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    This collection gathers Edmund Gosse’s Gossip in a Library, a sequence of essays in which an English critic and historian of literature opens his own shelves to the curious reader. The volume does not reprint the primary works named in its contents; rather, it offers appreciations, histories, and reflections upon them. Gosse’s method is to take a single book, author, or pamphlet—famous, obscure, or merely odd—and to explore its provenance, character, and fortunes. In doing so, he presents a personal map of English reading across centuries, from antiquarian monuments to modern trifles, always with an eye to how books live among readers.

Across these chapters the range of genres is deliberately various. Camden’s Britannia brings topography and national antiquities; A Mirror for Magistrates, the moralized chronicle in verse. A Poet in Prison and Death’s Duel turn to devotional and carceral contexts, the latter centering a celebrated final sermon. Gerard’s Herbal represents scientific compilation, while Pharamond recalls the sprawling heroic romance. A Volume of Old Plays surveys drama; A Censor of Poets and The Romance of a Dictionary address criticism and lexicography. Letters and diaries appear in Love and Business and The Diary of a Lover of Literature; nature writing in The Natural History of Selborne; reception, sport, and satire in Peter Bell and His Tormentors, The Fancy, and Ultra-Crepidarius.

Yet this miscellany is not random. Gosse’s abiding subject is the social life of books: how they are made, owned, annotated, praised, traduced, forgotten, and revived. Titles like A Volume of Old Plays and A Censor of Poets trace changing canons; The Romance of a Dictionary and Gerard’s Herbal illuminate the labors that underwrite reference and description. What Ann Lang Read evokes private, everyday reading, while Beau Nash and Pompey the Little expose the theatrics of public taste. Throughout, Gosse treats editions, marginalia, and provenance as clues to meaning, using bibliographical detail to frame humane criticism and to chart the migrations of literary reputation.

Gosse’s manner is urbane, exact, and companionable. He prefers anecdote to system, but his narratives rest on close acquaintance with texts, editions, and sources. His judgments are firm without pedantry, and his wit—never cruel—presses the oddity of a title or the vanity of a fashion into service of understanding. He writes neither as an antiquary sealed from life nor as a mere raconteur; instead, he models criticism that moves easily between the library table and the larger world. The essays cultivate clarity over jargon, inviting readers to share both the tactile pleasures of books and the intellectual pleasures of context.

Read together, these studies demonstrate how a literary tradition is assembled from major monuments and minor survivals. Gosse anticipates concerns central to book history—material form, circulation, reception—while retaining the liberty of a personal essayist. He argues, implicitly, that delight and knowledge need not be at odds: one may cherish a slender volume like Ionica as intensely as a classic like The Natural History of Selborne. His rescues of the overlooked encourage curiosity rather than nostalgia, showing that neglected texts can clarify the temper of their times and ours. The result is a guidebook to taste, method, and sympathetic attention.

Each chapter stands alone, and the order encourages variety rather than system. One may begin with the INTRODUCTORY essay and wander as inclination dictates, pairing Gosse’s pages with the works he evokes. Peter Bell and His Tormentors considers the early fortunes of a contested poem; Pompey the Little presents a society viewed through a pet’s adventures; The Life of John Buncle follows an eccentric mind at large. Smart’s Poems and Lady Winchilsea’s Poems frame differing modes of lyric intensity; Ultra-Crepidarius exemplifies polemical critique. Such premises suffice here; the essays themselves supply the texture, the context, and the measured, unspoiling appreciation.

In calling his book Gossip in a Library, Gosse names a practice and a promise: learned conversation conducted among bindings and title-pages, amiable yet exact. The collection’s unity lies in that practice, whatever the period, genre, or fame of the volume under notice. It is a portrait of an individual reader’s catholic curiosity, and, by extension, an education in attentive reading. The Index will aid retracing and cross-reference, but the true guidance is Gosse’s voice—alert to rarity without fetish, to tradition without rigidity. He offers company rather than conclusions, and a model of criticism grounded in pleasure, patience, and scruple.
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    Gossip in a Library appeared in London in 1891, when Edmund Gosse (1849–1928) had matured as a late‑Victorian man of letters steeped in rare books and periodical debate. Trained in the British Museum library in the 1860s and long active in criticism, he wrote amid a revival of antiquarian curiosity and cheap reprint series that re-opened the byways of English literature. Friends and fellow essayists such as Andrew Lang and Austin Dobson were similarly recovering minor poets, diarists, and pamphleteers. Gosse’s urbane, Addisonian manner framed scholarship as conversation, while the expanding London book trade and a widening educated public rewarded narratives about how books first lived.

