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Introduction
 

All the News that's Fit to Tell
 

IN 1704 the English writer Daniel Defoe embarked on the publication of a political journal: the Weekly Review of the Affairs of France.1 This was not yet the Defoe made famous by his great novel Robinson Crusoe; he would discover his vocation as a novelist only late in life. Up to this point Defoe had tried his hand at many things, and often failed. The Review (as it soon became) was the latest of many attempts to find a way to make money. This time it worked. Within a few months Defoe's publication had found its new form, as a serial issued two or three times a week, consisting largely of a single essay on an item of topical interest.

Defoe was lucky. He had launched the Review at a time when the reading public was expanding rapidly, along with a market for current affairs. Naturally Defoe made the most of it. When, in an essay in 1712, he turned his mind to this buoyant market for news publishing, he did not hold back. The present times, wrote Defoe, had seen a media explosion. He recalled a time, even in his own lifetime, when there had been no such torrent of newspapers, state papers and political writing. The rage for news was transforming society, and Defoe was happy to be in the thick of it.1

Defoe was not the only one to remark the current passion for news, and the rancorous tone of political debate that seemed to come with it. But if he truly thought this was new he was very much mistaken. The conflicts of the English Civil War over sixty years previously had stimulated a torrent of pamphlets, news reports and abusive political treatises. The first continental newspapers were established forty years before that. Long before Defoe, and even before the creation of the newspapers, the appetite for news was proverbial. ‘How now, what news?’ was a common English greeting, frequently evoked on the London stage.1 Travellers could buy phrase books that offered the necessary vocabulary, so they too could join the conversation: ‘What news have you? How goeth all in this city? What news have they in Spain?’1

If there was a time when news first became a commercial commodity, it occurred not in Defoe's London, or even with the invention of the newspaper, but much earlier: in the eighty years between 1450 and 1530 following the invention of printing. During this period of technological innovation, publishers began to experiment with new types of books, far shorter and cheaper than the theological and scholarly texts that had dominated the market in manuscripts. These pamphlets and broadsheets created the opportunity to turn the existing appetite for news into a mass market. News could become, for the first time, a part of popular culture.

This book, which traces the development of the European news market in the four centuries between about 1400 and 1800, is the story of that transformation. It follows the development of a commercial news market from the medieval period – when news was the prerogative of political elites – to a point four hundred years later when news was beginning to play a decisive role in popular politics. By the time of the French and American revolutions at the end of the eighteenth century, news publications were not only providing a day by day account of unfolding events, they could be seen to play an influential role in shaping them. The age of a mass media lay at hand.

Trusting the Messenger
 

Of course the desire to be informed, to be in the know, is in one respect as old as human society itself. People would go to some lengths to find out the news. In the eleventh century two monasteries in rural Wales, one hundred miles apart across rugged terrain, would every third year exchange messengers who would live in the other house for a week, to share the news.1

This tale, related in a Tudor chronicle, points up one other important aspect of the information culture of that earlier period. Our medieval ancestors had a profound suspicion of information that came to them in written form. They were by no means certain that something written was more trustworthy than the spoken word. Rather the contrary: a news report gained credibility from the reputation of the person who delivered it. So a news report delivered verbally by a trusted friend or messenger was far more likely to be believed than an anonymous written report. This old tradition, where the trust given to a report depended on the credit of the teller, had an enduring influence over attitudes to news reporting. But this early news world is not easy to reconstruct. Verbal reports in the nature of things leave little trace for the historian: studying the early history of news is a matter of combing through scraps and fragments.

Bernard of Clairvaux, architect of the Cistercian order, sat at the centre of one of medieval Europe's greatest news networks. Those who visited Clairvaux in eastern France would bring him news of their travels; sometimes they would carry his letters away with them when they departed. We are unusually well informed about Bernard's news network, because over five hundred of his letters survive.1 But in some respects Bernard is utterly characteristic of the news world of the medieval period. At this time regular access to news was the prerogative of those in circles of power. Only they could afford it; only they had the means to gather it. But even for these privileged individuals at the apex of society, news gathering was not unproblematic. They were fully aware that those who brought them news were likely to be interested parties. The travelling cleric who brought Bernard news of a distant episcopal election might be supporting one candidate; the ambassador writing home from abroad might be seeking to influence policy; merchants hoped to gain from a fluctuating market. Merchants, in particular, had a keen awareness of the value of information, and the dangers of acting on a false rumour. For the first two centuries of the period covered by this book merchants were both the principal consumers of news and its most reliable suppliers.1

Even as news became more plentiful in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, the problem of establishing the veracity of news reports remained acute. The news market – and by the sixteenth century it was a real market – was humming with conflicting reports, some incredible, some all too plausible: lives, fortunes, even the fate of kingdoms could depend on acting on the right information. The great events of history that pepper these pages were often initially mis-reported. In 1588 it was originally thought throughout much of continental Europe that the Spanish Armada had inflicted a crushing defeat on the English fleet; as in this case, the first definitive news was frequently outrun by rumour or wishful thinking, spreading panic or misjudged celebration. It was important to be first with the news, but only if it was true.

This troubling paradox initiated a second phase in the history of news analysis: the search for corroboration. As we will see, by the sixteenth century professional news men had become quite sophisticated in their handling of sensitive information. The first intimation of tumultuous events was reported, but with the cautious reflection ‘this report is not yet confirmed’.1 Europe's rulers would pay richly for the earliest report of a crucial event, but they often waited for the second or third report before acting upon it. But this was not a luxury all could afford: for the French Protestants hearing news of the St Bartholomew's Day Massacre in August 1572, only immediate action might save them from becoming one of the next victims. In these troubled times news could be a matter of life and death.

News, Rumour and Gossip
 

Not all news concerned events of such momentous or immediate relevance. Even before the publication of the first weekly newspapers in the seventeenth century, enormous quantities of news were available for those prepared to pay for it, or even just to follow the talk in the market square. To Defoe this abundance was a great miracle of modern society. To others it was deeply troubling. From this great mass of swirling information how could one extract what was truly significant? How could one tell the signal from the noise?1

Those who followed the news had to devise their own methods of making their way through the mass of rumour, exaggeration and breathlessly shared confidences to construct a reasonable version of the truth. First they tended to exclude the purely personal and parochial. Our ancestors certainly delighted in the tales of the ambitions, schemes and misfortunes of their families, neighbours and friends: who was to marry whom, which merchants and tradesmen faced ruin, whose reputation had been compromised by a liaison with a servant or apprentice. When in 1561 a citizen of Memmlingen in southern Germany rather unwisely decided to get to the bottom of who had spread a rumour that his daughter had fled town to conceal an unwanted pregnancy, fifty citizens could offer precise recollections of how they first heard this delicious gossip.1 But however eagerly consumed and passed on, this sort of scuttlebutt was not generally what people thought of as news. When men and women asked friends, business partners or neighbours, ‘What news?’, they meant news of great events: of developments at court, wars, battles, pestilence or the fall of the great. This was the news that they shared in correspondence and conversation, and this was the news that fuelled the first commercial market in current affairs.

Very occasionally, through a diary or family chronicle, we have a window into the process by which early news readers weighed and evaluated these news reports. One such was Herman Weinsberg, who lived in the great German city of Cologne in the later sixteenth century. Weinsberg, it must be said, was a very odd man. It was only after his death that his appalled family discovered that he had memorialised all their doings in an expansive chronicle of their lives and times.1 Weinsberg, who lived a comfortable existence on the rents from inherited property, took a close interest in contemporary events. Living outside the circles of the city elite, he was forced to rely on what he picked up from friends, or read in purchased pamphlets. Happily a news hub like Cologne was drenched in information, but not all sources could be relied upon. Weinsberg's technique was to weigh conflicting reports to discern the ‘general opinion’ or consensus. In this he unconsciously imitated precisely the process followed by the city's magistrates, or at Europe's princely courts. But sometimes it was simply impossible to discern the true state of affairs. When in 1585 the nearby town of Neuss was surprisingly captured by forces of the Protestant Archbishop Gerhard von Truchsess, Weinsberg heard no fewer than twelve different accounts of how the archbishop's soldiers had slipped into the town undetected. He interviewed eyewitnesses who told their own story. The city council sent messenger after messenger to find out what had happened, but they were prevented from entering the town. Weinsberg had eventually to conclude that the true facts might never be known: ‘Each person cannot truly say and know more than what he had seen and heard at the place where he was at that hour. But if he heard about it from others, the story may be faulty; he cannot truly know it.’1

The exponential growth of news reporting did not necessarily make things easier; many believed it made things worse. In fact, for those traditionally in the know, the industrialisation of news, the creation of a news industry where news was traded for profit, threatened to undermine the whole process by which news had traditionally been verified – where the credit of the report was closely linked to the reputation of the teller. In the burgeoning mass market this vital link – the personal integrity of those who passed on the news – was broken.

The Commercialisation of News
 

In the first stages of our narrative almost no one made money from supplying news. On the contrary, the provision of news was so expensive that only the elites of medieval Europe could afford it. You either had to pay large sums to build up a network of messengers – a fixed cost that proved beyond the means even of some of Europe's wealthiest rulers – or rely on those under a social obligation to provide news for free: feudal dependants, aspirants for favour, or, in the case of the Church, fellow clerics. Even Europe's most mighty princes frequently cut costs by handing their despatches to friendly merchants, who would carry them for free.

It is only in the sixteenth century that we will encounter the systematic commercialisation of these services. The first to make money from selling news were a group of discreet and worldly men who plied their trade in the cities of Italy. Here in Europe's most sophisticated news market they offered their clients, themselves powerful men, a weekly handwritten briefing. The most successful ran a shop full of scribes turning out several dozen copies a week. These avvisi were succinct, wide ranging and remarkably well informed. They are one of the great untold stories of the early news market.1

This was an expensive service, yet such was the thirst for information that many of Europe's rulers and their advisers subscribed to several of them. But such facilities only met the needs of those for whom access to the best sources of information was a political necessity. The vast majority of the population made do with what news they could come by for free: in the tavern or marketplace, in official announcements proclaimed on the town hall steps. These too played an important role in shaping the climate of opinion, and would remain an essential part of the news market throughout the period covered in this book. Europe's more humble residents sought out news where they could find it: in conversation, correspondence, from travellers and friends.

The real transformation of the news market would come from the development of a news market in print. This would occur only haltingly after the first invention of printing in the mid-fifteenth century. For half a century or more thereafter printers would follow a very conservative strategy, concentrating on publishing editions of the books most familiar from the medieval manuscript tradition.1 But in the sixteenth century they would also begin to open up new markets – and one of these was a market for news. News fitted ideally into the expanding market for cheap print, and it swiftly became an important commodity. This burgeoning wave of news reporting was of an entirely different order. It took its tone from the new genre of pamphlets that had preceded it: the passionate advocacy that had accompanied the Reformation. So this sort of news reporting was very different from the discreet, dispassionate services of the manuscript news men. News pamphlets were often committed and engaged, intended to persuade as well as inform. News also became, for the first time, part of the entertainment industry. What could be more entertaining than the tale of some catastrophe in a far-off place, or a grisly murder?

This was not unproblematic, particularly for the traditional leaders of society who were used to news being part of a confidential service, provided by trusted agents. Naturally the elites sought to control this new commercial market, to ensure that the messages delivered by these news books would show them in a good light. Printers who wanted their shops to remain open were careful to report only the local prince's victories and triumphs, not the battlefield reverses that undermined his reputation and authority. Those printers who co-operated willingly could rely on help in securing access to the right texts. Court poets and writers, often quite distinguished literary figures, found that they were obliged to undertake new and unfamiliar tasks, penning texts lauding their prince's military prowess and excoriating his enemies.1 Many of these writings made their way into print. For all that this period is often presented as one of autocratic and unrepresentative government, we will discover that from remarkably early in the age of the first printed books Europe's rulers invested considerable effort in putting their point of view, and explaining their policies, to their citizens. This too is an important part of the story of news.
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0.1 Good news from the front. The inspiring tale of the defeat of the Turkish attack on Vienna in a contemporary news pamphlet.
 

The patriotic optimism of the news pamphlets served Europe's rulers well in their first precocious efforts at the management of public opinion. But it posed difficulties for those whose decisions relied on an accurate flow of information. Merchants ready to consign their goods to the road had to have a more measured view of what they would find – news pamphlets that obscured the true state of affairs were no good to them if what was important was that their cargoes should safely reach their destination. The divisions within Europe brought about by the Reformation were a further complicating factor: the news vendors of Protestant and Catholic nations would increasingly reproduce only news that came from their side of the confessional divide. News therefore took on an increasingly sectarian character. All this led to distortions tending to obscure the true course of events. This might be good for morale, but for those in positions of influence who needed to have access to more dispassionate reporting the growth of this mass market in news print was largely a distraction. For this reason the rash of news pamphlets that flooded the market in the sixteenth century did not drive out the more exclusive manuscript services. The avvisi continued to find a market among those with the money to pay; in many parts of Europe confidential manuscript news services continued to prosper well into the second half of the eighteenth century.

The Birth of the Newspaper
 

The printed news pamphlets of the sixteenth century were a milestone in the development of the news market, but they further complicated issues of truth and veracity. Competing for limited disposable cash among a less wealthy class of reader, the purveyors of the news pamphlets had a clear incentive to make these accounts as lively as possible. This raised real questions as to their reliability. How could a news report possibly be trusted if the author exaggerated to increase its commercial appeal?

The emergence of the newspaper in the early seventeenth century represents an attempt to square this circle. As the apparatus of government grew in Europe's new nation states, the number of those who needed to keep abreast of the news also increased exponentially. In 1605 one enterprising German stationer thought he could meet this demand by mechanising his existing manuscript newsletter service. This was the birth of the newspaper: but its style – the sober, detached recitation of news reports inherited from the manuscript newsletter – had little in common with that of the more engaged and discursive news pamphlets.

The newspaper, as it turned out, would have a difficult birth. Although it spread quickly, with newspapers founded in over twenty German towns in the next thirty years, other parts of Europe proved more resistant – Italy for instance was late to adopt this form of news publication. Many of the first newspapers struggled to make money, and swiftly closed.

The trouble with the newspapers was that they were not very enjoyable. Although it might be important to be seen to be a subscriber, and thus to have the social kudos of one who followed the world's affairs, the early newspapers were not much fun to read. The desiccated sequence of bare, undecorated facts made them difficult to follow – sometimes, plainly baffling. What did it mean to be told that the Duke of Sessa had arrived in Florence, without knowing who he was or why he was there? Was this a good thing or a bad thing? For inexperienced news readers this was tough going. People who were used to the familiar ordered narrative of a news pamphlet found the style alienating.

News pamphlets offered a very different presentation of news, and one far better adapted to contemporary narrative conventions. Pamphlets concentrated on the most exciting events, battles, crimes and sensations; and they were generally published at the close of the events they described. They had a beginning, a middle and an end. Most of all, news pamphlets attempted an explanation of causes and consequences. By and large, this being a religious age, news pamphlets of this sort also drew a moral: that the king was mighty; that malefactors got their just deserts; that the unfortunate victims of natural catastrophe were being punished for their sins.

The news reporting of the newspapers was very different, and utterly un--familiar to those who had not previously been subscribers to the manuscript service. Each report was no more than a couple of sentences long. It offered no explanation, comment or commentary. Unlike a news pamphlet the reader did not know where this fitted in the narrative – or even whether what was reported would turn out to be important. This made for a very particular and quite demanding sort of news. The format offered inexperienced readers very little help. The most important story was seldom placed first; there were no headlines, and no illustrations. And because newspapers were offered on a subscription basis, readers were expected to follow events from issue to issue; this was time-consuming, expensive and rather wearing.

This was not at all how most citizens of European society in these years experienced news. For them, great events might only be of interest when they impacted their lives directly. Even for the more curious, it was easy to dip in and out, to buy a pamphlet when it interested them, and, when not, to save the money for some other pursuit. This made far more sense in terms of the way events unfolded – sometimes momentous, sometimes frankly rather humdrum. The news pamphlets reflected this reality: that sometimes news was important, and provoked a flurry of activity on the presses, and sometimes it was not.

So it was by no means easy to persuade the inhabitants of seventeenth-century Europe that the purchase of news publications should be a regular commitment. It is not difficult to see why newspapers were so slow to catch on. Consumers had to be taught to want a regular fix of news, and they had to acquire the tools to understand it. This took time; the circle of those with an understanding of the world outside their own town or village expanded only slowly. For all of these reasons it would be well over a hundred years from the foundation of the first newspaper before it became an everyday part of life – and only at the end of the eighteenth century would the newspaper become a major agent of opinion-forming.
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0.2 Wochentliche Ordinari Zeitung, Anno 1629. An early issue of a German newspaper. Crammed with information, but hard-going for the uninitiated.
 

The birth of the newspaper did not immediately transform the news market. Indeed, for at least a hundred years newspapers struggled to find a place in what remained a multi-media business. The dawn of print did not suppress earlier forms of news transmission. Most people continued to receive much of their news by word of mouth. The transmission of news offered a profound demonstration of the vitality of these raucous, intimate, neighbourly societies. News was passed from person to person in the market square, in and outside church, in family groups. Enterprising citizens celebrated exciting occurrences in song: this too became a major conduit of news, and one quite lucrative to travelling singers who otherwise would have struggled to make a living.1 Singing was also potentially very subversive – magistrates found it much more difficult to identify the composer of a seditious song than to close a print-shop.1 The more sophisticated and knowing could enjoy contemporary references at the theatre. Playgoing, with its repertoire of in-jokes and topical references, was an important arena of news in the larger cities.1 All these different locations played their part in a multi-media news world that coexisted with the new world of print.

These long-established habits of information exchange set a demanding standard for the new print media. We need to keep constantly in mind that in these centuries the communication of public business took place almost exclusively in communal settings. Citizens gathered to witness civic events, such as the arrival of notable visitors or the execution of notorious criminals. They heard official orders proclaimed by municipal or royal officials; they gathered around the church door to read ordinances or libels; they swopped rumours and sung topical songs. It is significant that in this age to ‘publish’ meant to voice abroad, verbally: books were merely ‘printed’.1 Printed news had both to encourage new habits of consumption – the private reading that had previously been an elite preserve – and to adopt the cadences and stylistic forms of these older oral traditions. Reading early news pamphlets, we can often hear the music of the streets, with all their hubbub and exuberant variety. Readers of early newspapers, in contrast, were offered the cloistered hush of the chancery. They were not to everybody's taste.

News Men
 

The complexities of this trade called for agility on the part of those who hoped to make money from news. Many who tried were disappointed. Pamphlet publishing was highly competitive, and only those whose connections gave them access to reliable sources of information could expect to flourish. Many of the first newspapers were remarkably short-lived. Those that survived often did so with a discrete subsidy from the local prince – hardly a guarantee of editorial independence. For much of Defoe's time writing the Review he was paid a secret retainer by one or other of England's leading politicians to promote their policies.1 Sir Robert Walpole coped with a critical press by buying the newspapers and making them his mouthpiece. He went on to become England's longest-serving eighteenth-century prime minister.

For most of this period there was not much money to be made from publishing news, and most of it went to those at the top of the trade. If some did grow rich, they were the proprietors: in the sixteenth century the publishers of the bespoke manuscript services, later the publishers of news-papers. A manuscript news-service was by and large the business of a single well-informed individual. As his reputation grew he might have found it necessary to employ an increasing number of scribes to make up the handwritten copies; but his was the sole editorial voice.

The first newspapers were put together in much the same way. The publisher was exclusively responsible for their content. His task was essentially editorial: gathering reports; bundling them up; passing them on. In many cases the publisher was the only person professionally involved in this stage of the production process. He employed no staff and no journalists in the modern sense. Much of the information that made up the copy of the first newspapers was provided free: information passing through the rapidly expanding European postal service or sent by correspondence. Some of the newspapers were quasi-official publications with close connections to local court officials, who provided access to reliable information from state papers. Publishers found other ways to augment the meagre pickings from cover-price sales and subscriptions. For many, advertising became the mainstay of the business model; for others, obliging politicians with their gifts, pensions or promises of office paved the way to a better life.

The nature of the newspapers and the means of their compilation left little scope for what we might regard as journalism. The reports were not long enough to leave room for much in the way of comment or commentary. As the newspapers became more established in the eighteenth century some publishers employed a few stringers, men who would hang around the law courts or stock exchange hoping to pick up snippets of publishable material.1 But such men seldom leave much of a mark in the records. Although we will meet some colourful characters in these pages, this was not yet the age of the professional journalist. The information they provided was hardly ever valuable enough to command the exclusive service of one particular paper. Most sold their stories to whomever would have them. It is only with the great events at the end of the eighteenth century – the struggle for press freedom in England and the French and American revolutions – that newspapers found a strong editorial voice, and at that point a career in journalism became a real possibility. But it was always hazardous. As many of the celebrity politician writers of the French Revolution found, a career could be cut short (quite literally) by a turn in political fortunes. At least these men lived and died in a blaze of publicity. For others, the drones of the trade, snuffling up rumour for scraps, penury was a more mundane danger.

The Sinews of Power
 

The more sophisticated news market that emerged during this period depended on the construction of a network of communications. Between the fourteenth and eighteenth centuries this too was steadily improved. The European postal networks became more intricate and more reliable. News reports became more frequent. It became easier to verify what one had heard from a second or third independent source. That this was possible was largely the result of the creation of far more efficient means of exchanging written communication over long distances. At the beginning of the fourteenth century only the rich and powerful could afford the cost of maintaining a network of couriers; as a result, those in positions of power largely determined what information should be shared with other citizens. By the eighteenth century relatively ordinary citizens could travel, send and receive mail, or purchase news reports. The process of information exchange had been put on a rational commercial basis. Millions of communications now flowed along the arterial routes of European trade every year. News was abundant: now everyone could have an opinion, and many chose to express it.

In many respects the four prime considerations that governed the business of news – its speed, reliability, the control of content and entertainment value – were remarkably unchanging in these centuries. At different times one or other of these priorities would matter more to consumers of news than others; sometimes they would be in direct conflict. The truth was seldom as entertaining as tall stories; news men were often tempted to pass off the one as the other. But whatever the place and whatever the news medium, these four principles, speed, reliability, control and entertainment, express fairly succinctly the main concerns of those who gathered, sold and consumed the news.

The centuries with which this book is concerned witnessed a vast widening of horizons for Europe's citizens. The discovery of the Americas and the creation of new trade routes to Asia brought a fresh relationship with distant continents. But while these new discoveries have done much to shape our perceptions of those periods, just as important at the time was the quiet incremental revolution that brought citizens in touch with the neighbouring city, the capital and other countries in Europe. Sitting down to their weekly digest of news in any of a dozen European countries in 1750, men and women could experience the fascination of faraway events. They could obtain, through regular perusal, a sense of the leading personalities of European society, and the disposition of its powers. Four centuries previously such knowledge would have been far less widely shared. In this earlier period for the vast majority of citizens news of life outside the village, or the city walls, depended on chance encounters with strangers. Many such citizens would have little knowledge of the world beyond, unless directly affected by the local consequences of high politics or warfare. This was a very different time for news. What we do detect, however, even at this earlier date, is a hunger for information, even if it could only be satisfied for those in the highest reaches of politics and commerce. This was the same hunger that in the centuries that followed would set European society on the road towards a modern culture of communication.
  


PART ONE
 

THE BEGINNINGS OF NEWS PUBLICATION
 
  


CHAPTER 1
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Power and Imagination
 

MAXIMILIAN I, Holy Roman Emperor between 1493 and 1519, was not the most astute of rulers. Despite a whirlwind of travel, diplomacy and optimistic dynastic alliances, he never succeeded in asserting control over his large and dispersed dominions. Even before his election as emperor, he had so inflamed opinion in the Low Countries that in 1488 the people of Bruges held him hostage for seven months until he capitulated to their demands. Always chronically in debt, on one other occasion he was forced to flee his German creditors by slipping out of Augsburg under cover of darkness. This was neither very dignified nor very imperial.

Yet Maximilian usually seemed to triumph over adversity. A combination of extraordinary resilience and restless scheming ensured that his grandson, Charles V, would inherit from Maximilian an even more formidable collection of territories, encompassing a large part of the European land mass. Maximilian also had imagination. He harnessed the power of the innovation of printing more effectively than any contemporary ruler.1 And in 1490 he embarked on a project that would have enormous resonance for the history of communication: he determined to create an imperial postal service.

At this time Maximilian ruled over an unusual combination of territories. As co-administrator with his father, Emperor Frederick III, he ruled the Habsburg lands in Austria and south Germany; through his first wife, Mary of Burgundy, he was also effective ruler of the Netherlands as regent for his young son Philip. A later marriage, to the daughter of the Duke of Milan, opened the prospect of further dynastic aggrandisement but also brought him into persistent conflict with the kings of France, inevitable rivals for supremacy in Italy. Juggling these complex possessions and constantly on the move, Maximilian needed to have the most up-to-date political intelligence. It was with this in mind that in 1490 he summoned to Innsbruck two members of an Italian family of communications specialists, Francesco and Janetto de Tassis.2 The two men were the sons of Alessandro Tassis, who had built his reputation by organising the papal courier service, the Maestri dei Corrieri. Francesco had subsequently gained experience with similar projects in Milan and Venice. Now Maximilian engaged the two sons to establish a regular postal service that would cross Europe: from Innsbruck in Austria to his Netherlandish capital at Brussels. The agreement made provision for the establishment of regularly spaced and permanently manned stages: the couriers were to ride at an average speed of 7.5 kilometres per hour, covering up to 180 kilometres per day. In 1505 a new contract extended the range of this network to embrace stations in Spain, at Granada and Toledo, where Maximilian's son Philip now resided as co-ruler.

Like so many of Maximilian's grand schemes, this was only partly successful. It would take another hundred years before the imperial postal network was fully functioning. But from these beginnings would eventually emerge a communications network that underpins much of what we will encounter in this book: the beginnings of a commercial market for news, and the first regular serial news publications.

It is hard to know what inspired Maximilian to take this momentous step, but in creating such an ambitious scheme he, like so many of his Renaissance contemporaries, sought inspiration from the ancients. With the help of Francesco de Tassis, Maximilian had the chance to recreate a plausible imitation of the postal network of the old Roman Empire – until this point the most spectacularly successful communications system known to civilisation.
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1.1 Two portraits of the Emperor Maximilian. The Habsburgs were not a handsome family, though the artistry of Albrecht Dürer could at least invest Maximilian with a certain majesty.
 

The passage of time had done much to obliterate the physical remains, if not the memory, of the Roman Empire; but the imprint of the Roman communications system had proved remarkably enduring. It would be the ghostly presence hovering in the background as medieval Europe gradually began to construct its own system of news and communication.

The Ghosts of Vindolanda
 

Like so much of what had been created during the Roman Empire, the Roman postal service was an achievement of breathtaking imagination and administrative ambition. The Roman road network had been designed to move large bodies of troops around a militarised domain that stretched from Spain to Germany and from Britain to Asia Minor. A high-speed courier service was an essential part of the information and administrative infrastructure that underpinned this system. Although much of the engineering work was in place under the Republic, the postal service itself only became fully established during the reign of Emperor Augustus.3 Couriers travelled by horse or by carriage. The main stage posts were established eight miles apart, with night quarters at every third stage. This suggests that a courier would normally progress at the rate of about 25 miles a day. Fifty miles would be possible if the news was especially urgent, but the journey would take a terrible toll on the messenger if the distance to be travelled was very large.

Normally a single courier would carry the message the entire length of the journey. In principle a relay of messengers could travel in greater comfort, but many messages were so confidential that they could only be entrusted to a particular individual. Very often the written message was little more than an introduction, confirming the credentials of the bearer; the substance would then be delivered verbally. The same messenger could then take back a reply. According to Suetonius, Augustus, who took a personal interest in the establishment of the post, also regularised the practice of dating letters, even to the exact hour, to document when they had been despatched.

The imperial postal service was created explicitly to serve the purposes of the vast Roman administrative machine. The upkeep of the service was extremely expensive, particularly after the development of more elaborate rest stations (mansiones), where travellers could find accommodation, stabling and a change of horses. The system was not generally open to the public. Yet the management of the Empire demanded the transport of a large quantity of military freight along the roads, alongside the express courier service, and it seems that this more mundane traffic provided plentiful opportunities for the citizens of the Empire, dispersed around the distant outposts, to maintain a surprising level of written communication.

The full extent of this can only be guessed at: most of the evidence has long since disappeared. But a glimpse into this lost world opened up quite recently, thanks to a remarkable find at Hadrian's Wall, near the northern British frontier of the Roman Empire. In 1973 a team of archaeologists was continuing routine excavations at Vindolanda, one of the military camp settlements adjacent to the wall. Excavating a trench they came across a mass of leather, textiles and straw, mixed with bracken and wood. Some of the wood was in small, thin fragments. When they inspected these slivers, it became apparent that these were covered in writing. What had been discovered were the first of nearly two thousand writing tablets, all written in ink on a wooden veneer – somehow miraculously preserved in the anaerobic soil of Northumberland.4

The wooden tablets found in this excavation have transformed what is known of the writing culture of the northern Empire. Britain was as far away as it was possible to be from the production centres of papyrus, the versatile reed that provided the cheapest and most abundant writing material in Roman times. Where papyrus was not available, officials used waxed wooden tablets, where notes could be inscribed in the wax. A large number of these were also found in the Vindolanda excavation, though with little or nothing still legible once the wax had disappeared. The slivers of wood discovered at Vindolanda, subsequently confirmed by other finds, reveal a whole new writing medium, and one open to a wide cross section of the general public. The tablets, now in the British Museum, preserve communications from over one hundred writers, from the local governor and his wife to relatively humble members of the garrison community.
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1.2 Fragments of a wooden writing tablet from Vindolanda. This contains the draft of a letter from a prefect of Vindolanda to a certain Crispinus.
 

The ghosts of Vindolanda are often no more than tiny and incomplete fragments of enigmatic and cryptic messages. Yet they reveal a writing community of depth and breadth even in a frontier outpost at the very edge of the Empire, manned, it should be remembered, not by Roman legionaries but by auxiliaries raised from other subject peoples. We do not know how widespread were the skills of reading and writing in the Roman Empire.5 But what can be inferred from the Vindolanda tablets is that even when societies were not highly literate, systems of government and administration could be built around the assumption that written communication was a normative means of conveying news.

The Romans were of course masters in the exercise of power. The creation of the imperial postal service reflected a recognition that the control of information, and the swift passage of vital news, was essential to the government of widely dispersed and thinly garrisoned possessions. Roman Britain was an archetype of the large province managed by an astonishingly small occupying force. It was only possible because the control of communications meant that a larger, irresistible force could swiftly be marshalled.

The Roman postal service died with the Empire, to be resurrected only by the equally ambitious German emperors at the turn of the sixteenth century. But the main lesson of the Roman communications network, that control of news was an essential attribute of power, was fully grasped in medieval Europe. We will see it reflected in the conduct of all three of the major power brokers in the medieval world: the Church, the State and the merchant class. All three would develop a vivid culture of news.

From the Cloister
 

The Church was one of the great estates of medieval Europe. Its institutions had played a crucial role in the preservation of learning after the collapse of the Roman Empire. Since membership of the clerical estate was essentially defined by literacy, it was inevitable that the clergy would be the designated record-keepers of early medieval society. As the Church consolidated its reach across the whole of western Europe, it would also be in the forefront in the transition from a culture where inherited wisdom was preserved by memory to one of written record.6 Not that the assumed superiority of writing would go entirely uncontested. In the various confrontations between secular and ecclesiastical power that erupted in the eleventh and twelfth centuries, lay folk were not always prepared to concede that verbal reports were any less authoritative than, as they put it, ‘words written on animal skins’.7 This well-turned insult drew attention to the rather unromantic origins of parchment, which was at this point the only abundantly available writing material. Parchment, made of the dried hide of sheep or calves, was a good, reliable and durable writing surface, but complex and expensive to prepare. The writing surface had to follow the irregular dimensions of the original hide, so notes were often written on thin slips cut from the edges. So for all but the most ceremonial purposes, such as a charter or treaty, there was a strong incentive to keep messages short. Often, as in Roman times, written communications would simply attest to the trustworthiness of the messenger, who could deliver the substance of the message verbally. Parchment could also be reused, but then important documentary information is often lost because a text has been scraped off and overwritten. This means that the information culture of the early medieval period often has to be reconstructed from very fragmentary remains.

