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Abstract:
The significance of Scott as a literary and cultural critic is little understood. Yet Scott was a lively participant in journal culture and contributed to it throughout his publishing career, writing for Blackwood’s from its inception in 1817 until near the end of his life in 1829.  Scott established himself as one of the finest critics and reviewers of his day, offering pertinent remarks on, among others, Byron, Mary Shelley, and Austen. This article explores Scott’s contributions to Blackwood’s, his reasons for publishing in this often combative space and the ways in which it offers Scott an opportunity to explore new aspects of his creativity. It pays attention to Scott’s pieces on Scottish gypsies and to his iconic review of Frankenstein. It also examines his forays into the genre of ‘tale’, the ways in which they facilitate the development of the short story and how they contribute to the development of Scott’s career.
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Recent editorial work on Scott’s poetry reminds us of the extent to which his verse includes alertness to the political and social circumstances that he saw around him; the dedicatory epistles in Marmion, for example, show the extent to which he is responding to the political conditions of the time while close textual attention to his shorter verse uncovers a poet who is adept at occasional verse, responding both to national events and items of local interest.1 Similarly, a recent exhibition at Abbotsford House entitled Rave Reviewer offers a reminder of Scott’s extensive and sensitive role as a reviewer of the work of others.2  As we come to a greater understanding of Scott’s engagement with social issues and current affairs as well as his work beyond fiction and poetry it is timely to consider the contributions that he made to Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine, the role that he played in helping to shape the tone of that publication and the ways in which it, in turn, opened up new avenues for his creative career.
As the catalogue for Rave Reviewer notes, Scott was a prolific reviewer, contributing regularly to the Edinburgh Review from 1802 onwards and writing pieces on, among others, Southey, Godwin, Ellis and Ritson.3 In 1808, however, the Tory Scott was to part ways with the Whiggish Edinburgh partly because of its approach to Spanish politics.4 In a letter to John Murray of 15 November 1808 Scott writes: ' subscribers are falling off like withered leaves. I retired my name among others after explaining the reasons both to Mr Jeffrey & to Mr Constable.' (Letters, 2ii. 126). However, this dispute was not to mark the end of Scott's reviewing career. In a letter to George Ellis of 2 November 1808 Scott reports that he had suggested to the Lord Advocate that he might think of 'some counter measures against the Edinburgh Review, which, politically speaking [was] doing incalculable damage' (Letters, 2ii. 120). '[T]he cure’, he suggests, ‘lies in instituting ... a Review in London as should be conducted totally independent of bookselling influence, on a plan as liberal as that of the Edinburgh, its literature as well supported, and its principles English and constitutional' (Letters, 2ii. 121). Murray was appointed to publish this review and although Scott was approached for the role, William Gifford was appointed as editor.
In October 1808 Scott, writing to Gifford to congratulate him, took the opportunity to outline his views on how a review should be edited and conducted (Letters, 2ii. 100-09). In this letter Scott not only advises on how the political sentiments of the publication should be managed but reiterates that a good review should not be too closely associated with booksellers. All contributors should be paid so that 'all scruple of delicacy' is removed and, indeed, all contributors must accept payment. The editor, he advises, should have full responsibility, and should not be afraid to 'finesse' articles to make them interesting to the public. Though in his letter to Murray of 15 November Scott draws attention to the fact that pressure of work means that his role would be limited, he was to have a regular relationship with the Quarterly throughout the rest of his career.5 The question we might pose here, then, is why Scott, with such an intimate relationship to the Quarterly and at the height of his activities for it, chooses to become involved within William Blackwood's new magazine in 1817? 
Graham Tulloch and Judy King offer an explanation in their essay on Scott's Shorter Fiction.6 They argue that Scott was motivated by two factors: a need to keep in favour with Blackwood in the wake of Murray's publication of the first series of Tales of My Landlord, and a desire to secure work for his friend William Laidlaw. Scott first met Laidlaw when researching Minstrelsy of the Scottish Border (1802) and he was later to become his factor and amanuensis. In 1817 Laidlaw suffered two failures in his farming ventures and Scott invited him to stay on the Abbotsford estate, adding ‘I am sure when you are so near I shall find some literary labour for you that will make ends meet’.7 As Tulloch and King outline, Scott had approached Constable hoping to secure work for Laidlaw on the Edinburgh Annual Register, but Constable was rather unwilling, and Scott knew that the work he could offer was unlikely to provide the necessary funds to support Laidlaw and his family (Shorter Fiction, 116-7). Blackwood’s new magazine, therefore, offered the perfect opportunity. Lockhart spins this rather more in Scott’s favour, arguing that Pringle, the co-editor (with Thomas Pringle) of the Edinburgh Monthly Magazine, as a Teviotdale man, was keen to work with Laidlaw, ‘not perhaps without calculating’ as Lockhart puts it ‘that, in case Laidlaw’s connexion with the new journal should become at all a strict one, Scott would be induced to give it occasionally the benefit of his own literary assistance’ (Life, 4iv. 64). Laidlaw was duly appointed to take care of the Chronicle department of Blackwood’s publication and Scott contributed a series of articles on Scottish gypsies to the early numbers.