Several essays look back to the Tudor and early Stuart print world, shaped by Reformation politics and humanist learning. The Stationers’ Company charter of 1557 consolidated control of presses, yet fostered prolific output. Camden’s chorography Britannia (1586) mapped an English past; Gerard’s Herbal (1597) domesticated continental botany for London readers; the Mirror for Magistrates (1559) moralized national history; and John Donne’s last sermon, Death’s Duel (1631), confronted mortality at Whitehall. Gosse treats these as monuments of a nation defining itself through topography, exempla, and pulpit rhetoric, and he weighs how authority migrated from court and church to the printed page in a burgeoning metropolis.

The later seventeenth century supplies Gosse with episodes of rule-bound taste and extravagant imagination. The Restoration of 1660 reopened the theaters, but neoclassical precepts hardened, typified by Thomas Rymer’s strictures in The Tragedies of the Last Age Consider’d (1678) and A Short View of Tragedy (1693), the “censor” of poets. At the same time, heroic romances like La Calprenède’s Pharamond (1661; in English thereafter) satisfied a courtly appetite for magnitude. Anthologies of “old plays” began to fix dramatic memory in print. Gosse reads these crosscurrents—authority versus freedom, France versus England—through the lens of a critic amused by systems yet fond of anomalies.

With the eighteenth century, the metropolis of Grub Street and the coffeehouse emerges. Booksellers such as John Dunton—publisher of the Athenian Mercury and author of Love and Business (1700)—animate Gosse’s pages as brokers of curiosity. The expanding mail and advertisement culture connected readers to serial print, while lexicography culminated in Samuel Johnson’s Dictionary (1755), the subject of his playful “romance.” Private diaries and commonplace books, like Thomas Green’s Diary of a Lover of Literature (privately printed in 1810 from earlier notes), reveal everyday reading. Domestic fashions, from lapdogs to “favorite cats,” frame satire and sentiment, showing how taste migrated from drawing room to press.

Gosse also tracks the Enlightenment’s mingling of curiosity and civility. Gilbert White’s Natural History of Selborne (1789) exemplifies parish-scale science, where observation, correspondence, and Anglican decorum shaped natural knowledge. Polite sociability reached a climax at Bath under the master of ceremonies Richard “Beau” Nash (d. 1761), whose theatrics mediated status and leisure. Eccentric prose like Thomas Amory’s The Life of John Buncle (1756–1766) and moralized miniatures such as Pompey the Little (1751) register the same world of travel, conversation, and humane wit. Gosse’s retrospective tone balances affection with skepticism about fashion, noting how provincial networks sustained national culture.

The Romantic decades sharpen the collection’s interest in controversy, parody, and the power of reviewers. Wordsworth’s delayed Peter Bell (published 1819) prompted immediate burlesques by John Hamilton Reynolds and others, dramatizing a market that answered poems with counter-poems. William Hazlitt’s Ultra-Crepidarius (1819) fired back at Tory arbiter William Gifford, emblem of the combative Quarterlies. Meanwhile the sporting subculture of “the fancy,” celebrated in the 1810s–1820s by Pierce Egan and his illustrators, linked print to spectacle. Gosse navigates these disputes with cool detachment, attentive to how political alignments, metropolitan periodicals, and the appetite for sensation redirected reputations within a generation.

In mid-Victorian retrospect, Gosse considers how experimental allegory and intimate lyric reset ambitions for English poetry and prose. George Meredith’s The Shaving of Shagpat (1856) tried Orientalist fable as a vehicle for modern satire, while William Cory’s Ionica (1858; expanded later) distilled private feeling through classical restraint. He notes parallel recoveries—Lady Winchilsea’s once-neglected verse, the renewed esteem for Christopher Smart’s Song to David (1763), and the occasional dignity of aristocratic amateurs like the Dukes of Rutland—alongside the gatekeeping of circulating libraries such as Mudie’s (founded 1842). The resulting map of taste shows fashion, influence, and institutional power determining posterity.