Problems of this nature apply even to those at the very apex of medieval Europe's emerging news networks. The Cistercian monk Bernard of Clairvaux, for example, was one of the most distinguished voices of medieval Christianity. He was deeply involved in the major political and theological controversies of his day. He spoke out against the Cathars and the theologian Peter Abelard; he intervened freely in disputes over the election of bishops, and offered his counsels to the French king, Louis VI. Between 1146 and 1147 he preached passionately in favour of the Second Crusade. All of this required close attention to the maintenance of an active network of information, messengers and correspondence.

In the conditions of twelfth-century Europe this was by no means easy, but Bernard possessed one priceless advantage. As Abbot of Clairvaux, the mother house of an extensive network of monasteries, Bernard could call upon the assistance of a willing band of peripatetic and literate churchmen. A remarkable number of Bernard's letters survive – around five hundred – far more than for his contemporary (and rival) Peter the Venerable, Abbot of Cluny.8 These were just the visible remains of an information network that extended far beyond regular communications with Rome, even as far as Constantinople and Jerusalem. The maintenance of such a network was not without its challenges. As was the case with Roman couriers, the written communication was often little more than a letter of introduction, with the substance of the message intended to be conveyed verbally. Bernard would sometimes have to wait patiently for a suitable envoy who could be trusted to deliver a sensitive communication accurately. He was lucky that Clairvaux was a regular stopping place for numerous pilgrims and clerics on official business, situated as it was in prosperous Champagne, between Paris, Dijon and the Alpine passes.

Bernard was, by the standards of the time, exceptionally well informed. But there was still a large element of chance in the individuals who passed by and the news they brought. It was seldom possible to corroborate a report brought by a visitor – Bernard would have to make his own estimate of the reliability of the source. Many of those who brought news – of a disputed episcopal election, for instance – had their own axes to grind. If the news was important enough for Bernard to send his own messenger, it might be many months before he received a reply. Even a journey back and forth to Rome, the hub of Europe's most intensive traffic in information, might take up to four months, as the messenger inevitably had his own business to conduct, and might not be planning a return trip to Clairvaux. Contact with more occasional correspondents was even more sporadic. A complex negotiation, which required the passage back and forth of several despatches, was hard to envisage.

Chronicles
 

Bernard of Clairvaux was an exceptional figure: a true prince of the Church. But the wish to stay abreast of events, and an awareness of the significance of life outside the cloister, was shared by many of his fellow clerics. Medieval monasteries served an important function as custodians of the collective social memory: monks were the first historians of western Christendom. To perform this function required that they make assiduous efforts to gather information on the world's follies and travails; in the words of the chronicler Gervais of Canterbury, ‘such deeds of kings and princes as occurred at those times, along with other events, portents and miracles’.9

Some of these events had a decidedly contemporary character, and this trend becomes far more pronounced in the chronicle-writing of the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. This development was partly the consequence of the increasing predominance of chroniclers who were secular priests and even laymen, many with close access to the centres of power in the royal courts. The monastic chroniclers in contrast had, by nature of their vocation, been largely confined to their own houses. These new chroniclers could get out and about: they frequently wrote from their own experience, or recorded having personally spoken to eyewitnesses or participants.

These medieval chroniclers offer a precocious and unexpected sense of developing news values. Naturally they write from a religious perspective: events reflect the unfolding of God's purpose and must be interpreted within the context of divine revelation. But the chroniclers also reveal a profound concern that the events they record should be credible and recognised as such. They offer repeated testimonials to the quality of their sources, the social status or number of the witnesses, and whether the writers were personally present. Even the recording of distant events reflects a clear concern to report only what was credible. Thus the chronicler of St Paul's Cathedral in London recorded, of an exceptionally severe frost in Avignon in 1325 in which many froze to death, that ‘according to the testimony of those who were there and who saw it, for one day and night the ice covering the Rhône, which is an extremely fast-flowing river, was more than eight feet thick’.10 Note how the addition of a seemingly precise but unverifiable detail, the thickness of the ice, adds greatly to the credibility of the account.

Many medieval chroniclers were partisan – fierce critics or passionate supporters of the kings whose deeds they record. But they also exhibit a pre-cocious instinct for the ethics of news reporting. If they rely on second- or third-hand accounts, these are identified as such: ‘so it is said’, ‘so people said’ (ut fertur; ut dicebantur). When they know of conflicting accounts they are often scrupulous in reporting this fact. Of course chronicles are written with the benefit of hindsight, when events have been resolved; this was reporting without any of the hazards of contemporaneity. The chroniclers were able to look back and draw the appropriate morals: that a comet had portended great evil, that a king had been rewarded for his virtue or laid low by his vices. News was never fleeting or ephemeral, but always imbued with purpose. This form of moralising was equally characteristic of much of the news reporting of the following centuries, as we shall see. In this and so many other respects the medieval chroniclers’ views of contemporary history would prove profoundly influential in the development of a commercial news market. They reflected a shared vision of the continuum of history, linking past, present and future events in one organic whole.

The Pilgrim Way
 

Medieval travel was never undertaken without purpose. The hardships and dangers of the road were well known, and there were few with the resources or leisure to undertake journeys not directly connected to their occupational needs. A traveller passing through a town or village on the road, if he was not one of the traders who plied that route, was likely to be either a pilgrim or a fighting man. Pilgrims often traded conversation for charity. Sometimes they could be persuaded to carry letters or messages to an intermediate destination. Few would have approached a band of armed soldiers for a similar favour.

For large parts of the high Middle Ages the eyes of both groups were turned towards Palestine. The mustering of crusader armies were major public events from the eleventh to thirteen centuries. Calls to arms and for pious donations to underwrite the costs of the Crusades reverberated around Europe. Many of Europe's citizens would have known someone who had joined the holy hosts, and returning knights and camp-followers brought their own accounts of these strange and unforgiving lands. Jerusalem was the ultimate test of pilgrim devotion, the more so because after the fall of Acre in 1291 the holy sites were never again in Christian hands.

Those setting off on these arduous journeys could, in the centuries that followed, avail themselves of a quite considerable body of travel literature offering routes and a tour of the sacred places. By the fourteenth century such travelogues offered a wealth of observation on local customs and exotic beasts (travellers were particularly amazed by the giraffe).11 The time such written guides took to filter through to a wider public undermines their claims to be news publications – this was a time, remember, when each book had to be laboriously copied by hand. But they do mark the first stage of a certain broadening of horizons, and an expansion of the geographical frame of reference, which will be one of the key aspects of news culture in the centuries that follow.

The Crusades must certainly have impacted on most communities in the western countries where the crusader armies were recruited. In a society where speech was still the main means of delivering facts, people were eager to hear tales of faraway places. In the eleventh century, it has been said, an ordinary Christian would likely have been more familiar with the existence of Jerusalem than the name of their nearest big city.12 But this came at a price. By inflaming Christian opinion against Islam, the seemingly endless Crusades canonised a series of lurid stereotypes that proved remarkably enduring. Even the most anthropological pilgrim narratives of the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries seem to have had little impact in challenging the exotic fantasies of Islamic society that resonated through the literature of the period. If Christian society knew anything of the Saracens, it would have been from the popular epic poems of the Chansons de geste, rather than eyewitness accounts.

This created a challenging environment for the reception of news. Throughout the medieval period and into the sixteenth century, news, especially news of faraway events, had to compete with marvels, horrors and deeds of valour related in the travelogues and romantic epics.13 The truth was often more prosaic, and therefore vastly less entertaining. Telling truth from fiction was never easy. Even if we confine ourselves to literature that purported to be factual, none of the pilgrim writings enjoyed a shadow of the success of Marco Polo's accounts of more distant lands, or the even more spurious Travels of John de Mandeville. These two works survive from the medieval period in more than five hundred manuscripts.14 Both lived on to populate the imagination of Renaissance travellers including, most influentially, Christopher Columbus.

Faith and Commerce
 

Not all pilgrimages were as arduous as a trip to the Holy Land. The majority of those undertaken, particularly by laypeople, were to local destinations. Geoffrey Chaucer's pilgrims, we may remember, made the relatively simple trip from Southwark to Canterbury, a journey of about 60 miles. Since this was along one of England's best established and well-maintained roads, one wonders how they had time for more than two or three stories. Of course the leisured circumstances of Chaucer's pilgrims and the undemanding nature of their journey are part of the joke.

By this point the rage for pilgrimage was already attracting a degree of criticism from more austere religious, who feared pilgrims like these might act as a distraction for the more pious and aesthetic. The distinguished theologian Jacques de Vitry was one who had scathing things to say about ‘light-minded and inquisitive persons going on pilgrimages not out of devotion, but out of mere curiosity and a love of novelty’.15 Nevertheless Chaucer does encapsulate very effectively the opportunities that pilgrimage provided for conviviality, gossip and the exchange of news.

In the later Middle Ages pilgrimage was part of the intricate fabric of church life. Canterbury was one of a number of locations that attracted both English worshippers and pilgrims from farther afield. France had a proliferation of medieval pilgrimage sites including Limoges, Poitiers and Bourges.16 The more austere locations included St Andrews in Scotland and Santiago de Compostela in northern Spain, though many pilgrims to Santiago went by boat, rather than enduring the long trek overland. Competition between pilgrimage sites was intense, not least because local rulers were very aware of the monetary benefit of receiving pilgrims and the attendant sales of trinkets and souvenirs. The extent of this commerce, and by implication the number of pilgrims criss-crossing Europe's roads, can be judged by the fact that an enterprising German entrepreneur entered into a contract to provide 32,000 pilgrims’ mirrors for the septennial display of holy relics in Aachen in 1440.17 It was only the failure of this enterprise (the partners had mistaken the year, and could not repay their loans in the stipulated term) that caused the projector, one Johannes Gutenberg, to redirect his energies towards a different experimental commercial technology: the printing press.
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1.3 A rare and unusual animal: the giraffe. It is easy to see why so many, to us impossible, travellers' tales were believed, when something as implausible as the giraffe turned out to be true.
 

The most famous of all pilgrimage sites, and one of the most popular, was the fountainhead of the Western Church, Rome.18 A remarkable number of pilgrims made what was truly a demanding journey, involving as it did, for non-Italians, either a perilous sea journey or a trek across the Alpine passes. When Pope Boniface VIII declared a plenary indulgence for pilgrims who visited the Holy Basilica in 1300, about two hundred thousand pilgrims made the trip. The Jubilee was repeated in 1350 and at intervals thereafter. As pilgrims converged on the Italian Peninsula, finding the right road would have been made easier by having to hand one of a number of route maps prepared for their benefit. These route finders were convenient handwritten rolls, listing the staging points on the route, often with the distances between them. One such route map, the itinerary of Bruges, carries the traveller from the heart of Flanders and down the Rhine.19 It sketched out what would become, in later centuries, Europe's first great information super-highway.

The pre-eminence of Rome as a pilgrimage site had been greatly enhanced by the role of successive popes in leading calls for the recovery of the Holy Land during the three centuries of the Crusades. In the later Middle Ages the city was a natural centre of news and international politics. Its right to claim financial support from all provinces of the Western Church led to large transfers of money, for which purpose the Church made extensive use of the emerging network of international finance. The need to seek papal approval for appointments, dispensations and annulments required a constant flow of letters and petitioners. The medieval papacy's active intervention in European power politics also attracted attention, from fellow Italians in particular but potentially also from other states. Rome was therefore the first place where many states established their own representatives. The birth of diplomacy, a natural generator of news, gossip and intrigue, was in many respects partly accidental. The journey to Rome was long and papal business slow. While travellers recuperated and waited patiently to conduct business, they would see the sights and often write home. They became, more by chance than intention, the first ambassadors.20

For much of this period the authority and even the location of papal power were fiercely contested. Between 1309 and 1376 seven successive popes resided in the papal enclave of Avignon in southern France, after the newly elected Clement V declined to move to Rome. For these seventy years, before the Great Schism led to the establishment of competing centres of authority in Avignon and Rome, Avignon became the centre of Church business, drawing to it much of the bureaucratic apparatus previously established at Rome. This included a very considerable information network. Fourteenth-century paper registers include at least six thousand pieces of correspondence: twenty letters a day left the secretariat for some place in Europe, and this required the elaboration of a considerable infrastructure.21

Only a tiny proportion of this correspondence was carried by the Pope's own messengers. The papal couriers were persons of dignity and privileged members of his household. During the fourteenth century there were generally about forty. But they could not all be on the road. Carrying despatches was only one of their responsibilities; they also played a considerable role in provisioning the papal household, negotiating in the markets roundabout. In any case to send all correspondence by courier would have been enormously expensive. The papal secretariat made every effort to minimise expense, sending letters with returning emissaries or other travellers leaving Avignon in the right direction. As in Rome, emissaries from other church or lay potentates could be kept waiting many months for a despatch, and then leave with a considerable bundle of letters to be sent on to other recipients. Letters could also be sent out with papal agents departing to collect revenues, or with bishops and abbots visiting their charges. These, though, were opportunities that would arise only exceptionally. For the largest volume of routine correspondence the popes availed themselves of merchant couriers passing back and forth between Avignon, their Italian headquarters, and other branch offices dispersed around Europe. In the first half of the fourteenth century all the major Italian companies established permanent residencies in Avignon. The Bardi, Peruzzi and Acciaiuoli were the Pope's principal bankers, and much of the correspondence concerned the raising of funds and servicing of debt. After the mid-century crisis of the Florentine financiers the papacy was forced to rely on firms who did not necessarily run their own couriers, or, indeed, on private professional services set up specifically to accommodate the needs of papal correspondence. Some of these freelance operators, like Piero di Gieri, ran a business of considerable size, in his case combining his activities as a hotelier in Avignon with an on-demand courier service. This gave Piero wide-ranging influence; as a sort of unofficial postmaster from 1355 he accumulated both wealth and benefices.22

In the variety of mechanisms it could call upon to receive and despatch the news the papacy was not unlike a royal court, though with the added facility of a large infrastructure of volunteer informants and messengers spread throughout the Western Church. Even so, the maintenance of such a sophisticated information network, particularly in such troubled times for the Church, put a considerable strain on its finances. The need to save money often led to delays; routine correspondence for a destination such as Rome or Venice would be accumulated until enough letters were ready to fill the messenger's bag, and this might take several weeks.23 Economy and efficiency were in constant tension in the medieval news networks.

Beloved Parents
 

Another group who established their own postal service were a less distinguished part of Europe's clerical class: university students. Universities were church communities of a very particular type. They were dedicated, as were monasteries, to training young men for the service of God. But theirs was a far more transient population. They brought together groups of young men who stayed for a relatively short time. Although life in the medieval university was very austere, students were not subject to the strict discipline of monastic life.

The largest universities drew their students from all over Europe. These young men, far from home, were often homesick, and the universities developed a sophisticated letter service to allow them to keep in touch with their families. The first documented case of a university postal service is that of Bologna, established by 1158; such a service was a common feature of almost all universities by the fifteenth century. The university of Salamanca in Spain employed fifteen muleteers for its messengers; Bourges, in France, had six couriers from the date of its foundation. The best -documented example is that of the university of Paris.24 Founded in around 1300, its messengers were appointed by the different student ‘nations’ to serve their locality.25 The longer journeys were made once or twice a year, shorter routes were covered more frequently. The university messengers were privileged individuals, exempted from a variety of taxes and duties. The positions were very much sought after, and became more lucrative when, from the fourteenth century onwards, the couriers began to carry letters also for other customers. This private postal service was remarkably enduring. Jean de Ravillac, the man who in 1610 would murder King Henry IV of France, was one of the petits messagiers of the university: he made his living carrying letters for a consortium of eighty students.

The examples that survive of student correspondence are undoubtedly only a tiny proportion of the anxious communications that shuttled back and forth between the universities and home. But the letters are sufficiently numerous for us to hope to discover in them some informed commentary on current affairs. Universities were placed in some of Europe's most vibrant cities, close to the ebb and flow of political life. Yet for all this the harvest of insights and comment on the great events of the day is decidedly meagre. Students writing home had two things uppermost in mind: to impress their parents with their progress in the art of letter writing, and to ask for cash.26 The medieval epistolary style was formal and highly structured, and students, often destined for a career as an official or a clerk, were keen to demonstrate their progress in mastering this art. If they happened to be less diligent in attending the classes of masters who taught these skills, there were copy-books and manuals with model letters to draw on as shortcuts.27 The formal salutations over, the writer cut to the chase: money had run out; it was hard for family back home to realise how expensive a university could be; send more. This letter from Oxford University written around 1220 could stand for thousands in a similar vein:


This is to inform you that I am studying at Oxford with the greatest diligence, but the matter of money stands greatly in the way of my promotion, as it is now two months since I spent the last of what you sent me. The city is expensive and makes many demands: I have to rent lodgings, buy necessaries, and provide for many other things which I cannot now specify. Wherefore I respectfully beg your paternity that by the promptings of divine pity you may assist me, so that I may be able to complete what I have well begun.28



 

Few parents found it easy to resist the pleas of a starving child even if the protestations of ceaseless industry were treated with healthy scepticism. ‘I have recently discovered,’ wrote one exasperated parent from Besançon to his son at Orléans,


that you live dissolutely and slothfully, preferring license to restraint and play to work, and strumming a guitar while the others are at their studies, whence it happens that you have read but one volume of law while your more industrious companions have read several. Wherefore I have decided to exhort you herewith to repent utterly of your dissolute and careless ways, that you may no longer be called a waster, and that your shame may be called to good repute.29



 

This letter is interesting because it indicates parents were not solely dependent on their own children for knowledge of what was going on: other locals travelling back and forth would bring news. Students would describe their living quarters, their (reassuringly respectable) housemates, and the hazards of travel to their place of study. But they seem not much interested in the great events swirling around them. Private correspondence, as we will see, is frequently disappointing in this respect.30 What these letters do offer is access to a remarkable network of communications radiating out from many of Europe's largest urban centres, a network licensed, and to some extent regulated, but operating independent of the apparatus of state.

The King's Command
 

The Church could rely on willing and trustworthy messengers travelling between communities or on pilgrimage. The universities identified sufficient demand to establish a regular paid messenger service. But only Europe's rulers could dispose of the resources, and authority, to establish something approaching the Roman system of relay couriers. Even so this became possible only towards the very end of the Middle Ages. Until then, a formal system of news-gathering proved beyond the capacity of most medieval states. For the most part princes concentrated on establishing the mechanisms to convey their wishes to their own subjects. Keeping abreast of events abroad relied on more ad hoc arrangements.

The volume of business generated by state administration in the medieval period is extremely impressive. The Exchequer or financial administration of King Henry I of England logged over four thousand despatches during his lengthy reign from 1100 to 1135.31 The deposited record could have been even more impressive had not the English Exchequer made use of wooden tally sticks to record tax receipts. Unlike the strips from Vindolanda, these were all consumed by fire in the nineteenth century. The Italian city states, which were among the first to adopt paper for their bookkeeping, chose what proved to be the more durable medium. For their part the English kings devoted particular attention to making their wishes known in the different parts of the kingdom. Messages, writs, summonses and notification of new laws were disseminated by mounted messengers. Each was responsible for four counties. By the fourteenth century the county sheriff could expect to receive several thousand writs a year.32 Every writ required action to be taken, as the king's will was thereby advertised. Collectively they made a material contribution to building a sense of a national, as well as a local, community.

At this point the nation states of western Europe were devoting far greater resources to enforcing authority within their own domains than to news gathering. This was an understandable priority, given that establishing authority over a dispersed land mass created its own logistical challenge. In southern Europe the situation was rather different. In Italy highly competitive, rich but volatile city states lived cheek by jowl. In these compact and well-organised communities it was far easier to communicate with the citizenry; but potentially hostile neighbours were also close at hand. Having accurate information about the intentions and manoeuvres of rival states was absolutely critical to survival. In the Mediterranean region as a whole, vulnerability to the consequences of political events in the Levant and Middle East, as well as competition for territory, made the need for reliable intelligence a high priority. We know from the letter-books of King Jayme II of Aragon (1291–1327) that he cultivated an extensive network of informers in Italy and elsewhere. His surviving letter-books record an impressive fifteen thousand items of incoming intelligence.33 The king received information from a wide variety of correspondents, including Cristiano Spinola, a merchant who had inherited a connection with the Crown of Aragon from his father. Between 1300 and his death in 1326, Cristiano wrote King Jayme almost thirty letters from his native Genoa, and, while on his travels, from Avignon and elsewhere. The king rewarded him with trade concessions and royal protection. The Spinola company factors in Sicily were another reliable source. Cristiano relayed information largely without comment; he offered the king no advice on what action should be taken.

Jayme's intelligence gathering was highly reliant on merchant contacts, both for information and for ensuring that the letters reached him. The interlocking of these two networks is encapsulated in the rather charming cypher designed by one of Jayme's correspondents: ‘Where I make mention of florins, galleys of Genoa are to be understood, and when I make mention of doubloons, galleys of Savona.’34 The rather different news priorities of the Mediterranean states can also be discerned in the precocious development in Italy of diplomacy, with its formal system of resident emissaries. News gathering was quickly identified as a primary responsibility of those sent to represent their country abroad.35

In northern Europe the landscape gradually shifted, as the monarchical states began to see the need for more systematic systems of news gathering. Not coincidentally this occurred during a period of intense dynastic competition and fluid alliance politics connected to the contests between England, France and Burgundy in the Hundred Years War. Relying on the despatch of envoys to pursue particular tasks was exceptionally expensive. The head of a mission to Aquitaine in 1327 charged £19 for the twenty-one messengers despatched back to England to inform the king of his progress. A special envoy to the Papal Court in Avignon in 1343 charged £13 for a single journey. The English Crown believed much could be achieved by correspondence. Edward, Prince of Wales, the future Edward II, despatched around eight hundred letters in a single year (1305–6). His wife Isabella employed two mounted and eleven unmounted messengers, mostly to keep in touch with her family abroad.36

As these examples show, diplomatic correspondence was a major drain on resources. It was important, therefore, that much of the news received by Europe's rulers should not have to be paid for. Courts were great news hubs in their own right. Those drawn to the court included regional magnates with their own networks of communications, and there was constant movement of arrivals and departures of those with favours to ask, or rewards to claim. All courts by the fourteenth century would have their resident poets and chroniclers. Here the victorious knights would repair to ensure that their deeds of renown were known and recorded. When Jean Froissart, the quintessential chronicler of chivalry, set about collecting the information for the third volume of his Chronicles, he travelled to the court of Gaston, Count of Foix, at Orthez in southern France. Here he found gathered men eager to provide him with copy:


In the hall, in the chamber and in the courtyard, worthy knights and esquires came and went, and one heard them talking of arms and adventures. Every subject of honour was discussed there. News from every country and kingdom was to be heard there, for, because of the reputation of the master of the house, they were brought there from every country. There I was informed of most of the feats of arms which had taken place in Spain, Portugal, Aragon, Navarre, England, Scotland and within the frontiers and borders of Languedoc, for while I was staying there knights and esquires from all those nations came to visit the count. And so I gathered information either from them or from the count himself, who was always willing to talk to me.37



 

Europe's rulers were in a unique position to command service and appropriate the necessary resources for news gathering. But as this example shows, many great nobles also established what was in effect a royal court in miniature, sending out messengers to enforce authority in their lands, and exchanging letters with allies or far-flung relatives. By the fourteenth century many city governments also felt the need to maintain their own couriers. In London the volume of letter-writing demanded by civic authorities, guilds and private individuals led to the incorporation of a formal craft, the Scriveners’ Company.38

News Management
 

These embryonic systems suffered considerable disruption in the century after 1350. First the Black Death, then prolonged periods of warfare, put strains on both royal finances and royal authority. It became less easy to enforce the duty to provide horses and hospitality for royal messengers. Roads were less safe and appear to have deteriorated in quality. In France this was a period first of near disintegration, then gradual reconstruction after the Hundred Years War. Such events made the need for reliable information all the more urgent, even while its provision became more hazardous.39 In England the turmoil of the Wars of the Roses, when the Crown changed hands repeatedly and most of the leading protagonists died a violent death, made it exceptionally difficult to stay abreast of events. On hearing an apparently authentic report of the death of King Edward IV on 6 April 1483, the mayor of York ordered a requiem Mass to be said the following day. In fact, the king was still alive until 9 April.40

With so much false information swirling around, it was sometimes necessary to take extraordinary steps to ensure that true reports were given credence. Since the battle of Barnet (1471) took place very close to London, wild rumours circulated in the city, and the first reports of the Yorkist victory were not believed. It was only when a mounted rider rode through Westminster carrying the king's gauntlet, his token to the queen of his success, that Londoners knew the outcome. King Edward's decision to exhibit the corpse of the defeated Earl of Warwick in St Paul's Cathedral was also shrewd. When reports began to circulate that Warwick had survived, too many people were able to give this the lie.

In these febrile times, both contending parties gave more attention to news management. After the battle of St Albans in 1455 and again after Towton (1461) and Tewkesbury (1471), the victorious party circulated written reports detailing events. These are sometimes referred to as newsletters, though there is no evidence of systematic mass production. The surviving copies are manuscripts circulated to influential figures in local society keen to align themselves to the change in events.41 The most significant events were made known to the citizens of London and other towns in proclamations which would be publicly read in the churches or marketplace. This form of law-making and news management was an enduring feature of government in many parts of Europe until at least the seventeenth century.42

The French Crown too gave attention to the manipulation of opinion. An early and precocious example was the flurry of writings that followed the assassination of John, Duke of Burgundy, in 1419. These were intended to win over those wavering in their loyalty to the dauphin Charles, the leader of French resistance to the Anglo-Burgundian alliance who had certainly been involved in the duke's murder.43 Although such manuscripts undoubtedly circulated at this point in rather restricted circles, they prepared the way for a more intensive propaganda in defence of French rights, which at some point engaged most of France's greatest medieval writers.44

Despite the considerable progress made in the development of information networks, credible information could still arrive in curiously haphazard ways. A Norfolk man learned the outcome of the battle of Barnet when he saw the dead body of the Earl of Warwick exhibited at St Pauls. Wanting to be first to carry the news home, he left London by boat the same day, but was waylaid at sea and landed by his captors on the coast of Holland. His story was quickly relayed to Margaret, Duchess of Burgundy, at Ghent, who immediately passed this vital intelligence to her husband Charles, at Corbie near Amiens.45 Thus Edward IV's influential ally had news of his success within four days, but only by happenstance.

In all these circumstances it is no surprise that Europe's rulers began to pay increasing attention to the establishment of a regular, reliable postal service that would give them privileged and rapid access to vital political information. This was the motivation behind the creation in the fifteenth century of a series of royal postal relays. The first successful experiment of this sort was the achievement of the aforementioned Frederick III, then King of the Romans, who in 1443 established a relay between Feldkirch and Vienna in his Austrian dominions. More ambitious by far was the national network of postal couriers established by King Louis XI of France (r. 1461–83). As a child Louis had experienced at first hand the humiliating weakness of the French Crown before the expulsion of the English. Even after the recovery of Paris and northern France, his reign was plagued by internecine feuding in the royal family and with the great nobility. So his creation of a communications network under royal control was both a potent symbol of restored Crown authority and an important tool in the endless struggle to keep one step ahead of restless subjects. Louis's scheme called for the establishment of relay stations on all of the main routes leading through and out of the kingdom.46 Salaried postmasters were appointed to man each station; their duties required them to maintain horses for the royal couriers speeding through. Following the practice established in the Roman Empire, and continued by the Tassis for the imperial post, the postmaster was to note on the docket the time of arrival and departure of each courier. The system, in principle at least, was closely regulated, and exclusively for royal service. Sentence of death was prescribed for postmasters who allowed their horses to be used by other customers. The couriers carried detailed passports specifying their destination, and they were not permitted to deviate from the route. Foreign couriers were also obliged to keep to the postal routes, or they would be stripped of their safe conducts.

The French experiment inspired Edward IV of England to devise a similar system for the kingdom's most critical news artery: the road to Scotland. The short route between London and the Channel ports was already covered by a system of posts, which obliged the towns along the way to bear most of the cost of speeding royal messengers to the coast. The longer distance to the northern border was more challenging. In 1482 King Edward devised a scheme whereby a mounted messenger was posted at 20-mile intervals. When an important message was to be transported, each messenger would ride to the next sector, before returning to their post.47 This was ruinously expensive and hardly likely to be maintained outside the present emergency.

The French system, too, proved over-ambitious, and far too expensive to be maintained for any length of time. After the death of Louis XI it was scaled back and fell into disuse. Both Edward and Louis had faced two apparently intractable problems: they could only command the necessary resources for this system to function within their own dominions, which was very limiting from the point of view of international news gathering; and the postal routes could not be made financially self-supporting. These travails, which continued for much of the sixteenth century, point up the particular brilliance of the Habsburg imperial post. By employing a family of private contractors, Emperor Maximilian had passed the problem of making the system work to a group of specialists who were working for profit. The contract of 1505 specified a fixed yearly payment of 12,000 livres. In return the Tassis agreed guaranteed times of delivery between the major postal destinations. Significantly, these included Paris: being private contractors, rather than a royal service, they could operate to some extent outside the Habsburgs’ own domains.
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Map 1 The imperial postal system in the sixteenth century.
 

The accession of Charles V and his succession as Holy Roman Emperor in 1519 allowed the imperial postal service to extend its range still further. A new contract with Charles in 1516 did one other remarkable thing: it allowed the Tassis to open their postal service to private customers. As a consequence the imperial postal service vastly increased the volume of business, which meant most of those involved could hope to share in the profits. This was a major contrast with the English and French systems, which remained closed royal networks into the seventeenth century. With these restrictions English postmasters were grudgingly aware that their meagre fees would hardly ever cover their expenses. The imperial post was in a highly advantageous situation, since Habsburg domains sat astride many of Europe's major trade routes. But it was also an acknowledgement that to be effective a European communications system had also to serve the needs of Europe's merchant traders.



The centuries before the inauguration of the Habsburg postal system had seen enormous strides in the development of a concept of news. The practical difficulties in creating such an infrastructure were very significant, but the notion of news also required a considerable intellectual reorientation, which was far from complete by the end of this period. The increase in written communication and the accumulation of documentation since the twelfth century did not immediately challenge the perceived superiority of the spoken word.48 Medieval society was built around the transmission of information in face-to-face meetings. The main modes of communication were all oral: preaching, lectures in the universities, the proclamation of new laws, tales of wandering minstrels, and this included the sharing of news. ‘My cosyn John Loveday can tell you, for he hath walked in London and so do not I,’ wrote John Paston in 1471 in response to a request for news, and he reflected a common contemporary perception of the superiority of eyewitness reports transmitted verbally.49 The trust and reliability of a news report were closely attached to the credit of the bearer: this could hardly be judged in the case of an anonymous writing. Even with the vast increase of written documentation, many of these letters were, as we have seen, highly stylised and uninformative. They were intended to demonstrate the learning of the writer or attest to the credit of the bearer: the critical information was still delivered by word of mouth.

Much of the news communicated in medieval society was still a matter of the spoken word, and thus frustratingly often lost. We have to delve into other sources, such as chronicles, to attest the lively interest in receiving and sharing news. The one main exception, which has been left to its own chapter, is the correspondence generated by the growing international network of trade. Long-distance commerce of necessity separated merchants from their partners and agents. They had, therefore, to develop systems of sharing news, in an atmosphere of trust, and with a reasonable expectation that their correspondents would act on the information. It was a critical development in the history of news gathering.
  


CHAPTER 2
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The Wheels of Commerce
 

WHEN one considers the problems and expense that Europe's crowned heads experienced in keeping abreast of events – and how often they failed to do so – the smooth, efficient progress of merchant correspondence provides a vivid contrast. Between 1200 and 1500 the economy of Europe was transformed by the rise of the great merchant companies, trading between Italy and northern Europe, Germany, the Mediterranean and the Levant. The appetite for eastern luxuries, spices and costly fabrics, exchanged for northern wool and cloth, created a large and expansive marketplace, full of opportunity for the bold and ingenious trader. The hazards were also obvious. A ship could be lost at sea, consignments of goods waylaid on Europe's perilous roads. The intricacies of the money markets created new complexities for those who failed to master the ever-changing exchange rates. And politics – war, dynastic conflicts or civil disorder – could derail even the most carefully managed enterprise.

