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Tr ansatlantic Terror
James Hammond’s Circulating Library and 

the Minerva Press Gothic Novel

Eric Daffron•
It [Robert Lenox Kennedy’s donation] is a very curious memorial 
of the taste, manners, and lighter literature of the country from the 
period of 1783 until about or near 1830. Newport in those days was 
[…] a resort during the warm season of the most refined, wealthy, 
and cultivated society of the whole of this country; and this [James 
Hammond’s] Circulating Library was long the chief resort of that 
society for lighter literature […] 
 This circulating library contained the works of light reading at 
the time in most demand, including the numerous novels from 
the then fashionable Minerva Press in London, most of which 
have now passed away and are forgotten, although a few of them 
are by authors, like Mrs. Radcliffe, of great power and originality.1

In 1811, the Newport Mercury, a local newspaper in Newport, Rhode Is-
land, reported that James Hammond, a dry-goods merchant, had purchased the 
stock of Wanton & Rathbone’s Providence Circulating Library. According to 
the article, Hammond’s ‘collection of Novels and Romances, is more extensive 
than can be found in any other Library in America’.2 Operating his library 
for over half a century, Hammond grew his collection over time. In 1817, the 
Newport Mercury ran an advertisement claiming that the library offered over 
3000 volumes; in 1858, a newspaper advertisement cited 10,000 volumes.3 Not 
only nineteenth-century New England’s largest circulating library, Hammond’s 
library also became, by all accounts, an important institution in Newport 
and beyond.4 In 1848, Henry Barnard claimed that ‘Hammond’s Circulating 
Library is one of the oldest libraries in the country’; in 1866, on the occasion of 
Hammond’s death, the Newport Mercury remarked that the library had served 
a ‘public benefit’.5 When the library later closed its doors and its holdings went 
to auction, Robert Lenox Kennedy purchased approximately 1850 volumes and 
donated them to the New York Society Library, for which he served as trustee.6

Considering its size, its importance and its multi-decade operation, Ham-
mond’s circulating library is a compelling site for exploring the fate of Minerva 
Press gothic novels on American shores decades after their publication. Gothic 
novels printed at William Lane’s Minerva Press account for only a small por-
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tion of the New York Society Library’s Hammond Collection: sixty-five novels 
published between 1791 and 1810.7 However, the library’s 1868 trustees’ report, 
partially quoted in my epigraph, called attention to those novels as a noteworthy 
subset. The report associated the Minerva Press with Ann Radcliffe, conflating 
the press whose output included gothic novels with the gothic novelist herself, 
despite the fact that none of her novels were originally printed at that press (p. 5). 
It is true that the Minerva Press later reprinted two of Radcliffe’s novels, but, 
of those two, only The Romance of the Forest (1791) appeared in Hammond’s 
last-known extant catalogue (1858), and that novel was apparently an American 
edition.8 The erroneous association between popular press and gothic novelist 
notwithstanding, the report nevertheless implied that Minerva Press gothic 
novels enjoyed a lively readership in nineteenth-century Newport. In fact, de-
spite their dubious reputation, these novels counted among those that were ‘at 
the time’, the report claimed, ‘in most demand’ (p. 5).9 

This essay investigates Hammond’s promotion of Minerva’s gothic nov-
els—and Newport readers’ engagement with them—for almost half a century 
after the Minerva Press ceased to print under that name. In so doing, this essay 
contributes to scholarship that has shifted attention from the gothic’s initial 
publication and first readers to the gothic’s persistent circulation and later 
readership. Literary histories of the gothic novel that emphasise production over 
circulation chart the mode’s decline in the 1820s.10 However, as Franz J. Potter 
and Edward Jacobs have argued in their work on early British gothic publishing 
and circulating libraries, a novel’s circulation and readership may extend well 
beyond its initial publication.11 In fact, as Potter contends, ‘circulating librar-
ies and their readers […] construct[ed] a different “canon” than is suggested by 
literary history’.12

