selves. Thus, the German scholar Richard Eisner in 
Francis Jeffrey. Per Hauptebegrunder der Edinburgh Review. 
und Sein Kritisohsn Prinziplien, merely finds Jeffrey an 
"interesting critic." D. Nicoll Smith calls him an in- 
tellectualist. Merritt Y. Hughes finds his strength as 
well as his weakness in his ethical approach which makes 
him the Platonist of the nineteenth century. Herbert 
Read gives Jeffrey some credit for his judgments on 
Wordsworth and then takes him to task for applying 
Aristotelian canons of heroic dignity to poetical criti
cism.

The third school of thought, according to Clive, 
is the modernist, which sees Jeffrey merely as transi
tional, not altogether friendly to the new, but far from 
hostile, a man who merely passes on from the age of
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Dry den and Pope to the time of Matthew Arnold. Jbsgph M. 
Beatty, cited above, is considered a member of this 
school.

The fourth group— men such as Professor Irving 
Babbitt--is, according to Clive, more interested in 
showing that Jeffrey was right than in analyzing him 
to find out exactly what he was. They are, as Clive 
puts it, members of a school whose motto is, "Any 
enemy of Wordsworth is a friend of ours."

Clive does not mention Rene Wellek, whose judg
ment on Jeffrey is worth noting. It comes from a critic
of great stature and is the most extensive judgment made

6
on Jeffrey since Saintsbury wrote his essay in 18 90.
In his history of criticism, Wellek finds it impossible 
to consider Jeffrey a great critic, and finds him, in 
fact, a bundle of contradictions. After pointing out 
that readers of Jeffrey can be too impressed by his 
"judicial tone, the skill he shows in exposition and^ 
summing up, the sureness of his claim to authority",

9John Clive, Scotch Reviewers: The Edinburgh 
Review, l802-l8l3 (Cambridge, Massachusets: Harvard 
University Press, 1957), p. 155.

6George Saintsbury, Essays in English Literature. 
1780-l860 (London: Percival and Co., 1890), pp. 100-155. 

7 tRene Wellek, A History of Modern Criticism. 
1750-1950 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1^55),
II, 110-120.
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Wellek claims, »Survivals of Neo-classicalism clash with 
romantic taste, hard-headed realism with tearful senti
mentality, worldly sophistication with old-maidish prud
ery."

It might seem, then, in the light of the history 
of what has been written about Jeffrey, that the person 
who would attempt to form some notion of Jeffrey’s 
critical thought or to establish a definite position 
on his critical theory and method is in very much the 
same predicament as the artist who tried to draw a 
picture of an elephant from the description of five 
blind men. Yet, in a certain sense, the man of today 
who attempts to see Jeffrey is in a similar position to 
an individual living in Jeffrey ’s own day in the city of 
London. He has at his disposal, this modern man, ex
actly the same materials for forming a judgment that a 
Londoner would have had in the year l8l£ or 18 4 9. He 
has all of Jeffrey’s writings.

In the light of these writings an attempt to 
outline or to state Jeffrey's critical theory and 
method becomes just as valid today as it would have been 
a hundred ana twenty years ago. Jeffrey was, as far as 
anyone is able to determine from his written words, a

Ibid., p. 120.



94

sincere, honest man, even a great man. Wordsworth’s 
charge of insincerity is answered by Jeffrey himself.
In 1808, writing to Mrs. Ann Grant, Jeffrey said,

When I take up my reviewing pen, I 
consider myself as entering the temple of truth, and bound to say what I think.“

When Jeffrey wrote this, he can have had no 
intention of answering Wordsworth in particular. But 
he must have felt the need to tell someone of his pro
fessional integrity as a critic. The point about 
Jeffrey’s honesty must be made, if for no other reason 
than to counter such animus as Wordsworth’s. And at 
the same time, it seems rather pointless to impute 
Jeffrey’s honesty or sincerity after making the point 
so strongly that the moral probity of a work and its 
writer was one of the two tenets upon which he would 
base his criticism. As a matter of cold fact, this 
honesty of Jeffrey’s is probably the very basis of his 
own greatness; it was an honesty that extended not only 
to the things he wrote, but was actually based upon a 
very real and sincere intellectual honesty. The best 
answer that the present writer can concoct to refute 
the imputation of insincerity and dishonesty, with its

9Memoir and Correspondence of Mrs. Brackett Ann 
Grant of Laggann, ed. J. P. Grant (Lond'ô l 1843), I, 
285-286, cited by Clive, op. cit ♦, pp. 156-157.
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equal imputation of intellectual and moral vacillation 
(if nothing worse), is to cite the caliber of Jeffrey’s 
friends.

Prescinding from Lord Brougham, whose volatile 
character makes him hard to classify, any man who can 
retain through a long lifetime such friends as Sydney 
Smith and Lord Gockburn is a man who must have some
thing of deep worth in his own character. When it is 
remembered that he also retained the friendship and the 
abiding affection of men who were violently opposed to 
him in the political arena— for instance, Sir Walter 
Seott--it makes it much harder to determine why the 
writings of such men as Hazlitt and the slurs of some
one like Lockhart should have brought his character 
into question.