To succeed in this labyrinthine and unpredictable world, merchants had to remain informed. In the thirteenth century a certain class of merchant ceased to travel with their goods and instead attempted to manage their business through brokers and agents. At that stage the growth of a network of merchant correspondence became inevitable. The essential building blocks were already in place. Unlike the princes, who had to create such a network from scratch, merchants had ships, and a far-flung network of agents and warehouses. Carts, couriers and pack animals passed back and forth every day between Europe's major trading towns. They carried with them news and, increasingly, written correspondence.

Even so, the volume of this correspondence is breathtaking. We get a flavour of its magnitude by examining the well-documented example of Francesco Datini, a merchant of Prato in Tuscany. Datini was never a member of one of the great merchant families. A self-made man, he had amassed his fortune trading in armaments in Avignon before returning to his home town in middle age. Operating through a series of ad hoc partnerships, he consolidated his wealth by shrewd diversification into banking and general trade. Between 1383 and 1394 he established branch offices at Pisa, Genoa, in Spain and Majorca.1 For all this Datini remained a man of the second rank: his fortune, when he died in 1410, was a respectable 15,000 florins. Yet he also left behind five hundred account books and ledgers, several thousand insurance policies, bills of exchange and deeds, and a staggering 126,000 items of business correspondence.2 Thanks to this survival (the childless Datini left all his property to the local poor) they comprise one of the greatest archives for understanding the international medieval economy.

That a middle-ranking merchant could accumulate such an extraordinary documentary archive seems highly exceptional, but in its day it was probably routine: the Datini archive was unusual only in its survival. It was contingent, however, on one further technological revolution, as significant in its way as any other of the medieval period: the introduction of paper. Parchment (often known as vellum), made from scraped animal skins, had served the medieval world well. It was hardy, took ink smoothly and evenly, and was very durable, as witnessed by the quantities of parchment documents that survive today. Parchment was also, to an extent, reusable. But it was brittle, and could not easily be folded. It had to be cut from the shape of the skin, with considerable waste from trimming. It was also expensive. The raw material was finite, and took a long time to prepare. The volume of documentation generated by commerce and the expanding state bureaucracies demanded a more flexible and cost-effective writing medium.

Paper entered Europe via Moorish Spain in the twelfth century. Within a hundred years paper mills had been established in Italy, France and Germany. The technology, though capital intensive, was relatively simple. Paper-making demanded an abundance of linen rags and swift running water to power the mills that pounded the rags into mulch. Paper mills were usually constructed in hilly regions close to major centres of population. By the thirteenth century they were turning out a sophisticated range of paper products in carefully graded weights and sizes. Parchment continued to be preferred for precious documents intended to be preserved: charters, deeds and manuscript books. Paper also took longer to enter general use in northern Europe, where the raw materials were harder to come by, because in the colder weather people wore clothes made of wool rather than linen. In England there was no domestic paper manufacture until the eighteenth century, so all paper had to be imported. But despite this, by the fourteenth century paper was the preferred medium for all mundane purposes of record-keeping and correspondence throughout Europe. This humble artefact had established the dominant role in information culture that it retained into the last decades of the twentieth century.

In Bruges
 

The northern axis of the great network of European trade was Bruges, the vibrant Flemish city that still retains much of its medieval charm. Bruges was the hub of the trade in wool and cloth. To this city came the finest English wool, from whence it was either shipped south or manufactured into the high-quality dyed Flemish cloths which commanded a high price in Italy, France and Germany. All the major Italian trading families of Genoa, Venice and Florence maintained offices in Bruges. Its great square provided space for the exchange of goods from all over Europe.

The fortunes of Bruges were assured with the arrival in 1277 of the first Genoese seaborne fleet.3 The groups of foreign traders who settled in the city were organised into separate nations, each with their own residential headquarters and charter of privileges. The Italians were particularly numerous. At a time when Italian overseas trade was dominated by the so-called super-companies, each was heavily represented in Bruges.4 Technically nothing could be sold in Bruges except through a licensed native broker. Although this stipulation was frequently evaded, brokerage fees yielded large gains for local men. Managing the enormous demand for monetary instruments was also lucrative. By the fourteenth century Bruges had become, in effect, a highly sophisticated service economy. It was also the largest money market in northern Europe.5

Communications played an essential role in oiling the wheels of trade. Though many of the bulk goods from southern Europe continued to be transported by sea, letters were sent overland. They travelled along the settled routes familiar to pilgrims and the first generation of international traders in the twelfth century. The roads from Bruges to Italy were recorded in handwritten itineraries which guided the traveller in carefully delineated stages between the largest towns. From Flanders the road went either east to Cologne and down the Rhine, or south to Paris, and thence, via the plains of Champagne, to the Alpine passes.6

The merchants and travellers who met on these routes would inevitably exchange news. Pilgrims could also sometimes be persuaded to carry letters with them on their way home. But the sheer volume of documentary traffic demanded something more settled and permanent. In 1260 the Italian merchants set up a formal courier service between Tuscany and Champagne, home at this time to the most important of the great medieval trade fairs. The rhythms and itineraries of trade were built around these fairs. Merchants were enticed to do business by the promise of a large international gathering. Cities competed for the valuable business by offering exemptions from customary dues and tolls in transit. The fairs of Champagne offered a fixed sequence of markets that lasted through most of the year from spring to autumn.7 They were the centre of a European network that spread out through the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries to embrace Geneva and Lyon to the south, St Denis north of Paris, and Frankfurt in Germany. Further afield lay Leipzig, Medina del Campo in Spain and Antwerp, the rising rival to Bruges in the Netherlands. Fairs provided the opportunity for face-to-face bargaining and the exchange of information. Much of this commercial and political news was never committed to paper. Merchants had to have a highly developed capacity to retain information on commodity prices, exchange rates, distances and commercial rivals. A good memory was a precious financial gift and one that was consciously trained and nurtured. The account book of Andrea Barbarigo of Venice records in 1431 a cash payment of 13 ducats to ‘Maistro Piero dela Memoria for teaching me memory’.8

In the fourteenth century the wealthier merchants travelled less. Although the fairs still attracted merchandise, much bulk commerce was now shipped by sea. This only increased the need for reliable intelligence. In 1357 seventeen Florentine companies banded together to create a shared courier service. The most important routes ran from Florence to Barcelona, and from Florence to Bruges. The Bruges service ran along two routes: one via Milan and then up the Rhine to Cologne; the other diverted from Milan via Paris. The rival scarzelle Genovesi ran services from Genoa to Bruges and from Genoa to Barcelona.9 In addition to the trans-continental routes, the Italian merchant communities established numerous shorter-distance services within the Italian Peninsula. A twice-weekly service ran between Venice and Lucca. The weekly post between Florence and Rome arrived in Rome on a Friday and set off back on Sunday. It was now only a short step to the establishment of commercial courier services, run on behalf of the merchant companies by independent entrepreneurs. The firm headed by Antonio di Bartolomeo del Vantaggio in the fifteenth century operated a whole network of routes, including a weekly service between Florence and Venice.

Couriers were expected to keep to strict timetables. In the 1420s couriers from Florence were expected to reach Rome in five or six days, Paris in twenty to twenty-two, Bruges in twenty-five and Seville, a journey of two thousand kilometres, in thirty-two days. The annotations on the letters exchanged between Andrea Barbarigo in Venice and correspondents in Bruges, London and Valencia suggest this timetable could generally be adhered to: only the Seville itinerary seems unfairly demanding.10 The most sustained evidence for the efficiency of the courier service around the year 1400 comes from the Datini archive. An examination of his correspondence, together with notes of arrival and despatch of letters in the account books, produces evidence of around 320,000 dated epistolary transactions. The seventeen thousand letters between Florence and Genoa and the seven thousand letters between Florence and Venice took between five and seven days to arrive. Delivery times to London were more variable, depending as they did on the vagaries of the Channel crossing. On the other hand the post between Venice and Constantinople was remarkably reliable: letters would arrive between thirty-four and forty-six days of despatch.11
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2.1 The birth of a paper culture. Merchants and other writing professionals were forced to develop systems for filing incoming documents and correspondence.
 

Merchants were not the only users of these courier services. Notwithstanding the resources they poured into building their own postal networks, Europe's rulers were perfectly aware that the earliest and most reliable news often came through the merchant communities. With a fair wind news could travel remarkably quickly. The murder of Charles the Good in Bruges on 2 March 1127 was known in London two days later, thanks to the good offices of the Flemish merchants. When in 1316 a papal emissary arrived in England with news of the election of the new Pope, John XXII, he was graciously received and richly rewarded. But the king, Edward II, had in fact already heard this news, a month earlier, from Lawrence of Hibernia, the messenger of the Bardi of Florence.12 As late as 1497 the Milanese ambassador in London was recommending use of the courier service of the Florentine or Genoese merchants when speed was of the essence. Their confidentiality could also be relied upon.13

The merchants were often remarkably well informed. A long report compiled by the manager of the Medici office in Bruges in 1464 offered a detailed commentary on recent political events in both England and the Low Countries.14 A decade earlier he had correctly predicted that the loss of Rouen would spell the end for the English in Normandy. If one leaves aside the detail of business information (for the political manoeuvres obviously had implications for various ongoing transactions), then these letters have almost the character of diplomatic despatches. Certainly the long-established branch managers were seasoned observers of the local political scene, and often had better local connections than the foreign ambassadors who established residence in the sixteenth century. Diplomats, particularly if they arrived as representatives of a hostile power, struggled to establish relationships of trust.15 So they frequently turned for information, as did their hosts, to the ostensibly neutral foreign (usually Italian) merchants. This neutrality could become strained if the relationship between the merchants and the host power became too close. At one point the Medici manager in Bruges became personally involved in the secret negotiations surrounding a proposed continental marriage for Edward IV. During the Hundred Years War the Bardi and Peruzzi companies both received substantial payments from the English Crown for spying on French military preparations in Normandy.16 The merchants were in demand because it was far easier for merchants – particularly merchants from the unaligned states of Italy – to move freely across national boundaries than it would have been for nationals of the belligerent states.17 This difficulty of travelling through hostile territory was one of the factors that made it more difficult to establish an efficient diplomatic courier service.18

The main purpose of merchant despatches was obviously to provide information for the merchants themselves. Given the business sensitivity of so much of the information they retail, the cost of maintaining these courier services seems modest. Jacopo and Bartolomeo di Carocio degli Alberti and partners spent around 30 florins annually on the post between 1348 and 1350. Datini's firm in Avignon spent between 20 and 40 florins a year, and his Florence office a remarkably modest 13 florins. This was about the same as might be paid to a relatively junior member of staff as an annual salary.19 As a proportion of annual outgoings it was probably well below what was expended on marine insurance. News too was insurance of a sort, and provided vital data on which to base business decisions. The difficulty was knowing what news to believe.

Lost in Transmission
 

The development of an international European business network had a transformative effect on access to news in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. The roots of this development lay in the emergence of major Italian consortia trading to every part of Europe. Trading in a wide range of commodities and luxury goods, companies like the Bardi and Peruzzi established branches throughout the region: in Bruges and London, Spain and the Levant. This branch system created an organic communications network. Frequent contact was necessary to exercise control over branch managers and prevent them making decisions that were not in the company's interest. In return one of the ways the managers could demonstrate their competence was to provide a steady flow of informed comment: on the safety of routes, the movement of exchanges and future trading opportunities.

Exposure in so many markets was not without its dangers. In the 1340s the Peruzzi and the Bardi had experienced a spectacular bankruptcy, when the failure of the English Crown to repay substantial loans left the Italians fatally exposed to their own creditors. The Italians had been lured into underwriting Edward III's ambitious schemes in France by the prospect of a dominant role in the English wool trade. The Florentines were only the latest of a series of Italian consortia to find that lending to the English Crown was a high-risk enterprise. But as each company failed, there was always another to take its place. In 1395 the Mannini advanced large sums to underwrite the cost of Richard II's marriage to the French king Charles VI's daughter, Isabella of Valois. When four years later he was forced to abdicate, they shared in his downfall. ‘Because of the deed in England,’ reported an unsympathetic rival, ‘the said Mannini must needs give up their trade – and thus the world goes. Had there been no revolution in England, they might have become great, but no man ever allied himself with great lords, without losing his feathers.’20 Yet there was always someone ready to try. Almost as soon as the Italians had news of Richard's deposition, and of his death the following year, they were speculating whether the usurper Henry of Lancaster was likely to take on Richard's young widow, or another wife: ‘Whomsoever he may wed, there will be great feasting in England, and silken stuffs and jewels will go up in cost. Wherefore I would advise any who have fine jewels to send them here.’21

Here lay the paradox. Competition was natural and inevitable in the business world if fortunes were to be made. But cooperation in the sharing of information was also a necessity, when so much was uncertain and intelligence so hard to come by. Despite the impressive number of business letters that have come down to us, it is important to remember that they represent only a small fraction of what was written. The letters themselves express frequent anxieties about the difficulties of communication, and the uncertainties of the road:


Andrea sends you greetings. And you ought to know that the Sienese people who are here have despatched their letters through a common messenger after the last fair of Saint Ayoul. And I send you a bundle of letters through Balza, a carrier from Siena. If you did not receive them, do try again to get them. The messenger of the merchant guild has not yet come. May God send him to us with good news, for he has already taken too long.22



Greetings from Beaulieu. As I have written to you by other letters, I am surprised that after you left us here, we received no letter except the one that you sent from Nice. And were it not that I definitely think the fault is not yours (it is the fault, I believe, of those to whom you entrusted the delivery) I should say that you have entirely forgotten us. I am not writing anything more about this, except that you should be careful to whom you entrust letters, so that they are delivered to us.23



 

Many would no doubt sympathise with the despairing lament of a merchant in Paris writing back to Italy:


It seems as if we had been waiting a thousand years for news from you, for information about what is happening down there; later we shall not be so uneasy, but for Heaven's sake write often!24



 

One strategy to ensure the post got through was to send duplicates. ‘The Letter was sent on by chance and by two hands, following two different roads, so that you will be fairly sure to receive it.’25 But this was expensive and cumbersome. Sifting through these letters brings home that many merchants did not make use of the formal courier services, either because they were not part of the consortia that ran them or because they could not afford them. Inevitably these business letters are part of a jigsaw with most of the pieces missing. We hear of transactions to be undertaken, but not how they turned out. And this points up one difference between business letters and the political news they contain. Political news provides context, describing events that have occurred and are likely to impact on trade. The business part of a letter is generally future-oriented, with plans, recommendations and instructions. It assumes knowledge of a context that does not need to be spelt out. The business letters are by and large intended to initiate action; the political comment to inform it.

Nevertheless, there were key similarities between the business discussion and the more general news included in these letters. The sharing of news was costly, and therefore precious. It relied on a network of friends and correspondents; it relied, most of all, on trust. Trust, and the trustworthiness of the person who offered the information, was a critical issue that would run through the history of news gathering for the next four centuries.

With so much at stake there were inevitably those who would attempt to steal a march on their competitors. ‘If you engage in trade, and your letters arrive together with others,’ wrote Paolo da Certaldo in a merchants’ handbook of the mid-fourteenth century,


always keep in mind to read yours first before passing on the others. And if your letters advise you to buy or sell some merchandise at a profit, call a broker immediately and do what the letters advise, and then consign the other letters that arrived with yours. But don't consign them before having finished your own business.26



 

There were even couriers prepared to accept retainers from particular merchants in return for delivering the mail pouch to their favoured clients first.27 That said, Paolo da Certaldo's well-known advice has probably received more attention than it deserves. His remarks on business ethics form part of a wry and cynical text which gives equally caustic advice on how Italian citizens should manage their spirited wives. His comments should be set against an equally strong tradition that commercially sensitive news should be freely shared; and much no doubt was, in the marketplace and in the taverns, when ships came in from far afield. In Emden, northwest Germany, where a new merchant community was established in the sixteenth century, the practice was that commercial letters from far-flung places were read aloud in the market square.28 This would undoubtedly have been a tradition based on earlier German precedent, and the free sharing of information in many ways made far more sense. News about faraway events was precious, but difficult to verify. The quantity of rumour, travellers’ tales and eyewitness accounts available in the marketplace therefore played a crucial role in making sense of what might be received in confidential letters. It was valuable to be ahead of the crowd, to buy up grain before it shot up in price on report of an impending dearth. But to act on a report that turned out to be false, or exaggerated, could be more disastrous than not to have acted at all.

It was a delicate balance, and no one wanted to go out on a limb. It was all very well to be first with the news – but how did one know whether it was true? The hope was that the dense network of connections in the merchant community would bring corroborative reports. Those most daring did not wait. Rumour on the Rialto could move prices on the Venice commodity market several points in a single day. Unscrupulous traders were suspected of deliberately spreading false reports so they could profit from market movements.
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2.2 Albrecht Dürer, The Little Courier. Speed was of the essence for Europe's messenger services, as is dramatically captured in this woodcut.
 

So despite all the hazards, merchants were assiduous collectors of rumour. ‘Keep me informed,’ wrote Francesco Datini to a correspondent in Genoa in 1392, ‘about spices and about everything related to our trade, especially all the rumours and all the news that you hear about the sea and other things. When you see anything that involves importing or exporting merchandise, let me know.’29 Of course an unlucky or credulous choice could damage a reputation as well as ruin a speculation. In 1419 the Venetian diarist Antonio Morosini devoted some considerable time to compiling a long despatch of news for his nephew Biagio Dolfin, the Venetian consul in Alexandria. Morosini would have been less than pleased had he known that another nephew, Alban, had written to warn Biagio not to trust what he read:


I have read a letter of my uncle Antonio, who gives you much news but also many lies, which were passed on to him. And so he writes you what he hears. But I advise you that you should not trust such gossip, which I am afraid, could cause him difficulties one day. So please, don't show or read in public [the parts of] these letters, which in your opinion should be kept discreet.30



 

This is all the more galling as it seems to have been unfair: Morosini's letter does not include anything that was not reported elsewhere. The whole issue of when rumour became news was a thorny one. It was up to each man's judgement to know what to believe, and when to act.

Much rested on the personal reputation of the individual making the report. The early medieval tradition that word of mouth was more to be trusted than a written report lingered on in some of the correspondence. ‘Put Domenico on horseback and send him quickly by land, giving me news of what you have done’ was the demand of one impatient merchant.31 But most often this was simply impractical. Datini lived in constant fear of double-dealing (perhaps because his own practices with his partners were none too scrupulous). Merchants were perfectly aware that managers and brokers in far-flung places would be trying to line their own pockets. When contracts were drawn up with agents abroad, clauses were routinely added forbidding them from playing games of chance, reflecting an awareness that heavy gambling losses could lead to desperate attempts to cover debts by embezzlement.32 These fears were perfectly understandable; but in the last resort trade could only function if merchants shared information. ‘When you write to me, always inform me in full,’ wrote an Italian trader in Damascus to an associate in Barcelona, ‘how the situation is at your place and what you think of it, and about the departing ships destined to this region, and what their cargoes are. And I will do the same for you.’ This man's philosophy might stand for the whole community: ‘in this way the one hand washes the other’.33 The business correspondence is full of plans and schemes, but also cautionary tales: ships lost at sea, goods stolen, a caravan loaded with precious cargo robbed by Arabs. Mediterranean piracy was an occupational hazard. Access to information could be the difference between prosperity and ruin. The development of Europe-wide enterprises was necessarily a matter of trust and reciprocity. In the last resort the Italians trusted their own trading apparatus, even if the human beings who formed its sinews sometimes fell short.

Venice
 

By the third decade of the fifteenth century, Venice had achieved a position of primacy among the Italian trading cities. It now played the pivotal role in three crucial areas of the international economy: the trade in cloth with London and Bruges, the trade in wool with Spain, and the exchange of cotton and spices with Egypt and the Levant. While much of the trade with northern Europe went via the circuitous sea route through the Mediterranean, the overland route to Germany offered an alternative. By this time merchants from the southern German cities were themselves active traders in the Venetian market. The system of government in the Republic was entirely orientated towards the protection of trade. The Senate would take charge of the composition and itinerary of the galley fleets that brought goods from the east and transported them on to Spain and London. It also intervened actively to prevent the creation of monopolies, thus protecting the livelihoods of the independent traders who were the lifeblood of Venetian commerce.

The Republic's growing economic power did not go uncontested. At the beginning of the 1430s Venice prevailed in a trial of strength with the Sultan of Egypt, defeating his attempts to establish a monopoly over the spice and cotton trade. War with the Duke of Milan meant that for several years Venetian sailors risked capture by the powerful Genoese fleet. Meanwhile, the emperor Sigismund, a bitter foe of the Republic, attempted, largely without success, to enforce an embargo on Venetian goods in Germany. All of this meant that the Republic's trade was particularly vulnerable to the vagaries of enemy action. Merchants had to follow every twist and turn in the conflicts if they were to avoid ruinous losses.

The instability of the times created opportunity as well as danger. Those who were prepared to take risks could maximise profit while the more cautious kept their ships in harbour. When peace was declared, previously idle capital flooded the market. In 1429 the price of pepper fell two points on rumours that the Sultan of Egypt had been deposed. War raised the price of pepper but depressed the price of cloth, making it more difficult to ship to the east; peace had the opposite effects.

A peculiarity of Venetian trade was that whereas bulk goods to northern Europe were transported in the galley fleets by sea, mail was despatched overland. This provided the opportunity for the agile merchant to influence the market while the goods were in transit. The following advice from Andrea Barbarigo is perhaps not untypical:


You asked about pepper and I reply as follows. My opinion would be that you dispose of said pepper at the end of January or before, especially if you can sell at 13 d or more, although our Vittore thinks it should be worth 15 d. I advise you that it is believed that none will be sent to the west by the Catalans, and if the Florentines bring any it will be very late. Of the Genoese I have no knowledge. I do not think there will be much brought by the galleys [of Beirut and Alexandria] because the Soldan [Sultan] has sent to have it taken by his mercantile agent in Alexandria. When the fleet from that port does arrive, which will not be before February or some months later, I think pepper will be worth perhaps 45–50 ducats. All that I say above is to advise you of my opinion, but I wish you to sell my pepper according to your judgement, for cash, term, or barter, and I leave you freedom as to price, trusting you to do the best you can.34



 

As this shows, much was left to the judgement of the agent. Venetian traders, rather than establishing branch offices, tended to undertake new arrangements from voyage to voyage. Agents who were settled in Valencia, Bruges or Acre worked on commission. In the mid-fifteenth century letters from Bruges reached Venice in about twenty-five days. From Valencia, in northern Spain, they took about a month.

By the end of the fifteenth century both the speed of transit and the intensity of contacts had increased markedly. Venice was by this point the undisputed news hub of Europe. Correspondence and despatches arrived in the city in considerable numbers every day, and the most sensitive reports were relayed directly to the Senate. Here their arrival was meticulously noted by the young patrician Marin Sanudo, a long-serving member of the Venetian administration who aspired to be named the city's first official historian. In this he was to be disappointed, but the notes he accumulated in his diary provide the most precious evidence not only of the speed and volume of correspondence, but of its effect on the Venetian economy.35

From Sanudo's diary entries we see how directly political news impacted the price of commodities traded on the Venetian market. Venice was heavily dependent on imported grain; it was also re-exported to Germany in large quantities. The major source of imports was Sicily. Thus a report in 1497 that the harvest there was poorer than expected raised prices immediately.36 The high-value trade in spices was particularly sensitive to changes in political fortunes in the Levant. In 1497 Sanudo noted reports from Alexandria of political turbulence in Egypt that made spice traders reluctant to sell, since they anticipated an interruption to supply that would force prices up. In this context the success of the Portuguese in opening up a new spice route to India around the Cape of Good Hope in 1501 was pregnant with consequences. The prospect that this would spoil the market to Flanders initially depressed prices in Venice. But then came news that the Portuguese had cornered the market, and there was little in Alexandria left to sell. The price of pepper in Venice rose from 75 to 95 ducats in four days.37 When the Portuguese succeeded in repeating the ocean passage to India the following year, the significance of this feat was not lost on the European merchant community. The news was relayed to Venice from Lyon, Genoa and Bruges as well as from Lisbon. According to another contemporary diarist, the news of the Portuguese success caused greater consternation than any military defeat: ‘everyone was stupefied; and this news was considered by informed people to be the worst ever received by the Venetian republic other than losing its freedom.’38

The money market and the market in marine insurance were even more volatile. The news that the Turkish corsair Kamali was at sea in 1501 and had taken a host of ships caused marine insurance rates to leap from 1.5 to 10 per cent.39 With fortunes to be won or lost, those with money were prepared to pay to be first with the news. Also in 1501 the proprietors of the Venetian galleys destined for Beirut chartered a swift vessel to go ahead and advise the Arab traders that a richly laden fleet was on its way. The captain was to receive 850 ducats if he accomplished this voyage in eighteen days, but would lose 50 ducats for each two days of delay.40 In the sixteenth century a sliding scale of this sort was built into the tariff for express courier services between Venice and Rome. A courier who managed the journey in under forty hours would be paid an impressive 40 ducats (equivalent to the annual salary of a minor administrative officer). If the message took four days to deliver, the fee was a quarter of this.41

With so much at stake, it is little surprise that the practice developed of annotating the outer wrapper of a letter with the time of despatch and arrival at each staging post on the route. The first known instance of timing dockets was recorded in the courier service established by Filippo Maria Visconti, Duke of Milan in the middle of the fifteenth century. The letters would be entrusted to mounted riders, sometimes with further scribbled invocations to emphasise the importance of the task: Cito Cito Cito Cito volando dì et nocte senza perdere tempo ('Haste, haste, haste, haste, fly by day and night, losing no time') was the insistent message recorded on a docket of the Milan courier master Tommaso Brasca on 6 February 1495.42 Both this sort of annotation and the practice of recording staging times became standard in the imperial and national postal services of the sixteenth century.

An express courier was only used for news of exceptional importance or commercial sensitivity. What is extraordinary about the meticulous notes assembled by Sanudo is what they reveal about the sheer intensity of the news traffic arriving in Venice. The Venetian ambassador in Rome wrote every day, and couriers were despatched to Venice twice or three times a week. Intelligence from Naples, Lyon and London was almost as frequent. Several thousand of these incoming despatches were some time ago subjected to a systematic analysis by the French historian Pierre Sardella. He studied letters despatched to Venice from around forty different cities, noting, with the help of Sanudo's diary, the time of their despatch and arrival. For each place Sardella then calculated the longest time each letter took to reach Venice, the average and the shortest journey: this allowed him to create for each partner city a ‘co--efficient of reliability’ for the post between these places and Venice. By far the most reliable service was that between Venice and Brussels: letters arrived in Venice almost without fail ten days after despatch; note also the dramatic fall in transit time compared to Barbarigo's correspondence sixty years before. The post with London was slightly more variable because of the Channel crossing: correspondence that relied on long sea journeys, for example between Venice and Alexandria, could be very erratic.43

What Venice had discovered was that although the bulk of trade continued to be transported by sea, land communications were by far the more reliable. The hub of Europe's news networks was now the settled road and river routes linking the commercial cities of Germany, Italy and the Low Countries. This was a development of the utmost significance for the emergence of an international network of news.

The Eyes and Ears of Germany
 

Venice also enjoyed extremely efficient letter communications with the cities of southern Germany. However difficult it might be to haul bulky commerce over the Alpine passes, the post got through.

German merchants had played an important role in the European trade network since the twelfth century. Cologne was the northern gathering point of trade between inland Germany, the Low Countries and Italy. Merchants from northern Hanseatic cities such as Hamburg and Lübeck were also heavily involved in long-distance sea-trading.44 The German merchants were the first formally incorporated national group in thirteenth-century Bruges. But it was the southern German cities that would emerge in the later Middle Ages as motors of the central European economy. Augsburg and Nuremberg were, by 1400, in the forefront of production of the luxury manufactures so much in demand in Europe's major markets: both cities specialised in the production of linen cloth and metalwork. Augsburg was the source of much of the best armour and a precocious centre of banking. Nuremberg, with its close connections to the mining regions of Saxony and Bohemia, specialised in ironwork and brass.

In the sixteenth century Augsburg would emerge as the critical nodal point in the European communications system. One hundred years before, this role had been played by Nuremberg. In the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries Nuremberg was the effective capital of the German Empire, a primacy recognised in the expectation that emperors would hold their first meeting of the German Estates, the Reichstag, in the city.45 Nuremberg had the largest territory of any imperial free city. Its merchants had interests all over Europe, with particular concentrations in Spain, Italy and the Low Countries. The practice of merchant families sending their young men to serve apprenticeships in branch offices abroad persisted into the sixteenth century, as can be seen from the large numbers of letters that still survive in the archives from homesick and often misbehaving youngsters to their harassed parents.46

A cornerstone of Nuremberg's rise to greatness was its engagement in the financing of industrial ventures in the mines of Saxony. Nuremberg was Germany's gateway to the east, and the major firms had branch offices in Vienna, Prague and Krakow. The fact that its governing council was drawn from the wealthiest merchants ensured that the interests of business would always be well represented. A mirror of Nuremberg's economic power can be seen in the city's success in insisting that its merchants were exempted from tolls in many other German towns. Nuremberg's economic power was respected but also feared: the city fathers were fully aware that the interests of their city had to be defended against predators. That demanded, above all things, a steady flow of accurate information.

Nuremberg's status as an information hub derived partly from its geographic situation, at the confluence of twelve major roads. Martin Luther described the city as ‘the eyes and ears of Germany’, and it would play a critical role in spreading news of his quarrels with the papacy.47 The role of the international merchant community as a source of information was widely recognised. In 1476 the minutes of the Town Council record a decision ‘to seek advice from the merchants’ and this would not have been unusual.48 The steady Turkish advance through the Balkans in the fifteenth century threatened many areas where Nuremberg merchants had invested capital. When war seemed likely, the city merchants would entrust one of their number who had interests in the area with finding out what was afoot. Critical information was frequently shared with other German cities. In 1456 news of the war with the Turks was despatched onward to Nördlingen and Rothenburg. In 1474 when the merchants contacted a friendly source in Cologne for information, they in return forwarded news from Bohemia, Hungary and Poland.49
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Map 2 Major European trade routes, c. 1500.
 

To service this far-flung information system the German towns and cities maintained a sophisticated courier network. A regular courier service was in operation between Augsburg and Nuremberg by 1350, and the first surviving city accounts for Nuremberg, which date from 1377, show that the city was already making use of paid messengers.50 By the fifteenth century Nuremberg had a number of couriers on the city payroll. Notwithstanding the expense, the city made frequent use of their services: in the ten years between 1431 and 1440 Nuremberg sent out 438 messengers.51 This period of intense activity coincided with the latter stages of the Hussite wars, and in such turbulent times it was vital that the merchant community be aware of the latest developments in case their goods were impounded – either where they were traded or in transit. The city fathers regarded the outlay on messengers as money well spent.

With these city courier services the south German cities had established a system that fell halfway between the traditional ad hoc system of merchant correspondence and the diplomatic networks beginning to be developed by Europe's leading princes. They were able to take advantage of the same synergy of interest we have observed in that other great merchant republic, Venice.

In the sixteenth century the network of German city courier services would be linked up to provide a regular weekly service as an adjunct and later rival to the imperial post. Because the imperial post followed the major trade routes between the Netherlands and Italy, the north/south trade axis through the Empire was not well served, and this is where the city post came into its own. But this was for the future. At the close of the Middle Ages the merchant posts had established an intense and permanent node of communication between Venice and southern Germany, linking two of Europe's most sophisticated merchant economies. In turn this established a second vital stream of information to mirror the route through the western Alps linking Italy with Paris and Bruges. Venice and Nuremberg, the two great trading centres of the age, had established an undoubted primacy as information hubs south and north of the Alps. It was no accident that these cities would also be pioneers in the new information age that dawned following the invention of printing.
  