When the Edinburgh failed to be as successful as anticipated and Blackwood re-launched with Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine, Scott’s involvement was to be more crucial. When sending him the last edition of the Edinburgh, Blackwood solicited Scott’s continuing support and reiterated a willingness to employ Laidlaw to provide articles on rural affairs in return for a regular income (Shorter Fiction, 117). Scott agreed to this arrangement but all was not to be plain sailing. The relaunch of Blackwood’s was not entirely to Scott’s taste. Famously the magazine contained ‘Translation from an Ancient Chaldee Manuscript’, a species of satire concocted by Blackwood, Lockhart and John Wilson that Scott described as ‘a clumsy weapon’ which ‘seldom fails to recoil on those who use it’ (Letters, 5v. 246-9). ‘Edinburgh is rather too narrow for satire so markedly personal’ he warns Blackwood (Letters 5v. 6-7) and he later recounts in a letter to his friend Charles Kirkpatrick Sharpe that he only agreed to continue his association with the magazine if Blackwood republished it without the offending article and offered an apology to the parties involved. ‘Now for all this fine fashion’, he writes, ‘I should have bid Blackwood & his magazine go to the devil & shake themselves’. Again, however, ‘The having Laidlaw in tow with his helpless family’ inclines him ‘to suspend [his] wrath & listen to the bibliopolists promise of recantation & amendment’ even though he has ‘no great faith in them’ (Letters, 5v. 207–9). Lockhart, rather ironically, presents Scott’s relationship with Blackwood’s as having been consequently short and swiftly concluded, as if Scott had no eagerness to continue the relationship beyond this point:
But the bookseller and Pringle soon quarrelled, and, the Magazine assuming, on the retirement of the latter, a high Tory character, Laidlaw’s Whig feelings induced him to renounce its alliance; while Scott, having no kindness for Blackwood personally, and disapproving (though he chuckled over it) the reckless extravagance of juvenile satire which, by and by, distinguished his journal, appears to have easily acquiesced in the propriety of Laidlaw’s determination. (Life, 4iv. 65)
Lockhart’s account is somewhat oversimplified and Scott was in fact to contribute articles to Blackwood’s up until November 1818 and later, in 1826 and 1829. Although in 1824 he was to write that Blackwood’s ‘continues to flourish’ in spite of the fact that it was ‘too much of a party publication’ (Letters, 8viii. 266) he did not sever all ties with it. There are, then, pragmatic reasons why Scott supported Blackwood’s venture, but that does not entirely explain his contributions to it well into 1818 and, indeed, his later publications in it. It may, therefore, be fruitful to consider the nature of Scott’s contributions to Blackwood’s and whether Maga in fact provided Scott with aesthetic opportunities that were lacking elsewhere.