As the time comes to pass judgment on Jeffrey’s 
critical competence, it is a pleasure to notice that 
the man’s aesthetic judgment has never been called into 
question. According to the best authorities since his 
time, he invariably managed to pick out in each work 
that fell under his review those parts of the work 
which have been proved by time to be the most valuable.
It is true he condemned Wordsworth’s "Daffodils" as 
"stuff." But there have been other critics, even in 
our own day, who have seen a great deal of validity in
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this criticism. The things that Jeffrey admired in 
Wordsworth— and they were many— were those very things 
that Wordsworth produced when he managed to forget the 
bombastic tenets which he laid down in his Preface and 
gave free reign to the great genius which Jeffrey 
admitted him to have in the field of poetry. For other 
poets, the things Jeffrey found most noteworthy are 
usually found to be the things that have remained. In 
the case of such men as Crabbe, it is true that only 
the most specialised of academic minds find the beauties
which Jeffrey admired so much. The explanation for this
\

fact probably lies far more with the temper of the pre
sent - day mind than with JeffreyTs estimate. Jeffrey 
comes off very well on the score of aesthetic probity 
and literary competence of judgment. The major part 
of his greatness rest upon this.

In point of fact, it is exactly in this area, on 
the score of intellectual honesty and aesthetic percep
tion (on taste, in other words), that Jeffrey must find 
his strongest claim to wholehearted approval. There is 
a deep satisfaction in this fact for a friend of Jeffrey. 
The man himself sought taste first. In my opinion, it 
is this fact, too, which makes Jeffrey apt to serve as 
well as he does in the role of transmitter of critical 
thought from the classical or Augustan age to the time
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of the critics of the last portion of the century in 
which Jeffrey died. He becomes the bridge from the 
classical, through the romantic, to the careful criti
cism of Arnold and the great work in criticism that has 
been done, mainly because of Arnold’s illuminating 
pellucidity , in the first half of the twentieth century.

To say this is to view Jeffrey in the broad 
scope of the totality of critical history. It is also 
necessary to look at him as he works in his own time.
And to see him thus, in the narrow ambient of his own 
day and in the role that he played in elevating criti
cism from the lowest hack-work done by a hired literary 
quack to the respected journalistic endeavor that made 
it, is to see him as someone who occupied the very 
highest role in the history of criticism. His role as 
a litterateur who was transitional in critical thought 
is one that is certainly worthy of note. Negatively 
at least, Jeffrey pointed the way for the criticism 
that was to follow. It is- interesting to speculate 
on the extent of Matthew Arnold’s debt to Jeffrey’s 
criticism.

As was noted in the last chapter, Jeffrey cited 
the basis upon which all his critical judgments would 
be made: The moral worth of the author and his material,
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and the happiness which this goodness can bring. It 
seems only fair, then, to advance this as essential to 
Jeffrey’s critical mind. He considered that the most 
important thing to be taken into account in judging 
either an individual or a particular writing was the 
moral good of the person and the joy and happiness, 
the contentment and good, which that person or his 
works could bring to others. This is the essence of 
Jeffrey’s critical thought.

It has been objected that there was in Jeffrey 
xsuch a strong bent toward destructive criticism that he, 
in practice, vitiated what he avowed in principle.
Against this stricture I would urge that Jeffrey’s 
destructive criticism (emphasized by being torn out of 
context and exaggerated because of the person criti
cized) is in itself a very small portion of the full 
corpus of his work. When his criticism does become 
destructive, even vitriolic, as it did upon occasion 
with Wordsworth and some of the Lakers, it is destructive 
on the basis of the dual principle which was the essence 
of Jeffrey’s critical thought.

If Jeffrey condemned Wordsworth, he condemned 
him not because there was something in Wordsworth’s 
thought and philosophy which Jeffrey considered inimical 
to the good of England and the happiness of his readers.

10



As Professor Joseph M. Beatty, Jr., points out:
He did not attack Wordsworth because of his 
radical ideas but because it seemed an out
rage against all decency that a man should 
write carelessly at great length and with 
little sense of propriety about peasants who 
spoke with the tongues of Cambridge and 
Geneva.il

If Jeffrey’s inability to understand Wordsworth’s 
mysticism is seen in its true light, such criticism 
is eminently sane. So, as Beatty says, "When the 
Excursion appeared, all his critical common sense 
rose in protest at its arid reaches— it was unreason
ably long; it was involved; it outraged every principle TOof poetic decorum--and Jeffrey said ’This will never do.1'

In all this, Jeffrey was but echoing Longinus, 
who once said:

Nature has appointed us men to be no base or 
unnoble animal; but when she ushers us into 
the vast universe as into some great assembly, 
it is to be as it were spectators of the mighty 
pole and the keenest aspirants for honor; forth
with she implants in our souls the unquestionable 
love of whatever is elevated and more divine than 
we .13

It must be admitted that if Jeffrey gave too 
much attention to the moral aspects of the writers whom

11
PMLA, June 1953, p. 234.

12
Beatty, Op. cit., p. 225.

15William M. Wimsatt and Cleanth Brooks, Literary 
Criticism. A Short History (New York: Alfred Knop, 1957), 
p. 107.
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he was reviewing, he was at the same time far too 
liable to go beyond the scope of pure logic in 
applying to those writers and their works the moral 
axiom, Bonum est ex integra causa, malum ex quocumque 
defectu. It is only in the moral field that Jeffrey 
ever disparages a work or its author with such casti
gation as was earned by Wordsworth and Coleridge. Thus, 
two things become patent about JeffreyTs destructive 
criticism: one, in every review in which the author 
is so roughly treated that Jeffrey could gain a repu
tation for being a destructive critic, there is a 
portion in the same review that is highly laudatory; 
and two, Jeffrey was equally strict with everyone whose 
works he reviewed. The case which makes Jeffrey an 
ogre pursuing Wordsworth with malicious hatred loses 
some of its edge when we see that Wordsworth is the 
only poet Jeffrey ever compared to Shakespeare and 
Milton. On the second point, it is too seldom men
tioned that Jeffrey was equally strict about men whose 
friendship he cherished all his life. He admired 
Burns, but he was far more caustic about Burn’s morals 
than about Wordsworth’s. He loved Scott, but some of 
his strictures of Scott are more severe than those 
against Coleridge. There was never in Jeffrey’s 
criticism any personal animus toward the individual
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criticized. If he could be equally strict with Scott 
as he was with Wordsworth, that in itself constitutes 
a very strong argument against any animus towards 
Wordsworth as a person.