CHAPTER 3
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The First News Prints
 

IN the new commercial world of fourteenth- and fifteenth-century Europe, wealth brought many privileges. Men of power had long enjoyed the luxury of space: land on which to hunt; large and eye-catching villas on the main streets of Europe's richest cities. Now, thanks to international commerce, they were able to fill these houses with beautiful things. Their homes became the visible symbols of their wealth. They built gardens, wore fine clothes, and filled their rooms with exquisite objects: tapestries, sculpture, pictures and curiosities, the horn of a unicorn or precious stones. They also began to collect books. For the development of European intellectual culture the new vogue for books was highly significant. Until this point books were essentially a utilitarian tool of the professional writing classes. Books were accumulated only where they were used: in religious houses, by teachers in the new universities. Students might own one or two texts, often laboriously copied from dictation or from a rented master copy. It was only in the late fourteenth century that the building of a library became an important part of elite culture.

Books and learning played a critical role in the new culture of the Renaissance. Scholars placed the rediscovery of lost classical texts at the heart of an exciting new world of intellectual exploration and literary fashion.1 Europe's major commercial hubs, in Italy, Germany and the Low Countries, became the centres of a new trade in the manufacture and decoration of books.

As long as each book had to be hand-copied from another manuscript, the pace of growth was limited by the availability of trained scribes. Inventive spirits in different parts of Europe began experimenting with ways to speed the process by mechanisation. The honour of having first mastered the craft of printing would go to a German, Johannes Gutenberg, the manufacturer of pilgrims’ mirrors of a decade before.2 In 1454 Gutenberg was able to exhibit at the Frankfurt Fair trial pages of his masterpiece, a Bible, that he would go on to produce in 180 identical copies. Europe's book-owning classes were not slow to understand the importance of what Gutenberg had achieved. Attempts to protect the secret of the new technology were unavailing. Soon craftsmen were introducing the new technique of book manufacture to all corners of Europe.3

The technological brilliance of print was indeed impressive, but the first generation of printers was remarkably conservative in the choice of books they brought to the market. The first printed books mirrored very closely the taste of established customers for manuscript books. Gutenberg's Bible was followed by psalters and liturgical texts. Italy's first printers published multiple editions of works by classical authors, the cornerstone of the humanist intellectual agenda. Standard legal texts of civil and canon law, medieval medical and scientific manuals, also became staples of the new market. These were on the whole big and expensive books. It took some time for printers to understand how this new invention might be used to exploit the market for news.

For this reason the news events of the late fifteenth century did not, on the whole, leave a substantial impact on the new medium of print. The fall of Constantinople in 1453 came just before Gutenberg had successfully unveiled his new invention. For the next thirty years printers would be largely focused on mastering the new disciplines of a marketplace suddenly awash with unprecedented numbers of books, not all of which found customers. News of the conflicts in France, England and the Low Countries, and the darkening clouds gathering over the eastern Mediterranean, was spread by largely traditional means: in correspondence, and by travellers. The fall of Negroponte in 1470 and the siege of Rhodes in 1480 were the first contemporary political events to find a significant echo in print: the threat of Turkish encroachment, here as later, stimulated a pan-European response. Printed copies of the Pope's appeal for coordinated action for the defence of Rhodes were widely circulated.4 But these were ripples on the pond.

For as long as the new industry remained geared to the production of large books for traditional customers, the reporting of contemporary events would remain a subsidiary concern. The expansion of print into new markets proceeded by tentative steps. First, printers would learn the value of varying their output by publishing small items for volume sales (cheap print). Then they would make experimental use of print to share news of the discoveries of faraway continents in the age of exploration. But it was only in the early sixteenth century, a full seventy years after Gutenberg published his Bible, that the world experienced its first major media event, the German Reformation.

The Reformation catalysed a movement of powerful change that destroyed forever the unity of Western Christendom. It also alerted Europe's nascent printing industry to the potential of a whole new mass market for printed news of contemporary events. The news market would be changed for ever.

The Commerce of Devotion
 

In 1472 the first printers in Rome, Konrad Sweynheim and Arnold Pannartz, appealed to the Pope for help. Their publishing house stood on the brink of failure. Their printing shop, according to their piteous petition, was ‘full of printed sheets, empty of necessities’.5 They had to this point manufactured an impressive 20,000 copies of their printed texts: but they could not sell them. Theirs was not an unusual experience for the first generation of publishing pioneers. The first printers were guided in their choice of texts by their most enthusiastic customers. The universities wanted texts; scholars wanted the classical works admired by humanists. The result was that many of the first printers produced editions of the same books. It turned out they had given too little thought to how they would dispose of the copies. The market in manuscripts was close and intimate: the scribe usually knew the customer for whom he copied a text. Now printers faced the problem of disposing of hundreds of copies of identical texts to unknown buyers scattered around Europe. The failure to resolve these unanticipated problems of distribution and liquidity caused severe financial dislocation. As a result a large proportion of the first printers went bankrupt.

For the shrewdest among them, salvation lay in close cooperation with reliable institutional customers: the Church or State. In the last decades of the fifteenth century the rulers of a number of Europe's states began to experiment with the mechanisation of some of the routine procedures of government. The use of printing to publicise the decisions of officialdom would in due course become one of the most important aspects of the new information culture.6 But for the first generation of printers the Church would be the new industry's most significant customer. Alongside the numerous prayer books, psalters and sermon collections, church institutions also began to contract printers to mechanise the production of certificates of indulgence.

One of the ironies of Luther's later criticism of indulgences was that they were not only hugely popular, but an early mainstay of the printing industry.7 After several centuries of evolution the theology of indulgences reached its mature form in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries.8 In return for the performance of pious acts – participation in a pilgrimage, contribution to a Crusade or church building – the repentant Christian was offered the assurance of remission of sin. The practice was closely associated with the doctrine of purgatory, to the extent that the length of the remission, often forty days, was precisely quantified. The contribution was acknowledged with a receipt or certificate: initially on parchment or paper, and handwritten.

It was swiftly recognised that the labour of inscribing such certificates would be greatly reduced if the terms and details of the gift could be printed, leaving gaps for insertion of the name of the recipient and the sum donated. Certificates of indulgence soon became a ubiquitous feature of publishing in Germany. For printers, this was the ideal commission. The work was short, a few simple lines of text, easily set up and executed. Since the complete text was a single sheet, on one side of paper, it demanded no technical sophistication. Most crucially, a printed indulgence posed the printer none of the complex problems of distribution that shipwrecked so many early businesses. With indulgences the printer undertook the work as a commission from a single client, normally the bishop or a local church. It would be for the institution to distribute the copies: the printer would receive his full payment on delivery of the work.

The scale of this business was clearly immense. Of the 28,000 printed texts that have survived from the fifteenth century, the first age of print, around 2,500 were single-sheet items or broadsheets. Of these, a third were indulgences. Furthermore, indulgence certificates were printed in far larger editions than was normal. The earliest books were printed in editions of around 300, rising to 500 by the end of the fifteenth century. However, for indulgences we know of orders for 5,000, 20,000, even in one case for 200,000 copies.9 This was work so lucrative that printers would often interrupt or put aside other orders to fulfil these commissions, as frustrated authors frequently complained. Gutenberg was one of many printers who undertook work of this sort, alongside more ambitious projects.10

This sort of ephemeral printing is particularly prone to the natural wastage that has caused so much early print to be lost. Some publications that have vanished altogether can only be documented from archival records. Taking all this into account, we can reliably estimate that by the end of the fifteenth century printers would have turned out as many as three to four million indulgence certificates. This was good work for printers, and they grabbed it like a lifeline.

The indulgence campaigns also gave rise to a host of associated works. One of Gutenberg's early publications was the so-called Türkenkalendar, a six-leaf pamphlet entitled A Warning to Christendom against the Turks.11 Under the guise of a calendar for the year 1455, a series of verses exhort the Pope, Emperor and the German nation to arm for the fight against the common enemy. The following year Pope Calixtus III proclaimed a Bull exhorting the whole of Christendom to join the crusade, either in person or through monetary contributions. The German translation of this Bull was published as a fourteen-leaf pamphlet.12
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3.1 The trade in salvation. An indulgence published as part of Raymond Peraudi's third great German campaign, 1502.
 

These pamphlets had an important news function. Campaigns that raised money for international causes, such as the incessant calls for crusade against the encroaching Ottoman Empire, brought news of these faraway events to a wide public.13 These publications, though generally originating in Italy, achieved a remarkable geographical range. The crusading writings of Cardinal Bessarion were among the first books published in France.14 William Cousin's account of the siege of Rhodes was the first book published in Scandinavia (in 1480). Two years later, an explanation of the plenary indulgence decreed for the Turkish crusade was the very first book published in the Swedish language.15

The unchallenged superstar of this new financial evangelism was Cardinal Raymond Peraudi. An indefatigable preacher and pamphleteer, Peraudi led three major fund-raising campaigns in northern Europe between 1488 and 1503. His sermons were major events for the towns that received him, and the sums raised were divided between the Church and the local authorities according to a carefully laid-down formula. Peraudi's activities were supported in a blizzard of publications, in both broadsheet and pamphlet form.16 The careful orchestration of information, exhortation and excitement has much in common with modern campaigning techniques.17 Peraudi would arrive in a city with great pomp and circumstance. His visit was often preceded by publications announcing his impending arrival and the cause for which he preached. After he had roused the crowds to pious devotions, contributors would be provided with the indulgence certificate stipulating their donation and the promised remission. Those keen to learn more could buy locally printed copies of Peraudi's sermon.

Peraudi could not be everywhere, so in other places the campaign was led by appointed deputies. In Sweden it was headed by the Dutchman Anthonius Mast, who brought with him 20,000 letters of indulgence, of which 6,000 were taken on to Finland by Michael Poyaudi.18 This was a carefully coordinated and highly sophisticated media campaign, designed to energise Christendom to a sense of shared responsibility for critical events in faraway lands. It was also a precocious demonstration of the potential impact of printing.

These events were intensely moving for those who witnessed a great preacher at work; for the history of publishing they are also deeply significant. For many of Europe's citizens the precious certificate of indulgence would be the first printed text they owned. In contrast to the rather conservative instincts of many early publishers, these fund-raising campaigns increased awareness in the industry of the possibilities of the new medium. The publishing opportunities surrounding the preaching of indulgences alerted many publishers for the first time to the value of cheap print. It was an important dry-run for the media storm that would engulf Germany a generation later with the coming of the Reformation.

New Worlds
 

On 18 February 1493 a small weather-beaten ship, the Niña, made landfall on one of the Portuguese islands of the Azores. On board was the Genoese adventurer Christopher Columbus, who had just completed the first successful voyage back and forth across the expanse of the Atlantic Ocean. The discovery of the Americas was one of the critical turning points in world history, and it took place just as Europe's public was beginning to explore the potential of printing as a news medium. In 1492, the same year that Columbus had set sail from Spain, a giant meteor fell near the Alsace village of Ensisheim. An enterprising poet, Sebastian Brant, had composed a verse description of the event. Several German publishers then printed this text, along with a bold woodcut representation of the meteor racing across the sky. This news broadsheet proved enormously popular, and several editions still survive.19

The discovery of the Americas was potentially of a whole different order. In the long term, if hopes were realised of large discoveries of gold and spices, it could transform the European economy. In the shorter term it pitted against each other the two great monarchies competing for domination of the trans-oceanic lands, Portugal and Castile-Aragon. A few years later the Portuguese would triumphantly conclude their own momentous feat of exploration, linking the Eastern spice lands with the European market by rounding the southern tip of Africa.

At the time, it must be said, this Portuguese expedition seemed to Europe's news markets the more significant story of the two. The true impact of Columbus's three great voyages emerged only gradually. Despite this, the response to Columbus offers a particularly interesting case study of a developing news event at a time when the news market was itself in a state of transition.

Even before the forced landfall in the Azores, Columbus was acutely aware that accounts of his voyage would have to be carefully managed. He had departed garlanded with the most expansive promises of rewards should he find, as he had promised, a westward passage to the Asian spice markets. As Admiral of the Ocean Seas he and his heirs were to be invested with hereditary dominion and a tenth of the profits emanating from the new discovered lands. His ships had crossed the ocean but what they had discovered was by no means clear. Columbus could not definitely confirm a route to Asia, nor offer any clear prospect of riches: the novelties he could display, parrots and native captives, might seem an insufficient surrogate for the gold and spices he had promised.

Even to make his report to Ferdinand and Isabella, Columbus had first to endure a second unwanted brush with the Portuguese. After extricating his crew, with some difficulty, from the Azores, Columbus's ship was forced to take refuge in the harbour of Lisbon. He was summoned to a potentially difficult interview with the King of Portugal, a man who had previously turned down his offer of service, but would now have a very shrewd understanding of what his navigational feat might mean.

Before he attended this awkward rendezvous, Columbus had taken the precaution of sending a report of his discoveries to his royal patrons at Barcelona. He despatched a second copy from the Spanish port of Palos, near Cadiz, after his patched-up ship had been allowed to sail on – to his enormous relief – from the Portuguese capital. Both reports made their way successfully to Barcelona, where they had in fact already been anticipated by a messenger from Martin Pinzón, captain of the Pinta, which had been separated from the Admiral's ship in the storm that blew Columbus into the Azores. The Pinta made landfall in northern Spain, from where Pinzón sent word overland to the court, asking leave to come in person to tell the story of the voyage. This was refused: the sovereigns insisted this was the prerogative of Columbus. He was now summoned to Barcelona for what became a triumphant festival of celebration.

In the weeks following Columbus's meeting with Ferdinand and Isabella, further manuscript copies of his report circulated around the court. It was not long before one appeared in print, in a Spanish translation published in Barcelona. A copy of the original letter was printed almost simultaneously in Valladolid, and it was this Latin Epistola de insulis nuper inventis ('Letter from the islands recently discovered') that became the basis for a rapid flurry of reprints: in Rome, and north of the Alps at Basel, Paris and Antwerp. A paraphrase of this letter was also rendered into Italian by Giuliano Dati, and it too found an eager public, with three editions published before the end of the year.20

Columbus, for all his fantasies and delusions, was a remarkable man. He had charted, almost by instinct, what was to prove the most expeditious route for transatlantic sailing; he also proved a remarkably effective publicist. His account of this first voyage was a masterpiece of concise exposition, fitting neatly into an eight-page pamphlet. But the commercial success of De insulis inventis should not lead us to overestimate its influence in shaping contemporary perceptions of Columbus's discoveries. Even before the pamphlet was printed in Rome, sometime after 29 April 1493, news of the voyage had already made its way to at least seven different cities through manuscript reports.21 These manuscript letters, and the earliest verbal reports, seem to be what weighed most heavily among opinion-formers. Columbus stuck doggedly to the view, at least in public, that the lands he had discovered were Asiatic; he had therefore fulfilled the terms of his contract and deserved his reward. Others were more sceptical. Among those who had the chance to converse with Columbus at court were two men who would themselves be influential in promoting the oceanic discoveries in their publications, Pietro Martire d'Anghiera and the young Bartolomé de Las Casas. At his Lisbon landfall Columbus had also made the acquaintance of Bartholomeu Dias, a veteran of the first Portuguese voyages around the Cape. These men were aware that Columbus had done something remarkable, but doubted that he had found a route to Asia. The formal response of his royal patrons reflected this emerging consensus: their greeting referred more ambiguously to ‘Islands you have discovered in the Indies’.

Such doubts did not diminish enthusiasm for Columbus's announced plan for a return voyage. He had little difficulty in recruiting 1,500 volunteers, who in September 1493 embarked with a greatly enhanced fleet of seventeen ships. But the stakes were very high. The potential of the westward voyages pointed up the need for urgent resolution of the contesting claims of Spain and Portugal. News of an agreement, the treaty of Tordesillas, was conveyed to Columbus in a letter from Queen Isabella in 1494 when he was already back in Hispaniola. The fact that other ships were already at this stage making the Atlantic passage independently also caused Columbus problems. It was now more difficult to manage news: reports of the increasingly chaotic state of the new settlements were soon being conveyed back to Spain by the disgruntled and the disillusioned. The scale of royal investment in the second and third voyages made the dawning recognition that Columbus's Asian fantasy had no foundation difficult to deal with. On his return in late 1496 from his second voyage, Columbus was subjected to a formal commission of inquiry; during the third voyage he was stripped of his powers and returned to Spain in 1500 in chains.

Despite these reverses many of the early enthusiasts kept faith. Pietro Martire d'Anghiera was an influential friend. His letter of November 1494 celebrating ‘this Columbus, discovered of a new world’ coined a usage that has remained current to this day. The term passed into general use, reinforced several years later when d'Anghiera published a highly influential account of the New World discoveries, De orbis novo. But the drama of the later voyages no longer had the same resonance in correspondence and print. In pragmatic mercantile circles the failure to discover the elusive western passage to Asia diminished interest in America. The news that the Portuguese had imported significant quantities of spice via the Cape route in 1499 and 1501 caused, as we have seen, far more turbulence in the financial and commodity markets.22

In 1502 the exploration of the Brazilian coast by Amerigo Vespucci provided definite proof of the discovery of a new continental land mass. Vespucci was also a gifted self-publicist. His description of this voyage, undertaken in the service of Portugal, was quickly published in several languages and multiple editions.23 Interestingly, this was the first of the great travel narratives to find a large resonance in Germany, where it was published in German translation in at least eight different cities. This suggests a telling contrast with the earlier Columbus expeditions. Discussion of the first oceanic voyages focused very much on their political implications, hence the particular interest they excited in Italy, where the Spanish Pope Alexander VI was heavily involved in resolving the resulting jurisdictional quarrel between Spain and Portugal. The Portuguese Crown, despite being first with the news of Columbus's extraordinary feat, made no attempt to publicise it: it was hardly in their interest to do so. Ferdinand and Isabella, and Pope Alexander in Rome, on the other hand, actively promoted publicity of the expedition's success. North of the Alps there was a curious lack of resonance, despite the success of Columbus's first account. Here there was a certain ambivalence towards Spanish ambitions, reinforced by the emerging Habsburg connection with the Spanish Crown. The pronounced preference in France and Germany for news of Portuguese success (Portugal was a traditional French ally, as well as a counterweight to Spanish expansion) thus also has its political aspect.

Over the course of the sixteenth century publications about New World colonisation would multiply. As the full extent of the new Spanish possessions became clear, Europe's northern powers found themselves drawn inexorably into the unfolding Atlantic geopolitics. Taken on their own, the accounts of the first Columbus expedition provide an interesting snapshot of the news market at the end of the fifteenth century. To carry the first news to Spain and onwards to Italy, Columbus and his backers relied primarily on correspondence. In quantitative and qualitative terms this remained the most important and quickest form of super-regional news distribution. Correspondence provided precise, rapid information for those who needed to know. Letters had a limited distribution, but a high degree of reliability.24 Print played a different role. Print allowed news to reach a broader public, those who could not expect to be in receipt of privileged information. Often what was presented as news was intended to serve the wider public debate that followed after significant events. This was the case with the publications that followed the fall of Negroponte (1470), one of the first news events to be widely discussed in print.25 The disastrous loss of this key Venetian citadel in the eastern Mediterranean to the Turks provoked a flurry of print commentary, much of it in verse. But few readers of these works would have been learning the news for the first time. The plight of the garrison was well known, and news of their capitulation was swiftly disseminated from Venice around Italy, by letters and word of mouth. Here the publication of news pamphlets played a part in an acrimonious debate about political responsibility; they also allowed Italy's eager humanists to display their literary virtuosity on the subject of a contemporary tragedy.

At this early date print was a sporadic, occasional medium. It could not yet provide the constant flow of information necessary for those in positions of responsibility for whom critical decisions could depend on remaining fully informed. When Columbus arrived back from his first voyage, the full potential of print as a news medium was only just beginning to be recognised. That would await Europe's next resonant news event, the Protestant Reformation.

The Wittenberg Nightingale
 

There were many reasons why what became the Protestant Reformation should have come to nothing. Martin Luther was an unlikely revolutionary: a conservative middle-aged academic, who had made a distinguished career in the Church. There seemed no reason for him not to esteem an institution that had nurtured and rewarded his talent; he certainly thought of himself as a devout Catholic. When his stubborn determination to hold to his controversial propositions on indulgences led him into irreconcilable confrontation with the church hierarchy, he found ranged against him the full might of Europe's most powerful institution. The Luther affair should have ended there, with the disgraced friar stripped of office and incarcerated, and quickly forgotten.

What saved Luther was publicity. When he formulated his ninety-five theses against indulgences, he sent copies to several potential disputation partners, including his local bishop, Albrecht, Elector of Mainz and Archbishop of Magdeburg. The theses soon found their way into print, and into the hands of a circle of interested intellectuals in Nuremberg and Augsburg.26 From there news of Luther's angry denunciation of indulgences spread quickly around northern Europe. This was wholly unexpected. From any perspective Wittenberg, a small town tucked away in the northeastern reaches of the German Empire, was an unlikely focus for a major news event. Wittenberg was far removed from Germany's major communications network, and in the years that followed Luther would not always find it easy to keep up with the tidal wave of events unleashed by his protest. Both he and his friend Philip Melanchthon complained about the difficulty of getting news in Wittenberg.27 If the papacy was slow to react, it was partly because the Church authorities in Rome could not conceive of anything of any significance emanating from such a backwater.

From the time that Luther's defiance became a public event, the torrent of publicity that accompanied each stage of the drama was quite unprecedented. News of Luther's developing critique of the Roman Church and the ominous steps taken to bring him to heel punctuate the correspondence of Europe's educated elite. Erasmus was fascinated by Luther, and initially inclined to sympathise with a man who seemed to share his withering contempt for some of the more debased and commercial aspects of the medieval Church.28 But it was print that won Luther a wider audience, and ultimately ensured his survival. Luther made the first decisive move when he published – in German rather than the Latin of academic controversy – a sermon defending his criticism of indulgences.29 By expanding debate beyond the closed circle of qualified theologians and engaging a wider public, Luther threw down the gauntlet to his Church critics. By 1518 he was Germany's most published author; by 1520–1, when the Pope finally pronounced his excommunication and the new Emperor Charles V endorsed this sentence, Luther was a publishing sensation. His writings were effecting a wholesale transformation at the heart of the European printing industry.

The Reformation was Europe's first mass-media news event. The quantity of books and pamphlets generated by interest in Luther's teaching was quite phenomenal. It has been estimated that between 1518 and 1526 something approaching eight million copies of religious tracts were placed on the market.30 This was a very one-sided contest. Luther and his supporters were responsible for over 90 per cent of the works generated by the controversy.

The Reformation also provided a lifeline for a struggling industry. The bankruptcy of many of the first printers in the fifteenth century had brought about a substantial contraction in the numbers engaged in publishing printed books. By 1500 about two-thirds of Europe's books were being published in just a dozen cities, mostly major commercial centres like Venice, Augsburg and Paris. The industry was dominated by large firms with deep pockets, able to sustain the financial outlay (and raise the venture capital) to cope with the frequently long delays between publishing and selling large books. For the German publishers and booksellers who had previously struggled to make money from printed books, the Luther controversies offered a new way forward. For the books of the Reformation were different. Many of Luther's writings, and those of his supporters, were short. The vast proportion were published in German at a time when most books published for the international scholarly community were in Latin.

Short books, with a largely local market, which sold out quickly: these were the ideal product for small, less well capitalised print shops. As a result of the Reformation printing returned to, or was established for the first time in, over fifty German cities. Wittenberg itself became a major centre of print.31

The Reformation was also responsible for substantial changes to the design of books, changes that would be highly influential in the subsequent production of news pamphlets. Much of this design innovation emanated from Wittenberg itself. Here again Luther was lucky. His patron, Frederick the Wise, had succeeded in attracting to the city Lucas Cranach, one of Europe's most distinguished painters. Cranach was not only a fine painter, he was also an exceptionally shrewd businessman.32 He established both a busy painting workshop and a business for the production of woodcut blocks, used to illustrate some of Wittenberg's earliest publications (including, rather ironically in the light of Luther's later criticism of indulgences, a glossy catalogue of Frederick's relic collection). Although Cranach would cheerfully fulfil commissions for Catholic clients to the end of his life, he was an early and sincere supporter of Luther. His Wittenberg workshop was soon playing an important role in the promotion of Luther's cause.

It is to Cranach that we owe the iconic images of Luther that marked the stages of his career from idealistic preacher to mature patriarch.33 Thanks to the woodcut portraits taken from Cranach's sketches, Luther's was soon one of the best-known faces in Europe. Cranach's artfully presented portrait iconography of the solitary inspired man of God did much to build the mystique of Luther. In an age where few outside the ranks of the ruling classes would ever have had their portrait taken, this gave Luther a celebrity status that greatly enhanced his aura. It was as a celebrity that Luther was greeted and mobbed as he made his way through Germany to face the Emperor at the Diet of Worms in 1521. It was because Luther was a celebrity that the Emperor could not follow the private advice of his advisors, and deal with Luther as the Council of Constance had dealt with Jan Huss: that is, withdraw his safe conduct, arrest and execute the heretic.

Safely back in Wittenberg, Luther continued a frantic regime of writing, preaching and publishing. The work was shared around Wittenberg's growing band of publishers who, with the benefit of Cranach's woodcuts, achieved a remarkable degree of design coherence. All the Reformation pamphlets, or Flugschriften as they were called, were produced in the convenient quarto format (about 20 by 8 centimetres) used for most short works at the time. They were often as few as eight pages long, and seldom more than twenty. In the first years these pamphlets were austere and functional, but as Luther's fame spread, Germany's printers exploited their greatest asset with increasing confidence. Luther's name was carefully separated from the main title on the front: the title-page text was wrapped in an ornate woodcut frame. This was the major design contribution of Lucas Cranach's workshop, and it became the distinctive livery of the Wittenberg Flugschriften.34 It served as a visual marker that would identify Luther's publications on a bookseller's stall. Many of Cranach's designs were eye-catchingly beautiful: works of art in miniature to honour the words of the man of God. The success of the Reformation pamphlets also helped printers and booksellers appreciate the commercial benefit of brand identity, a significant step towards the development of serial publication. Customers responded by binding the pamphlets together in an impromptu anthology, which is how many have survived today.

The Neue Zeitung
 

In the field of communication the Reformation was remarkable for a number of features, each in its own way a first: the manner in which a theological quarrel became a political event; the speed with which Luther attracted the support of a broad public; and the enthusiasm with which the printing industry exploited a commercial opportunity. In the outcome, the consequences for the publishing industry were almost as profound as they were for the Western Church.
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3.2 Brand Luther. The maturing Luther pamphlet highlights the elements most critical to its sale.
 

The Reformation brought about a large and sustained increase in the volume of books published in Germany. Eventually, however, the fires dimmed; the number of new titles dedicated to the Reformation controversies began to fall. This left a considerable gap in a greatly enlarged book market. The Reformation had created new classes of readers, men and women who had developed the habit of buying books for the first time. It had also greatly increased the number of printers working in Germany, including many in towns that had not previously been able to sustain a printing press. These men were inevitably eager to retain the new readers and sustain their new habit of investing precious income in books.

It is therefore no coincidence that the years when Reformation publishing fell from its peak witnessed a sharp rise in the numbers of other types of pamphlet literature. Among these was a new type of news-book: the Neue Zeitung.35 This was not, as the title might suggest, a newspaper. Although Zeitung has now become the German word for ‘newspaper’, this is a change of sense from its use in the sixteenth century. Zeitung derives from an earlier Middle -German word zidung, which is closest to the Dutch tijding or English ‘tiding’. Neue Zeitung is therefore best translated as ‘new tidings’ or ‘a new report’. Etymologically the word Zeitung on its own does not carry the same resonance of novelty or newness as the English word ‘news’ or the French nouvelles.

This raises the interesting issue of whether a report has to be of recent events in order for sixteenth-century readers to regard it as news. The answer seems to be that it very much depends on what is being reported. It was not unusual for news pamphlets to be re-published years, even decades after the events they described.36 One interesting example is the rash of late fifteenth-century pamphlets (published between 1488 and 1500) celebrating the life and deeds of Vlad Dracula, the Impaler, who had died in 1476. These publications, stimulated by the contemporary concern at Turkish encroachment in eastern Europe, were really works of history dressed up as news pamphlets. Here a brutal warrior was reappropriated as a hero of Christian resistance to the Ottoman foe.37 On other occasions news pamphlets do genuinely offer the first intimation of dramatic developments. Sometimes we are offered a ‘new report’ of an unfolding event: a siege, a campaign, or the meeting of a Council or Diet.

The Neue Zeitungen were comparatively brief texts, almost invariably continuous pieces of prose devoted to a single news report. This marks them out from the more varied digests of news presented in the merchant correspondence, or in the manuscript newsletters that would be the true ancestors of the newspaper.38 This prose structure did, however, allow these news pamphlets to inform the public in some depth about the great issues of the moment. They first appear on the market in Germany in the first decade of the sixteenth century: the first Neue Zeitung that survives today dates from 1509.39 They remain comparatively rare until at least the 1530s. In Germany the Luther affair had so overwhelmed interest in other types of news that printers had little reason to seek alternative markets. It was in the middle decades of the century that the news pamphlets first came into their own. In form and presentation the Neue Zeitungen were remarkably similar to the Reformation Flugschriften, from which they had clearly adopted important aspects of presentation. Almost without exception they were published in the quarto format favoured for German pamphlets, with a text of four or eight pages. Occasionally the front cover would be decorated with a woodcut illustration, usually a generic battle scene, seldom specially cut for the particular title. There was scarcely ever any further illustration in the text. These texts were not then costly to produce. A quarto of four or eight pages was a single day's work for even a relatively small print shop. An edition of five or six hundred copies could be out on the streets within a day or two of the printer obtaining the text.

The news pamphlets proved immensely popular, both with the buying public and with publishers. Printers could make good money for a very limited outlay. Pamphlets of this sort offered far quicker returns than more substantial books, especially as most of the copies printed could usually be disseminated locally. One can easily see why publishers were so eager to feed an appetite for news whetted by the vast increase in the volume of cheap print during the Reformation. We will never really know how many of these news pamphlets appeared on the market in the course of the sixteenth century. These little works were intended to be read, passed around and then discarded. Many titles have no doubt disappeared altogether, so it is quite remarkable that some four thousand of these German news-books have survived. This represents a substantial proportion of the total output of German books during the sixteenth century.40
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3.3 The Neue Zeitung. This is one of many examples that bring news of the war with the Ottoman Empire.
 

The news market, as one might expect, was strongest in the great commercial cities. Nuremberg, Augsburg, Strasbourg and Cologne were all established news hubs; but the predominance of these places was not absolute. The production of news pamphlets was remarkably dispersed, both around Germany and among the competing print shops of the major cities. It would be wrong to think that because pamphlets were cheap to produce, they were left to the smaller printing houses. Wealthier publishers were also keen to have a slice of this lucrative market, and in securing the latest texts they had a significant advantage. Many early news-books were based on letters or despatches addressed to the city magistrates. The city councillors were happy to see these reports placed in the hands of figures from the local printing establishment, who could be relied upon to publish sober, dispassionate and accurate versions, less likely to stir alarm and public agitation.

The overwhelming proportion of the Neue Zeitungen deal with high politics: usually, foreign affairs. The first surviving Neue Zeitung, of 1509, is a report of the Italian wars; the second, from 1510, reports the reconciliation of the French king and the Pope.41 Over the century as a whole a large proportion of the news pamphlets published in Germany were devoted to chronicling the engagements and campaigns of the conflict with the Turks, on land and at sea.42 The land war, in particular, was very close to home for the German city states; at various times the seemingly inexorable progress of Turkish arms threatened to envelop the eastern Habsburg kingdoms, markets in which the German merchants had important investments. Pamphlets that kept readers in touch with these events found an eager, if anxious audience.

This was by no means the whole of the news agenda. Printers also seized opportunities to share news of floods, earthquakes and destructive fires, celestial apparitions and notorious crimes. But these sorts of news events were not particularly common in the pamphlet literature. They found a more natural home in the ballad sheets and illustrated broadsheets that also play an increasing role in the news market of this period.43 These were the genres of news sensations: in contrast the Neue Zeitungen were generally rather sober and restrained in tone. The title-pages took pains to emphasise that these reports came from authentic sources. Very often the title-pages declared that their text was ‘received from a trustworthy person’ or reproduced a letter sent from abroad ‘to a good friend in Germany’.44 Sometimes they reproduced verbatim a despatch written by a captain from the camp or scene of battle.45 In this way the news pamphlets invoked the trust that reposed in correspondence as a confidential medium between two persons of repute, to bolster the credentials of publications that were now commercial and generally available. In keeping with these principles the news pamphlets are also generally careful to avoid any sensationalism. The titles are far more likely to emphasise that the despatch was ‘reliable’ or ‘trustworthy’ than shocking or astonishing. That sort of reporting was left to other parts of this increasingly sophisticated and diverse news market.