While Scott's contributions to the Edinburgh and the Quarterly had all consisted of reviews of one sort or another his first contribution to Blackwood's new venture was something rather different: a series of essays on Scottish gypsies. Scott had clearly been considering something of this sort for some time. In a letter to Murray of 18 December 1816 Scott writes, ‘I have been over head and ears in work this summer, or I would have sent the Gypsies; indeed I was partly stopped by finding it impossible to procure a few words of their language’ (Letters, 4iv. 319) adding in October 1817 ‘I have given up the gipsies and given my materials to some adventurers here who are trying a new magazine. I could not get some information that I wanted’ (Letters, 4iv. 544), thus suggesting that the material was not written anew for Blackwood but that it was the remnant of a project that had not reached fruition. Scott had, of course, written about gypsies in Guy Mannering (1815) and had also been corresponding on the topic with William Smith, Provost of Kelso. While it is unclear exactly what Scott had in mind, it is evident that it was intended for Murray. Lockhart, however, notes that Murray wanted something more general and that he proposed that Scott should ‘place together any materials he might have for the illustration of the Waverley novels’, and that ‘instead of drawing up a long-promised disquisition on the Gypsies ... whatever he had to say concerning that picturesque generation might be introduced by way of comment on the character of Meg Merrilees’ (Life, 4iv. 33-34).
Murray does not seem to have been particularly interested in the kind of anthropological, socio-political material Scott may originally have had in mind and while the review of Tales he did ultimately write was, as Lockhart puts it ‘diversified…with a few anecdotes of the Scottish Gypsies’ (Life, 4iv. 34) Scott handed over his more extensive material to the new adventurers. The articles were printed in the April, May and September numbers of Blackwood’s (still under its guise of Edinburgh Monthly Magazine) and in fact offer a fascinating and thorough account of the origins, mores and customs of gypsies in Scotland.8 (EMM, 1 (1817), 43-58, 154-161, 615-620).

It is not hard to see why Scott was so fascinated by gypsies for they allowed reflection on a topic that recurs throughout his work: Adam Smith’s theory of what is now referred to as stadial development and a fascination with groups who represent the remnant of older societies. Gypsies, he comments, were ‘living like wild Indians among European settlers, and, like them, judged of rather by their own customs, habits, and opinions, than as if they had been members of the civilized part of the community (‘Gypsies’, April, 49). His account, he states, is based in ‘private and personal anecdotes… furnished chiefly from local traditions, or the observations of intelligent individuals’ (EMM, 1 (1817), 49‘Gypsies’, April, 49). Bringing such sources together was also the method by which Scott gained inspiration for his fiction and he cannot resist ‘the true musing style of an antiquarian disposed …to “spin a tough yarn”’ as he puts it elsewhere.89 While designed primarily as anthropological, ethnographical pieces Scott is soon describing Jean Gordon of Yetholm as ‘quite a Meg Merrilies’ (‘Gypsies’, April, 49 EMM, 1 (1817), 49) and he adds that ‘If Jean Gordon was the prototype of the character of Meg Merrilies, I imagine Madge must have sat to the unknown author as the representative of her person’ (Gypsies, April, EMM, 1 (1817), 57). While presented as ‘throwaway’ pieces given to Blackwood because not sufficiently developed for Murray, Scott’s essays on the Scottish gypsies are, then, fascinating for several reasons: they show Scott producing material for a journal not in the format of review, thus demonstrating his capacity for the anthropological and ethnographical research that both informed his creative writing and was to develop separately from it; they give us insight into the relationship between such interests and his creative impulses; and they also demonstrate the kind of self-reflexive game playing with his own anonymity which is evident in his  review of Tales of My Landlord for the Quarterly and which was to become an ever-increasing mark of his own fiction. These ‘new adventurers’ it could be argued, were giving Scott an outlet for a form of expression that would become vital to his fictional practice but which had not yet found a platform elsewhere.
Interesting though the pieces on gypsies are, however, it is perhaps the contributions which Scott made to Blackwood’s after its re-launch in October and after Scott’s supposed break with Blackwood that are the most interesting. The first of these bears the stamp of Scott’s alliance with Laidlaw. Scott had convinced Blackwood to employ Laidlaw because he was ‘an excellent agriculturist’ (Letters, 4iv. 520) and this was reflected both in Laidlaw’s own contributions (‘Sagacity of a Shepherd’s Dog’ for example, which appeared in January 1818, 417-21) and in Scott’s piece for October 1817, ‘Alarming Increase of Depravity Among Animals’ (82-86).10 Tulloch and King give a full account of its composition, noting that Scott refers to it as a joint production with Laidlaw (Shorter Fiction, 124-31). However, while such collaboration is clearly evident, ‘Depravity Among Animals’ bears all the hallmarks of the author we see developing over subsequent years. Ostensibly a response to newspaper reports of thieving dogs and potentially murderous horses (and Tulloch and King demonstrate that such reports did indeed exist) Scott takes the opportunity to offer a tongue in cheek satire on alarmist reports of increasing depravity and degeneration in the human population. The public, the writer points out, have had their ears crammed with stories of the depravity of the human population, and these are so commonplace as to have become hackneyed:

it was only upon discovering that the ulcer was extending itself more widely than even our worst fears had anticipated, that we thought of calling the attention of the public to some very novel phenomena, from which it appears, that the moral deterioration so generally lamented has not confined itself within the bounds of humanity, but is fast extending its influence to the lower orders of creation (‘Depravity’BEM, 2 (1817), 82). 
After giving an account of these instances ‘which seemed at first so startling to credibility’ the author concludes that at least now ‘We are now on our guard, and may suspect malice prepense in other instances’ (‘Depravity’ BEM, 2 (1817), 86). Scott may not have entirely approved of the kind of personal satire offered by Lockhart and Wilson in the pages of Maga, but he was never afraid of drawing our attention to the foolishness of humanity and society more generally. Scott thus takes the satirical tone established in the magazine and turns it to his own, less personal ends. In addition, Scott experiments with form. While Tulloch and King include the piece in their volume of the Shorter Fiction and under the banner of ‘The Blackwood’s Stories’ it is not really a short story, but rather, an experiment with genre. Such experiment had been noted by all early reviewers of Scott’s poetry911 and was increasingly to become a feature of his fiction but again we see Maga offering a space where Scott can move away from the material he had provided for other journals, seeking an outlet that begins to break the constraints of what can and cannot be included, thus providing a template both for his own fictional development and the ways in which Blackwood’s was to develop in the nineteenth century. In February 1818 Scott offered the poem ‘The Battle of Sempach’, which is arguably most interesting for the commentary which accompanies it (BEM, 2 (1818), 530-32).12 March, however, was to see what is perhaps Scott’s most famous contribution to Maga, his review of Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein (BEM, 2 (1818), 613-20).13

As has been well documented, Scott received a copy of Frankenstein from Percy Shelley in January 1818. Scott was clearly captivated by the novel and under the impression that it was by Shelley himself. While he accounts for the fact that his consequent review was published in Blackwood’s rather than the Quarterly by telling Murray that ‘Blackwood kidnapped an article for his Magazine on the Frankenstein story, which I intended for you’ (Letters, 5v. 109) this is not entirely convincing, and something might be learnt about what Maga offered Scott by comparing his review with that which appeared in the Quarterly.

The Quarterly review of Frankenstein was written by John Wilson Croker and appeared in January 1818.1014 While, in the style of many early nineteenth-century reviews, it largely relays the story, its overall tone is somewhat facetious: the writer notes that ‘Our readers will guess from this summary, what a tissue of horrible and disgusting absurdity this work presents’. The author, he suggests, ‘leaves us in doubt whether he is not as mad as his hero’ (Croker, 382). 