Hammond, the proprietor of an important nineteenth-century American 
circulating library, contributed to the formation of just such an alternative canon. 
His contributions followed in the footsteps of Lane’s earlier ‘transcontinental 
and transatlantic network of printers, circulating libraries, and booksellers’.13 A 
notable member of Lane’s network, Hocquet Caritat—turn-of-the-nineteenth-
century New York-based librarian, bookseller and publisher—held many Mi-
nerva Press titles, reprinted Regina Maria Roche’s Minerva title The Children 
of the Abbey (1796), introduced Charles Brockden Brown’s novels to Lane, and 
became the latter’s American agent in 1800.14 More modest in his endeavours, 
Hammond nevertheless held a significant collection of Minerva Press gothic 
novels until at least 1858 but probably until the library went out of business ap-
proximately a decade later. Considering a circulating librarian’s motive to turn 
a profit, Hammond would not have retained these novels so long if he had not 
recognised their demand, nor would he have used his catalogues to promote 
them.15 Hammond’s catalogues arranged and altered Minerva Press titles and 
authors and appended reviews. These promotional strategies, examined in sec-
tion one, foregrounded the gothic content of these novels and attested to their 
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quality. In so doing, the catalogues assisted subscribers in selecting books and 
prepared them for reading those selections.  

Hammond’s patrons also played a role in keeping alive the novels’ ‘ “ex-
periential popularity” ’.16 Little is known about these readers, who resided in 
Newport or visited the resort town. If living in or travelling from the region, 
Hammond’s subscribers probably enjoyed a high literacy rate, read European 
and increasingly American literature and accessed novels from local circulat-
ing libraries.17 Beyond those regional characteristics, these readers reportedly 
demanded Minerva Press gothic novels, apparently had access to them and likely 
borrowed and read them. Many of the volumes that they would have selected 
contained copious marginalia. Written by other subscribers or earlier readers, 
these marginalia, examined in section two, evaluated the novels and commented 
on their gothic and non-gothic elements alike.18 In so doing, the marginalia 
sometimes supported, and at other times conflicted with, Hammond’s promo-
tional strategies. If Hammond’s catalogues prepared patrons for quality gothic 
reading experiences, the novels’ marginalia reshaped patrons’ expectations and 
influenced their engagement with the novels.

For Hammond’s patrons, the catalogues and the marginalia constituted two 
points of entry into the Minerva Press gothic novel. Collectively but at times 
divergently, these paratexts ‘ensure[d]’ the Minerva Press gothic novel’s ‘ “recep-
tion” ’ in Newport and its ‘consumption in the form […] of a book’.19 Neither 
paratext should be considered alone. Only by examining both the catalogues 
and the marginalia can we assess the degree to which the Minerva Press gothic 
novel terrified and delighted Newport readers decades after its London heyday. 

Catalogues: Promoting the Minerva Press Gothic Novel 
‘Persons Sending for Books from this Catalogue, will Please to send by the Num-
bers’, requested Hammond’s 1858 catalogue. Hammond published this catalogue 
and others not only to assist patrons in locating and selecting books but also, 
and more importantly, to promote his stock. As one of his primary promotional 
tools, the catalogues affected how patrons encountered the library’s collection 
of Minerva Press gothic novels. According to Edward Jacobs, circulating-library 
catalogues ordered literary knowledge in highly predictable ways. In so doing, 
they ‘called upon book selectors to perceive, experience, and judge books in ways 
that interacted […] with the practices of reading and writing’.20 Contending that 
Hammond’s catalogues performed a similar function, this section considers 
four catalogues with particular attention to the 1858 catalogue, which not only 
contained all of Minerva’s gothic novels under examination but also reflected 
Hammond’s cataloguing strategies towards the end of the library’s operation.21 
The catalogues organised, altered and supplemented many of the collection’s 
Minerva gothic titles. As a result, the catalogues singled out the novels, high-
lighted their gothic mode and provided evidence of their quality. 