All these episodes are filtered through the era’s bibliomania and the mechanisms of collecting. Since the sensational Roxburghe sale of 1812, auctions, catalogues, and dealers such as Bernard Quaritch had disciplined desire for rarity. By the 1890s, private‑press idealism (for example, the Kelmscott Press launched in 1891) and nascent societies for bibliography (formally organized in 1892) encouraged stylish erudition. Gosse, writing for London journals and salons, makes his private shelves a public stage where provenance notes, marginalia, and odd imprints yield cultural history. His audience prized such “gossip” because it converted connoisseurship into narrative, and reframed the English canon as a negotiated archive.
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    Framing Materials (Introductory; Index)
The opening sketch sets Gosse’s method of browsing rare shelves to recover the lives of books and their readers, in an urbane, anecdotal key.
The closing index doubles as a map of his curiosities, underscoring recurring motifs of rescue, classification, and the pleasures of informed taste.
Antiquarian and Natural Histories (Camden's 'Britannia'; Gerard's Herbal; The Natural History of Selborne)
Gosse revisits grand surveys, herbals, and parish natural histories to show how raw observation turns literary through temperament and style.
He notes the blend of careful fact and credulous lore, and how topography, botany, and field-notes form a national self-portrait.
Moral Admonition and Devotional Rhetoric (A Mirror for Magistrates; Death's Duel; Cats)
From didactic chronicles and a valedictory sermon to a Dutch emblem-moralist, these pieces probe texts that teach by spectacle and memento mori.
Gosse balances respect for grave eloquence with clear-eyed attention to period rhetoric and the uses of piety in public life.
Early Drama and Canon-Crafters (A Volume of Old Plays; A Censor of Poets)
Surveying revival anthologies and an officious arbiter of taste, Gosse shows how miscellanies and judgments shaped what drama survived.
He relishes odd survivals and uneven verdicts, tracing the fitful, partisan making of a canon.
Poets Rediscovered and Confined (Lady Winchilsea's Poems; Smart's Poems; The Duke of Rutland's Poems; Ionica; A Poet in Prison)
From a refined aristocratic voice and a fervent visionary to a discreet classicist and minor noble versifier, Gosse rehabilitates poets prized for cadence and character more than fame.
He also reconsiders a poet’s incarceration, weighing biographical pathos against textual texture and the era’s appetite for literary legend.
Lexicographical Romance (The Romance of a Dictionary)
Treating the dictionary as a narrative object, Gosse uncovers the personal stories and temperaments buried in word-hoards.
The essay delights in drift, accident, and obsession, presenting reference as cultural record rather than mere utility.
Amatory Letters and the Marketplace (Amasia; Love and Business)
In these amatory miscellanies and casebooks, private feeling meets print commerce, turning correspondence into staged performance.
Gosse tracks tonal shifts from playful to plaintive while noting how format and address manufacture intimacy for an audience.
Private Reading Lives (What Ann Lang Read; The Diary of a Lover of Literature)
A provincial list and a devotee’s diary open windows onto everyday encounters with books and the slow formation of taste.
Gosse mines marginalia and habit for evidence, reconstructing scarcity, aspiration, and social drift from small records.
Urban Spectacle and Sporting Worlds (Beau Nash; The Fancy)
Portraits of fashionable management and prize-ring culture reveal literature’s ties to sociability, slang, and display.
The essays savor theatricality and cant while marking how ephemeral scenes congeal into period style.
Parody, Invective, and Reputation (Peter Bell and His Tormentors; Ultra-Crepidarius)
Following parodies around a contentious poem and a stinging lampoon, Gosse maps the economy of attack and counter-attack.
He reads scurrility and wit as tests of authority, charting how reputations wobble under mockery.
Eccentric Romances and Satirical Novels (Pharamond; Pompey the Little; The Life of John Buncle; The Shaving of Shagpat)
From a baroque heroic romance to a lapdog’s social circuit, a cheerful autodidact’s adventures, and an ornate allegory, Gosse samples narrative oddities that stretch genre.
The prevailing mood is amused curiosity, stressing invention, satire, and the pleasures of extravagance over plot.
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O blessed Letters, that combine in one


All ages past, and make one live with all:


By you we doe conferre with who are gone,


And the dead-living unto councell call:


By you th' unborne shall have communion


Of what we feele, and what doth us befall.