Above all Croker condemns the novel on moral grounds: ‘Our taste and our judgment alike revolt at this kind of writing …it inculcates no lesson of conduct, manners, or morality; it cannot mend, and will not even amuse its readers, unless their taste have been deplorably vitiated’ (Croker, 385).
Scott’s review, published in March of the same year, could not be more different. Given his own experiments with form it is hardly surprising that Scott recognises the generic complexity of Frankenstein, noting that, ‘This is a novel, or more properly a romantic fiction, of a nature so peculiar, that we ought to describe the species before attempting any account of the individual production’ (BEM, 2 (1818),Frankenstein, 613). In place of Croker’s sense of ‘disgusting absurdity’ Scott recognises its ‘uncommon powers of poetic imagination’ (BEM, 2 (1818),Frankenstein, 619) and the clear English that informs its narrative. While Croker sees it as inculcating no moral lessons Scott recognises that it ‘excites new reflections and untried sources of emotion’ (BEM, 2 (1818),Frankenstein, 620) and notes that in novels such as Frankenstein:

The author’s principal object… is less to produce an effect by means of the marvels of the narrations, than to open new trains and channels of thought, by placing men in supposed situations of an extraordinary and preternatural character, and then describing the mode of feeling and conduct which they are most likely to adopt. (BEM, 2 (1818),Frankenstein, 614)
The allegedly conservative Scott understands Frankenstein in a way that Croker does not, and notes its emotional effect upon him, confessing that his nerves had been shaken by reading it. Far from dismissing the novel as absurd, Scott acknowledges the aesthetic and emotional resonances which can be produced by a tale that operates not by moral guidance, but upon far deeper impulses at play within the reader. Hardly surprisingly, Mary Shelley was delighted by this review and wrote to Scott both to thank him and to disabuse him of the notion that the novel was by her husband. The episode is an interesting one as it implies that the Quarterly was taking a more conservative and orthodox approach than Blackwood’s and that Scott’s reasons for publishing his review in the latter may have lain with a sense of what both the editorship and the reading audience would stand. Murray defended Croker’s review stating that it ‘was infinitely more spirited and just – as well as judicious than [the] article written by W.S’.1115  No modern reader is likely to agree with this and it is clear that Blackwood’s offered Scott the freedom to write the more sensitive and acute review.


In the same month Scott published a letter on the fisherfolk of Buckhaven.1216 Encouraged by an article on the gypsies of Fife that had appeared in an earlier number of Blackwood’s, this piece is reminiscent of Scott’s earlier articles on gypsies and again shows the many reasons for his interest in popular culture. He speaks about his own predilection for ‘stall pamphlets and penny histories’, a fondness for which there is much evidence both at Abbotsford and in his work, and he justifies his interests in local detail by suggesting that ‘it is by investigating and comparing popular customs, often trivial and foolish in themselves, that we often arrive at the means of establishing curious and material facts in history’ (‘Buckhaven’, BEM, 2 (1818), 627). Once again, the historical Scott, the ethnographical Scott, the anthropological Scott and the creative Scott are all exhibited here, suggesting that Blackwood’s provides a space for the multifaceted artist to display himself.

Scott was to publish only four more pieces in Blackwood’s. One of these was a political piece, ‘Remarks on General Gourgaud’s Account of the Campaign of 1815’ (BEM, 4 (1818), 220-28).17 Two much later reviews appeared in 1826 (an excellent review of John Galt’s The Omen)18 and in 1829 (a review of Lord Pitsligo) (BEM, 20 (1826), 52-59); 25 (1829), 593-600) .19 The most interesting of his contributions, however,  appeared in May of 1818 and is worth discussion, for it in some ways epitomises the space that Scott’s brief relationship with Blackwood’s offered him and what it was to mean for his career. 