The philosophy embodied in the essay on Beauty, 
written so early in Jeffreys career, is made more 
explicit in the Preface to the Contributions, written 
a few years before Jeffrey’s death. We must conclude,
I think, that that philosophy consists essentially in 
a strict and rigorous judgment on the morality of a 
work on the basis of the potential of that work to 
bring happiness and good to its readers. Upon the 
basis of this dual judgment Jeffrey criticized every
thing that fall under his hand.

It seems important to me to point out that such 
criticism was very sound for its time. The truth of 
this statement becomes more pointed in the light of 
the hack-work criticism done just prior to the founding 
of the Edinburgh Review. Jeffrey’s method of handling 
reviews was an innovation that was like a douche of 
cold water to the sensibilities of English-speaking 
peoples. His criticism bypassed the venial complacency 
of hack-writers and went back to the early critics, 
especially to those of the Roman period, to try to find 
some basis in philosophy for a determination of the
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worth of a particular work of literature. If this 
basis was, in part at least, moral probity, this was 
an innovation which he himself brought into criticism. 
He could not conceive beauty or v/orth to exist without 
moral probity. By morality, Jeffrey meant that founda
tion in truth without which there can be no beauty.

Such stressing of morality may seem to modern 
criticism a form of provincialism; certainly it will 
seem unscholarly. But it was the basis from which 
Jeffrey chose to work. UShen he moved to the area of 
the good of his readers, he moved, of course, straight 
into the world of Longinus.

Such criticism certainly became exactly what 
Jeffrey’s readers expected and wanted. Purely "objec
tive" criticism, as the term is understood today, would 
have been wasted on the people Jeffrey wrote for. Even 
so, some of his readers found his criticism too cold 
and philosophical. It lacked a quality that was ex
pected by his contemporaries. Scott himself points out 
that Jeffrey’s criticism lacked "that enthusiastic 
feeling which, like sunshine upon a landscape, lights
up every beauty and palliates, if it cannot hide, every 14
defect."

If the modern reader finds in Jeffrey’s criti- 

14
Cited by Clive, op. cit., p. 1 6 3 .
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oism so much, of the personal, so much introduced that 
is proper to the critic himself, he should remember 
the men who read Jeffrey as journalism. In the days 
when the essays were written, some of Jeffrey’s readers 
found him far too remote intellectually to be comfort
able to their minds and their local mores. Yet this 
very fact, that Jeffrey’s work was journalistic in the 
sense that it was written rapidly for transitory pub
lication, is in good part what keeps Jeffrey from being 
permanent. Unlike critics who wrote before him— men 
like Pope who embodied their critical work in imperish
able poetry— or critics who followed him— men like 
Matthew Arnold who included their criticism as preface 
material to volumes of their own authorship— Jeffrey 
was, in the final analysis, no more than a newspaper 
feature-writer. He wrote articles for a periodical 
that was to be on men’s tables for a little while, and 
then discarded.

It would be unfair to Jeffrey to overlook this 
reason for his lack of staying power. Journalistic 
writing, by its very nature, is meant to be read and 
thrown away. That Jeffrey did not last in the minds 
of men is no argument against his quality. His moral 
basis for criticism and the journalistic form of his 
productions conspired to consign him to oblivion.
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Still, with Jeffrey this oblivion can never be quite
complete. Byron Guyer, writing just a little over a
decade ago has this to say of Jeffrey:

... His critical viewpoint is fundamentally 
similar to that of our own age. He was, 
strange as it may seem, sympathetic to con
temporary poets. He praised them far more 
than he censored them; and he did so on the 
basis of a consistent theory, according to 
recognizable literary criteria.15

From the practical point of view, however, I 
must admit that it is my opinion that Jeffrey does not 
deserve more than passing interest from a student of 
literary history. He did not have sufficient genius 
as a critic to take a place beside such men as Matthew 
Arnold, let alone to be compared to Dryden or Pope.
His place in the history of criticism, however, can 
hardly be exaggerated. W® do not disparge an electrical 
wire because it is a conductor. Jeffrey’s mind had the 
qualities of a conductor. He has been called succes
sively a neo-classicist and a romantic. The appella
tions are worth noting at this point for this reason; 
they tend to prove that he understood both views. , As 
such, he was the perfect conductor from the neo-classi
cism of the eighteenth century through the Romantic Age

"Francis Jeffrey's Essay on Beauty”, The 
Huntington Library Quarterly (March, 1949), XVIII, 78-85.

15
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to the reaffirmation, the re-assertion of classical 
critical thought at the end of his own century when 
Matthew Arnold picked up his pen.

If modern readers were to listen to Wellek, 
they might well get the impression that Jeffrey v/as 
beneath consideration in the history of literary 
criticism. But though the present writer has a 
reverence for Wellek almost as great as Lord Cock- 
burn^ for Francis Jeffrey, still it does seem to 
him that Wellek is falling into the fault of judging 
Jeffrey through twentieth-century eyes. Jeffrey must 
be judged, finally, in his own time. It is imperative 
that we view him as a man writing in the first quarter 
of the nineteenth century, not in the first quarter of 
ours. When he is seen thus, far from being disparaged,
I think he will be seen as exactly what his time needed, 
as well as being a worthy successor to and conductor of 
what was best in the past.