All four catalogues arranged titles in alphabetical order in the main or a 
generic listing. According to Garside and Jacobs, that organisational strategy 
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encouraged generic reading practices. Period novels, notoriously gothic novels, 
recycled the same title lead words, such as ‘castle’ and ‘mystery’. As a result, 
similar titles inevitably appeared alongside each other in a catalogue’s alpha-
betical listing. Subscribers who wanted novels akin to those they had already 
read would have likely turned to titles with the same title lead word even if that 
presumed generic similarity was misleading.22 Enhancing the impression that 
novels with similar title lead words were virtually interchangeable, Hammond’s 
library occupied the same space as his dry-goods store, as lists of available dry 
goods in the 1820s and 1844–45 catalogues reminded subscribers. The spatial 
proximity of books and dry goods, two commodities operating on different 
business models, invited customers to believe that one castle novel could easily 
substitute for another just as one piece of linen might serve as well as another.

Although it is generally the case that Hammond’s cataloguing strategies 
and business architecture promoted just such a perception, the 1858 catalogue 
arranged some novels more complexly. For example, when hypothetical subscrib-
ers opened the catalogue, they would have discovered eighteen titles beginning 
with ‘mystery’ or some variation. While it may have given the impression that 
mystery novels were essentially interchangeable, this arrangement alone in no 
way guaranteed that all eighteen novels belonged to the same genre or that, 
moreover, subscribers would have recognised among them five original Minerva 
Press gothic titles. Curiously, Hammond placed these five titles out of strict 
alphabetical order (to which he rarely conformed) in an almost continuous, 
nearly uninterrupted numeric sequence in the 1300s within the larger mystery 
section, whose numbers ranged from the 1300s to the 6000s. In all likelihood, 
the Minerva sequence corresponded to shelf order and reflected the novels’ 
acquisition dates. In any case, the catalogue did not organise titles numerically, 
and other, non-Minerva titles that should have belonged to this sequence by 
virtue of number appeared elsewhere in the mystery section. Thus, even if it 
resulted from an alphabetical or a numerical accident, this cluster nevertheless 
called attention to these Minerva Press gothic novels as a particular subgenre 
of mystery novel while effectively preventing them from being dispersed across 
the section. Augmenting this visual effect, the catalogue placed just before the 
Minerva sequence Radcliffe’s The Mysteries of Udolpho (1794), the imminently 
recognisable gothic novel. That placement showcased these Minerva Press 
gothic novels as a worthy subdivision of Hammond’s collection of otherwise 
potentially fungible mystery novels. 

In addition to arranging Minerva Press titles, Hammond occasionally altered 
them. In fact, circulating-library proprietors often enhanced titles to inform 
and entice readers.23 Hammond’s alterations typically foregrounded novels’ 
genres and settings. For example, he changed some titles’ genres from ‘novel’ to 
‘romance’ and even added nationalities to those generic designations. In the 1858 
catalogue, the genres of The Castle of Ollada. A Romance (1795), Lusignan, or 
the Abbaye of La Trappe. A Novel (1801) and Edmund of the Forest. An Historical 
Novel (1797) (as rendered on the novels’ title pages24) became, respectively, ‘a 
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Spanish romance’, ‘a French romance’ and ‘a romance’. By replacing ‘novel’ with 
‘romance’, Hammond signalled to patrons the titles’ gothic genre.25 Considering 
his patrons’ alleged taste for the Minerva Press gothic brand, Hammond had 
a financial motive in making the novels’ genre explicit. Moreover, his addition 
of national markers invoked far-flung, even exotic settings that might have 
appealed to thrill-seeking Newport readers. Thus, collectively, these altered 
titles served not only ‘to designate’ and ‘to indicate subject matter’, to borrow 
Genette’s words, but also ‘to tempt the public’.26 