Like ‘Alarming Increase in Depravity Among Animals’, ‘Phantasmagoria’ appears in the Edinburgh Edition of the Waverley Novels volume of shorter fiction, and like ‘Depravity’ it is described as a ‘Blackwood’s Story’.1320 Where it differs is in the fact that this is most definitely entirely by Scott with no collaboration from Laidlaw and, perhaps more interstingly, it falls more genuinely into the category of story or tale. In it Scott offers an account of a woman who is visited by the ghost of a Highland relative. He assures her that all will be well with her only son, in spite of the death of his uncle who was responsible for his well-being in the army. Significantly, it demonstrates all the hallmarks of the fictional techniques that Scott was to hone in the early 1820s: it is framed by an introductory epistle to ‘The Veiled Conductor of Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine’ (‘Phantasmagoria’BEM, 3 (1818), 211), it is a story of a potentially supernatural occurrence, and it is signed with a sobriquet, ‘Simon Shadow’, thus anticipating the games with authority and authorship which Scott plays so elegantly in novels such as Ivanhoe (1820), The Fortunes of Nigel (1822) and Peveril of the Peak (1822). Reminiscent of the reflections upon changes in manners that Scott demonstrates in a novel like Waverley, and anticipating the wider view that he was to cast upon such processes in Ivanhoe, the author opens his epistle with a reflection on the changing times:
There are few things so much affected by the change of manners and circumstances, as the quality and the effect of evidence. Facts which our fathers were prepared to receive upon very slender and hearsay testimony, we are sometimes disposed to deny positively, even when fortified by all that the laws of evidence can do for them, by the confession of the perpetrator of wickedness, by the evidence of its victims, by the eye-sight and oath of impartial witnesses, and by all which could, in an ordinary case, ‘make faith,’ to use a phrase of the civilians, betwixt man and man. (‘Phantasmagoria’BEM, 3 (1818), 211)
This introduces a story of supernatural visitation from the repository of storyteller Simon Shadow who inhabits a ‘glen, into which the sun does not shine above ten times a year’ (‘Phantasmagoria’BEM, 3 (1818), 212). Shadow has been educated in all the stories of ‘the divining rod of the magical mirror, the weapon-salve, charms, lamens, sigils, christals, pentacles, talismans, and spells’ and ‘like the valiant Guy Mannering’ he observes the stars (‘Phantasmagoria’,BEM, 3 (1818), 212). Shadow wishes to pass on his store of tales before he dies and sees Blackwood’s as the ideal vehicle for their publication:
To your veiled and mysterious character, Sir, you are indebted, as I have already hinted, for the preference which I give to your work as the means of recording these marvels. You must not be apprehensive that I will overwhelm you with too many marvels at once, for I am aware, by experience, of the indigestion which arises after having, like Macbeth, ‘supp’d full with horrors.’ Farther, you may place absolute reliance upon the statements which I may give concerning my authorities. Trusting this offer may be acceptable, and that at a time when you are moving heaven and earth for furnishing instruction and amusement to your readers, you will not think the assistance of the inferior regions to be despised, I send you the first article of my treatise, which, with your permission, I entitle Phantasmagoria (‘Phantasmagoria’, BEM, 3 (1818), 213).
Much of this is playful, but the letter, nevertheless, captures something of what Scott could offer Blackwood’s and what Blackwood’s could offer Scott; Blackwood is desperate to expand his readership and here Scott acknowledges that he can be of assistance to him, but Scott too needs an outlet for experimental material that it would have been difficult to place elsewhere. Perhaps encouraged by his reading of Frankenstein and by the willingness of Blackwood’s to publish tales of terror Scott experiments with his own gothic story in ‘Phantasmagoria’. Taken as a whole the piece almost offers a Waverley novel in miniature which, like other pieces Scott wrote for Maga, allows him to show off all his interests and aesthetic skills in condensed form.


Tulloch and King observe that although Scott’s relationship with Blackwood’s was short-lived it was fruitful, allowing him to create stories which ‘constituted a significant step in Scott’s development as a short story writer’ and which he would revisit ‘after the crash when financial considerations demanded a work other than a novel’. The legacy of Scott’s association with Blackwood’s, they conclude, ‘is to be seen in Chronicles of the Canongate and the Keepsake stories’ (Shorter Fiction, 124). They are undoubtedly correct but Blackwood’s arguably provided Scott with something more. The pieces he contributed in 1817 and 1818 show him working in all his many guises, experimenting with form, giving space to his interest in those people at the edges of society and the supernatural, and bringing his interests in the historical, the local and the fictional together. Scott may not have contributed many pieces to Blackwood’s, but those pieces which he did contribute are significant, for they capture within them Scott’s multiplicity and the complex nexus of ideas which was rapidly beginning to epitomise both his fictional and non-fictional writing.
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