SAM. DANIEL Musophilus. 1602.
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It is curious to reflect that the library, in our customary sense,
is quite a modern institution. Three hundred years ago there were no
public libraries in Europe. The Ambrosian, at Milan, dates from 1608;
the Bodleian, at Oxford, from 1612. To these Angelo Rocca added his in
Rome, in 1620. But private collections of books always existed, and
these were the haunts of learning, the little glimmering hearths over
which knowledge spread her cold fingers, in the darkest ages of the
world. To-day, although national and private munificence has increased
the number of public libraries so widely that almost every reader is
within reach of books, the private library still flourishes. There
are men all through the civilised world to whom a book is a jewel—an
individual possession of great price[3q]. I have been asked to gossip
about my books, for I also am a bibliophile[1q]. But when I think of the
great collections of fine books, of the libraries of the magnificent,
I do not know whether I dare admit any stranger to glance at mine.
The Mayor of Queenborough feels as though he were a very important
personage till Royalty drives through his borough without noticing his
scarf and his cocked hat; and then, for the first time, he observes
how small the Queenborough town-hall is. But if one is to gossip about
books, it is, perhaps, as well that one should have some limits. I
will leave the masters of bibliography to sing of greater matters, and
will launch upon no more daring voyage than one autour de ma pauvre
bibliothèque.

I have heard that the late Mr. Edward Solly, a very pious and
worshipful lover of books, under several examples of whose book-plate
I have lately reverently placed my own, was so anxious to fly all
outward noise that he built himself a library in his garden. I have
been told that the books stood there in perfect order, with the
rose-spray flapping at the window, and great Japanese vases exhaling
such odours as most annoy an insect-nostril. The very bees would come
to the window, and sniff, and boom indignantly away again. The silence
there was perfect. It must have been in such a secluded library that
Christian Mentzelius was at work when he heard the male book-worm flap
his wings, and crow like a cock in calling to his mate. I feel sure
that even Mentzelius, a very courageous writer, would hardly pretend
that he could hear such a "shadow of all sound" elsewhere. That is
the library I should like to have. In my sleep, "where dreams are
multitude," I sometimes fancy that one day I shall have a library in
a garden[2q]. The phrase seems to contain the whole felicity of man—"a
library in a garden!" It sounds like having a castle in Spain, or a
sheep-walk in Arcadia, and I suppose that merely to wish for it is to
be what indignant journalists call "a faddling hedonist."

In the meanwhile, my books are scattered about in cases in different
parts of a double sitting-room, where the cats carouse on one side,
and the hurdy-gurdy man girds up his loins on the other. A friend
of Boethius had a library lined with slabs of ivory and pale green
marble. I like to think of that when I am jealous of Mr. Frederick
Locker-Lampson, as the peasant thinks of the White Czar when his
master's banqueting hall dazzles him. If I cannot have cabinets of
ebony and cedar, I may just as well have plain deal, with common glass
doors to keep the dust out. I detest your Persian apparatus.

It is a curious reflection, that the ordinary private person who
collects objects of a modest luxury, has nothing about him so old as
his books. If a wave of the rod made everything around him disappear
that did not exist a century ago, he would suddenly find himself with
one or two sticks of furniture, perhaps, but otherwise alone with his
books. Let the work of another century pass, and certainly nothing
but these little brown volumes would be left, so many caskets full
of passion and tenderness, disappointed ambition, fruitless hope,
self-torturing envy, conceit aware, in maddening lucid moments, of its
own folly. I think if Mentzelius had been worth his salt, those ears
of his, which heard the book-worm crow, might have caught the echo of
a sigh from beneath many a pathetic vellum cover. There is something
awful to me, of nights, and when I am alone, in thinking of all the
souls imprisoned in the ancient books around me[4q]. Not one, I suppose,
but was ushered into the world with pride and glee, with a flushed
cheek and heightened pulse; not one enjoyed a career that in all
points justified those ample hopes and flattering promises.