While Hammond most often organised and altered Minerva Press titles, he 
occasionally changed their authorship, notably to novels published anonymously. 
In fact, almost half of the Minerva Press gothic novels in Hammond’s collection 
were published anonymously—a statistic roughly in line with Minerva Press 
authorship in 1800.27 Pervasive during the Romantic period, anonymous-novel 
publishing served ‘to impose greater similarity, regularity, and predictability on 
the nature and habit of novel-reading, in other words to turn novels into uniform 
and mutually substitutable commodities, and the renting and reading of them 
into a regular habit’.28 If novels could be interchanged by virtue of anonymous 
authorship or similar title, they risked getting lost in the shuffle of such a large 
circulating library. To avoid that consequence, Hammond could have identified 
the authors, when known, of anonymous novels and elevated them to the select 
company of authors whose titles he listed in separate author sections in the three 
1840s and 1850s catalogues. Undoubtedly, the author sections drew subscribers’ 
attention to certain novelists, such as Walter Scott, thirty-nine of whose titles 
appeared under his name in the 1858 catalogue’s author section. However, that 
section listed only one author, Eliza Parsons, with at least one Minerva gothic 
novel in the subset under examination, and that novel, The Mysterious Warning 
(1796), was not published anonymously.

Instead, Hammond chose other strategies, ones admittedly tenuous and thus 
less effective but ones that nonetheless used authorship for their ‘classificatory 
function’: a function that, according to Michel Foucault, ‘permits one to group 
together a certain number of texts, define them, differentiate them from and 
contrast them to others’.29 For example, the 1858 catalogue included Minerva 
Press gothic novels originally attributed to Anna Maria Mackenzie and ‘Gabri-
elli’, the pseudonym of Elizabeth Meeke. In addition, the catalogue listed Danish 
Massacre (1791) and The Sicilian (1798), novels attributed at publication by way 
of the authors’ previous novels but attributed by Hammond, respectively, to Mrs 
Mackenzie and Gabrielli.30 Although several Mackenzie and Gabrielli novels 
were dispersed throughout the main title listing, fans would have been more 
apt to select the novelists’ other titles if attributed by name. Hammond used a 
different technique with Melbourne (1798). While the title page attributed the 
novel to ‘the author of Deloraine [1789]’, he credited ‘the author of Reginald, &c.’ 
Hammond likely took his cue from the title page of Reginald, ‘by the author of 
Melbourne, &c.’ By substituting Reginald for Deloraine—an ‘Italian romance’ 
(as his catalogue labelled the former) for ‘a domestic tale’ (as his catalogue and 
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the title page labelled the latter); a novel attributed to Melbourne’s author for an 
anonymous novel—Hammond effectively cross-referenced two Minerva gothic 
novels.31 Though subtle, these changes grouped some anonymous Minerva Press 
gothic novels and, in some cases, linked them to other novels attributed by name. 
These groupings effectively drew subscribers’ attention to particular authors.  