The market for news pamphlets was not confined to Germany. The Low Countries were another important news hub; a significant number of news pamphlets were also published in England, many of them, particularly in the last decades of the sixteenth century, verbatim translations of news from France or the Low Countries.46 But news pamphlets were very much a phenomenon of northern Europe. It required really major events, such as the victory over the Turks at Lepanto in 1571, to stir Italian publishers to a significant output of news pamphlets; the Italian Peninsula, to this point the hub of the European news market, was in this respect beginning to diverge from the north European norm. The German pamphlets were unique in their success in establishing such clear brand identity. No other print tradition developed anything to match the Neue Zeitungen. These were the first publications in the new era of print to acknowledge on their title-pages that the bringing of news of current events was their primary purpose. They shared this news, often of faraway places and events, with a broad and expanding public – and at a modest price. They made possible the wide circulation of information that had previously only been available to a privileged few opinion-formers. In this respect alone the emergence of this new print genre represents an important moment in the development of a commercial market for news.
  


CHAPTER 4
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State and Nation
 

THE rulers of medieval Europe devoted much time and effort to making their wishes known to their subjects and fellow citizens. As we have seen, this became an important part of the information culture of the age. Decrees and ordinances were made known by public reading; trusted lieutenants were informed by letter. With the invention of printing much thought was naturally given to how the new technology could be applied to simplify this task. In the compact city states of Italy, such a use of print may have seemed superfluous. Most citizens could be made aware of changes in law or regulation by proclamations in the marketplace or citizen gatherings. The larger nation states faced a different problem. Here it was likely that different instructions would have to be drafted for the governors and sheriffs of the disparate provinces. It was the restless mind of Maximilian I that helped inspire the first sustained experiments in the use of print for official purposes. The year 1486 witnessed the publication of several texts celebrating Maximilian's election as King of the Romans (confirming that he would succeed his father Frederick III as Emperor). Printers in seven different German cities took part in the publicity campaign.1

The press could serve the prince, but it could also bite. Maximilian received an object lesson in these dangers when, two years later, his attempt to impose his authority on his truculent subjects in the Netherlands ended in disaster. On 31 January 1488 he was stopped at the gates as he attempted to leave Bruges, and hustled away to the castle. There Maximilian was held until, under duress, he had conceded to the demands of the rebels. The humiliating treaty was promptly published in Ghent; only then was he released. Several gleeful accounts of his discomfiture were circulated in Germany.2 The bruised but ever resilient Maximilian determined to make the printing press his own instrument. Over the next thirty years he made repeated use of print to publicise treaties, new legislation, meetings of the German Diet, instructions to officials and the raising of taxes. Under his father, all of this would have had to be done by handwritten circular letters. Maximilian achieved not only greater efficiency but far greater public awareness of the workings of government.

This inaugurated a new era in the exploitation of print. In the course of the sixteenth century the state became one of the most important patrons of the publishing industry. Official publications of one sort or another became a staple of the industry. In many provincial cities the demands of local and national government for printed ordinances and regulations helped maintain a local printing press that would otherwise scarcely have been viable.

The success of these experiments led to something altogether more ambitious. Could print be used, not only to inform, but to persuade? Could print become a powerful instrument for explaining policy and shaping public opinion? It was not long before Europe saw the first sustained campaigns of state-sponsored polemic. This was a development of huge significance for the history of the news.

Patriot Games
 

We can see that the propaganda potential of print had not been lost on Maximilian. Having been humiliated at Bruges, he was keen that sympathetic printers elsewhere in his dominions would laud his policies as well as circulate his instructions. The publication of treaties was always an opportunity to advertise the virtues of peace, and praise the wisdom and magnanimity of the great. But for the most systematic exploitation of the press by the state to mobilise public support we should look not to Germany or Italy, the two largest and most developed news markets of the Renaissance era, but to France. At the end of the fifteenth century France was a powerful state emerging from 150 years of chronic warfare and political division. At times during the Hundred Years War the portion of French territory acknowledging the authority of the king had shrunk to a rump in central France; after the battle of Agincourt in 1415, even Paris had briefly been occupied by the English. The expulsion of the English in 1453 was a turning point; thereafter the French Crown consolidated its territories through the incorporation of important fiefdoms in the west and south. By 1490 France was an exceptionally coherent and potentially wealthy state of some 12 million inhabitants.

To celebrate this new national awakening French kings were able to draw on some of the most gifted writers in Europe. The circle of poets and chroniclers who followed the court had already been put to good use in some precocious campaigns of political writing at the beginning of the fifteenth century.3
This established habit of literary advocacy could easily be adjusted to the age of print. And here the French possessed a priceless weapon, because in Paris they had at their disposal one of the greatest and most sophisticated centres of early print culture. In the fifteenth century this had been orientated mostly towards the publication of scholarly and Latin books. Now it would be used to engage the French public in the Crown's ambitious plans for territorial conquest.
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4.1 Print in the service of officialdom. In summoning a meeting of the German Estates, Maximilian gives a detailed account of recent events, including the battles of Verona and Vicenza.
 

In seeking to exploit their new-found unity and strength, French eyes had turned inevitably to Italy. In 1494 the French claim to the kingdom of Naples led Charles VIII to embark on the first of a long series of military interventions that would, in the next sixty years, bring much tribulation to the Italian Peninsula, and ultimately little glory to France. From the beginning the military campaigns were accompanied by despatches home chronicling French progress and lauding their victories. A flurry of printed pamphlets shared news of the king's entry into Rome, his audience with the Pope, the conquest of Naples and Charles's coronation.4 These were all short pamphlets of four or eight pages, sometimes embellished with an eye-catching title-page woodcut. Most were the work of Parisian printers, though a number seem also to have been published in Lyon, a natural intermediary point for returning news on the road to the capital.

The pamphlets of the Italian campaign were not absolutely the first of this genre to appear on the French market. In 1482 the treaty concluded between Louis XI (Charles VIII's father) and Maximilian had been published as a pamphlet.5 The printing of treaties became a staple of official publications, if necessary with some judicious editing of the more controversial clauses to ensure a favourable reception. This was certainly the case with the Treaty of Étaples, concluded between Charles VIII and Henry VII of England in 1492. Rapid shifts of royal policy needed careful and sympathetic handling, and the French Crown could call on a number of distinguished writers to make the case for peace, or war, as the occasion demanded. In 1488 Robert Gaguin called for peace with England in his ‘Passetemps d'oisiveté'; four years later Octavien de Saint-Gelais supported the renewal of war in a poem advising the foreign troops that they would be ‘better off back in Wales drinking your beer’.6

Some of these effusions circulated in manuscript, others in print. Sometimes the propaganda effort overflowed onto the stage. We see some of the most imaginative use of regime-friendly propaganda during the reign of Louis XII, who in 1498 had rather unexpectedly inherited both the French throne and Charles VIII's claims in Italy. The outpouring of news pamphlets reached its high point with Louis's campaigns of 1507 and 1509, which brought about first the suppression of the rebellion of Genoa, then the humbling of Venice by the League of Cambrai.7 Louis's success provoked a counter-alliance determined to limit French power, led by the irascible warrior-pope Julius II. The bitter and very personal feud that now erupted between Louis and Julius was accompanied by a sustained campaign of personal denigration. A wave of political treatises and poetry engaged, among others, the talents of Jean Lemaire de Belges, Guillaume Crétin and Jean Bouchet. A printed placard carried a caricature of the Pope lying prone beside an empty throne and surrounded by corpses; a early example of political caricature. Pierre Gringore, the most talented of contemporary playwrights, staged a newly written sottie, Le jeu du prince des sotz et de mère Sotte (The Game of the Prince of Fools and his Idiot Mother). Full of cutting ridicule of Julius, this was performed at Les Halles, the main marketplace of Paris, on Mardi Gras in 1512.8

If this was a treat for the citizens of the capital, it was printed pamphlets that ensured the widest possible circulation in the nation as a whole. In all we can enumerate at least four hundred news pamphlets published in French during the period of the Italian Wars (1494–1559).9 The truly innovative character of this literature can best be appreciated if we contrast this French use of print with the public reaction to the French assault in Italy itself. The French descent into Italy was a cataclysm for the Italian states. The sophisticated mechanism of communication developed to keep the rulers of the Italian states abreast of events helped generate an ever-shifting pattern of alliance and antagonism between the rival powers. It offered little protection against a ruthless external foe. As the most vulnerable Italian cities marshalled inadequate defences, others sought to pursue their hopes of territorial gain by allying with the invader. The result was chaos.

The news networks of Renaissance Italy had been developed to serve the needs of a closed political and commercial elite. Now, in a time of crisis, the limitations of this culture were laid bare.10 The division between the rulers and an alert, articulate people was nowhere more obvious than in Florence. The great city of the Medici had shown little enthusiasm for the printing press. Now it paid the price as the thunderous prophecies of Savonarola captured a rapturous audience, first for his preaching, then for subsequent printed versions. Florence's under-appreciated printers, starved of patronage, were naturally delighted to find a new audience.11

In Venice, Rome, Milan and elsewhere the writers of Italy turned away from demonstrations of polished humanist eloquence to an outpouring of vituperative political commentary. The poetry of the years of the French invasions is charged with a vivid savagery, as Italy's poets lamented the consequences of selfish and short-sighted political divisions, the hypocrisy of Church leaders, the vanity of princes, and the worthlessness of treaties and alliances. Little of this made its way into print; most was circulated in manuscript or posted anonymously in public places. From 1513, and the election of the Medici Pope, Leo X, this political poetry took on a pointedly personal tone. Leo and his successors, and indeed the entire college of cardinals, were denounced for a catalogue of vices.

Seen in the round this literature of denunciation makes clear the hopelessness of Italy's predicament. The contrast between the optimistic, celebratory literature orchestrated by the French Crown and the utterly negative and destructive tone of the Italian pasquinades (satiric verses) is very striking. The political poetry of Rome, though witty and carried along by a torrential energy, was inward-looking and parochial. It may well have been that Cardinal Armellini had a mistress, but would Rome have been better defended, and the Church better governed, had he been chaste? The smallness of these concerns and their mean-spirited nature made it difficult to see beyond this world of gossip, manoeuvres and tiny victories towards any real solution of Italy's predicament. This would be the fate that would await many satirists in the centuries that followed: the impotent glee of enraging the great, momentarily diverting, but ultimately changing nothing.

The Fog of War
 

The bitterness of these internecine conflicts in Italy and the conservative tradition of Italian letters made impossible the effective use of print such as we have seen in the case of France. The first to follow the French into the realms of political propaganda were not therefore the sophisticated Italians, but their Habsburg adversaries. With his election as Holy Roman Emperor in 1519, Charles V had fulfilled the elaborate dynastic plans of his grandfather Maximilian in the most spectacular way. France was encircled by a suffocating mass of Habsburg territories. The struggle for supremacy was fought in an exhausting sequence of campaigns and battles, a conflict that also had a profound echo in a coordinated effort to shape the news.

The ebb and flow of pamphlet warfare mirrored closely the rhythms of the conflict. French campaigning in Italy produced a flurry of publications in 1516 and 1528–9. On the imperial side the interconnected events of 1527–9, with the coronation of Ferdinand I as King of Hungary closely followed by the renewal of the French War, produced a comparable outpouring of news prints in the Netherlands. Here Antwerp was in precisely these years emerging as Europe's northern news hub, and a major centre of print. More than thirty printers there helped chronicle the Emperor's determined efforts to humble France.12 Needless to say, both sides were keener to celebrate success than to acknowledge reverses. Charles V's loyal subjects would read of the king's great triumph at Tunis in 1535, but not of the catastrophe at Algiers six years later. It was the French who chose to publicise the scandal of the sack of Rome in 1527, laid waste by imperial troops under the French defector, the Duke of Bourbon. Netherlandish printers preferred to reserve comment until the Emperor's triumphant entry into Rome in 1536 provided them with a more palatable subject.

The climax of this polemical ping-pong came in the years 1542–4, a period of intense diplomacy concluded by simultaneous war in several theatres. In 1538 Charles V and the French King Francis I had been temporarily reconciled following a peace treaty painstakingly brokered by the Pope. Francis now faced the delicate task of explaining to the politically informed in his nation why a reviled adversary was to be welcomed to French territory as the Emperor journeyed from Italy to the Low Countries, feted in lavish civic receptions at every step. Once again the literary men did their duty: Clément Marot celebrated Charles as a new Julius Caesar, this time come to Gaul in peace. France's printers, meanwhile, offered fascinated accounts of the Emperor's reception in Orléans and Paris. By 1542, however, the fragile reconciliation was in tatters. The French declaration of war was published as a pamphlet in four French cities: Paris, Troyes, Lyon and Rouen.13 The beginning of a provincial culture of printed news was a new development in these years. The recent discovery of a large cache of pamphlets published in Rouen between 1538 and 1544 allows us to reconstruct it in unexpected detail.14 The Rouen pamphlets were very rudimentary works: all in a small octavo format, seldom more than four pages long. But they offered local readers in this important regional centre the opportunity to follow the progress of the struggle in surprising detail.

The Rouen pamphlets are especially valuable because they give us a rare glimpse of a news community beyond the privileged members of the political decision-makers and the informed citizenry of the capital. By the spring of 1544 the Emperor had led his forces deep into northern France. Yet even during these perilous months readers in Rouen were offered a stream of optimistic bulletins of minor imperial reverses. However misleading in terms of the general strategic situation, which was dire, Rouen readers consumed these pamphlets eagerly. The news of war sustained two separate printing houses there for six years. After peace was signed in September, they quickly faded away.

How effective were these intense and, it must be said, quite unprecedented attempts to marshal public opinion? In 1543 the English ambassador in Paris reported ominously that the French king's subjects ‘murmureth marvellous, not only here but universally through his realm’.15 But he was the representative of a hostile power, and hardly an unbiased witness. In fact, at this moment of profound crisis, the nation held together. Some of this at least can be ascribed to the concentrated printed propaganda of the period. An anonymous Parisian chronicler of the time, known usually as the Bourgeois of Paris, wrote a narrative of events compiled largely from documents in the public domain, making good use of these news pamphlets. He takes them very much at face value: his journal reveals a natural conformist, keen to understand royal policy in its own terms. Even in the case of those with more privileged access, the successful diffusion of the official patriotic view can be discerned in contemporary historical writings and literary works. Authors such as Jean Bouchet, who offers detailed and well-sourced accounts of the military campaigns, were firm in ascribing responsibility for the war to the king's enemies. Guillaume Paradin justified the war of 1542 as a consequence of the Emperor's treachery, even ascribing to Charles responsibility for the death of the Dauphin in 1536, ‘poisoned by the Emperor's unheard of malice’. Echoes can even be found in Rabelais's Gargantua and Pantagruel, namely in the unflattering lampoon of Pichrochole, a ruler who sees himself as a new Alexander.

Attempts to present a positive view of royal policy and the events of war were generally well received: the French Crown faced a greater danger when it left a news vacuum, such as in the aftermath of the evident disaster at the battle of Pavia in 1525. The news of the defeat and the capture of Francis I were communicated to local administrators by private letter. The public, however, were told nothing. Not surprisingly, rumour filled the vacuum, leading another contemporary diarist to conclude that the defeat signalled ‘the total loss and destruction of the kingdom’.16

In the Netherlands efforts to forge patriotic identity through a lively culture of news met with less success. The seventeen provinces brought together under Charles V had never been a nation; incorporation of the last independent territories was completed only in 1543, with the subjugation of the Duke of Gelderland. Each of the provinces carefully nurtured its own separate relationship with the Emperor, who was Count of Flanders, but Duke of Brabant, Lord of Holland, and so on. It was thus by no means straightforward to promote the perception of a common cause against a common enemy. This was particularly the case in the southern French-speaking lands, an extremely permeable border zone from which it was hardly possible to exclude contrary points of view. French Tournai engaged in a lively dialogue with Habsburg lands roundabout. When the city fell to the English in 1513, Henry VIII was unimpressed by what he described as its ‘incorrigible and ill-conditioned people, making farces, ballads and songs about their neighbours’.17

Netherlanders were notoriously disinclined to help neighbouring communities, who might be commercial rivals, in time of war. The raising of funds and levies to pursue the war with France provided Emperor Charles with the opportunity to persuade his Low Countries subjects that they should recognise a common obligation to ‘acquit themselves in the defence of their fatherland’.18 But words alone could not create a sense of common identity where none had previously existed. Even ceremonial entries, the formal occasions in which a city celebrated its mutual obligations with the prince, could leave an unwanted legacy. The volumes that depicted the celebrations and tableaux for the entry into Antwerp of Charles's son Philip in 1549 were cited years later as evidence of inappropriate extravagance. The Netherlands came together as an entity most obviously in times of danger. The defeat of the enemy general Maarten van Roersum after his destructive incursion during the Emperor's war with the Duke of Gelderland in 1542 was celebrated throughout the territories. But the development of a true sense of nationhood would await the second half of the century when this national sentiment was turned against the Habsburgs: they were portrayed not as the protectors of Netherlandish liberties, but as the foreign oppressor.19

Times of warfare inevitably stirred strong emotions. In promoting mainly regime-friendly, patriotic news the publishers of news pamphlets mirrored the hopes and passions of their readers. Dispassionate analysis of the true disposition of forces was hardly to be expected, even had it been permitted. By this time most states in Europe had developed mechanisms for control of the press, aimed at preventing the publication or circulation of disapproved texts. Since the Protestant Reformation these systems of pre-publication inspection of copy (more theoretical than practical) had been reinforced by brutal penalties for any who challenged the local orthodoxy. Printers knew they had to tread carefully. But it would be wrong to ascribe the overwhelmingly loyalist tone of the news pamphlets primarily to censorship. Although the French press was carefully regulated, most printers cooperated readily in the output of patriotic literature. In the fog of war it became impossible to learn the true state of affairs by print alone. Those who needed more accurate information, merchants with consignments of goods on the road, for example, continued to guard their own confidential means of keeping in touch.

Of Tax and Chickens
 

The persistent warfare of the sixteenth century required a vast expansion of the apparatus of government. Armies grew larger, campaigns longer and defensive fortifications more elaborate. All of this required the development of a complex bureaucracy, and the raising of ever more cash. Whatever their theoretical aspirations to rule unquestioned under God, in practice Europe's rulers understood that the repeated demands for financial contributions from hard-pressed subjects required explanation and a measure of persuasion. This was a society still wedded to the historic principle that the king, like other great lords, should live from the income of his own lands. Although this had long ceased to be the case, it had not been replaced by a more practical recognition that subjects should surrender a regular portion of their income to underpin the apparatus of state. Aside from inevitable and resented duties on consumption, levies on property or income were always exceptional. The ruler had to make a case for burdening his subjects in this way.

This communication of the business of government made increasing use of print in the sixteenth century. These printed edicts, laws and proclamations were ostensibly intended to make citizens aware of new obligations and regulations, to raise money, to command obedience, and to warn against disorder. But they also had an important news function. To encourage the citizenry to contribute willingly to taxation, the state authorities often offered quite detailed explanations of why it had become necessary to impose fresh levies. The same was true of the regulation of crime or commerce. Such statements of intent were often set out in the preamble to a printed edict, and these texts could offer a surprisingly frank account of the policy-making process.

In this way the making of law played an important role in spreading the news. News pamphlets may have been popular, but not many people outside the political and commercial elites would have been directly touched by the events they described. The law, in contrast, made demands on everyone. To be effective, laws had to be widely known. The problem was particularly acute in the national states of western Europe, where the king's command had to be made known to a dispersed population, most of whom would never, in their lifetime, see the fountainhead of this authority. In France the monarchy consciously used the taxation system to communicate justifications for its foreign-policy objectives. In the first half of the century, even though the Crown's right to levy taxation was in theory untrammelled, requests for additional levies were frequently accompanied by detailed explanation of why they were necessary. The 2.4 million livres of taille levied in 1517 was justified as the price of achieving peace; a similar sum raised in 1522 instanced the need for new artillery to resist the English invasion of Brittany.20 In 1526, a time of manifest crisis after Pavia, the regent accompanied the request for additional funds with a careful justification of the policy decisions that had drawn the king so disastrously into Italy, while offering reassurances of her constant striving for peace.

Many of these communications were conveyed by the traditional means of manuscript circular letters to the provincial estates. Their authors took into their confidence a limited circle of the leaders of local society. For many of the population, information would have come from briefer demands for taxes sent down from the provincial capital. As the century wore on, however, an increasing number of royal edicts was rendered into print. Only 2 per cent of the royal acts of Francis I was printed, but by the time of his grandson Francis II (r. 1559–60) this proportion had risen to 20 per cent. In the troubled times of the French Wars of Religion the Crown made extensive use of print to promote religious peace. Over the course of the century royal edicts were published in more than five thousand editions.21 Edicts published in Paris were spread into the provinces by a relay of local reprints.

In England, successive rulers faced the difficult task of reconciling a sometimes baffled population to the frequent adjustment of familiar patterns of worship. Henry VIII's repudiation of the Pope was translated into a full Protestant settlement in the reign of his son Edward VI (1547–53). With the succession of Mary in 1553 it was clear to the politically aware that Catholicism would be restored. This was effected by an Act of Parliament in 1554; but the process was begun by action taken to supress religious debate and unwanted demonstrations against the queen's policy.

Mary's wishes were set in hand by a proclamation of August 1553 forbidding religious controversy, and banning unlicensed plays or printing. The text progresses cautiously to the heart of the issue. It assured the reader that the queen, although compelled by conscience to follow her religion, had no intention of imposing her choice on her subjects unless such a measure was taken by common consent. It laments the disorder caused by religious dissent. Only after six hundred words (and remember, this was meant to be proclaimed aloud) does the proclamation arrive at the heart of the matter: all are forbidden ‘to print any books, matter, ballad, rhyme, interlude [play], process or treatise, nor to play any interlude, except they have her Grace's special licence in writing for the same’.22
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4.2 Elizabeth I. Proclamation for the bringing into the realm of unlawful and seditious books.
 

Printing was a London matter; but the staging of offensive plays could have a corrosive impact on obedience anywhere in the kingdom. The proclamation was therefore printed by the queen's printer for distribution. The local officials who received the copies would no doubt read it in detail, and convey its essence to local enforcement officers. It is difficult to envisage a text of this complexity making sense if it had only been communicated by the traditional means of being read out in public places. The circulation of printed texts thus played an increasingly essential part in the communication of public policy. Royal acts and proclamations were exhibited on posts or on boards in public places. It should be noted though that this proclamation, like many Tudor proclamations, was a single sheet printed on both sides; it would not have been particularly easy to read if affixed to a board. So, more practically, piles of them were made available for perusal in public buildings or shops. In April 1537 Adam Lewes, a schoolmaster of West Malling near Maidstone in Kent, went into a local shop ‘where lay certain Actes concerning apparel, artillery and unlawful games’.23

In 1563 Queen Elizabeth faced an even more delicate task. Her bold attempt to wrest back a foothold on French soil through alliance with the French Huguenots had ended in disaster. The English expeditionary force, cooped up in Newhaven (Le Havre), had been struck by plague. The expedition's commander, the Earl of Warwick, had no choice but to make what terms he could to extricate the remnants of the garrison.24 As the defeated army straggled home, the government issued a proclamation explaining that this reverse should be put down entirely to the visitation of sickness: the army had conducted itself nobly and with honour. The considerable sum of £17 was allocated to pay for messengers to carry the printed copies through the realm.25 The Flemish agent in London saw this extraordinary acknowledgement of a foreign policy catastrophe as an attempt by the queen's chief advisor William Cecil to avoid the blame for what might have been a career-ending blunder.

These were responses to extraordinary events; the bulk of sixteenth-century legislation was far more mundane. Many written texts claimed, with much justification, that the regulations had been enacted on the prompting of interested citizens. The encroachment of government into an ever-widening range of functions regulating the economy and society was indeed partly stimulated by the appeals of interested parties. Very often these were powerful economic lobbies that wanted competition to be restrained, the regulation of apprenticeship enforced, or roads and bridges repaired.

The use of print in pursing these objectives has very largely been obscured by the very poor rates of survival of such printed ordinances. Everyday print of this sort was not intended to be collected: the exhibited copies were generally left pinned up until rendered illegible by rain or covered up by other notices. Sometimes they suffered greater indignities. In 1535 four men were called before the magistrates at Coventry to answer the charge that they had torn down proclamations posted in the marketplace, a manifest act of sedition if proved. It turned out that they had been out drinking, and after relieving themselves one of them had used the papers to ‘wipe his tail with them’.26

Printed works of this sort were not really meant to survive so we are fortunate in the extraordinary passion for archiving of the Antwerp printer Christophe Plantin. Although Plantin is famous for the publication of some of the greatest books published in the Low Countries in this era, he also cheerfully undertook the publication of broadsheet ordinances for the local town council; helpfully he also retained a copy of each one for his own records.27 Uniquely, then, in the case of Antwerp, we can follow the activities of a city administration over a ten-year period in some detail.

Antwerp was one of Europe's greatest cities and these were turbulent times. The city's decrees reflect the impact on city life of the revolt from Spain and the re-conquest of 1585. Through all these great events a constant preoccupation is to ensure the food supply for the city's large population. Much attention is given to the proper regulation of markets. A not untypical edict addressed the problem of irregularities in the poultry trade. It has come to our attention, such an edict might begin, that traders are selling their chickens away from the designated poultry market. It is therefore decreed that from henceforth the following regulations shall apply: and so on, listing a rising scale of penalties for persistent infringers.28

It is easy to pass over the importance of this sort of law-making; historians very often have done, and students of communication have not noticed such cases at all. But for many of Europe's citizens coming to market with a cartload of produce, only to be turned away or have their goods or livestock confiscated, this was the news that really mattered. With this sort of legislation we also detect the beginnings of a news culture that touches on domestic affairs. This was an aspect of news that had previously bubbled along as the domain of word-of-mouth gossip, rather separate from the great events captured in international correspondence and print. In the sixteenth century matters closer to home began to impact on the news prints.

True Crime
 

Many of Europe's citizens would have witnessed an execution. This was part of the ritual of community life: that malefactors be put to death in the places where their crimes were committed.29 Most were soon forgotten. Occasionally the details of a particularly heinous or curious crime might be noted by a diarist, or in correspondence. More usually, these cases have their only record in the proceedings of the legal jurisdiction that heard the cases and condemned them. But in the sixteenth century a new type of publication allowed a wider public to experience vicariously the horror or thrill of these villainous acts: the sensational broadsheets.

These illustrated broadsheets became a particular feature of German print culture in the sixteenth century. They are often beautifully designed and crafted. Invariably the top half of the sheet is given over to a woodcut illustration, usually specially cut, describing the event, which is then narrated in text below. Although eminently collectable, these illustrated news broadsheets survive only rarely. Passed around from hand to hand, or posted up on walls, they were often used to destruction. That so many are known today we owe largely to the collecting enthusiasm of one eccentric Swiss clergyman: Johann Jakob Wick.

Wick began collecting soon after his appointment to a position at Zurich Cathedral in 1557.30 Here he would have worked closely with the leaders of the Zurich Church, Heinrich Bullinger and his successor Rudolf Gwalter. Both were important sources for Wick's collection: Bullinger in particular was at the centre of one of Europe's most developed networks of correspondence, and he willingly passed on to his colleague interesting nuggets of news. Wick began collecting in 1560. From then until his death in 1588 he filled one fat volume a year, with reports of great and startling events from Switzerland and beyond. Like all great collectors, Wick was eclectic in his sources. Sometimes he transcribed reports from letters or diplomatic despatches; he took a particular interest in the Huguenot struggle in France. His collection quickly became well known locally, to the extent that visitors would drop by and share notable events and marvels they had seen or heard reported. Wick would carefully transcribe these accounts, along with the texts from news pamphlets he had been loaned. In the scrapbooks many of these manuscript entries are beautifully illustrated with hand-coloured drawings. He would also insert printed items directly into the scrapbooks: a total of 500 pamphlets and 400 broadsheets were interspersed through the pages. An important source for Wick was the Zurich printer Christoph Froschauer, who would bring back material for Wick from the Frankfurt Fair. As a result, and in contrast to the more international character of the transcribed news reports, most of the printed broadsheets in the collection are from Germany.

These news broadsheets constitute an irreplaceable resource for the study of early crime reporting. Stylistically the woodcut illustrations fall into three groups. Some, the smallest number, present a single dramatic moment in the narrative. An example is the tale of an apprentice who murdered a ten-year-old girl and dismembered the body. The woodcut shows the perpetrator surrounded by body parts: an arresting image, although crudely done.31 More often the woodcut presented several scenes from the drama in a sequence that scrolls around the landscape from the crime scene to the place of execution. This format, well known from the Passion narratives of late medieval painting, was particularly well adapted to crime reporting, where the cruelty of the mode of execution was matched to the shocking nature of the crime. Several of these broadsheets show a notorious criminal being tortured on their way to the place of execution, there to be broken on the wheel.32 A variation of this narrative form was to have the drama broken up into separate scenes, in the manner of a strip cartoon. One crime that we find represented in both ways is the shocking case of Blasius Endres, who, on discovering that his wife was stealing money from him, murdered her and their six young children.33 These crimes were committed in Wangen, 150 kilometres north of Zurich. One of the broadsheets was printed in Lindau, the other in Augsburg, 150 kilometres further north. News of the most spectacular crimes spread widely, and also found its echo in the pamphlet literature.
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4.3 True crime. A graphic representation of the murder of a young woman by a German apprentice.
 

The exemplary character of crime and punishment was not diminished by distance, nor particularly by time. The London printer Thomas Purfoot published in 1586 an account of a triple murder committed by a Frenchman in Rouen, the victims being an innkeeper, his wife and child.34 Readers would be chilled at the predicament of a family slaughtered by a stranger in their home – it did not matter that in this case the events occurred abroad. The recitation of shocking and unnatural deeds, decorously clothed in a narrative of horror, discovery and signal justice, catered to many tastes, godly and ghoulish, and ensured a steady market for these sorts of news pamphlets.35 In such cases cruel and exemplary punishment was seen as a necessary part of the fight between good and evil. The world was full of danger, and many lived a life of quiet desperation. In a society where only very limited resources were available to the state for preventative policing measures, it was widely believed that only the fear of a gruesome death could act as a deterrent. In the literature of crime, most of those apprehended went to their deaths sorrowful and repentant. To die a good death was an important part of the healing process.36 In his diary Wick records the case of a young thief who went to the place of execution cracking jokes along the way. He died with the words, ‘Lord Jesus, receive my soul’.37

This last case was not sufficiently memorable to merit publication. The broadsheets concentrated on the most arresting cases, such as the man who allegedly disguised himself as the Devil to commit his crimes.38 Cases like this shaded easily into the wider literature of sensational and supernatural events that were the stock in trade of the news broadsheets. Publishers and woodcut artists turned out a steady diet of monstrous births, strange animals, unusual weather events and natural disasters.39 Earthquakes and floods were chronicled with some care. By far the most popular with the buying public were tales of celestial apparitions. These could be meteors or comets, or the vision of an armed man, a flaming cross, or horsemen riding through the sky. Wick chronicled these events assiduously and without scepticism. Comets and other heavenly perturbations were widely interpreted as portents of future calamities. A spectacular showing of the Northern Lights in 1560 was associated with an extraordinary number of different events over the following decade. Wick possessed a magnificent, if not particularly authentic representation of the Aurora Borealis from a later manifestation.40 In 1571 he transcribed into his notebooks an excerpt from a French pamphlet written by Nostradamus describing a comet seen in the sky over Langres. Wick returned to this page some time later to add a further sober reflection: ‘I believe this apparition could be seen as a warning and presentment of the terrible murders that occurred the following year on St Bartholomew's day in Paris, and other places in France.’41

The news prints showed a particular fascination with the crimes of women. This was partly because they were exceptionally rare. A comprehensive survey of German legal documents for sixteenth-century Württemberg finds that only about 5 per cent of crimes concerned women.42 Spectacular cases, such as the English pamphlet account of a woman who incited her lover to kill her husband, were thus all the more newsworthy. They also spoke to society's deepest fears of attacks on established social and gender hierarchies. Particularly shocking were crimes by women against their own children. One particularly wrenching broadsheet from 1551 illustrated the case of a woman who had murdered her four children before committing suicide.43 In common with many of the broadsheets, the text narrative is in verse: the starving woman had seen no other way out of her predicament. Such a story spoke to the most dreadful anxieties of a society where many lived on the edge of subsistence, and where a sudden change of fortune, the death of a breadwinner, adverse weather, the incidence of war, could plunge them into destitution. Such anxieties help explain the popularity of a very different tale of providential deliverance, in which a starving family is saved by a shower of corn. This marvellous example of divine inspiration was the subject of several broadsheets and pamphlets, and even turned up in an English collection of God's marvellous wonders at the very end of the seventeenth century.44 The morbid fascination with hailstorms and extreme weather also speaks to the same nagging anxieties about the food supply.