The outward and visible mark of the citizenship of the book-lover is
his book-plate. There are many good bibliophiles who abide in the
trenches, and never proclaim their loyalty by a book-plate. They are
with us, but not of us; they lack the courage of their opinions; they
collect with timidity or carelessness; they have no need for the
morrow. Such a man is liable to great temptations. He is brought face
to face with that enemy of his species, the borrower, and dares not
speak with him in the gate. If he had a book-plate he would say, "Oh!
certainly I will lend you this volume, if it has not my book-plate in
it; of course, one makes a rule never to lend a book that has." He
would say this, and feign to look inside the volume, knowing right
well that this safeguard against the borrower is there already.
To have a book-plate gives a collector great serenity and
self-confidence. We have laboured in a far more conscientious spirit
since we had ours than we did before. A learned poet, Lord De Tabley,
wrote a fascinating volume on book-plates, some years ago, with
copious illustrations. There is not, however, one specimen in his book
which I would exchange for mine, the work and the gift of one of the
most imaginative of American artists, the late Edwin A. Abbey. It
represents a very fine gentleman of about 1610, walking in broad
sunlight in a garden, reading a little book of verses. The name is
coiled around him, with the motto, Gravis cantantibus umbra. I will
not presume to translate this tag of an eclogue, and I only venture to
mention such an uninteresting matter, that my indulgent readers may
have a more vivid notion of what I call my library. Mr. Abbey's fine
art is there, always before me, to keep my ideal high.

To possess few books, and those not too rich and rare for daily use,
has this advantage, that the possessor can make himself master of them
all, can recollect their peculiarities, and often remind himself of
their contents. The man that has two or three thousand books can be
familiar with them all; he that has thirty thousand can hardly have a
speaking acquaintance with more than a few. The more conscientious
he is, the more he becomes like Lucian's amateur, who was so much
occupied in rubbing the bindings of his books with sandal-wood and
saffron, that he had no time left to study the contents. After all,
with every due respect paid to "states" and editions and bindings and
tall copies, the inside of the volume is really the essential part of
it.

The excuses for collecting, however, are more than satire is ready to
admit. The first edition represents the author's first thought; in it
we read his words as he sent them out to the world in his first heat,
with the type he chose, and with such peculiarities of form as he
selected to do most justice to his creation. We often discover little
individual points in a first edition, which never occur again. And if
it be conceded that there is an advantage in reading a book in the
form which the author originally designed for it, then all the other
refinements of the collector become so many acts of respect paid
to this first virgin apparition, touching and suitable homage of
cleanness and fit adornment. It is only when this homage becomes mere
eye-service, when a book radically unworthy of such dignity is too
delicately cultivated, too richly bound, that a poor dilettantism
comes in between the reader and what he reads. Indeed, the best of
volumes may, in my estimation, be destroyed as a possession by a
binding so sumptuous that no fingers dare to open it for perusal. To
the feudal splendours of Mr. Cobden-Sanderson, a tenpenny book in a
ten-pound binding, I say fie. Perhaps the ideal library, after all, is
a small one, where the books are carefully selected and thoughtfully
arranged in accordance with one central code of taste, and intended
to be respectfully consulted at any moment by the master of their
destinies. If fortune made me possessor of one book of excessive
value, I should hasten to part with it. In a little working library,
to hold a first quarto of Hamlet, would be like entertaining a
reigning monarch in a small farmhouse at harvesting.

Much has of late been written, however, and pleasantly written, about
the collecting and preserving of books. It is not my intention here to
add to this department of modern literature. But I shall select from
among my volumes some which seem less known in detail to modern
readers than they should be, and I shall give brief "retrospective
reviews" of these as though they were new discoveries. In other cases,
where the personal history of a well-known book seems worth detaching
from our critical estimate of it, that shall be the subject of my
lucubration. Perhaps it may not be an unwelcome novelty to apply to
old books the test we so familiarly apply to new ones. They will bear
it well, for in their case there is no temptation to introduce any
element of prejudice. Mr. Bludyer himself does not fly into a passion
over a squat volume published two centuries ago, even when, as in the
case of the first edition of Harrington's Oceana, there is such a
monstrous list of errata that the writer has to tell us, by way of
excuse, that a spaniel has been "questing" among his papers.