Generally, Hammond’s arrangements and alterations informed subscribers 
about book content while enticing them to select certain novels. Supplemen-
tary information in some catalogue entries, notably in the 1820s catalogue, not 
only informed and enticed readers but also evaluated the novels. A few entries 
offered unattributed quotations, sometimes derived from the novels’ title 
pages. For instance, the quotation appended to the catalogue entry for The 
Mystic Castle (1796) abbreviated and spliced the two Hamlet epigraphs on the 
novel’s title page: ‘ “Foul deeds will rise; murder will speak” ’ (p. 47).32 Though 
compressed, this literary quotation gave subscribers with a penchant for the 
gothic an immediate impression of the novel’s lurid themes. To enhance just 
such an effect, the catalogue passed over the epigraph on the title page of The 
Mysterious Warning to capitalise on the novel’s gothic theme of mystery. Instead 
of ‘ “Thus conscience | Can make cowards of us all” ’,33 the catalogue entry read: 
‘ “a seared conscience fears mystery” ’ (p. 47). Other entries in the 1820s catalogue 
provided information, sometimes quoted and attributed, that likely came from 
the novels’ contemporary reviews. For example, the catalogue quoted from a 
review, attributed to the Critical Review, of The Forest of Hohenelbe (1803): ‘here 
are caverns inhabited by outlaws, massy chains, and impenetrable prisons: all 
probable’ (p. 38). If the title alone did not sufficiently reveal the novel’s content, 
the excerpted review detailed the gothic elements that awaited the book selec-
tor. The excerpted review of Melbourne, quoted and attributed to the Critical 
Review, forewent the gothic for a simple declaration of the novel’s quality: 
‘ “the characters are original and interesting, the plan ingenious” ’ (p. 45). For 
subscribers unfamiliar with particular Minerva Press gothic novels in Ham-
mond’s collection, reviews such as this one assured book selectors of the novels’ 
quality.  

In appending these reviews, Hammond made an unusual marketing decision. 
Certainly, his decision was not without precedent. For example, Caritat included 
excerpts from London reviews in his so-called ‘explanatory catalogs’.34 However, 
by the 1820s, at least one to three decades after the publication of Hammond’s 
Minerva gothic novels, these recycled British reviews surely appeared outdated to 
Newport readers. Rather than updating them to reflect then-current American 
tastes, Hammond mostly abandoned this marketing strategy in later catalogues. 
Even so, Hammond’s subscribers still had access to reviews that the Minerva 
Press appended to advertisements in the volumes’ final pages.35 For example, at 
the end of Volume Three of Anecdotes of the Altamont Family (1800), the adver-
tisement for Reginald, or the House of Mirandola (1799), ‘Just published ’, quoted 
a flattering excerpt from the London Review, dated January 1800.36 Although 
Hammond obviously did not insert these advertisements, they nevertheless 
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informed readers about the novels’ content and their perceived quality. In so do-
ing, the advertisements supplemented Hammond’s promotional strategies—but 
probably ineffectively and inauthentically: ineffectively because, as remnants of 
a then-defunct London press, they solicited mid-century Newport patrons to 
read, even to purchase, novels oddly described as ‘ just published’; inauthenti-
cally because the positive reviews came from earlier professional British readers. 
In contrast, the volumes’ marginalia, to which this essay now turns, provided 
advice from ordinary readers about how to read these novels.

Marginalia: Modelling the Reading Experience
‘Books lost, written in, or otherwise damaged, must be paid for’, warned Ham-
mond’s subscription terms, pasted in Orwell Manor (1795) and other novels.37 
Not alone in condemning marginalia, Hammond’s library conspired with other 
nineteenth-century institutions, such as schools and public libraries, to curb 
the habit. Despite the warning, some readers left, or had already left, copious 
marginalia in Hammond’s Minerva Press gothic collection. Like their predeces-
sors across the centuries, these writers of marginalia sought to improve, correct, 
supplement, cross-reference, assess, correct and otherwise comment on texts. 
With only a few possible exceptions, these marginalia, ‘the actual responses of 
actual readers’ at some time and in some place, cannot be definitively attributed 
to Hammond’s patrons, since his collection probably belonged to at least two 
previous libraries.38 Regardless of their origins, these marginalia nevertheless 
reflected and shaped an ‘interpretative community’ of Minerva gothic-novel 
readers, including Hammond’s Newport subscribers across a half century.39 
These marginalia sometimes underscored and at other times undermined Ham-
mond’s promotional strategies. In so doing, the marginalia served as models 
for how to read Minerva Press gothic novels: models that Hammond’s patrons 
could consider and either adopt or reject.40