I will even have the temerity to contradict 
Wellek. In his own melieu Jeffrey is a critical ideal. 
Wellek, if he had been writing for the Edinburgh Beview 
for 1802-1825, would have been so unintelligble that 
his work would have been pointless. What Wellek is 
saying is that Jeffrey knew those for whom he wrote and 
wrote for those he knew. The stricture against Jeffrey’s
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prudery, for instance, is unjust. However odd it 
strikes Wellek, such prudery was quite common at the 
time. Certainly, by our standards, Jeffrey was a 
prude. Jeffrey lived in a time and place even more 
straight-laced than the notions (however mistaken) 
which the modern world has of the Victorian Age.

Professor Wellek finds Jeffrey too severe.
No doubt Mr. Wellek is equally at a loss to under
stand the fratricidal wars over a point of religion 
which mark the eleventh and twelfth centuries in the 
history of the Eastern Church. But I think that 
Jeffrey was entirely incapable of understanding 
Wordsworth’s bald and (to Jeffrey) crass exhibitions 
of unmanly feeling. Jeffreyfs reviews of Wordsworth 
were a cry of horror lest such vapid verbosity take 
control over the minds of Englishmen. I have shown 
above that Jeffrey enjoyed Wordsworth in private.
But Jeffrey in his role as critic found Wordsworth 
dangerous; he thought that Wordsworth denigrated the 
personal element, the dignity of the individual, to 
an extent that would be deleterious for all future 
literature. There is at least something to be said 
for Jeffrey’s position. Since he worked from a two
fold premise of poetic permissibility, Jeffrey was 
bound in conscience to say that this would not do
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when Vi or ds worth broke the canons of good taste in a 
manner that left Jeffrey at once aghast and slightly 
embarrassed.

I admit that it is hard for the modern mind 
to understand the sentimentality that could burst into 
tears at any description in a book. But the modern 
mind must not refuse to accept the fact that such a 
mental attitude did exist in the first twenty-five 
years of the century previous to ours, and that this 
mental attitude was at once permitted and expected.
Since Wellek himself mentions the slump into which 
English criticism went thirty years after the death 
of Coleridge and Hazlitt, it is at least permitted to 
wonder what criticism, even under Coleridge and Hazlitt, 
might have been if Coleridge and Hazlitt had not been 
given an opportunity by Jeffrey to pound out their great 
and lucid ideas on the anvil of JeffreyTs previous work. 
If Jeffrey had not appeared at all in the history of 
criticism, there might have been a slump of almost a 
hundred years.

I would say that the greatest fault that can be 
charged against Jeffrey is one which I have seen no one 
else advance. It is his lack of intellectual depth.
He did not have the schooling requisite for greatness 
in criticism. True, he was "widely read." But the term
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cannot be used in the same glorious sense that it can 
be used for Doctor Johnson. Jeffrey ’s reading was 
wide, but he did not really love books. He did not 
have a deep mind. This lack of depth precluded any 
lasting value in Jeffrey’s literary work.

If this estimate of Jeffrey’s mind is correct, 
it is somewhat unjust to find fault with the critic 
that he did not lay down a more philosophical basis 
for the critical method which he used. Mr. M. H. Abrams 
would probably say that Jeffrey followed a pragmatic 
theory. Certainly he looked first for the good that 
literature could do and condemned a writer in direct 
ratio to the beauty of his expression if the notions 
so grandly expressed were not according to Jeffrey’s 
liking. This is exemplified in the preceding chapter 
in the treatment of the poetry of Burns and Byron, as 
well as of Wordsworth7s.

In my opinion neither moral axioms nor grandeur 
of style constitute in themselves a truly philosophical 
basis for a theory of criticism. This is especially 
true when, as in Jeffrey’s case, there is insufficient 
expository discussion of two such criteria to render 
them objectively valid. I think that Jeffrey thought

li:>See M. H. Abrams, The Mirror and the Lamp (New 
York: W. W. Norton & Company, 1 9 5 b), pp. 14-21.
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he was being very profound and objective in his 
criticism. But I also think he was mistaken. He 
deceived himself, and, in the magnitude of this 
deception, he managed to embroil the minds of most 
of his contemporaries for almost a quarter of a 
century.

Y/hen Jeffrey discussed "public'1 and "private" 
taste, he came close to seeing the need for a deeper 
answer than he himself possessed to the question of 
finding a philosophical basis for his criticism. But 
he lacked either the courage or the insight to pursue 
the answer. I think it was possibly the latter that 
he lacked. If this is true, however, it is hard to 
see that Jeffrey deserves excessive blame. As a 
character in one of the novels by his friend Scott 
remarked, "A man can but do his best."

Even though he probably never gave formal
expression to the concept, I think Jeffrey saw himself
as the official headmaster over the writers of his
period. I think that he saw teaching as the formal

17object of any writing and thought that poetry must 
teach by pleasing. But he never went below the surface 
of this pragmatic judgment to state the elements in

17Walter Raleigh (ed.) Johnson on Shakespeare. 
(Oxford: 1908), p. 16.
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poetry which he considered most essential or even most 
apt to please. He could, therefore, read Byron a lesson 
on misanthropy or condemn Burns for lack of respect for 
womanhood. But he could not tell what it was that made 
their poetry so good.

Yet it is obvious that it was not the poetry 
itself that Jeffrey feared; it was the wide dissemination 
of such splendid work that frightened him. The intima
tion is that if the poetry had been kept private, he 
would have rejoiced in it wholeheartedly. He read and 
enjoyed Wordsworth himself in private. But a man 
should not say such things as Wordsworth said in public. 
Why?

It is the answer to this "why” that Jeffrey never 
felt called upon to give. And in this failure lies the 
difference between greatness and oblivion for Jeffrey.
I do not say that he could have given an answer that 
would have satisfied all men for all time. I do not 
think that answer will ever be given. But Jeffrey came 
close to the answer even though he did not have the 
perception to see the opportunity. I think that his 
failure here was that he had not quite the intelligence 
to cope with the problem.