These scarce and neglected books are full of interesting things.
Voltaire never made a more unfortunate observation than when he
said that rare books were worth nothing, since, if they were worth
anything, they would not be rare. We know better nowadays; we know how
much there is in them which may appeal to only one man here and there,
and yet to him with a voice like a clarion. There are books that have
lain silent for a century, and then have spoken with the trumpet of a
prophecy. We shall disdain nothing; we shall have a little criticism,
a little anecdote, a little bibliography; and our old book shall
go back to the shelves before it has had time to be tedious in its
babbling.

CAMDEN'S "BRITANNIA"
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BRITAIN: or a chorographical description of the most flourishing


Kingdomes, England, Scotland and Ireland, and the Ilands adioyning;


out of the depth of Antiquitie: beautified with Mappes of the severall


Shires of England; Written first in Latine by William Camden,


Clarenceux K. of A. Translated newly into English by Philémon Holland.


Londini, Impensis Georgii Bishop & Joannis Norton, M.DC.X.



There is no more remarkable example of the difference between the
readers of our light and hurrying age and those who obeyed "Eliza and
our James," than the fact that the book we have before us at this
moment, a folio of some eleven hundred pages, adorned, like a fighting
elephant, with all the weightiest panoply of learning, was one of the
most popular works of its time. It went through six editions, this
vast antiquarian itinerary, before the natural demand of the vulgar
released it from its Latin austerity; and the title-page we have
quoted is that of the earliest English edition, specially translated,
under the author's eye, by Dr. Philémon Holland, a laborious
schoolmaster of Coventry. Once open to the general public, although
then at the close of its first quarter of a century, the Britannia
flourished with a new lease of life, and continued to bloom, like a
literary magnolia, all down the seventeenth century. It Is now
as little read as other famous books of uncompromising size. The
bookshelves of to-day are not fitted for the reception of these heroic
folios, and if we want British antiquities now, we find them in terser
form and more accurately, or at least more plausibly, annotated in the
writings of later antiquaries. Giant Camden moulders at his cave's
mouth, a huge and reverend form seldom disturbed by puny passers-by.
But his once popular folio was the life work of a particularly
interesting and human person; and without affecting to penetrate to
the darkest corners of the cavern, it may be instructive to stand a
little while on the threshold.

When this first English edition of the Britannia was published,
Camden was one of the most famous of living English writers. For one
man of position who had heard of Shakespeare, there would be twenty,
at least, who were quite familiar with the claims of the Head-master
of Westminster and Clarenceux King-of-Arms. Camden was in his sixtieth
year, in 1610; he had enjoyed slow success, violent detraction, and
final triumph. His health was poor, but he continued to write history,
eager, as he says, to show that "though I have been a studious admirer
of venerable antiquity, yet have I not been altogether an incurious
spectator of modern occurrences." He stood easily first among the
historians of his time; he was respected and adored by the Court and
by the Universities, and that his fame might be completed by the
chrism of detraction, his popularity was assured from year to year by
the dropping fire of obloquy which the Papists scattered from their
secret presses. It had not been without a struggle that Camden had
attained this pinnacle; and the Britannia had been his alpenstock.

This first English edition has the special interest of representing
Camden's last thoughts. It is nominally a translation of the sixth
Latin edition, but it has a good deal of additional matter supplied
to Philémon Holland by the author, whereas later English issues
containing fresh material are believed to be so far spurious. The
Britannia grew with the life of Camden. He tells us that it was
when he was a young man of six-and-twenty, lately started on his
professional career as second master in Westminster School, that the
famous Dutch geographer, Abraham Ortelius, "dealt earnestly with me
that I would illustrate this isle of Britain." This was no light task
to undertake in 1577. The authorities were few, and these in the
highest degree occasional or fragmentary. It was not a question of
compiling a collection of topographical antiquities. The whole process
had to be gone through "from the egg."