Many readers commented on characters and plots. More than any other type 
of comment, these comments illustrate the differences between Hammond’s 
catalogues and readers’ marginalia. Preparing subscribers for gothic reading 
experiences, the 1858 catalogue placed The Mystic Castle and The Castle of Caith-
ness in gothic company with, respectively, other ‘mystery’ and ‘castle’ listings, 
and the 1820s catalogue quoted parts of the eerie epigraph on The Mystic Castle’s 
title page. However, the readers of these novels did not limit their attention 
to gothic elements. For example, one reader of The Mystic Castle labelled Jane, 
De Mowbray’s aspiring daughter, ‘a hateful bitch’ (ii, 36). One reader of The 
Castle of Caithness provided a playful running commentary on a passionate 
scene between the imprisoned Isabel and Edward. Next to passages in which 
the characters swoon and embrace, the reader wrote: ‘how I do love her’; ‘and 
then what fun’; ‘Oh what loving times’; ‘dear good little soul’; ‘and kisses him’.41 
While those readers shifted attention from the gothic, one reader of Reginald 
engaged with the gothic only to deflate it. At one point, Sigismond, the rightful 
heir of Mirandola, sees a tombstone engraved with his mother Hypolita’s name. 
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Underneath the inscription, the reader wrote: ‘She is still living’ (iii, 203). This 
plot spoiler joined the other readers above in modelling reading experiences that 
read away from the gothic or against it altogether. As a result, they compromised 
Hammond’s promotional goals and invited later readers to follow suit. 

Like commenters on characters and plots, readers who supplemented the 
volumes with visual and textual materials engaged with non-gothic and gothic 
features alike. Their supplements ranged from the whimsical and the parodic 
to the studious. For example, in the first few blank pages of Volumes Three and 
Four, a reader of Correlia, or the Mystic Tomb (1802) provided makeshift fron-
tispieces. Drawing as many as four illustrations, the reader labelled two of them 
‘beautiful Correlia’.42 At the end of Lusignan, or the Abbaye of La Trappe, a reader 
added advertisements below and opposite the existing advertisement for First 
Love. A Novel. In Three Volumes (1801). Cleverly mimicking print, this reader 
created advertisements for ‘Second Love in Four Volumes’ and for ‘Nothing in 
Eighty Volumes’ (iv, n.p.). By parodying its predictable titles, its multi-volume 
formats and even its perceived vacuousness, this reader undermined the liter-
ary pretensions of Minerva Press novels and arguably influenced subsequent 
readers to adopt a similar opinion. In contrast, other readers appreciated the 
novels’ literary aspirations. For instance, in the first volume of Edmund of the 
Forest, Edmund requests that his host, Sir James, ‘listen to my tale’. Apparently 
detecting an allusion to Hamlet (i. 5. 15), one reader underlined ‘I shall unfold’ 
(the phrase that followed) and noted at the foot of the page: ‘I shall a tale unfold, 
&c’ (p. 222). Unlike Hammond, who lifted lines from title pages for promotional 
purposes, this reader recognised the novel’s literariness, demonstrated literary 
competence for the gothic in particular and facilitated future readers’ apprecia-
tion for the literary mode.

Readers who edited the novels also engaged with literary language, not 
necessarily to appreciate it, but often to improve, parody and even criticise it. 
Take, for example, a series of edits to Edmund of the Forest. In Volume Two, a 
reader struck the phrase ‘thought he’ towards the beginning of a passage about 
Edmund’s internal reflections and placed the phrase at the end of the paragraph 
(p. 63). Striking the word ‘ah’ in that passage, a reader, probably the same one, 
wrote ‘Too many ah’s’ next to an advertisement at the end of Volume Two and 
later, in the first few pages of the next volume, added ‘B’ to ‘Ah’ as well as ‘Ah!’ 
and ‘O, Ah!’ to numerous passages (pp. 10–15). Back in Volume Two, the same 
or another reader wrote below an epigraph ‘Too much of ’ next to ‘Shakespeare’ 
(p. 110). In the next volume, four of the first seven chapters begin with Shake-
speare epigraphs. Arriving at Chapter 8 and discovering an epigraph from John 
Home’s tragedy Douglas (1756), the weary reader wrote ‘Good’ above the epi-
graph’s attribution and changed the epigraph’s ‘ah!’ to ‘oh!’ (p. 113). In making 
these edits, the reader(s) demonstrated and modelled a different level of literary 
competence from that of the reader who detected the Hamlet allusion. Show-
ing sufficient literary sophistication to recognise an author’s repetitive patterns 
and tiresome homage to Shakespeare, the reader(s) questioned the quality of 
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the Minerva Press gothic novel while suggesting that at least some readers no 
longer expected deference to the literary canon.43   