Most of the crime pamphlets and broadsheets were published without naming the author of the accompanying text. But where the author is known, a significant number were clergymen. This is less surprising than it might seem. Such dramatic narratives offered the opportunity for a living sermon: a story with a lesson to teach. Horrid crimes confirmed the ministers’ theological sense of the utter depravity of human nature and the ceaseless activity of the Devil. The success of the 1551 broadsheet describing the murder of four children by a starving mother owed a great deal to the skilful writing of Burkard Waldis, a Lutheran pastor. Waldis was a prolific writer of fables, plays and anti-papal satire, and he was able to wring every drop of pathos from the terrible scene, as when the young son, cornered in the cellar, pleads for his life:


He said, ‘O dearest mother mine


Spare me, I'll do whate'er you say:


I'll carry for you from today


The water the whole winter through.


O please don't kill me! Spare me do!’


But no plea helped, it was in vain;


The Devil did her will maintain


She struck him with the self-same dread


As if it were a cabbage head.45
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4.4 Raining corn. Johann Wick was equally keen on these tales of inspiring miracles.
 

This was a story that would tell itself. In other prose accounts the moral was more overtly drawn. For pastor Johannes Füglin of Basel, the horrible murders committed by a young weaver, Paul Schumacher, was a classic tale of descent into vice, from Godless idleness into the clutches of the Devil. But it was also part of a larger pattern of moral decay: ‘In the shedding of human blood, such shocking and horrifying cases have sometimes also occurred in the past, but more and more in the present day.’46

It is no surprise that these sensational cases attracted the most attention in print, sometimes far away from the location of the crime and long after it had occurred. Waldis's broadsheet text was printed three times in 1551, and once more over twenty years later. Given the common assumption, voiced systematically from the nineteenth century, that such sensationalism panders mostly to the tastes of the lower classes, it is instructive to note that its status in early news reporting was far more respectable.47 The authors were clergymen, the readers mostly members of comfortable burgher households. This is not inherently surprising. These were the sort of citizens who had most to fear from servants and apprentices who turned bad or greedy, and attacked their employers or vulnerable family members. Sixteenth- and seventeenth-century societies were inherently dangerous and risky; it required boldness and fortitude to claw one's way through the multiple hazards to security and prosperity. The irony is that the most avid consumers of these crime pamphlets were those who had achieved a measure of stability and material success. They served as a reminder that even in the most orderly households danger lurked unpredictably around every corner; the peace and order so painstakingly constructed could be overturned in an instant. The sixteenth century was not the only one in which crime was most feared and retribution most actively supported by those least likely to be directly affected.

Witches
 

It is perhaps not surprising, given the strong theological undertow exhibited in the crime reporting, that news publications also reveal an increasing concern with witchcraft. There can be no doubt that print played a large and malignant role in fuelling the witch-craze of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.48 Up to this point Church leaders had retained a degree of sceptical distance from demands to pursue witchcraft prosecutions. The Austrian Inquisitor Henry Kramer, an early enthusiast of witch-hunting, had a chilly relationship with the local bishop, who threatened to expel him by force if he remained in the diocese. Kramer turned the tables by having his witch-hunting manual printed. Although the Malleus Maleficarum failed to win approval from university theologians, it was an instant publishing success.49 The Malleus Maleficarum took its place in libraries as a handbook of persecution; alongside a contemporary rival publication by Ulrich Molitor it established an important and popular new genre of learned publication.50

The manuals taught people how to search out and prosecute witches; news pamphlets enthusiastically reported the consequences. We can reconstruct in some detail the emergence of witch trials as news events through the notorious case of a woman who was executed after having set fire to the town of Schiltach in the Black Forest in 1533. An account of her trial appeared in print little more than a week later, to be reprinted in Leipzig, on the other side of Germany, within a few weeks. The case acquired its greatest notoriety when the Nuremberg publisher commissioned a woodcut from the artist Erhard Schön, which was then issued as a broadsheet. Obviously the text had to be greatly simplified, but this only added to its sensational impact. It was this version that Wick obtained, years later, to paste into his scrapbooks.51

According to Christopher Froben, by this time the ‘devil of Schiltach’ had become proverbial throughout Germany. If this was so, it could only have been due to the success of the case as a media event. Not everyone approved. When in 1535 a Strasbourg printer applied for a licence to print another account of these events, the magistrates refused. At this point they were prepared to say of their illustrious and serious-minded city, ‘We don't do devils.’52 But the tide of history was running against them. The Protestant Reformation certainly intensified the sense of an intense conflict between God and the Devil; books describing the Devil and his cohorts poured off the presses, and filled the sermons of the Lutheran pastors. Predictably, the resulting trials and executions created work for the news prints.

Some intellectuals continued to call for restraint, led notably by the Dutch physician Johann Weyer.53 But if the learned texts left room for doubt and qualifications, this was seldom true of the pamphlets, and even less so of the broadsheets. By the last quarter of the sixteenth century, news broadsheets were reporting mass executions of witches in various parts of Germany and Alsace. One described how the Devil had summoned an assembly of witches to the castle at Colmar, to which five hundred flew on cats or calves.54 On this occasion over one hundred witches were executed. In such reports the notion of the suffering individual was wholly lost in the sensation conveyed of horrific threat and massive retribution. These pamphlets added yet one more layer of blood-curdling insecurity to the anxieties articulated in other tales of wonder, sensation and crime.



The sixteenth century had demonstrated that print could be a vital tool of state-building. Used with subtlety and care, the news prints allowed Europe's rulers to take the wider political nation into their confidence, and marshal patriotic loyalty to their dynastic ambitions. Printed ordinances enabled the state to extend the range of government functions, and make known to all levels of society the need for regulation or taxation. This was one of the most impressive and effective ways in which the culture of news was exploited for the shaping of society. But the people of Europe were far from passive recipients of this news. They had their own views; they could compare what was expressed officially in print with what they heard on the streets. Increasingly they developed their own news values, stoking a commercial market that could, if unrestrained, threaten the delicate order that the state had sought to promote. It was a harbinger of dangerous times.
  


CHAPTER 5
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Confidential Correspondents
 

BY the middle of the sixteenth century the development of printing had had a profound impact on the availability of news throughout Europe. Those who wished to keep abreast of current events now had access to a profusion of printed pamphlets and broadsheets. These news prints were among the cheapest books for sale, many retailing for a penny or its equivalent. For those privileged groups who had been the principal consumers of news in medieval Europe these developments were in many ways unsettling. In the old world, news had been essentially a private and intimate transaction, exchanged between trusted individuals. Because you knew your correspondent, you knew how to weigh up the value of his news: his reputation stood behind it.1 But how could you say that of a news pamphlet published often by an unknown printer in a faraway place, and now spread promiscuously around the marketplace? News was now a commercial transaction. Did this not undermine the credit of the information? How could one know what to believe from these unknown anonymous correspondents? Were they exaggerating for effect, or just to make money?

Questions of this sort were particularly pertinent for the traditional clients of news in medieval society: Europe's rulers and merchants. They might study pamphlets to take the temperature of public debate, but they needed their own sources of news for more precise intelligence. For those in positions of power, the confidential despatch remained the touchstone of reliability. Among Europe's elites, the exchange of news continued to rely on tried and tested systems of information gathering: through conversation, observation, and, where all else failed, espionage. This tradition of news gathering was not superseded by the birth of commercial news print; indeed, in many ways the networks of confidential correspondence strengthened and intensified as postal networks improved and it became easier to maintain regular connections across national boundaries. Private citizens continued to rely on their friends to send them the news. In troubled times governments leaned heavily on their resident ambassadors for information and informed advice.

In the sixteenth century this yearning for swift and reliable information also led to the establishment of the first private news offices, dealing in confidential news on a subscription basis. These news agencies, with their commercially distributed manuscript news-sheets, are by far the least known of the communication media of the period. But these agencies would play an essential role in creating an international news network in the age before the newspaper. For two centuries their news-sheets, or avvisi as they were known, would be the touchstone of reliability for those who needed to keep abreast of events – and who could afford to pay the subscriptions.

Diplomats, of course, furnished their own confidential briefings and advice. The resident ambassador was meant to be able to separate the wheat from the chaff: to bring his experience to bear to distinguish rumour from fact, and offer his own sage judgement of the local political situation. But the ambassadors too were avid readers of the avvisi. Sometimes it seemed to their princely employers that they did little more than take the manuscript news-letters and prepare their own digest. A new news medium had been invented; and like the craft of diplomacy itself, its origins must be sought in Renaissance Italy.

The Business of Peace
 

The sixteenth century was the great age of Renaissance diplomacy. It had taken some time for a network of diplomatic representatives to become wideless spread throughout Europe. Although the Italian city states had been exchanging ambassadors since the fifteenth century, the larger kingdoms held to night back: at the accession of Francis I in 1515, France had only one resident ambassador. When he died in 1547, there were ten.2 Ambassadors had become a major adornment of the Renaissance court, a vital symbol of their nations’ status in the European state system. Usually drawn from the higher social echelons of their own country, the ambassadors would be expected to move easily among their peers, sharing courtesies and information. Their personalities, scheming and not infrequent struggles for precedence were the subject of much animated comment.

Fourteenth-century diplomatic theory envisaged an embassy as the response to a particular problem, to resolve an issue or conclude an alliance between two states, rather than as a permanent state of residency. In practice, the distinction was quickly dissolved. While a special embassy might be despatched to propose a diplomatic marriage, treaties or alliances could seldom be concluded so rapidly. Ambassadors rarely had full licence to close the inevitable gaps between the negotiating positions of the two parties. So an embassy might drag on, as the ambassador sought further instructions, often to the weary envoy's intense frustration.

The diplomatic despatch was in this respect an unintended by-product of this evolutionary process. ‘The business of an ambassador,’ as Bernard du Rosier emphasised repeatedly in his influential ‘Short Treatise’ (1436) on the office of diplomacy, ‘is peace.’3 ‘The speedy completion of an ambassador's mission is in the interest of all.’ Nowhere was it envisaged that these illustrious plenipotentiaries should become informed observers of the host state. But as time went by, and the web of negotiation between contesting powers became more intricate, the need for informed assessment of the mood, strength and true intentions of potential allies became ever more acute. Ambassadors were instructed to write home on a regular basis. The art of diplomacy had spawned a whole new medium: political commentary. This was the first real sustained attempt to add commentary and analysis to the raw data of news.
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5.1 A diplomatic mission asks for the hand of the king's daughter in marriage.
 

About the earliest generation of diplomatic despatches we are not well informed. Though in other respects precocious exponents of bureaucracy, the Italian states did not make provision for the systematic filing of incoming ambassadorial reports. The earliest examples have only survived because they made their way into family archives: the papers and despatches accumulated by an envoy abroad remained, just like ministerial papers, their own personal property, to be retained or disposed of as they thought best.4 Venice legislated to ensure that all public papers in the possession of returning diplomats were surrendered to the state, but to little avail.5 It was only in the 1490s that Venice began to assemble an archive. But what despatches they are: over the course of two centuries Italian ambassadors abroad offer a stream of shrewd and well-informed observations on the politics, customs and personalities of their hosts. Their reports range widely, from the immediate issues of the day, through gossip, strange occurrences, to more anthropological observations about the differences of national character, dress and behaviour. Tempered in the harsh schools of Italian politics, closely connected to the business elites from which they were sometimes drawn, pragmatic and thoughtful, Italian ambassadors were ideally suited to this new craft.

Diplomatic despatches were not, of course, public documents. They were intended only for a limited circle in the innermost councils of the state: this was news and analysis for a privileged elite. But some news did begin to leak out, through indiscretion or the vanity of the envoy. A semi-licensed form of publicity developed with the tradition of the Relazione, the final reflective despatch presented to the Venetian Senate on the conclusion of an embassy. The purpose of a Relazione was quite different from that of the regular despatch. Rather than reporting on the hubbub of everyday events, the ambassador now took stock: he offered his view on the character of the ruler and his principal advisors, the strengths and weaknesses of the state, the attitudes and sentiments of the people.6 These reflections were presented orally, by men who relished the opportunity for a display of erudition. Relazioni were eagerly anticipated, not least for the calculated indiscretion. Who, of those present, would not have marvelled at the impudence of ambassador Zaccaria Contarini's frank description in 1492 of Charles VIII of France:


The Majesty of the King of France is twenty-two years of age, small and badly formed in his person, ugly of face, with eyes great and white and much more apt to see too little than enough, an aquiline nose, much larger and fatter than it ought to be, also fat lips, which he continually holds open, and he has some spasmodic movements of hand which appear very ugly, and he is slow in speech. According to my opinion, which could be quite wrong, I hold certainly that he is not worth very much either in body or in natural capacity.7
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5.2 The reading of a despatch before the Doge of Venice and other members of the Signoria.
 

This was not kind; all the more so as this candid and rude assessment was very likely to filter back to France, souring relations and complicating the life of Contarini's unlucky successor as ambassador there. But among contemporaries such despatches were much admired. The anonymous French author of Traité du gouvernement de Venise, composed about 1500, noted with approval that newly appointed ambassadors would seek out in the archives the Relazioni of their predecessors, in order to begin their missions well briefed.8 These documents circulated widely among the senators, and many Venetian families kept copies of those which they believed brought them honour. With the passage of time copies were made and circulated outside the circles of those strictly entitled to see them; some copies changed hands for money. Towards the end of the sixteenth century the Venetian Senate finally acknowledged the public value of Relazioni and allowed a small number of them to appear in print. Presumably none of those chosen contained anything as wounding as Contarini's dissection of the young French king a century before.
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5.3 Charles VIII of France.
 

Lying Abroad
 

In the development of international diplomacy a crucial figure was the shrewd and far-sighted Ferdinand, King of Aragon (r. 1479–1516). As ruler of Spain's Mediterranean kingdom he had a close interest in Italy at a time when French ambitions in the peninsula were transforming its politics. As co-ruler of Castile, through his wife Isabella, Ferdinand was the master of Europe's incipient superpower, Spain. His great strategic goal was to challenge the hegemony of France; his principal instrument, alliance backed by traditional dynastic marriages. In the pursuit of these goals Ferdinand established a web of permanent embassies: his was the first of Europe's nation states to do so. He even attempted to plant an embassy in France, largely to collect military intelligence. Such a legation, to a hostile power, would again have been a first, but Charles VIII was no fool and Ferdinand's envoy was soon sent packing.9

Ferdinand was not an easy man to please. The king sometimes neglected to write to his ambassadors for long periods, and often kept them in ignorance of his plans. His reciprocal demands for regular information were made without concern for the logistical obstacles. His long-suffering London envoy, Dr de Puebla, calculated that to send news to Ferdinand daily, as the king had requested, would require a relay of sixty couriers; in fact de Puebla had two, and could not afford to pay those. Ferdinand was also careless with paperwork, and prone to leave unsorted chests of papers in remote castles. But like Emperor Maximilian, his irrepressible contemporary, Ferdinand was an innovator. He left his ambassadors in place long enough for them to become real experts: nine years was the norm, and de Puebla was in London for most of the last twenty years of his life. As a result, Ferdinand bequeathed to his grandson Charles V a Spanish diplomatic corps that remained an established fact of European politics for the rest of the century.

A case study in suave and effective diplomatic service is provided by Eustace Chapuys, long-term ambassador for the Emperor Charles at the court of King Henry VIII.10 Chapuys arrived in September 1529 in unpromising circumstances. Henry VIII had by now made unmistakably clear his determination to proceed with divorcing Katherine of Aragon. The queen, previously a valuable source of informed advice for the Spanish envoys, was no longer available for consultation; and the ambassador could scarcely in all conscience conceal his master's appalled opposition to Henry's policies. But over the course of sixteen years Chapuys gradually created a dense and subtle network of information to pepper the shrewd and well-sourced reports that have been such a treasure trove for historians. His first step was to take into his service several members of Katherine's household, including her gentleman usher, Juan de Montoya, who now became his private secretary. Young men of breeding, who could circulate unobtrusively at court, were recruited from France and Flanders. Although Chapuys did not speak English himself, he insisted that these young men should learn the language; the taciturn valet who accompanied him everywhere (Chapuys suffered from gout) was also a talented linguist. Through these agents Chapuys heard much of value that should not have been said in his presence. He was also at pains to lavish care and hospitality on the international merchant community, the source of a great deal of valuable information about currency movements, and on the incipient Lutheran movement (Chapuys had his friends among the German merchants too). Some information was paid for. It was a major coup to turn the French ambassador's principal secretary, who for eighteen months made available to Chapuys Marillac's private correspondence, and Chapuys also received regular reports from one of Anne Boleyn's maids. But most of what he reported was freely given, from the merchants ‘who visit me daily’: the gossip of informed but often lonely men far from home, exchanged for hospitality and good fellowship.

A Spaniard in Rome
 

In the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries Rome had been the inadvertent laboratory of the new diplomacy. A common desire to exploit the resources of the Catholic Church made it necessary for Europe's rulers to send frequent emissaries to Rome requesting the confirmation of nominees in ecclesiastical office and other favours. Forced to linger by the slow pace of papal business, they became, in effect, ambassadors. Even in the sixteenth century Rome lost none of its importance as a centre of business, politics and news. Its centrality in the political calculations of the Spanish Habsburgs is indicated by the fact that the Roman ambassador was always paid the largest salary (though this, in common with all ambassadorial remuneration, never covered expenses).11

Although the Habsburgs had largely succeeded in establishing supremacy in the Italian Peninsula in the sixteenth century, vanquishing French competition, their ambassadors were ever vigilant. Their reports suggest anxiety more than confidence, and an overwhelming sense of the volatility of Italian politics. The case was well put by Miguel Mai, imperial ambassador to Rome, in a despatch to Charles V in 1530:


As Rome is the vortex for all the world's affairs, and the Italians catch fire at the least spark, those who are partisan and even more those who have been ruined [by recent events] are stirring up trouble here, because they always want novelties.12



 

Note that this was written only months after the great triumph of Charles V's coronation at Bologna, when imperial power was at its apparent height. Spanish ambassadors returned again and again to the Italian thirst for novelty (novedades) that made them such fickle allies, and here they made no distinction between Rome, Venice and Florence. Spain, of course, wanted the opposite, quiescent allies who appreciated the virtues of Spanish hegemony. In this they were constantly disappointed.

Within the colonies of diplomatic representatives that gathered in Rome, Venice and elsewhere, we can detect two contrasting strategies for diplomatic representation. England, admittedly one of the minor players, made great use of Italian nationals, rather in the pattern of today's consular representatives.13
Charles V, and Philip II after him, always appointed Spanish noblemen. There were advantages to both strategies. The native Italians could move smoothly among the indigenous noble and merchant communities, and doubts as to their loyalty to the foreign power they served seem largely to have been unfair. The Spanish ambassadors represented their masters with energy and passion, but sometimes failed to appreciate why Italians did not accept the pax Hispanica as the natural order. They also frequently felt disliked and frozen out of the gossip and exchange of information that were the essential lubricants of diplomatic life. But as members of the highest caste of Spanish society they were adept at reading the implications attached, for instance, to the welcome given to the emissary of a rival power.14 This was an age in which shifts in policy were often signified by public gestures: affection shown to a nobleman restored to favour, a visiting prince or a likely suitor; slights to those whose fortunes were on the wane. None of this escaped the eye of the astute diplomat, and news of this sort filled reams of ambassadorial despatches.

Papal elections were among the great news events of the sixteenth century, marking as they did the potential for major shifts in policy and alliances. Since they were so different from the hereditary succession of nation states, papal elections were difficult to plan for, though ambassadors were obliged to try. The characters and loyalties of the potential popes among the cardinals were the subject of obsessive diplomatic interest: Spanish ambassadors sent back to Spain copious dossiers detailing the characters, wealth, ambitions and – crucially – state of health of the significant figures. A series of profiles of over fifty cardinals compiled by ambassador Luis de Requeséns in 1565 ran to forty-eight pages.15

Ambassadors were well aware that the election of a pro or anti-imperial Pope could either consolidate or threaten Spanish power in the peninsula. Every election was hotly contested, as France, in particular, seized the opportunity to reverse by diplomacy the consequences of successive battlefield defeats. The resident ambassador bore much of the burden of this warfare of whispers and insincere promises, but this sort of multi-dimensional chess was deeply unpredictable. News of the election of Giovanni Maria del Monte (Julius III) in 1550 was greeted with joy in Paris, since he had been a prominent name on Charles V's blacklist.16 In fact he proved a good friend to Habsburg pretensions until the two fell out over the war of Parma in 1551. But this was as nothing to the disaster of the election of the Neapolitan Gian Pietro Carafa (Paul IV) in 1555, whose hatred of Spanish domination of his homeland was deep and unshakable. Any hope of rapprochement probably died the following year when the Spanish ambassador, finding himself unrecognised by the guard at the city gate, battered down the door to force an entry.17

Despite Spain's domination of the Italian Peninsula, this was a difficult posting and many ambassadorial careers ended in failure. Both of Philip II's first two ambassadors left in high dudgeon having antagonised the Pope. Spanish emissaries found the shifting, multi-polar politics of Venice equally difficult to fathom. Diplomacy was a new trade, requiring discreet charm and subtle skill. Not all ambassadors realised that if they became the story the game was probably lost.

Espionage
 

As these examples suggest, the development of a network of permanent diplomatic representation was not always a force for harmony. The high-minded principles enunciated by Bernard du Rosier in 1436 had been replaced by more pragmatic nostrums. The Venetian scholar-diplomat Ermolao Barbaro, writing in 1490, set out the new doctrine with brutal clarity. ‘The first duty of an ambassador is exactly the same as that of any other servant of government, that is, to do, say, advise and think whatever may best serve the preservation and aggrandizement of his own state.’18 The tortured conflicts of the Reformation era added further layers of peril and distrust to international relations. Diplomats of the major powers had to ply their trade in an atmosphere of increasing distrust and hostility. Previously routine connections and hospitality became potentially compromising for citizens of the host country. ‘It is impossible for me to find out anything certain at present here,’ reported the Count of Feria, Philip II's first ambassador to Queen Elizabeth. ‘Nobody wants to talk to me; people flee from me as if I were the devil.’19

These complications added new and testing responsibilities to the envoy's tasks. The urgent search for information required increasing recourse to clandestine contacts and espionage. In the age of confessional conflict disaffected subjects prepared to share their schemes with foreign agents were not difficult to find. But these connections did not always lead an ambassador towards sober or dispassionate judgements. It was dangerous to be swayed by easy if somewhat desperate accounts of the strength of opposition, and passionate if treasonable offers of assistance. Sixteenth-century governments had many opportunities to experience the undoubted truth that there is nothing so poisonous to intelligence gathering as the wishful thinking of the disenchanted and dispossessed. Captured Spaniards from the Armada fleet in 1588 revealed that they had been led to expect that between a third and one half of the English population was ready to support the invasion.20 This was a total fantasy: Spanish ambassadors proved all too credulous in their dealings with English Catholics, and Protestant English policymakers made the same mistake with French Huguenot émigrés. English ambassadors in Spain faced a frosty reception, but at least there were no Spanish Protestants to lead them astray.

In these highly charged times the stakes were high, and it became increasingly difficult to assess the quality of information received. It is always possible in retrospect to isolate nuggets of truth in a blizzard of contradictory intelligence reports, and marvel that they were not acted upon. At the time it is never so obvious. The English government already possessed by 1586 an exact logistical plan of the proposed Spanish invasion of England. But even as the Armada prepared to set sail two years later, in late May 1588, they continued to doubt its intended destination. Admittedly they were not helped by confident predictions conveyed by the English ambassador in Paris, Sir Edward Stafford, that the Spanish fleet was to be directed to Algiers, or the Indies (this he reported as late as June). The English government were not to know that this supremely well-placed source was in the pay of Spain, and deliberately sowing disinformation.21

Even if an agent received valuable information, it could be extremely difficult to convey it back home. Their hosts knew full well who the ambassadors had been meeting and wanted to know what they had written. Diplomatic despatches became a legitimate target. Cardinal Wolsey would intercept diplomatic correspondence on the most spurious of pretexts, as did Cardinal Gattinara on behalf of Charles V. Later ministers contrived sophisticated ways of reading outgoing despatches and then resealing them undetected. To secure the safe passage of their reports, ambassadors increasingly made use of ciphers.22 On the whole these were not very effective ways of protecting despatches. Most embassies used simple systems of substituting a numeral or arbitrary symbol for each letter or short word: anything more complex proved too cumbersome or resulted in messages becoming hopelessly scrambled. Ambassadors tended to undermine the system by using the same cipher for years on end, such as Chapuys for instance during his entire embassy (1529–45). Although the Spanish Embassy in Prague had several ciphers at its disposal, the ambassador used the same one for the whole period between 1581 and 1608. Europe's major capitals all possessed the key.

Almost all ambassadors maintained a network of spies and informers. Some were valuable sources; others deluded fantasists or light-fingered opportunists who deftly played off one intelligence service against another.23 The best form of intelligence was often obtained by a simple cash transaction with a relatively junior member of the burgeoning state bureaucracies. For a fee a clerk or secretary could often make copies of incoming letters. Several of the letters included with the Urbino collection of newsletters were obtained in this way.24
Given the casual nature of fifteenth- and sixteenth-century record-keeping, this was neither difficult nor dangerous. The English agent in Venice had a budget of £40 for bribes which he mostly employed to buy copies of letters directed to rival diplomats. Even in Spain, the postmaster's office proved susceptible to English gold. A report to William Cecil, Lord Burghley, in 1598 included the remarkably matter-of-fact observation from his Spanish agent:


Postmasters in Spain weigh out the letters to their servants, and are easily corrupted for 28 ducats a month: the one at Madrid, Pedro Martinez, let me have all of Cressold's and Englefield's letters, returning such as I did not care to keep.25



 

The burgeoning commercial news services of these years would also make increasing use of paid contacts among the low-paid clerks and officials who necessarily had sight of sensitive material.

No amount of sophisticated intelligence was of much use, however, if the information was poor. The embittered confessional politics of the second half of the sixteenth century represented a difficult time for Renaissance diplomacy. The permanent state of enmity that engulfed Europe's leading powers made the maintenance of traditional diplomatic relations virtually impossible. Ambassadors were frequently being withdrawn or expelled. Nothing better symbolises this deterioration than the colourful career of Bernardino de Mendoza, one-time Spanish ambassador to England. Expelled by Queen Elizabeth in 1584 for his shameless orchestration of a plot to have her assassinated, Mendoza was then sent to France with the explicit task of organising the opposition of the Catholic League to King Henry III. After the French king's assassination in 1589, Mendoza ended his diplomatic career, sword in hand, leading the resistance of the French capital to their new king, Henry of Navarre.26

Strange times indeed for the craft of diplomacy. It was clear that men of this temper could no longer provide the dispassionate advice necessary for decision-making. A different source of informed confidential advice was required. In the sixteenth century this emerged in the form of a new commercial manuscript news service: the avvisi.

The First News Agencies
 

In the years around 1590 the Italian city of Lucca was looking to find a new source of confidential information in Rome.27 A correspondent there recommended that they employ Giovanni Poli: he was said to be far and away the best, and that there was not a single Italian ruler who did not have him under contract. Poli was also a careful man, both savvy and discreet. He knew that the reputation of his business depended not only on the quality of his product, but also on the cultivation of a certain mystique. So he developed a particular way of conducting business. He would rise early in the morning to write his reports. Then he would carry them personally across the city to deliver them to the post. This way he would ensure that they could not be tampered with en route; and Rome would see a master craftsman going about his business.

Poli was a novellante, one of a new breed of news-gathering scribes who offered a commercial news service to subscribing customers. The clients were invariably rich and powerful men from the governing or commercial classes, for the service was not cheap. (Lucca, incidentally, accepted the recommendation to engage Poli, and remained a subscriber to his newsletter for almost thirty years.) To succeed, novellanti had to earn a reputation for the quality of their information and the range of their sources. This was certainly the case with Poli: the despatches from the Spanish ambassador in Rome were said to be nothing much more than Poli's reports rendered into Spanish. Poli was at the top of his trade, which was why his weekly perambulation through the busy streets of Rome became part of the folklore of this remarkable city.

Poli represented a new twist in the development of an ever more diverse sixteenth-century news market.28 The craft of the novellanti was incubated in the twin cities of Rome and Venice, the European centres of commercial news and political gossip. The roots of the new medium can be traced back to the commercial correspondence of medieval times. A fascinating despatch survives from the year 1303, sent by members of the Ricciardi company of Lucca to their representatives in London.29 The letter offers a long digest of news from Lucca and the Italian Peninsula, along with news from France. For the wealth of incidental detail this can be compared with the despatch prepared, a century later, by Antonio Morosini for his nephew serving as the Venetian consul in Alexandria.30 These digests of political information, rare for their detail, are a reminder that it was as important to keep far-flung agents abreast of events at home as it was for them to send back intelligence from their postings.

In these despatches political news was generally mixed with instructions and information about essential commercial transactions. The emergence of the manuscript newsletter as a separate entity took a step forward through the initiatives of two well-connected Italians, Giovanni Sabadino degli Arienti and Benedetto Dei. The two men, who developed a close friendship towards the end of Dei's life, had arrived at their vocation as purveyors of news through rather different routes. For Arienti, his interest in news was almost an accidental by-product of the conventional search for patronage through literary endeavour. In the course of this literary life he moved into the circle of Ercole d'Este, Duke of Ferrara; Arienti would later be a valued correspondent of Ercole's daughter, Isabella, after her marriage to Francesco Gonzaga of Mantua.31 Both appreciated his regular and extensive compilations of news. Based in Bologna, Arienti was well placed to cull news from travellers on the road to Florence and Rome. He also maintained an extensive web of correspondents. One of these was the indefatigable Benedetto Dei. Dei's activities as a news correspondent were the culmination of an eventful life that had taken him to France, England and Germany, and had involved extensive travels in Asia and Africa. He returned to Florence in 1468 after several years’ residence in Constantinople. Clubbable and gregarious, Dei used the web of connections developed during these years to build an unrivalled reputation as a source of news. Between 1470 and 1480 he adopted the practice of issuing regular bulletins which, for the first time, deviated from the customary epistolary style to create a new form of writing. One surviving letter, from 1478, offers fifty short items. Each is a single sentence with a dateline indicating the source of the report:


I have news from Genoa that the Doge has knighted Batistino and sent away the [families of] Adorni and Raonesi.


I have news from Lyon, the trade fair has been very very good; a lot of textiles have been sold and a good deal of money gained too.