As a youth at Oxford, Camden had turned all his best attention to this
branch of study, and what the ancients had written about England was
intimately known to him. Any one who looks at his book will see that
the first 180 pages of the Britannia could be written by a scholar
without stirring from his chair at Westminster. But when it came to
the minute description of the counties there was nothing for it but
personal travel; and accordingly Camden spent what holidays he could
snatch from his labours as a schoolmaster in making a deliberate
survey of the divisions of England. We possess some particulars of one
of these journeys, that which occupied 1582, in which he started by
Suffolk, through Yorkshire, and returned through Lancashire. He was a
very rapid worker, he spared no pains, and in 1586, nine years after
Ortelius set him going, his first draft was issued from the press. In
later times, and when his accuracy had been cruelly impeached, he set
forth his claims to attention with dignity. He said: "I have in no
wise neglected such things as are most material to search and sift out
the truth. I have attained to some skill of the most ancient British
and Anglo-Saxon tongues; I have travelled over all England for the
most part, I have conferred with most skilful observers in each
county…. I have been diligent in the records of this realm. I have
looked into most libraries, registers and memorials of churches,
cities and corporations, I have pored upon many an old roll and
evidence … that the honour of verity might in no wise be impeached."

It was no slight task to undertake such a work on such a scale. And
when the first Latin edition appeared, it was hailed as a first glory
in the diadem of Elizabeth. Specialists in particular counties found
that Camden knew more about their little circle than they themselves
had taken all their lives to learn. Lombard, the great Kentish
antiquary, said that he never knew Kent properly, till he read of it
in the Britannia. But Camden was not content to rest on his laurels.
Still, year by year, he made his painful journeys through the length
and breadth of the land, and still, as new editions were called forth,
the book grew from octavo into folio. Suddenly, about twelve years
after its first unchallenged appearance, there was issued, like a bolt
out of the blue, a very nasty pamphlet, called Discovery of certain
Errors Published in the much-commended Britannia, which created a
fine storm in the antiquarian teapot. This attack was the work of a
man who would otherwise be forgotten, Ralph Brooke, the York Herald.
He had formerly been an admirer of Camden's, his "humble friend,"
he called himself; but when Camden was promoted over his head to be
Clarenceux King-of-Arms, it seemed to Ralph Brooke that it became
his duty to denounce the too successful antiquary as a charlatan. He
accordingly fired off the unpleasant little gun already mentioned,
and, for the moment, he hit Camden rather hard.

The author of the Britannia, to justify his new advancement, had
introduced into a fresh edition of his book a good deal of information
regarding the descent of barons and other noble families. This was
York Herald's own subject, and he was able to convict Camden of
a startling number of negligences, and what he calls "many gross
mistakings." The worst part of it was that York Herald had privately
pointed out these blunders to Camden, and that the latter had said it
was too much trouble to alter them. This, at least, is what the enemy
states in his attack, and if this be true, it can hardly be doubled
that Camden had sailed too long in fair weather, or that he needed a
squall to recall him to the duties of the helm. He answered Brooke,
who replied with increased contemptuous tartness. It is admitted that
Camden was indiscreet in his manner of reply, and that some genuine
holes had been pricked in his heraldry. But the Britannia lay high
out of the reach of fatal pedantic attack, and this little cloud over
the reputation of the book passed entirely away, and is remembered now
only as a curiosity of literature.

In the preface the author quaintly admits that "many have found a
defect in this work that maps were not adjoined, which do allure the
eyes by pleasant portraitures, … yet my ability could not compass
it." They must, then, have been added at the last by a generous
afterthought, for this book is full of maps. The maritime ones are
adorned with ships in full sail, and bold sea-monsters with curly
tails; the inland ones are speckled with trees and spires and
hillocks. In spite of these old-fashioned oddities, the maps are
remarkably accurate. They are signed by John Norden and William Kip,
the master map-makers of that reign. The book opens with an account of
the first inhabitants of Britain, and their manners and customs; how
the Romans fared, and what antiquities they left behind, with copious
plates of Roman coins. By degrees we come down, through Saxons and
Normans, to that work which was peculiarly Camden's, the topographical
antiquarianism. He begins with Cornwall, "that region which, according
to the geographers, is the first of all Britain," and then proceeds to
what he calls
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