His theory and method then are old things and 
tried. Nor are they of Jeffreys own making. They were
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pressed by Dryden and refined by Johnson. Jeffrey only 
used the method and passed it on. He may glory in this 
fact. But that is the fullest extent of his glory.

Thi3 is a negative judgment, and, as such it 
cannot serve for a positive advance toward evaluating 
Jeffrey. He must be judged on the basis of critical 
theory and method. His readers will look in vain for 
an explicit pronouncement, a clear elucidation of 
theory on Jeffrey’s part. I think that his statement 
about moral worth and the bestowal of good or happiness 
must be taken as being basically concerned only with 
method.

Thus we look in vain to Jeffrey for a defini
tion of objective norms by which literary worth may be 
finally determined. In exculpation of this lack, it 
should, I think, be pleaded that such an explicit 
elucidation, satisfactory to everyone (or completely 
satisfactory to its author, at least) has never been 
set up in the history of literature. Longinus came 
the closest, in my estimate, to appraising standards 
of criticism; and history shows how many have seen 
Longinus waiting by the roadside and passed on.

Matthew Arnold is the patron saint of those 
who guard the lamp of culture. This, essentially,
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is Jeffrey’s glory, that he had the honor of being 
ready and able, when the need arose, to pass that 
lamp from Johnson to Arnold. He did not fill it 
with more oil, perhaps, but he held it high. And 
he passed it on.



APPENDIX

The following is a complete list of the two 
hundred articles Je ffre y  wrotefor the Edinburgh Review.
It includes only those articles for which he claimed 
complete responsibility, not those he worked over. 
Articles preceded by an asterisk are in the Contri
butions . This list is adapted from the list cited 
by D. Nicol Smith (Jeffrey *s Literary Criticism, 
pp. 2 10 -2 16 ) but has been checked against Cockburn’s 
list in the Life and Letters. The pagination of 
articles in the Contributions is added and notice of 
two articles omitted by both Cockburn and Smith but 
included in the Contributions is here noted for the 
first time. The notation includes the month, year 
and number of each article.
Volume I (October, 1802)

1. Mounier sur la Revolution de France, art. 1.
2. Southey’s Thalaba. art. 8.
3. Herrenchwand, Addresse aux vrais hommes de bien 

et c. art. 1J>.
4. Bonnet sur l Tart de rendre les Revolutions 

Vitiles. art. 19.
5. Mackenzie’s Voyages in North America, art. 22.
6. Playfair’s Illustration of the Huttonian Theory 

art. 26.
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7. Paley’s Natural Theology, art. 3*
8. Devon’s Travels in Egypt, art. 8.
9. Mrs. HunterTs Poems, art. 14 

Volume III (April, 1803)
10. Genty, Etat de 1 ’Europe. art. 1.

*11. Hayley’s Life of Cowper, vols. I & II. art. 5.
12. ThelwallTs Poems, art. 21.

Volume IV (July, 1803)
13. Miss Baillie’s Plays on the Passion, art. 1.
14. Huttionian and Neptunian Geology, art. 5 .
*15. Lady Mary Wortley Montagu’s Works, art. 21.

Volume V (October, 1803)
• •l6. De Lille, Malheur et Pitie, Poeme. art. 2.

17* Cambridge’s Works, art. 4.
18. Millar’s View of the English Government, art. 1 3 . 

Volume VI (January, 1804)
*19. Stewart’s Life of Dr. Reid. art. 1. (486-492).
20. Pectet, Voyage en Angleterre. art. 2.
21. Dr. Cririe’s Scottish Scenery: a Poem. art. 6. 

Volume VII (April, 1804)
*22. Bentham, Principles de Legeslation, par Dunamont. art. 1. (479-486).
23« Helcroft’s Travels from Hamburgh to Paris, art. 6.

Volume II ( Ja n u a r y , 180.5)
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24. Hayley’s Life of Cowper. art. 2.
25. Southey’s Translation of the Georgies, art. 4.
26. Considerations of the Abolition of the Slave Trade, art. 1 7 .

Volume IX (October, 1804)
*27. Richardson’s Life & Correspondence, art. 2. (1 2 1 -1 2 8 ).

Volume X (January, 1805)
28. Barrows Travels in China, art. 1.
29. Lord Teignmouth’s Life of Sir W. Jones, art. 6. 
50. Miss Baillie’s Miscellaneous Plays, art. 12.
31. The Sabbath: a Poem. art. 14.
32. Correspondence & Life of John Wilkes, art. l8. 

Volume XI (April, 18 0 3)
*35. Scott’s Lay of the Last Minstrel, art. 1.

(559-567). ■
34. Memoires de Bailly. art. 12. (210-215).

Volume XIII (October, 18 0 3)
35. Southey’s Madoc: a Poem. art. 1.
36 . De Lille, Traduction de l ’Eneide. art. 8.

*37- Drummonds Academical Questions, art. 12. 
(496-301).

Volume XIV (January, 1806)
38 . Memoires de Marmontel. art. 3.
39. Forsyth’s Principles of Moral Science, art. 7.

Volume V I I I  ( J u l y ,  1804)



Volume XV ( A p r i l ,  l8 o 6 )
40. The Frauds of Neutral Flags, art. 1.
*41. Cumberland’s Memoirs, art. 8. (707-711)* 
42. Lessing’s Nathon the Wise. art. 11.
43* Smuth’s English Lyrics, art. 12.
44. Raymond’s Life of Bermody. art. l6.
43* Miss Edgeworth’s Leonora, art. l8.