In commenting on, supplementing and editing the novels, earlier readers 
surely anticipated a future readership for their marginalia. However, it is mainly 
when they evaluated the novels’ quality that we witness their creation of a larger 
‘interpretative community’ and their implicit invitation to future readers to 
join. For instance, when the ghost of the murdered Glencairn appears to his 
son Edward in The Castle of Caithness, one B declared: ‘I like not the gosts [sic] 
in romances.’ In response, another reader wrote ‘not me either’. Joining the 
running commentary, one L took a shot at B’s orthographic deficiencies: ‘I wish 
B knew how to spell Ghost’ (ii, 73). Two of these comments showed a lack of 
appreciation for the novel’s gothic machinery; two comments engaged as much 
with other readers as with the novel itself. Broadening their scope to the novel 
as a whole, multiple readers left overwhelmingly favourable comments at the 
end of the novel: ‘Highly animated material and engaging’; ‘Excellent’; ‘Beauti-
ful’; ‘Superlative in the highest degree’ (ii, 256). This sequence and others like 
it in Hammond’s collection prove that some readers noticed previous readers’ 
comments. Moreover, unlike professional reviews, these marginalia reflected 
the musings of ordinary readers who not only evaluated the novels but also 
left space for others to contribute. This makeshift ‘interpretative community’ 
of unknown readers potentially included future readers who, even if they left 
no trace, still encountered, and were arguably influenced by, these marginalia. 

Obviously intended and promoted for reading, these novels often met unan-
ticipated fates in the hands of some readers. For instance, Romance of the Castle 
(1800) served, in part, as notepaper. On a blank page at the front of Volume One, 
a reader listed three Walter Scott novels: ‘Rob Roy Guy Mannering Waverly 
[sic]’.44 Whether dissatisfied with Romance of the Castle or simply planning future 
reading, this reader ironically used the paper in an anonymous popular novel 
printed at a down-market press to list a celebrity author’s respectable novels.45 
On a blank page at the back of Volume Two, a reader (likely one Stephen, whose 
name appears on the same page) recorded a palindrome by John Taylor: ‘Lewd 
did I live and evil [I did] dwel’. Perhaps the evil machinations of the novel’s 
Longueville inspired the notation, or perhaps the notation had no connection 
to the novel’s plot at all. In any case, Stephen, like the list-maker, valued the 
novel as much for its material as for its content and invited subsequent readers 
to entertain similar uses that Hammond would not have intended, much less 
promoted.

All in all, these sample marginalia extended and countered Hammond’s 
promotional strategies in both purpose and content. Generally speaking, Ham-
mond’s catalogues informed subscribers and enticed them to select novels by 
highlighting the novels’ gothic characteristics while promising quality reading 
experiences. In contrast, the marginalia read with, against and beyond the 
gothic; they accepted and questioned the novels’ literary quality; they even 
put the novels to alternative uses. In leaving traces of what they read, how they 



118 romantic textualities 23

read it and how they used books, these unknown readers shaped the reading 
experiences of future readers, including Hammond’s subscribers. Clearly, this 
community was far from univocal in its appraisal of the Minerva Press gothic 
novel. Two comments in particular epitomised readers’ divergent views. One 
reader of The Mystic Castle teased future readers by writing upside down and 
backwards: ‘Novels are bad things Don[’]t you think so’ (i, 131). A reader of 
Who’s the Murderer? Or the Mystery of the Forest (1802) could not have disagreed 
more: ‘He that says there is no Good from a Novel is a Liar’.46