I have news from France that nine ambassadors are coming to Italy with 200 horse to make peace for everyone.32




 

Dei's correspondence with Arienti offers numerous examples of how his news was gathered. Arienti frequently forwarded mail to Dei from Bologna, re-directing it to the Medici bank in Florence where Dei received correspondence. Much of Dei's detailed information from France came from Medici contacts, particularly Francesco Sassetti of the Medici bank in Lyon.33 Spanish news came from merchants resident in Florence. Dei traded particularly on his unrivalled contacts in the Ottoman Empire and at the court of the Sultan of Egypt; he boasted of his ability to send regularly every Saturday ‘the news from Asia and from Africa and from Europe always’. This was a very significant remark, for it indicates that Dei was the first to conceive of his news bulletins as a weekly service. Whereas Arienti, in the medieval and Renaissance fashion, hoped to curry princely favour through his news digests, Dei expected and received regular payments for his bulletins. In the last years of his life Dei held a unique position at the centre of a web of news gathering. A letter from an admiring correspondent in Cortona in 1490 assured him that his letters were eagerly awaited: as soon as they arrived they were immediately copied many times over.34

It is clear from this that Dei had not yet developed the most effective commercial model. To maximise income the news correspondent had to supervise personally the processes of replication and distribution. In the next few decades the avviso gradually developed into its mature form. The avvisi of the sixteenth century generally consisted of one or two sheets of paper folded once, to make the equivalent of a quarto pamphlet of four or eight pages. These were filled with a sequence of reports, each consisting of a short paragraph of two or three sentences. They began in the style that Dei had pioneered with a dateline: ‘News from Venice, 24 March 1570'; ‘In a letter from Constantinople it is reported’. The paragraph then summarised the news reported from that place. So under ‘news from Rome’ would be listed all the news emanating from Roman sources, even if it related to places far away. It would be followed by news gathered from Venice, France, Constantinople, from the Low Countries and England. This style of presentation was maintained largely unchanged in manuscript news services into the eighteenth century; it also proved deeply influential in shaping the first printed news serials. The newspapers of the early seventeenth century would in this respect owe far more to the conventions and news values of the avvisi than to the very different style of the printed news pamphlets.

The places from which news was gathered were a largely unvarying list of key news hubs: in the case of transalpine locations, generally major commercial centres well served by the continental postal services. The tradition was that the news should be transmitted in crisp sentences with little by way of commentary or analysis. The emphasis was on providing the maximum information; the merchants and members of the governing classes who were the major clients of the novellanti could draw their own conclusions. Thus the avvisi were very different from diplomatic despatches, where the information supplied would be shaped by the known political priorities of the ambassador's home state. The avvisi, in contrast, affected an air of studied neutrality. Although this could sometimes be deceiving, it did permit commercial newsmen to develop a wide circle of clients among the leaders of Italy's often feuding states. The avvisi were neither tailored to nor adapted for individual clients. In the newsletters supplied to the Duke of Urbino from Rome after 1565 he would regularly receive news of his own activities – at least as they were reported in the eternal city.35

A further unvarying convention was that the newsletters were unsigned. This may seem rather odd to us, since the novellanti certainly wished to advertise their skills and broaden the circle of their clients. The best, like Poli and the Venetians Hieronimo Acconzaicco and Pompeo Roma, became well-known figures. The tradition of anonymity has more to do with a conscious attempt to differentiate between fact, as reported, and opinion. Unverified reports were clearly indicated as such: ‘it is said …’; ‘it is reported from Lyon’.

The two major drivers in the development of commercial news agencies were Rome and Venice. It is not difficult to see why these cities were so influential. Venice was the commercial metropolis of the region, with the most highly developed diplomatic networks, territories and trade in the eastern Mediterranean and the Levant. Since Venice was also a nodal point in European postal and diplomatic communications, the well informed could rely on hearing news from Paris, Lyon, Brussels and Spain, as well as from the imperial capitals of Vienna and Innsbruck. The Rialto was Europe's premier hub of commercial information exchange and gossip. When Salanio initiated a conversation in The Merchant of Venice with the greeting, ‘Now, what news on the Rialto?’, Shakespeare could expect a knowing chuckle from London playgoers.36

Rome for its part was the critical centre of political and ecclesiastical power. The need for papal approval of benefices made Rome a constant place of intrigue and the destination of numerous diplomatic missions. The continual inflow of Church revenues also made it a major centre of banking: a survey of 1550 enumerated fifty-one banking firms active in the city.37 In the second half of the sixteenth century an activist papacy, energetically promoting war against the Turk and Protestant heretics, commanded the attention of all Europe.

The different character of the two cities was reflected in a palpably different tone of the news reports circulated by their respective novellanti. In Rome the avvisi tended to be more gossipy, offering detailed reports of the manoeuvres of the Curia and ambitious cardinals. The most sophisticated news writers even attempted to develop a two-tier news service, distinguishing an ordinary bulletin from a premium service of confidential news for favoured clients. This was all well and good so long as the two did not get confused, as was the case with one Roman news writer whose secret sheet critical of the papal household was soon in the hands of the Pope. The odd mishap apart, the Roman novellanti were happy to cultivate a reputation for being able to penetrate the most secret counsels of this city of schemes. A newly appointed aide to the court of one cardinal was strictly enjoined to have no contact with the news writers. They could, he was warned, ‘take the egg out of a chicken's body, let along the secret out of a youth's mouth’.38

As can be seen from these two examples, although Italian news writers provided what was increasingly regarded as an indispensable service, they were not universally well regarded. In the second half of the sixteenth century successive popes took strong action to set limits to their activities. In 1570 Pius V announced that he would energetically pursue the authors of defamatory broadsheets. Soon after this the writer Niccolò Franco was arrested, tried and executed. In 1572 an edict was promulgated against avvisi:


Let nobody dare or presume to compose, dictate, write, copy, keep or transmit to anyone libellous writings or letters of advice, called in the vernacular ‘lettere di avisi’, containing abuse, insults or personal attacks on anyone's reputation and honour, or any writing that discusses future events.39



 

The prohibitions were renewed by an edict of Sixtus V in 1586, and these years saw sporadic efforts to see them enforced. In 1581 one writer was given a life sentence for allegedly spreading rumours of the Pope's health. In 1587 a man described as the ‘head of a sect of gazetteers’ was executed for leaking confidential information. The actions against the news writers seem to have been particularly severe in Rome because their activities became conflated in the popes’ minds with the scurrilous writings of those who posted around the city the libellous satirical verses known as pasquinades. These were unrestrained and wilfully defamatory hits at those in power. Because they were posted up anonymously (many on the ancient statue nicknamed ‘Pasquino’, from which the name is derived), their authors were seldom discovered.40 The authors of the news-sheets, many of whom ran a large scribal office employing numerous clerks, were easier targets.

Although many of the pasquinades were bitingly topical, the confusion of the two forms was unfair. The avvisi could be cynical, but with rare exceptions were not openly offensive. Their value lay in their reliability as news; the writers could not exaggerate for effect, nor indulge in wishful thinking. In the clear distance between the avvisi and polemical writing lay their marketability. They would demonstrate their maturity as a news form during the Armada campaign of 1588, when they remained calmly sceptical of early reports of a Spanish victory, a victory that was of course fervently desired in Rome.41 The fiercest antagonism to the news writers tended to be at times when those in authority had an interest in preventing news circulating, often of course when it was bad.

In time, the intermittent threat of retributive action did have its effect on the tone of avvisi. The Roman avvisi became more monotonous, and certainly more cautious, with the passing of years.42 For all that, they remained an absolutely essential part of the news network for those in official positions, and increasingly for a wider public as well. A highly suggestive edict of 1590 prohibited preachers from referring to newsletters in their sermons, the clear inference being that the city clergy were among their readers.43 The manuscript news-books continued to be the dominant form of news publication in Italy throughout the seventeenth century, long after the arrival of newspapers. Venetian merchants still relied on the avvisi for information likely to move the sensitive financial markets. In Rome, avvisi played a crucial role in the rampant betting market.44 But whereas in the sixteenth century avvisi had been at the forefront of news culture, in the seventeenth century this became less and less the case. An admirer of Rome in 1637 could still boast that ‘this was the place where all of the news of the world is found’. But a perusal of the avvisi would have told him that this was no longer the case. The world was moving on. The focus of events and the shapers of Europe's politics were now to be found in the north – as was the gravitational pull of Europe's news culture.

The Fugger Newsletter
 

The steady growth of a commercial news market in Italy could not go un--noticed north of the Alps. Given the close business ties between Germany, the Netherlands and the Italian Peninsula, it was inevitable that the manuscript newsletters would soon be in demand elsewhere. At first, German clients simply availed themselves of the services of the established Roman, and particularly Venetian, novellanti. But by the last quarter of the sixteenth century professional news agencies were becoming a feature of the northern news market as well. These were situated, first and foremost, in the leading commercial centres, Antwerp, Cologne and especially Augsburg. The south German city enjoyed a unique position, a major commercial metropolis that was also a principal hub of the northern European information network. Augsburg was the junction of the postal service between Venice and northern Europe, and between the imperial capitals of Vienna and Brussels: it was the only one of the major German cities to be an integral part of the imperial postal route.45

The first northern clients of the manuscript newsletters were mostly the princes and officials of the German court. Theirs at least are the collections that have survived: the strong bias towards commercial and political news in the surviving copies, however, hints strongly at a lively market among the patrician merchants of the south German cities. The largest surviving collection was that compiled by the merchant and banking family, the Fuggers of Augsburg.46 The Fuggers had profited massively from their close association with the Habsburgs in the first half of the sixteenth century. In later decades their commitment to Philip II left them more exposed and imperilled. To protect their far-flung business interests the Fuggers built the most extraordinary news information service of the age.

To get the measure of this global news service we need to turn to twenty-seven neatly bound volumes that survive today in the National Library in Vienna.47 Each volume contains hundreds of items: issue after issue of the manuscript newsletters. The first volume in Vienna dates from 1569, but the Fugger news service seems to pre-date this. The Vatican archive in Rome has a set of earlier volumes dating from 1554, which had been the property of Ulrich Fugger. These had been presented by the family to the University of Heidelberg, before making their way to Rome when that wonderful library was plundered by Catholic armies during the Thirty Years War.48

The Vienna volumes comprise the archive of two brothers of a younger generation, Philip Eduard and Octavian Secundus, who took control of the interests of their father Georg after his unexpected death in 1569. Happily the young men could call upon a network of long-established commercial partners in every corner of Europe. It was David Ott, an Innsbruck merchant based in Venice, who put them in touch with two of the most reputable Venetian novellanti, the aforementioned Hieronimo Acconzaicco and Pompeo Roma, who provided a weekly service at the cost, in 1585 and 1586, of 113 florins. Ott had previously recommended Accozaioco to Hans Fugger, son of Anton, though with less success. In 1577 Hans complained to Ott that Accozaioco sent only rubbish: ‘all hot air and nothings’. He asked Ott to contract Juan Donato instead, since he had a better reputation.49 In fact, Accozaioco was still writing for the Fuggers two years later. The Venetian avvisi in the Vienna archive were despatched, and presumably read, in their original Italian.

This was a straightforward commercial transaction. From elsewhere in northern Europe the Fuggers received not only regular packages containing the local news-sheets, but a digest prepared by their local agent. The managers of the Fugger branch offices were persons of considerable standing in their own right, usually highly educated men from leading German patrician families. It fell to them not only to sift the reports for the most reliable news, but to see that those in Dutch were translated into German. The news writers frequently mentioned news reports they chose not to pass on, because they found them doubtful. ‘Although I have read other particulars, these are the ones that seem to me to be the best,’ wrote Christoph Winkelhofer, passing on news from Vienna.50 The newsletters archived by the Fuggers are not much concerned with the everyday staples of the news broadsheets: sensations, prophecies and wondrous tales. For these serious men, ‘worthy of writing’ meant political and economic news.

In 1586 the brothers Philip Eduard and Octavian Secundus entered into a partnership which contracted with Philip II for a five-year import licence of the Asian pepper trade. (This Portuguese monopoly had fallen to Spain since Philip's contested occupation of Portugal in 1580.) It was a risky new venture that required an expansion of the news service to include more regular reports from the Iberian Peninsula. The Welser factor in Lisbon took charge of arranging reports from the erstwhile Portuguese capital; a succession of agents in Spain organised compilations of news from Seville, Valladolid and Madrid. The development of the Asian trade also brought the first news reports direct from India. Many of these despatches from trusted agents consist of something rather different from the commercial newsletters of Venice. Here the local Fugger agents acted as a filter, applying their judgement to gauge the veracity of the reports they assembled, before they passed them on. But they also made sure that the originals, the raw data, made their way to Vienna. Even the most fanciful and speculative reports were useful in gauging the temper of the times.

Once they arrived in Vienna the Fugger brothers were generous in sharing the information that poured into their headquarters with every post. Weekly digests were prepared for both the Duke of Bavaria and Archduke Ferdinand of Tyrol.51 Philip Eduard and Octavian Secundus even apparently allowed some of their news reports to be printed, especially the drawings which many of their correspondents included with their despatches. In 1585 the brothers contracted the Augsburg engraver Hans Schultes to make an illustrated broadsheet of a watercolour sent to them of the fortifications constructed by the Duke of Parma for the siege of Antwerp, the climax of his successful campaign of reconquest in Flanders and Brabant.52 This publication seems to have been extremely successful: these sorts of military diagrams had been an important vogue in the news market since the siege of Malta in 1565.53 They allowed a dispersed public to follow the progress of these long drawn-out military engagements in some detail.

The Fugger news archive was a private resource, created as an adjunct to one of Europe's greatest business empires. But it was not long before the enormous opportunities of news gathering stimulated the growth of commercial news agencies in imitation of the Venetian novellanti. The Fuggers may well have employed one of the first independent entrepreneurs in Augsburg, Jeremias Crasser, to prepare digests of incoming despatches. But it was another Augsburg man, Albrecht Reiffenstein, who made this extraordinary proposition to Duke August of Saxony in 1579:


I know you maintain people in Venice, Cologne, Antwerp and Vienna, who send you all the news from there. But the post brings to Augsburg from Italy, France, Spain and Portugal and the Imperial Court all the news reports from the whole of Christendom, from which I make reports for the leading Lords. Because I was born as your subject, I will do the same for you on a weekly basis, and send it to Nuremberg and then to Leipzig, so you can be as well informed as any other prince in Germany.54



 

This suggests an extraordinarily developed network of commercial news men. Certainly within a few years news writers were prospering in Hamburg, Cologne, Frankfurt, Prague, Vienna and Leipzig. Duke August, incidentally, accepted Reiffenstein's proposition by return of post. Four years later he had contracted another man, Philip Bray, to provide news from France and the Low Countries. Bray was to be paid the enormous sum of 100 florins every quarter. His newsletter would be sent by courier to August by way of Nuremberg and Dresden.

These transactions demonstrate the astounding value that the political and business leaders of Germany placed on reliable news. In difficult times – and these were particularly troubled years – it was necessary for those in positions of authority to have access to the swiftest and most accurate information. The local Fugger agents played a role that was similar to that of the ambassadors serving Europe's crowned heads, gathering up, listening, sifting and passing on their best judgement of what was to be believed. But they also passed on as many of the different news reports as they could gather together. An important regional ruler like August of Saxony wanted both the reports of his own agents and those of the commercial news men.

The commercial manuscript newsletter proved remarkably enduring. The news writers survived the hostility of sixteenth-century popes and the arrival of the first printed newspapers. In the seventeenth century the manuscript news services even moved into new territories, with the establishment of the first news agencies in London.55 Through all the pamphlet storms and technological change of the seventeenth and even eighteenth centuries the newsletters lived on with the same orderly progression of neat paragraphs: ‘It is reported from Vienna’, ‘News from Granada’, ‘It is said on the Bourse’. Well-sourced, dispassionate and reassuringly expensive, the manuscript newsletters were a distinctive and now almost wholly forgotten part of the news world. For two centuries Europe's opinion-formers would not be without them.
  


CHAPTER 6
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Marketplace and Tavern
 

THE manuscript news agencies were the tools of the privileged. The expense of commercial manuscript news was in this sense no disadvantage: rather, expense offered the reassurance of authority that men of power looked for in a well-informed source. Those without access to these services could still learn much from printed news pamphlets, a more promiscuous and boisterous medium, and one that now played an increasingly confident role in sharing news of current events with a wide reading public. But there was a third strand to early modern news culture that should not be ignored: news passed by word of mouth.

The full potency of this verbal news culture was first demonstrated in England in the years after the Reformation. In the 1530s the introduction of the new worship service and dissolution of the monasteries caused widespread unease and some outright opposition. The task of seeing that this did not get out of hand fell to Thomas Cromwell, Henry VIII's loyal minister and the primary architect of the new Protestant regime. Cromwell was nothing if not thorough. In these difficult and troubled years the Chief Secretary and his agents embarked on a sustained campaign to winkle out dissent and to punish the guilty.1 Many of those caught in his net were barely literate and not very articulate. But they had strong views to express. Denis Jones, a smith from London, was one who passed on the news he had gleaned in the capital when he stopped by the Bear Inn in Reading. Some time before he had been drinking with a group of neighbours from the Isle of Wight when a pedlar came in and told them ‘that he heard at London that Queen Anne was put to death and boiled in lead’. Others gave garbled accounts of royal legislation and shared rumours of the king's death. When in March 1535 Adam Fermour of Walden in Essex returned home after a trip to the capital, he faced the inevitable question, ‘What news?’ His neighbours had no trouble remembering his chilling reply. ‘By God's blood, evil news! For the king will make such laws that if a man die his wife and children shall go a-begging.’2 This was politically dangerous indeed, and it is no wonder that the government took such strong action. But what comes through most forcibly in these reports is the ubiquity of travellers as vectors of information, and inns as places where it was heard and reported. Even in a country like England, where printing was entirely confined to the capital, news could travel fast, if not always accurately.

Pre-industrial society was still to a very large extent an oral culture. It was not just that many men and women could not read, though this was certainly true. Rather the whole process of social organisation and decision-making was organised around an inherited tradition of communal activity, verbal expression and face-to-face contact. Governments across Europe could make war, pass laws and raise taxes, as they did with increasing confidence and frequency. But these decisions still had to be explained to an active and interested citizenry. A wide measure of public consent had to be obtained, because laws could not otherwise easily be enforced. States lacked the power for sustained coercion of their own citizens: there were no standing armies and only the most rudimentary police forces.

Even in less urgent times early modern societies were characterised by an insatiable curiosity: news of neighbours, friends, the mighty, great events and catastrophes, all added spice to the humdrum and leavened the hard realities of everyday existence. The principal locations for this social interaction were the marketplace and the tavern. These were the universal gathering places of early modern society. They brought together travellers and residents, the literate and illiterate, members of different social classes, and, to an extent, men and women. These were the kingdoms of the spoken word of news.

To Market
 

The marketplace was the central site of information exchange across European society. In the routine of everyday life, long-distance travel and trade were unusual. Most of the essentials of life could be obtained locally: in the village, or from the local market. Since medieval times market towns had developed as a natural network about 30 miles apart. Most villages would be not more than 15 miles from a market town: a stiff day's journey there and back for a mounted rider or a farmer with his oxen and cart.3 This normative sense of a day's journey was, as we have seen, strongly influential in the construction of the European road system, with its network of inns and lodging, and the postal system.

Entertainment and variety were offered by those who visited from farther afield: entertainers, quack doctors and tooth-pullers, and long-distance travellers. These played an important role in the network of news. Often, in contrast to the authoritative news bearers we have encountered in previous chapters, they were men and women of low social status. Alice Bennet, a poor woman from Oxfordshire, was described as one who ‘goeth abroad to sell soap and candles from town to town to get her living and she useth to carry tales between neighbours’.4 There were fitful attempts to control such tattle, but they were bound to fail. In England any traveller arriving from the capital was regarded as an authority and likely to face the question, ‘What news from London?’ Some information could be gleaned from the boatmen who rowed across the Thames, other news from the ubiquitous taverns. Harry Shadwell had heard various rumours in 1569 about the Duke of Alva in the Netherlands, and an alarming tale that ten thousand Scots had joined the Rising of the Northern Earls. William Frauncis returned to Essex with the rumour that ‘there was one in the Tower which sayeth he is King Edward’.5 Travelling tradesmen could also bring the occasional letter to friends and family in the provinces, as in the case of the London apprentice who in 1619 sent back to his parents in Wigan, Lancashire, the following breathless despatch:


I have but little but that there is like to be a great changing in England. Many strange wonders about London. There is a hand and a sword risen out of the ground at a town called Newmarket, where the King is, and stands striking at him. And the King went to see it and ever since he hath kept his chamber and cannot tell what it means: and other strange things which now I will not speak of.6



 

Given that the news vouchsafed is complete nonsense, one can only wonder what might have been the quality of the ‘other strange things’. But we can sense the excitement of the new-minted Londoner happy to be in the thick of things – and not averse to tantalising his distant parents with his unaccustomed superiority in the news market, however illusory.

The marketplace was the major public space at the heart of any community. It gathered residents, folk from the surrounding villages, and travellers who came to buy and sell. Market towns were also frequently the seats of local government, and of other powerful organisations such as town corporations and guilds. At irregular intervals market towns would also be the seats of the local law courts, or assizes. Early modern justice was swift, and those who came to trade might also see justice done. Bakers who sold underweight bread, fraudsters, prostitutes or vagabonds would frequently be punished, by ridicule or corporal punishment, in the market square. This was also sometimes the place of execution, though sentence was often conducted in some other large open space away from the main trading area. Executions were invariably a public spectacle. To modern eyes this appears cruel and voyeuristic. But the ritualised quality of such public punishment was essential to the early modern sense of community.7 Justice was a communal process, and execution a ritual act of expulsion. So although the onlookers might sometimes pity the prisoners in their terrifying last moments, they undoubtedly approved the process of the law. They would carry the news away with them, along with their purchases.

It is sometimes suggested that the news value of the more sensational cases was eagerly exploited by nimble publicists, who would move through the crowd selling accounts of the crimes and the prisoners’ deathbed confessions. This seems improbable, at least in the sixteenth century. As we have seen, such accounts of notorious crimes circulated widely, and for long after the event.8 Their pedagogic value, and capacity to titillate, was not closely linked to the place where the crime or execution took place. In England such a market for news would have been impossible in any case, since there was virtually no printing outside London.9 These were news events experienced for the most part by eyewitnesses and shared by word of mouth. The corpse left to rot on the gibbet would serve as a reminder to those who came by later.

Visitors to the market could also see news being made. Authorities took advantage of the presence of a crowd to announce the latest regulations, or pass on news of recent legislation. In major cities, where the market was a permanent event, these proclamations might happen any day. In France and elsewhere the public announcement of the latest royal decree was attended by an elaborate ceremony. The royal herald would appear accompanied by a trumpeter to gain attention. Once the crowd had been silenced, he would declaim the king's announcement before moving on to the next main thoroughfare. In Paris there was a fixed itinerary to be used on such occasions. The new decree was then carried by courier to the main provincial towns, where the municipal authorities were obliged to repeat the ceremony.

It is hard to know how much the witnesses of these solemn ceremonies would have taken in. Presumably the trumpeter (in other places the ringing of a bell) would have secured reasonable attention; but the general hubbub, the clucking and bellowing of live animals, and the coming and going of impatient shoppers would have made the reading difficult to hear. Proclamations could also be long, and couched in formal legal language, complex and intricate. The announcement would therefore also subsequently be posted up, usually in many copies, which more and more frequently would be printed texts. These would be pinned up in prominent public places, in the marketplace, on the church door, in the toll booth. The public reading served as much as intimation that something important was afoot, and the citizenry should acquaint themselves with the details. These could be passed by readers to other interested parties, ideally with reasonable accuracy. For those with a professional need to know, a printed text, sometimes a broadsheet and sometimes a pamphlet, became an increasingly important adjunct to these public readings. Even so, the process of law enforcement always began with a spectacle, or announcement, in public open space.

The marketplace was volatile: a powder keg as well as a place of exchange. In times of dearth high prices or empty stalls offered a tangible demonstration of the authorities’ need to take steps to ameliorate the crisis. The gathering of disenchanted citizens provided a fertile environment for the spreading of rumour, misinformation and discontent. In such situations the power of early modern government was limited. These were not police states: most cities could afford only a handful of bailiffs or guards, and the presence of other armed men, troops or a noble retinue, was usually highly unwelcome. The maintenance of law required a tacit public consent and, if this was withdrawn, there was little the magistrates could do but ride out the storm. In such circumstances news, spread by rumour, mishearing and misunderstanding, was a poison. Its toxic quality was only exacerbated by the ubiquity of strong drink.

Singing the News
 

The market was an essential cog in the early modern information network. Its place at the heart of village life can be judged by its importance in folk tales: country people went to market to sell their wares, but also to be duped and cheated by the sly rogues who lay in wait. The market was too the locus operandi of the most marginal figures in the world of news, the itinerant pedlars.10 In some European cultures these were known as ‘news singers’ because they would literally sing out their wares. Their songs were often contemporary events turned into ballads.

This is the one part of the early modern news world that has no clear equivalent today. In the Europe of the sixteenth century, however, singing played an important role in mediating news events to a largely illiterate public. The news singers, sometimes blind and often accompanied by children, would sing out their wares, then offer printed versions for sale. In Spain the writers of ballads would sometimes teach them to a group of blind pedlars before sending them out on the roads. The pedlars displayed their wares on a wooden framework strung with cord, rather like a clothes line; in consequence these publications are sometimes known as ‘cord literature’.11 Broadsheet ballads were clearly printed in enormous quantities, as we can see from the thousands of copies listed in the inventories of booksellers’ stock, and ballad pamphlets were also popular. Samuel Pepys bought a whole bundle when he visited Spain from Tangiers in 1683.12 Most likely, though, with the Inquisition keeping a close eye on the print industry, Spanish ballad singers would usually have steered clear of the more dangerous contemporary news topics.13
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6.1 An early song broadsheet. Note that, although this song text was conspicuously well printed, there is no musical notation. Published in 1512, it relates the French victory at Dôle in an earlier war.
 

This was not the case elsewhere in Europe, where topicality was a major selling point. Although the sellers were among Europe's most marginal groups, and could be brutally treated by the local authorities, the trade was lucrative. In 1566 a travelling pedlar in the Low Countries had a printer in Overijssel run off one thousand copies of a sheet containing three popular political songs. He paid one guilder for the whole batch. Even if he sold them for the smallest coin then in circulation, he would have made a handsome profit.14 The trade in song-sheets was also welcomed by more established members of the trade, such as the Oxford bookseller John Dorne: in 1520 he sold over two hundred broadsheet ballads in forty separate transactions. He charged a standard halfpenny a sheet, though there were discounts available for customers who bought more than six.15 In Italy the printed versions of performed songs tended to be short pamphlets rather than broadsheets; here, it is suggested, pedlars might take the edition from the printer in instalments, taking more copies as the cash came in.16 The most successful public singers moved far beyond these humble beginnings. The famous blind singer of Forlì, Cristoforo Scanello, owned his own house and was able to invest two hundred scudi in having his son trained for a commercial career. Another well-known and versatile balladeer, Ippolito Ferrarese, was able to build on his fame as a performer by publishing his own compositions.17

In Italy, in particular, the street singer was deeply rooted in the culture of the urban commune. In the thirteenth century cities had employed singers to perform at public ceremonies. This official encouragement prepared the way for an increasingly overt political repertoire in the sixteenth century. The crisis in Italian politics with the French invasions after 1494 provoked a flood of sung commentary. In 1509, the height of the danger for Venice, a local chronicler complained that throughout Italy anti-Venetian verses were being sung, recited and sold on the piazzas ‘by the work of charlatans, who make a living from this’.18 Some of this was deliberately orchestrated by the Pope, Julius II, a determined and deadly foe of Venice and a statesman who took an active role in promoting political propaganda. Many of these songs were very cheap: ‘so that you can buy it, it will cost you only three pennies’, as was stated in one song celebrating the might of Venice's opponents. Some texts, indeed, were distributed free of charge, as was the case with the propagandistic poetical works showered down from windows and distributed on the piazza when the papal legate made his formal entry into Bologna in 1510.19

These songs were clearly intended not only to entertain but also to inform. The anonymous author of a poem about the battle of Ravenna in 1512 told his audience that his principal intention in composing the work was ‘not because you would take pleasure from it, but so that you might have some indication of this event’. Events moved fast in this conflict of swift marches and topsy-turvy alliances, and the singers were obliged to respond. A song composed to celebrate the naval battle between the Ferraresi and the Venetians, which took place on 22 December 1509, was already in print by 8 January 1510. A singer who published a song about the battle of Agnadello in 1509 claimed to have composed and given it to the press within two days.20 A French example from a later date has a song celebrating the Huguenot victory in Lyon in 1562 on the streets the very same day.21

Singing was an important part of the festive culture of the day. The most popular of these political songs were those that captured a public mood of celebration, usually with new words set to a familiar tune (compositions known as contrafacta). But singing also offered a means to process bad news. A local publisher would not, on the whole, wish to test the patience of the local authorities by publishing a prose account of a crushing defeat: such adverse news was usually left to pass by word of mouth. A poignant lament, on the other hand, could catch the mood of the moment, without calling down retribution. But even here, care was required. The Venetian Senate was certainly aware of the potential dangers of free circulation of political songs at a time of crisis. In 1509 they intervened to remove from sale a song critical of the Holy Roman Emperor, Maximilian I, an erstwhile foe but now an ally (it is possible the vendor had just not kept up with the turn of events). The Senate continued, however, to encourage the sale of songs against the Ferraresi.

This period of frenetic activity seems to have been the high-water mark of the political song in Italy. At this moment street singing lay truly on the front line of communication.22 As the century wore on, Italian street singers seem to have withdrawn to safer topical ground. They would celebrate the withdrawal of an unpopular tax, or report a tumbled-down bridge. This may partly have been self-censorship, but it also reflected a more hostile political climate. In the second half of the sixteenth century Italian authorities intervened to bring order to the piazza. The regulation of public space was partly prompted by Counter-Reformation disapproval of anything that besmirched the dignity of public religion (and many of the songs were scarcely disguised satires of religious tunes). But the new restrictions may also be seen as a concerted attempt to draw in the boundaries of popular politics, particularly when set alongside the brutal assault on the writers of the pasquinades and the regulation around manuscript avvisi.23 However, at least as regards street singers, this effort at regulation seems largely to have failed. As members of a marginal social group, professionally peripatetic, the news singers had far less to lose than established printers and the owners of news agencies. When in 1585 Tommaso Garzoni published his encyclopaedia of the professions, the street singer occupied a prominent place. Far from being banished by hostile regulation, they had ‘grown like a weed, in such a way that, through every city, through every land, through every square, nothing is seen other than charlatans or street singers’.24

Germany too had a lively musical tradition which could be put to use in the service of popular politics. Martin Luther was a passionate musician and composer of hymns: some of his compositions are still staples of the repertoire. Because the tunes were soon so strikingly familiar, they were obvious candidates for reuse in a more overtly political context (later French Calvinists would use the tunes of the psalms in exactly the same way).25 The high point of political song in Germany came in the wake of the Protestant defeat in the Schmalkaldic War (1546–7). The victorious Charles V now attempted, by way of the Augsburg Interim, to enforce a partial restoration of traditional Catholic practices and beliefs. Although the settlement was reluctantly accepted by some Protestant cities and theologians, including Philip Melanchthon, much of Lutheran Germany stood firm. Led by the free city of Magdeburg in a heroic four-year resistance, Lutherans vented their anguish in a storm of pamphlets and songs.26 A diligent search of printed and manuscript sources has revealed a remarkable number of songs about the Interim.27 Most of their composers were educated men; this was not, initially at least, the music of the streets. But it clearly became so. The disapproving Catholic chronicler of Magdeburg recalled:


The Interim teaching in itself has been treated quite disgracefully and contemptuously. People played ‘Interim’ on gaming boards, cursed it, and sang about it as follows: Blessed is he who can trust in God and does not approve of the Interim, for it has a fool behind it.28



 

Luther had shown the way with a clever satirical song, ‘Ach du arger Heinz’, attacking the resolutely Catholic Heinrich of Braunschweig. This was to be sung to the tune, ‘O du armer Judas’. Here the resonance of the title added a further layer of insult, as well as providing a familiar tune.29

When exhaustion and military stalemate forced Charles V to compromise, the liberties of Germany Lutheranism were restored. Magdeburg surrendered to Charles's then ally, Maurice of Saxony, on remarkably generous terms. But Maurice made one exception to this leniency: he required that the minister Erasmus Alber be banished from the city. Alber's contribution to the published literature of the resistance, consisting almost entirely of hymns and satirical songs, had clearly hit home. Maurice insisted that because Alber had attacked him ‘coarsely in public and in private writings, with rhymes and with drawings he must be got rid of. Even a peasant would not bear such an attack lightly.’30

Remembering how they had harnessed the power of song so successfully, the Lutheran states were all the more determined that it would not be employed against them. Several cities took action to control or ban the Marktsänger and Gassensänger, as the singers were known (because they sang in the marketplace or alleyways). As early as 1522, Augsburg had required its printers to take an oath that they would not print any disgraceful book, song or rhyme. When the city finally instituted reform in 1534, the new discipline ordinance specified carefully that it was illegal, not only to print offensive books, songs and rhymes, but also to write, sell, buy, sing, read or post them; or, indeed to bring them to the light of day in any way.31
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6.2 Fighting back in verse. One of the many musical works satirising the Augsburg Interim.
 