Volume XVI (July, l8o6)
46. Mawman’s Tour through Scotland, art. 4.
47* Franklin’s Works, art. 7* (60-68).
48. Bell on the Anatomy of Paining, art. 13.
49. Pinkerton’s Recollections of Paris, art. 1 3 .
30. Moore’s Poems, art. l8.

Volume XVII: (October, l80b)
31. Barrow’s Voyage to Cochin China, art. 1.
32. Wallan & Others on Vaccination, art. 3 .
33. Craig’s Life of Miller, art. 3.

*34. Memoirs of Br. Priestly, art. 9* (492-496).
33. Lord Holland’s Account of Lope de Vega. art. 16. 

Volume XVIII (January, 1807)
36. Montgomery’s Poems, art. 6.
37. Proposed Reform of the Court of Session, art. 14

Volume XIX (April, 1807)
38. The Bangers of the Countryi art. 1.

*39. Clarkson on Quakerism, art. 6. (643-641).
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*60. Sir William Forbe*s Life of Dr. Beattie, 
art. 12. (501-^04).

61. Southey’s Saul: a Poem. art. 14.
62. Good’s Translation of Lucretius, art. 15. 

Volume XX (July, 18 0 7)
6 5. Cobbett’s Political Register, art. 5 .
64. Hope on Household Furniture, art. 14.

Volume XXI (October, 1807)
6 5. Catholic Question, art. 8.
66. Sir John Sinclair, on Health & Longevity art. 1 5 .
67. WordsworthTs Poems, art. 14.

Volume XXII (January, 18 0 8)
68. Lspriellas Letters from England, art. 7.

Volume XXIII (April, 18 0 8).
69. Scotts Marmion. art. 1.
70. Crabbfs Poems, art. 8. (380-387).

Volume XXIV (July, 18 0 8)
*71. Fox’s History of James II. art. 1. (197-209).
72. Mrs. Hamilton’s Cottages of Glenburnie. art. 8.
75. Douches Illustrations of Shakespeare, art. 12.

Volume XXV (October, 18 0 8)
*74. The Life of Colonel Hutchinson, art. 1.

(168-178).
75.
76.

Fowling: a Poem. art. 4. 
Curran’s Speeches, art. 9.
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77. Don Pedro and tlie French. Usurpation in Spain, art. 14.**
Volume XXVI (January, 1809)

*78. Cromek’s Reliques of Burns, art. 1. (333-346).
*79. 7/arburton’s Letters, art. 3. {683-692).

Volume XXVlI (April, 1809)
*80. Campbell’s Gertrude of Wyoming, art. 1. (347-334).

81. Morehead’s Discourses, art. 7*
82. Lettres du Prince de Ligne. art. 9.

Volume XXVTII (duly, 1809)
8 3. Parliamentary Reform, art. 1.

*84. Miss Edgeworth’s Fashionable Tales, art. 7- 
(312-323).

Volume XXIX (October, 18 0 9)
83. Barlow’s Columbiad: a Poem. art. 2.
86. Mrs. Montague’s Letters, art. 3.
87. Hamilton’s Parliamentary Logic, art. 11.

Volume XXX (January, 1810)
*88. Memoirs of Alfieri. art. 2. (143-134).

89. Pamphlets on Vaccination, art. 5 .
*90. Correspondence de Madam Deffand et de

Madamoiselle de Lespinass. art. 13. (93-104).
*91. The State of Parties, art. 13. (604-609).

**This is the article also claimed by Brougham 
and published in his Contributions to the Edinburgh 
Review, 18 3 6 . Vol. II, pp. 207-231).
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92. Letters on the French Government, art. 1. 

*95» Crabbers Burough. art. 2. (587-596).
94. Grahame’s Brittish Georgies, art. 8.

Volume XXXII (August, l8l0)
*95. Scott’s Lady of the Lake. art. 1. (567-579).

96. Staunton’s Penal Code of China, art. 12.
Volume XXXIII ( )

97. Catholic Question, art. 1.
*98. Stewart’s Philosophical Essays, art. 9. 

(504-511).
Volume XXXIV (February, l8ll)

*99. Parliamentary Reform, art. 1. (594-604).
100. Letters of Madame de Deffand. art. 2.
101. Southey’s Curse of Kahama. art. 11.

Volume XXXV (May, l8ll).
*102. Alison on Taste, art. 1. (15-59).

Volume XXXVI (August, l8ll)
*105. Ford’s Dramatic Y/orks. art. 1. (299-509).
104. Scott’s Vision of Don Roderick, art. 6.
105. Mrs. Grant on Highlanders. art. 12.

Volume XXXVII (November, l8ll)
*106. Hardy’s Life of Lord Charlemont. art. 4. 

(695-700).
Volume XXXVIII (February, 1812).

107. Miss Baillie’s Plays on the Passion, art. 1.

Volume X2XC ( A p r i l ,  1810)
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108. Wilson’s Isle of Palms, art. 6.
109. Byron’s Childe Harols. art. 10.

Volume XXXEX (July, 1812)
110. M ’Crie’s Life of John Knox. art. 1.
*111. Miss Edgeworth’s Tales of Fashionable 

Life. art. 7. (512-523).
112. Cherevix’s Plays, art. 11.

Volume XL (Novemeber, l8l2)
*115. Mémoires de la Princesse de Bareith. art. 1. 

(249-259).
*114. Crabbe’s Taies, art. 2. (396-405).
*115. Leckie on the British Government, art. 4. 

(564-576).
*116. Rejected Addresses, art. 10. (732-737).

Volume XXI (February, 1 8 1 3 )
*117. Madame de Staël sur la Littérature, art. 1. (40-60).

Volume XXII (July, 1 8 1 3 )
* U 8. Correspondance du Baron de Grimra. art. 1,
119. Byron’s Gaiour. art. 2.
*120. Clarkson’s Life of William Penn. art. 10.