Conclusion
James Hammond’s Circulating Library and, in particular, its collection of Mi-
nerva Press gothic novels illuminate one aspect of nineteenth-century Newport 
experience. The term ‘experience’ derives from the late work of Foucault. In his 
1982–83 lectures at the Collège de France, he defines ‘focal points of experience’ 
as the intersection of ‘a possible knowledge (savoir), normative frameworks of 
behavior for individuals, and potential modes of existence for possible sub-
jects’.47 The first two ‘dimensions of […] experience’—namely, knowledge and 
power—found expression in Hammond’s promotion of Minerva Press gothic 
novels.48 Using catalogues as one of his primary promotional tools, Hammond 
organised literary knowledge by title and other recognisable terms. Within 
those arrangements, he occasionally enhanced individual catalogue entries 
with reviews and alternative titles. The catalogues in turn shaped Hammond’s 
patrons by informing their literary knowledge, influencing their book selection 
and moulding their expectations about their upcoming reading experiences.

The marginalia constitute the third ‘dimension’ of this particular Newport 
‘experience’—in brief, subjectivity. Subject formation is, Foucault implies, two-
fold: both a process that potential subjects undergo and the models that they 
consider while undergoing that process. Unfortunately, we cannot definitively 
determine the models of subject formation that influenced this study’s margina-
lia writers. However, from their marginalia, we see the effects of their formation 
as readers of Minerva Press gothic novels, a specific subjectivity among others 
available to Newport readers of circulating-library books. According to Foucault, 
‘the individual’ who undergoes a process of subject formation ‘delimits that part 
of himself that will form the object of his moral practice, defines his position 
relative to the precept he will follow, and decides on a certain mode of being 
that will serve as his moral goal’.49 Likewise, these marginalia writers staked 
out ‘position[s]’ towards literary language: whether to read for enjoyment or for 
literary competence—or whether to read at all. Likewise, they adopted ‘mode[s] 
of being’: attitudes—playful, derisive and even parodic—towards characters, ac-
tions and words; positions of editor and evaluator; and relationships—critical or 
agreeable and almost certainly imaginative—with unknown readers across time. 

These writers’ marginalia in turn served as models for future readers, in-
cluding Hammond’s patrons, in their own process of subject formation. These 
models at times supplemented, and at other times diverged from, Hammond’s 
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promotional strategies, which initially shaped patrons’ expectations of the nov-
els’ content. According to Foucault, ‘models’ of subject formation include ones 
‘proposed for setting up and developing relationships with the self ’ and ‘for the 
transformations that one seeks to accomplish with oneself as object’.50 At a basic 
level, the marginalia provided options for what and how to read—options that 
subscribers could take, ignore or modify. In making those concrete decisions, 
however small and seemingly inconsequential, readers effectively enhanced and 
even altered their ongoing formation as Minerva gothic readers. 

To understand this nineteenth-century Newport ‘experience’, we must 
examine both Hammond’s catalogues and readers’ marginalia. Without ad-
dressing both paratexts, we would fail to see what induced these resort-town 
readers to read Minerva Press gothic novels and how a library proprietor and 
earlier readers shaped future gothic reading experiences. Such an analysis neces-
sarily requires attention to a specific historical site, and that focused attention 
obviously comes with limitations. After all, James Hammond’s Circulating 
Library—its catalogues, its collection and its patrons—cannot tell us every-
thing about nineteenth-century American readers of Minerva Press gothic 
novels. That limitation notwithstanding, this local site nevertheless increases 
our understanding of the transatlantic, multi-decade history of Minerva Press 
gothic novels while suggesting similar sites for future work. •
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