(651-659).
Volume XXV (April, 1814)

*121. State & Prospects of Europe, afct. 1. (472-494). 
122. Byron’s Corsair & Bride of Abydos. art. 1.



121

123* Correspondence du Baron de Grimm, art. 2.
124. Alison’s Sermons, art. 9»

Volume XLVII (November, 1814)
*125. Wordsworth’s Excursion: a Poem. art. 1. 

(457-469).
126. Hogg’s Queen’s Wake. art. 8.
127. Tennant’s Anster Fair. art. 9.
*128. Waverly: a Novel, art. 11. (525-527). 

Volume XLVIII (February, 1815)
129. Scott’s Lord of the Isles, art. 1.
150. The Paradise of Coquettes, art. 8.

Volume IL (June, 1015)
*151. Southey’s Reoderic, the Last of the Goths, 

art. 1. (424-454).
Volume L (October, 1 8 1 5 )

*152. Wordsworth’s Vfoite Doe of Rylstone. art. 4. 
(469-472).

Volume LI (February, l8l6)
*155. Memoires de Madame de Larochejaquelin. 

art. 1. (254-249).
Volume LII (June, l8l6)

154. Southey’s Life of the Laureate, art. 8.
155. Wilson’s City of the Plague, art. 10.
1 5 6 . Hunt’s Story of Rimini, art. 11.

Volume LIII (September, l8l6)
*157. Scott’s Edition of Swift, art. 1. (68-92).

Volume XLVI (Septem ber, 1814)
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Volume LIV (December, l8l6)
*138. Byron’s Poetry, art. 1. (434-443).

Volume LV (March, l8l7)
139. Wat Tyler & Mr. Southey, art. 7.
*140. Tales of My Landlord, art. 9. (328-533). 

Volume LVI (August, l8l7)
141. Franklin’s Correspondence, art. 1.
142. Miss Edgeworth’s Tales, art. 6.
*143. Byron’s Manfred, art. 7. (330-335).
*144. Hazlett on Shakespeare, art. 10. (309-316). (Note: This article and the following are 

partly by Hazlett.)
145. Coleridge’s Literary Life. art. 10.

Volume LVTI (November, l8l7)
*146. Moore’s Lalla Rookh. art. 1. (446-457).

Volume LVIII (February, l8l8)
147. Byron’s Beppo. art. 2.
*148. Rob Roy. art. 7. (535-537).
149. Hall’s Voyage to Loo-Choo. art. 10.

Volume LX (September, l8l8)• •*150. Madame de Staël sur la revolution Française, 
art. 9- (216-233).

*151. Prisin Discipline, art. 9. (700-706).
Volume LXII (March, 1 8 1 9 )

*152. Roger’s Human Life: a Poem. art. 4. 
(419-423). *

*153. Campbell’s British Poetry, art. 11. 
(286-299).
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154. Dr. King’s Memoirs, art. 4.
*135. Crabbe’s Tales of the Hall. art. 7. 

(403-413).
Volume IXEV (October, 1 8 1 9 )

136. State of the Country, art. 2.
Volume IXV (January, 18 2 0.

*137. Ivanhoe. art. 1. (337-342).
138. Cornwall’s Poems, art. 8.

Volume L O T  (May, 1820)
*139. Life of Curran, art. 1. (717-724).
*l60. Dispositions of England & America, art. o. (6 2 1-6 37).

Volume LOTI (August, 1820)
161. Edgeworth’s Memoirs, art. 6.
1 6 2 . The Sketch Book. art. 8.
*1 6 3 . Heat’s Poetry, art. 10. (413-419). 

Volume L O T H  (November, 1820)
16 4 . Quaker Poetry, art. 4.
1 6 3 . Cornwall’s Marcian Colonna. art. 11. 

Volume LXX (July, 1821)
166. Byron’s Marino Faliero. art. 1.
16 7 . Southey’s Vision of Judgment; Laureate 

Hexameters, art. 9.
Volume TXaT (October, 1821)

168. Bowdler’s Family Shakespeare, art. 3»

Volume I X E I I  ( J u l y ,  l8 l9 )
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16 9. Madame de St¿51. art. 4.
Volume LEO! (February, 1822)

*170. Byrons Tragedies, art. 5» (516-350)»
Volume 12XEII (June, 18 2 2 )

*171. The Fortunes of Nigel, art. 8 (543-548). 
Volume T.XXTV (November, 1822)

*172. SimmondTs Switzerland. art. 1. (72^-732).
*173. Bracebridge Hall. art. 3» (637-643).
174. French Poetry, art. 6.
175» WordsworthTs Tour of the Continent, art. 3. 

Volume IXXV (Febraury, 1 8 2 3)
176. Moore & Byron, art. 2.
177. Cobbett Ts Cottage Economy, art. 5»

Volume LXXVII (October, 1 8 2 3)
*178. Secondary Scottish Novels, art. 9» (548-563)

Volume LXXVIII (Janaury, 1824)
179. Dr. Meyrick on Ancient Armour, art. 4.

Volume LXXIX (March, 1824)
180. Brodies Constitutional History, art. 5» 

Volume LXXX (July, 1824)
181. Mai com fs Central India, art. 1.
182. Dr. Lyll on Russia, art. 9»

Volume LXXXI (October, 1824)
*1 8 3 . Sketches of India & Scenes in Egypt & Italy, 

art. 2. (674-682).
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*184. Campbell’s Theodric & Other Poems, art. 1 . 

(554-559).
Volume LXXHV (August, 1 8 2 5 )

*1 8 5 . Gothe’s Wilhelm Meister. art. 7. (104-120).
Volume LXXXV (November, 1825)

*186. Pepy’s Memoirs, art. 2. (I85-I96).
Volume LXXXVIII (September, 18 2 6 )

I87. Combe’s System of Phrenology, art. 1.
Volume LXXXXX (December, 18 2 6 )

*188. Moore's Life of Sheridan, art. .(616-620).
Volume XCI (June, 1827)

*18 9 . Memoirs of the Emperor Baber, art. 2.
Volume XCII (October, 1827)

*190. O ’Driscol’s History of Ireland, art. 7. 
(610-6 16).

Volume XCIV (May, 18 2 8 )
*191. Lord Collingwood’s Correspondence, art. 5.

Volume XCV (September, 18 2 8 )
*192. Irving’s Life & Voyages of Columbus, 

art. 1 . (259-271).
195. Atherstone’s Fall of Neneveh: a Poem. art. 5. 

Volume XCVT (December, 18 2 8 )
*194j Bishop Berber’ 3 Journal, art. 2. (666-674). 

Volume IC (October, 1829)
*195. Felicia Hemans. art. 2. (475-478).

Volume IXXXII ( Ja n u a r y , 1825)
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1 ?6. Memoirs of Lady Farshawe. art. 4.
(Note: This is the last regular article that Jeffrey wrote for the 
magazine while he held the post as 
editor.)

Volume Cl (April, 18 3 0 )
197. Naval Tactics, art. 1.

Volume CXXV (October, 18^9)
19 8 . Memoirs of Sir James Machentosh. art. 11. 

(742-799).
Volume CNLV (October,. 1840)

199. WelberforceTs Correspondence, art. 2.
Volume CLXXV (January, 18 4 8)

200. Watt or Cavendish, art. J>.
There are two articles included in the Contributions 

which are not on this list. They are:
Madam de- St&<51 Holstein art. . (November, 1 8 1 2 ).
Madame de StdSl art. . (December, 18 2 8)(797-742).
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Charles ScribnerTs Sons, 1955.'

Pearson, Hesketh. The Smith of Smiths. London:
Wyman & Sons', Ltd.7 I918V

Ross, John Dawson (ed.) Early Critical Reviews on
Robert Burns-. Glasgow & Edinburgh: W. Hodge 
& Co., 1910.

r

Turberville, A. S. English Men & Manners in the
Eighteenth Century. (A Galaxy Book) New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1957.

Wain, John. Contemporary Reviews of Romantic Poetry. 
New York: Barns & Noble, n.d.

1

Wellek, Rene. The Rise Of English Literary History. 
Chapel Hill, North Carolina: University of North Carolina Press, 1941.

________. A History of Modern Criticism. New Haven:
Yale University Press, 1955.

Wimsatt, William K., and Brooks, Cleanth. Literary 
Criticism: A Short History. New York:
Alfred A. Knopf, 1957.



130

Saintsbury, George. A History of Nineteenth Century 
Literature ( 1 7 6 0 - 1 8 9 5 ) . New York: Macmillan 

Co., 1896.

________. A History of English Criticism, being the
English Chapters of a History of Criticism 
& Literary Taste in Europe. New York: Dodd, Mead & Co., 1911.

________. A Short History of English Literature.
London: Macmillan & Co., 1935.

Smith, D. Nicol. JeffreyTs Literary Criticism. Lon
don: Henry Frounde, 1910.

Smith, G. Gregory. Scottish Literature: Character
and Influence. London: Macmillan &■Co., I 919 .

Tuclcerman, Henry T. Essays. Biographical & Critical. 
Boston: Phillips, Sampson & Company, 1 B3 7 .

Vaughan, C. E. English Literary Criticism.. ‘ London: 
Blakie &Son., n.d.

Articles and Periodicals

Bald, R. C. "Francis Jeffrey as a Literary Critic,"
The Nineteenth Century & After. XCVII (February, 
1923), 201-203.

Beatty, Joseph M. "Lord Jeffrey & Wordsworth,"
Publication of the Modern Language Association 
of America. XXXVIII (June. 1923). 221-235.

Clive, John., and Borclyn, Bernard. "England Ts Cultural 
Provinces, Scotland and America," William & 
Mary -quarterly 3rd. Series. XI (April, 1954), 
200-213.

Clive, John. "The Earl of BuchanTs Kirk. A Footnote
to the History of the Edinburgh Review," Harvard 
Library Bulletin. V (1951), 3b2-370.

Danial, Robert. "Jeffrey & Wordsworth: The Shape of
Persecution," Shawnee Review. L (1942), 195-213.



131

Derby, J. Raymond. ''The Paradox of Francis Jeffrey: 
Reason Versus Sensibility," Modern Language 
Quarterly, VII (1946), 439-300.

Griggs,,Irwin., and Kern, "Early Edinburgh Reviewers: 
A New List," Modern Philology. XLIII (1946), 
192- 210.

Guyer, Byron. "The Philosophy of Francis Jeffrey." 
Modern Language Quarterly. XII (1949-1930) 
71-tf?.

Hughes, Merrit. "The Humanism of Francis Jeffrey,"
Modern Language Review. XVII (1921), 243-231.

Schneider, Elizabeth. The Unknown Reviewer of
Ohristabel: Jeffrey, Hazlitt, Tom Moore,"
Publication of the Modern Language Association 
of America, LXX ('1933). 417-432.

Unpublished Material

Burns, Sr. Mary Loyola, S.O.L. "The Twentieth Century Estimates of Matthew Arnold as a Critic of Literature." Unpublished MasterTs thesis, Department of English, University of Kansas, 
1931.


	TABLE OF CONTENTS
	PREFACE
	DEDICATION
	CHAPTER I
	CHAPTER II
	CHAPTER I I I
	CHAPTER IV
	APPENDIX
	BIBLIOGRAPHY