In Germany the control of opinion necessarily worked rather differently from the centralised nation states of western Europe. Most German towns, in principle, established a process for the pre-publication inspection of books and pamphlets. But this would have been far too time-consuming in practice: the designated censors, usually civic officials rather than clergymen, were far too busy with other duties. In any case much of the printed material in circulation would not have been printed within the local jurisdiction. So most German authorities essentially relied on self-regulation, encouraged by harsh punishments when they learned of a particularly malicious or politically dangerous public utterance.

If we examine the management of opinion in one particularly important jurisdiction – the great imperial city of Augsburg – it is striking how often these interventions were prompted not by print but by seditious singing. In 1553 a bookseller got into trouble when he passed around a tavern a song mocking Charles V's recent humiliation at the siege of Metz. If the bookseller was attempting to road-test a potential song pamphlet, the strategy backfired badly, as most of the drinkers were too shocked to want anything to do with it; further attempts to have the song copied led to his arrest and interrogation.32 Here the city council could rely on the support of local people in enforcing reasonable standards of decorum.

In the last years of the sixteenth century this social consensus became increasingly frayed, as Lutherans reacted with mounting alarm to the resurgence of Catholicism. The expulsion in 1584 of Augsburg's popular Lutheran minister during the controversy following the imposition of the new Gregorian calendar led to a barrage of songs critical of the city council and supportive of the exiled clergy.33 Some were printed but others circulated widely in manuscript copies, or by word of mouth. These were tough times economically, and discontented weavers became heavily involved in the agitation. Abraham Schädlin confessed that he had written ‘Wo es Gott nit mit Augspurg helt’ ('When God does not stand by Augsburg'), a political song based on the Lutheran psalm ‘Wo Gott der Herr nicht bei uns hält’ (taken from Psalm 124, ‘If the Lord had not been on our side'). Because Schädlin had turned himself in, he was treated leniently. Jonas Losch was not so lucky, and two extended interrogations under torture extracted the story of a song he had adapted from a printed original and then sung on the streets. These interrogations (still preserved in the Augsburg town archives) reveal a busy world of singing and cheap print.34 Losch made extra money singing at weddings before turning to politics; the printer Hans Schultes sold 1,500 copies of an image of the expelled minister Georg Müller; two women caught up in the agitation made money selling on the copies. The intersection of political dissent with this lively culture of singing and pub-going was a potential powder keg, and the Augsburg authorities clamped down hard.

The newly resurgent religious orders, the Capuchins and Jesuits, became particular targets for Lutheran anger. ‘A new song about the Capuchins’, circulating in Augsburg around 1600, alleged the alms they collected went to fund liaisons with prostitutes. It was sung, rather indecorously, to the tune of the Lutheran hymn ‘Lord keep us steadfast in thy word’.35 The following year Jacob Hötsch was prosecuted for singing defamatory songs about the Jesuits. This followed a neighbourhood contretemps, in which a Catholic boy punched a Lutheran girl for singing a song about Hell being full of priests.

The Council tried doggedly, but in vain, to restrain this inter-communal anger. In the difficult years before the Thirty Years War these provocative compositions had the potential to destroy the fragile public peace. In 1618, on the very eve of the fighting, the Council ordered its officers to root out the news-sheets and songs circulating in the city. This seems to have been precipitated by the discovery and confiscation of an illustrated news ballad, A True new News Report from Bohemia on the siege, taking and conquest of the Catholic city of Pilsen.36 This was not, by any means, an objective piece of reporting. According to the song, the revolt in Bohemia was entirely due to the machinations of the Jesuits, the ‘spawn of vipers’, acting at the Pope's instigation. In bi-confessional Augsburg this went far beyond what would be tolerated in news reports. But despite its vigilance, the Council found it almost impossible to control what circulated largely by word of mouth. Print provided the smoking gun that led directly to the responsible printer. Seditious singing disappeared on the wind. To a frightened, angry and increasingly alienated religious minority, it was a potent weapon indeed.

The second half of the sixteenth century was also the first great age of the English street ballad.37 It has been estimated that by 1600 over four million printed song broadsheets were in circulation. This was the visible remains of a vast and participatory culture of song; and although the printing of broadsheets implies interest among the literate, their appeal was not limited to those who could read. In 1595 the minister Nicholas Bownde noted people who ‘though they cannot read themselves, nor any of theirs, yet will have many ballads set up in their houses, that so they might learn them, as they shall have occasion’.38 Those who could not read might still remember the tunes, and memorise the new words. Exasperated ministers noted the speed with which their congregations committed ballads to memory, contrasting this with their inability to retain knowledge of Scripture. According to Bownde, at every market or fair one or two persons could be observed ‘singing or selling of ballads’.39

The ballads covered a wide range. The ever diligent Samuel Pepys organised his very considerable collection according to his own patent, though very logical, classification scheme. ‘States and Times’ (that is, politics and current affairs) made up about 10 per cent – a good deal less than ‘Love – Pleasant’ or even ‘Love – Unfortunate’. One may speculate, however, that political songs were far more likely to circulate only by word of mouth. Occasionally we have evidence of this, when pointed adaptations of popular songs turned up in libel cases. It was far more difficult to commit to print political satire than rollicking humorous tales or pious devotional ballads. Only in times when the political controls were seriously loosened were political ballads printed in large numbers. In France Pierre de L'Estoile heard and then transcribed from memory a good number of political songs circulating in Paris during the 1590s.40 None of them survives in print. This was an angry time in French politics. The capital city, a stronghold of the Catholic League, seethed with indignation at the treachery of Henry III, the murderer of their hero the Duke of Guise. When the king was assassinated in turn, in 1589, Paris reacted in revulsion at the prospect of a Huguenot successor. The city's printers erupted with a tumult of vitriolic prose; so it is interesting that, even at a time when it was safe to print opposition pamphlets, scurrilous verse still circulated largely by word of mouth. L'Estoile, whose sympathies were privately royalist, kept his head down. Joining a circle copying loyalist tracts and circulating them in manuscript was already, in the circumstances, quite courageous.

The balladeer was a potent force in the sixteenth-century communications network. Part of the great Pepys collection came from another early enthusiast, John Selden, and Pepys transcribed into the first volume an observation of Selden's on the importance of ballads (which he equated with ‘libels'). ‘Though some make slight of libels, yet you may see by them how the wind sits. More solid things do not show the complexion of the times as well as ballads and libels.’41

Singing ballads was a powerful part of information culture, and it made a good living for many on the very margins of respectable craft society. But not everyone made a good balladeer. You needed a strong constitution, a voice to make yourself heard above the crowd, and a certain charisma. The irrepressible reverend Richard Corbet, finding that a travelling pedlar was struggling to make an impact in the marketplace at Abingdon, sprang to his rescue, to good effect: ‘and being a handsome man, and had a rare full voice, he at once sold a great many, and had a great audience’.42 It is to be doubted that without this unexpected clerical support the timid ballad seller would have lasted long in the business. We should leave the last word to one Thomas Spickenell, ‘sometimes apprentice to a bookbinder, after a vagrant peddler, then a ballad singer and seller, and now a minister & Alehouse keeper in Maldon’.43 Spickenell had completed the grand slam of sixteenth-century communication media, from the book trade to singing, to the church and the alehouse: where we will now follow.

Bald Talk about Great Lords
 

Taverns were a ubiquitous part of early modern society. It has been estimated that in England alone there were twenty thousand drinking establishments: about one for every twenty adult males in the population.44 It is unlikely continental Europe was any less well served. Aside from the church, with which the tavern coexisted in a relationship of undisguised competition, this was the quintessential gathering place of early modern society. It was a volatile environment in which to share the news.

Like other social institutions, inns and taverns ranged widely, from large, wealthy and well-founded businesses to low dives, little more than the dingy front room of a village house. At the top end of the spectrum the inn occupied an important place in the network of international communication. In the fourteenth century innkeepers, in addition to providing food and accommodation, played an important role in the provision of banking services for the international merchant community. Many money brokers set themselves up as innkeepers, and many innkeepers acted as brokers.45 In provincial towns the largest inns, particularly those that ringed the market square, often provided space for merchants to conduct business. Some became a semi-permanent location for trade in specific commodities.46

The development of the transcontinental road network offered further opportunities for the canny entrepreneur. The medieval itineraries guiding the traveller on long-distance routes marked the stage between each major habitation with a wayside inn. In the sixteenth century many of these places became posting stations, responsible for providing accommodation and relays of fresh horses for couriers. In many locations the postmaster was the most substantial innkeeper of the town.
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6.3 A German pedlar advertises his wares. Note the copy of a Neue Zeitung prominently displayed.
 

The keepers of these elite posting houses, with their constant passing trade of well-heeled travellers, made it their business to remain well informed, as did most innkeepers. The peripatetic Anabaptist Ambrosius Stitelmeir would always call in at the tavern to discover whether the local minister preached in accordance with the Gospel.47 Innkeepers were a natural source of advice for travellers planning the next stage of a journey, or wanting information about local conditions. Pilgrim manuals recommended particular hostelries and particular hosts, such as Peter von Fryberg, the ‘German host’ in Geneva, who was willing ‘to help you in all matters’. Such a trade was very lucrative. When the pilgrim Hans van Haldheim decided to seek out a famous holy man at Bern, he directed himself to the publican of the Bell Inn. The publican willingly told him how to secure an audience with the reclusive sage, and offered a horse for the journey: ‘My good Lord, you do not have to go on foot, for I will lend you a grey stallion. I have three horses standing in my stable, and you can choose whichever you like.’48

These were the aristocrats of the industry: they made it their business to keep themselves informed, and they had plentiful opportunity to do so. In places where there were no suitable buildings such inns might serve as impromptu law courts, or even for the formal welcome of visiting dignitaries. But such high-class establishments did not describe the normal run of sixteenth-century tavern. These were raucous places, full of noise: boisterous, smelly and frequently violent. People came to let off steam, to celebrate with friends, and to forget the cares of a harsh and punishing life.

These more humble places were also important hubs of communication. Patrons would discuss the issues of the day, pass on rumours and sing together. It was expected that strangers would join the conversation: the solitary traveller who sat alone was often an object of suspicion, and in many places regulations obliged innkeepers to report the names of strangers who took rooms for the night. Even dingy village taverns provided the opportunity for travelling players and musicians to offer impromptu entertainment.

An environment in which friends met strangers, fuelled by alcohol, could be turbulent: profanity and insults led to fighting and assaults. In a wide-ranging survey of data taken from different parts of Europe, around one third of complaints dealt with by secular and ecclesiastical courts were directly linked to taverns.49 But taverns were also the location of serious political discussion and the singing of hymns and psalms. In the early days of the Reformation evangelical groups passed word of particular taverns where it was safe to congregate.50 In towns with no bookshop inns became distribution points for evangelical pamphlets. In the German Peasants’ War of 1524–5 taverns played a particularly important role in the spread of the movement, as news of the extent of the insurrection flashed around the Empire.51

The German Peasants’ War was not just a revolt of the countryside: the social gospel also had obvious relevance to the aspirations of the urban poor.52 As news of the revolt spread, municipal authorities were particularly alarmed at the thought that their own populations might join the insurrection. A particularly well-documented case arises from the investigation undertaken to winkle out supporters of the rebellion in the German town of Nördlingen. Because of its situation in the area of greatest peasant agitation, Nördlingen was in the eye of the storm, and at an assembly in 1525 sympathetic citizens had asked that the town declare its support for the rebellion. The peasants’ supporters had not carried the majority, but the town was still on a state of high alert when on 8 May a member of the night watch, Hans Trumer, was arrested for singing a seditious song. The song was the work of a local weaver, Contz Anahans, and it seems to have been circulating in the town since the events of April. It was certainly incendiary:


A vulture has soared on high


Over the Hegau near the Black Forest


And has raised a brood of offspring


The peasants everywhere


They have become rebellious


In the German nation


And made an organization of their own


Perhaps they will succeed.53




 

There was much more: another nine verses. The interrogation of Trumer and his accomplices allowed the city council to reconstruct in some detail the process by which the song had passed into common knowledge. It was sung at the inn run by Balthasar Fend, one of the leaders of the April commotion. Anton Furner, a member of the council, heard of it and asked Anahans to sing it at his house. It was then sung at another inn. By May it was so familiar that even the drunken Hans Trumer could remember the words. It is pertinent to note that Nördlingen at this time had no printing press. Contz Anahans's call to arms could only circulate by word of mouth.

The city council clamped down hard. Those involved were interrogated under torture. The innkeeper Fend was executed. Without such severity it is highly unlikely we would possess this forensic reconstruction of how news spread, and how a potential insurrection was fomented. In more normal times, when asked to name names, most people caught up in an act of group violence struggled to remember particulars. The famous early modern memory, a cornerstone of information culture, was replaced by fumbling and incoherence. This was a very sensible defence strategy. The early modern justice system relied to a very large extent on confessions for convictions, so those under interrogation were understandably reluctant to engage in potentially lethal acts of self-incrimination. Faced with such self-deprecating forgetfulness, few magistrates were sufficiently dogged to persist in the face of conflicting or incomplete evidence. The bureaucracy of justice was at this point simply not up to the task. The Spanish Inquisition, defending the purity of faith, was a rare exception. In the patient investigations of the Inquisition many words that had been spoken in anger or due to drink were repented at length.54

The German Peasants’ War was a time of particular tension, when the Reformation and German society entered uncharted waters. But as the place where groups most regularly gathered to enjoy the loosening of normal social restraints, the tavern provided obvious opportunities for potentially subversive conversation. ‘Do you want to hear bald talk about great Lords, princes and powerful men? Just go to a tavern.’ This was the resigned conclusion of one critic of tavern culture in 1610.55 As time passed, innkeepers exploited the potential of their premises as hubs of communication more systematically, posting printed broadsheets on the walls and, in the seventeenth century, providing newspapers. In some German jurisdictions it was legally required that inns display printed copies of local ordinances.56 Numerous pictorial representations of the seventeenth century show the inn as a place of communal reading, with the country dullards crowding open-mouthed around the literate neighbour who carefully picks out the news. These were fairly stock representations of country folk, intended for the mocking amusement of the sophisticated bourgeois. But they must certainly have possessed a grain of truth.

Most of what passed in ale-house conversations is lost to history. But enough has been preserved to make clear that sixteenth-century governments were well aware that tavern conversation had a dangerous potential to incite and inflame. The careful steps taken by Thomas Cromwell to police information during the most anxious years of the Henrician Reformation provide us with many examples of the inflammatory potential of the spoken word. In the poisoned atmosphere of the 1530s many citizens were happy to imagine not only the fall of Anne Boleyn but the death of Henry VIII. A rash of false reports led the Henrician government to take firm action to ban any seditious prophecy. It was clear that at least some of these malicious stories were deliberately planted, often by leaders of local society who opposed the king's policies. In December 1537 parishioners from Muston in the East Riding went to York to accuse their vicar, John Dobson, of spreading such prophecies in the village, repeating them ‘both in the church porch and the alehouse’.57 But it was not easy for the government to get their message across. In troubled times people were particularly prone to panicked and incendiary interpretations of newly published laws. Lewis Herbert, returning home from London to Wales, stopped off at the Sign of the Lamb in Abingdon. Faced with the inevitable ‘What news at London?’, Lewis had something sensational to share. ‘There was a cry at the cross in Cheapside,’ he told his audience, ‘that no unlawful games should be used, and that angel nobles should go for 8s and cross groats for 5d apiece’ (the angel was originally 6s 8d and the groat 4d).58 There was nothing more likely to disturb his audience than an unverified account of the manipulation of the currency.

It was no wonder in the circumstances that the English government took repeated if largely unsuccessful action to prohibit the spreading of rumour and false reports. The Henrician treason legislation made it an offence to act, write or speak in a manner tending to the overthrow of royal authority. The act of 1532 was progressively extended in scope by those of 1534, 1552, 1554, 1571 and 1585, that is, in the reign of every Tudor monarch of whatever religious persuasion. In laws inherited from the medieval period it was already an offence to utter words considered seditious, and this too was reinforced by new legislation in the Tudor period.59 Rulers comforted themselves that such measures were necessary, because the people were by nature credulous and easily led. ‘How ready vulgar people are to be abused by such and are disposed to disperse seditious rumours thereby to procure troubles and motions,’ as Queen Elizabeth put it in a letter to the Earl of Shrewsbury in 1565.60 In many respects this was unfair. The common people were often rather shrewd judges in the essentials of a case. Historians would now generally accept that the common voice, which despised Anne Boleyn and stoutly maintained the rights of Katherine of Aragon, understood the cause of the revolution in the English Church rather better than those in the political nation who insisted on the purity of the king's religious motives. And the people had plentiful opportunities to keep themselves informed. Everyone agreed that if the English people had one characteristic, it was a passion for news. The Italian observer and language teacher John Florio noted that an enquiry after the news was always ‘the first question of an Englishman’.61 To help travellers abroad, the editors of language primers took to including instructions on how to ask for news in their imagined dialogues. Thus Claude Holyband in the French Littelton: ‘What news have you? How goeth all in this city?’, along with some conciliating replies: ‘Surely I know nothing. All goeth well. Great cheer he that hath money.’ The dialogue was called ‘of the inn’ and the French translation of these conversational sallies was given on the opposite page.62

From the Pulpit
 

Not everyone observed this passion for news with enthusiasm. The minister George Widley was far less indulgent. His sour view of his parishioners was that ‘if any question shall be put concerning religion, they grow as mute as fishes’. But not so for news: ‘they rehearse and tell nothing but gossips’ tales, and news, that love to have their tongues to run through the world, and meddling in other man's matters’.63 This frustration was widely shared in the preaching ministry; but it should not obscure the fact that the pulpit was itself an important conduit for news. One day a week the minister owned the public platform, with the opportunity to put aside the disorderly hubbub of the streets, and impose some sort of meaning on everyday events.

In the sixteenth century, and particularly in Protestant northern Europe, the sermon became an important part of the weekly round. This was a new development: for medieval Christianity, the sermon had been a part of public festival culture, but a sporadic one.64 On such occasions a sermon would often be delivered by a visitor, for example a travelling mendicant monk. The best preachers were great masters of theatre, not least the theatre of suspense. News of their coming to the neighbourhood would be eagerly passed around the marketplace; their arrival would be impossible to miss, since the most celebrated preachers picked up a considerable caravan of followers in the course of their travels, trailing them from place to place. To prevent the sermon becoming an undignified scrum, senior clerics would negotiate their arrival in advance. This was the case with the great master of the indulgence campaign, Raymond Peraudi, whose appearances were carefully orchestrated in a flurry of printed pamphlets.65 So at this level a sermon was always news, and as often as not it was preached in the town's most prominent public space. This tradition finds its memorial in the external stone pulpits built into the walls of a number of European churches, precisely to facilitate such outdoor preaching.

The great achievement of the Protestant Reformation was to make the sermon an integral part of the service of worship.66 This brought the sermon indoors; it also passed responsibility for preaching to the clergy in general, rather than a small cadre of preaching specialists. This had advantages and disadvantages. For parishioners the weekly act of worship became more participatory and comprehensible. Rather than being mere observers of a Mass conducted in Latin, they now sang, recited prayers and listened. They became a more informed but also a more demanding audience. For the minister was required not simply to intone the liturgy and perform the Mass: he was expected to expound the word of God.

In the first years of the Reformation, preaching was itself the event. The first inkling that many congregations would have that a change in their religious practice was imminent was when their priest, often more austerely dressed than usual, mounted the pulpit to proclaim his allegiance to ‘the pure Gospel’. These conversion events were essential to the survival of Luther's movement. No major city in Germany adhered to the Reformation without the support of a prominent local minister, sometimes leading a local evangelical movement in bold defiance of still reluctant magistrates. As the Reformation became entrenched, the ministers became essentially agents of the state, their pulpits a conduit for official policy. As salaried officials they were expected to support magisterial efforts to promote good order, preaching obedience and reproving vice. Thus religion and politics became inextricably intertwined.

The leading figures of the new Protestant movement were all inspirational and indefatigable preachers. Martin Luther combined his duties as a professor at Wittenberg University with a position as minister of the (only) parish church in Wittenberg; his skills as a preacher were honed years before he fell out with the Pope. During a long career he preached more than six thousand sermons.67 John Calvin, the reformer of Geneva, would preach three times a week: cerebral, forensic biblical sermons, unstinting in their denunciation of vice. So celebrated was his mastery of the art of preaching that travellers made a point of stopping off at Geneva to hear him.68 Determined that nothing should be lost, disciples paid for each sermon to be transcribed for posterity. Calvin disapproved – he made a clear distinction between his academic lectures and these extempore performances – but it is largely thanks to these transcriptions that we can hear the authentic voice of the master, without the mediation of print. Calvin did not spare his audience. Frequently he would turn from the word of Scripture to the discontents of the present day: those reluctant to abandon familiar religious practice, those guilty of sharp dealing in their business.69 Members of the congregation often left feeling bruised and put upon; a resentment compounded when they had to endure the taunts of those who had enjoyed Calvin's well-aimed shafts landing elsewhere. Several times this led to scuffles outside the church door, an unseemly end to worship that the magistrates had to resolve.70

This was raw politics, and the Church was not above using sermons for purely political purposes. In 1546 Martin Luther, father of the Protestant Reformation but to Catholics a notorious apostate, lay dying. For Catholics this was an eagerly awaited moment of truth: would the Devil come and claim him? So it was vitally important for the Reformation that Luther died well, peacefully. His principal lieutenants crowded around the bedside to witness his passing, and when he had slipped away without incident they publicised the dignified manner of his death in widely circulated sermons.71

As the Protestant movement became entrenched, the burden of religious instruction was shared by many thousands of preaching ministers. This was a heavy responsibility, and many did not fulfil it. Faced with a dull or incompetent preacher, religious enthusiasts went to other churches to hear more accomplished practitioners. Those who remained sometimes struggled to stay awake. Preachers often claimed that their congregations were disrespectfully inattentive, but this was not always the case. When in a sermon the English minister Nicholas Day made what seemed like an astonishingly indiscreet denunciation of the English expedition to La Rochelle in 1627, he was reported by three members of his congregation; one of whom, as it turned out, had taken detailed notes.72

The accused minister talked himself out of this indiscretion, but the incident demonstrates vividly the power of the pulpit to shape and disturb local opinion. This was partly because local pastors were more likely to stray into the delicate territory of domestic politics than were the published news media. In this particular regard published sermons are a poor guide to what was said, since they were often stripped back to their theological essentials, with the potentially contentious topical references removed.73 This can tend to disguise their potency as a mode of topical debate. But the state authorities were not deceived. Not only did they keep a close ear out for what was said; they also took care to sponsor sermons that promoted the official line on the issues of the day. In England sermons at court and at Paul's Cross in the City of London were both occasions for the explanation of official policy, and the opportunity for the young and ambitious to make themselves known.74 Indeed, some serious sermon-goers disapproved of the preaching at Paul's Cross, on the grounds that those who attended were attracted more by the hope of news and novelty than by serious theological intent.75 Political sermons by prominent preachers were an important arm of policy. In Italy Francesco Visdomini preached two widely circulated sermons, one to celebrate England's reconciliation with Rome in 1555 under Mary Tudor, the other almost four years later to reflect the sobering consequences of her death in 1558.76

These examples help place the sermon in the range of oral media discussed in this chapter. Unlike market gossip and tavern talk, sermons were unlikely to be a primary conduit of news. Few of those ranged in the pews would have been receiving their first intimation of events as they listened to a sermon. Where the sermon could play a crucial role was in shaping interpretation. This was all the more potent in an age when tidings good and bad were interpreted within a theological framework. Ministers could help their parishioners understand changes of government and worship practice, declarations of war and peace, natural disaster and human catastrophe. Preaching could help regulate a society easily disturbed by rumour and ill-tidings. The role of preaching as medicine for troubled souls was all the more effective because the sermon shared several critical characteristics with the other principal forms of oral news dissemination. Like the swirling, disorderly market gossip it sought to regulate, effective preaching appealed to the emotions as well as the intellect. The best preachers were passionate and engaged as well as learned. The primacy of preaching in the service of worship also represented an acknowledgement that learning was a communal process – here led not by drink-fuelled rumour but by an informed and respected leader of the local community. It was for these reasons that many exponents of preaching argued that the private reading of the Scriptures was no alternative to hearing sermons, an interesting shift from Luther's initial uncompromising emphasis on the primacy of Scripture.77 It also seems to be the case – and this is something that we will observe later about the market for newspapers – that people did not necessarily need to understand everything they heard (in the case of newspapers, read) to appreciate its worth.78 Those who sat through many hours of abstruse, repetitive, and no doubt often poorly delivered sermons seem nevertheless to have valued the experience. It was, at the very least, a sign that the Church took the salvation of their souls very seriously.

By bringing the sermon into the regular round of the weekly service, Protestantism had created a powerful new mechanism of communication – but also a potential new focus for dissent. This was why the new religious regimes devoted so much attention to the regulation of the clergy, and why the clergy collectively exercised such power. The result was an emerging and widely acknowledged convergence of interest. The state required from the clergy obedience and support for government policy. In return the state supported clerical efforts to create a godly people and maintain a well-regulated Sabbath. Thus while ministers were regaling their congregations on a Sunday, many European cities employed officers charged with patrolling the streets, ensuring that shops or taverns did no business; and absentees from church were not permitted to engage in sports or other disapproved distractions.79 On Sunday ministers were to have the monopoly of public communication. But they were perfectly aware that this was but a brief respite from the cacophony of the working week, when gossip, singing and the mundane networks of everyday communication would reign supreme. This, they knew, they were powerless to control.
  


CHAPTER 7
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Triumph and Tragedy
 

ON 19 October 1571 a single ship eased cautiously into the harbour at Venice. Earlier in the autumn a combined Christian fleet had sailed eastward to confront the galleys of the Ottoman Empire. Nothing had been heard since. Those who now saw the Angelo Gabriele were at first appalled. The men on board appeared to be wearing Turkish garb, so the Venetians feared the worst. It was only when they realised these were clothes captured from the defeated Turkish fleet that they began to feel hope. The ship's captain then stepped ashore and confirmed the glad tidings: the Christian fleet had won a crushing victory. As the bells rang out, men ran through the streets shouting, ‘Victory, victory.’ The crew were escorted in triumph to St Mark's Cathedral to give thanks.1

Thus Christian Europe heard the first news of the battle of Lepanto. It was an extraordinary feat of arms; even on a continent now bitterly divided between competing faiths, the victory was greeted with universal acclamation. The news of the battle spread swiftly throughout Europe: celebration was sustained and heartfelt.

The battle of Lepanto was the first of several major news events which, for different reasons, engaged the attention of the whole of Europe. The intricate network of communication that had been building since the onset of print had reached its first stage of maturity: the aftermath of Lepanto is remarkable both for the speed with which the news was passed around the continent and the sophistication of the media reaction. The same may be said of two other seminal moments from this troubled and turbulent era. Whereas the victory of Lepanto was greeted with near universal rejoicing, news of the St Bartholomew's Day Massacre reignited the full bitterness of the conflict between Europe's divided confessions. The defeat of the Spanish Armada over a decade later, in 1588, was the tense and drawn-out denouement of these fundamental religious and political conflicts. These were three very different events in terms of news. The battle of Lepanto provided a rare moment of optimism in the prolonged and anxious period of warfare between the forces of Christianity and their perpetual foe, the Ottoman Empire. This was news anxiously awaited. In contrast the St Bartholomew's Day Massacre came as a thunderbolt that transfixed and divided European opinion. The climax of this new era of religious bitterness and hatred was experienced in the shape of the Spanish Armada, an agonisingly slow burner played out in maritime conditions particularly challenging for news reporting.

All of these events provoked a profound response from Europe's increasingly anxious and divided peoples, demonstrating the extent to which the various channels of news had now merged and intertwined as the consequences of faraway events became matters of real and present urgency. Those telling the news reflected the strong emotions of their audience: the need to be informed or consoled, the desire for reassurance or the urge for exuberant celebration. This was a new world, in which expanding horizons revealed a sense of more imminent peril.

Lepanto
 

The battle of Lepanto was the consequence of a clash of cultures that had persisted, without hope of resolution, since the fall of Constantinople in 1453. By extinguishing Byzantium the Ottoman Empire had announced its arrival as the dominant power in the eastern Mediterranean. An inescapable partner in matters of trade, since the Turks now controlled access to the spice market of the Levant, each successive sultan posed a potent challenge to Venetian power in the Mediterranean and Aegean Seas. Meanwhile Turkish armies gradually advanced through the remnants of Byzantine lands in the Balkans to the borders of Habsburg Austria. Print had come just too late to record the fall of Constantinople, but the successive stages of this advance were each marked by a flurry of news pamphlets: the fall of Negroponte in 1470, which coincided with the beginnings of print in Rome and Venice; the siege of Rhodes in 1480; the shattering, calamitous reverse at Mohács in 1526 where the destruction of the Hungarian nobility resulted in the partial occupation of this ancient Christian kingdom, and brought Turkish power into the heart of Europe. All of these events were followed with fascination in Europe's western lands.2 With the death of Hungary's young king Louis at Mohács, the remnants of the kingdom passed into Habsburg hands; this was welcomed as a bulwark of Europe's defence. Attempts to form a common front brought forth fine exhortations to a new crusade. These events too were widely reported in the news press.
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7.1 A broadsheet portrait of Ibrahim Pascha. The fascination with the Turkish Empire was an enduring feature of sixteenth-century news culture.
 

We have already had occasion to acknowledge Christopher Columbus's letter announcing his New World discoveries as a highly effective and precocious piece of news management.3 Over the course of the next century Europe's reading public would digest the importance of the explorations and conquest of new continents. So it bears repeating that for contemporaries – and quite distinct from our own historical perception – the interest in the Americas was always dwarfed by the incessant, recurrent fear of Turkish conquest.4

And so it went on. The siege of Vienna (1529), the capture of Tunis (1535), the disasters at Algiers (1541) and Djerba (1560), all were significant news events. A new chapter opened with the siege of Malta in 1565. Confronting a heroic resistance from the Knights of St John, the sultan's army was eventually forced into retreat. The European news community could follow these events not only in a burst of celebratory pamphlets, but in detailed maps of Malta's fortifications, progressively updated during the stages of the siege.5 The relief of Malta proved to be only a temporary respite. Five years later, in 1570, Cyprus was attacked by an overwhelming Turkish force, and despite heroic resistance its Venetian garrison was eventually overcome. This disaster was widely attributed to the failure of the Christian powers to mount an effective relief effort. The Lepanto campaign reflected, at last, a determination to put aside selfish differences, and make common cause. The Christian fleet, sponsored by Venice, Spain and the Pope, set sail eastward on 16 September 1571. The Turkish fleet was discovered in the Gulf of Lepanto on 7 October and battle was joined. Although the forces were fairly evenly matched (208 galleys on the Christian side against 230 in the Turkish fleet), the Holy League's victory was overwhelming.

The arrival of the Angelo Gabriele in Venice set off weeks of riotous celebration. Church bells rang out and fireworks were discharged for three days. Mass was celebrated in San Marco by the Spanish ambassador in the presence of the Doge and Senate, followed by a procession headed by the Doge himself carrying the basilica's most precious crucifix. After these official thanksgiving events, different parts of the community, led by the German merchants, staged their own events. These in turn necessitated more feasting, more processions and more fireworks.
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7.2 Engraved Italian depiction of the opposing fleets at Lepanto.
 

While this was going on, news of the victory was despatched to the capitals of Europe's nation states, carried by couriers and the news writers. The news had reached Lyon by 25 October, and Brussels five days later. A courier from Venice brought the news to Madrid on 31 October. The Venetian ambassador hurried to tell Philip II, and found him in his chapel. When he explained his business he was immediately admitted. ‘The King's joy at receiving the news was extraordinary,’ the ambassador reported with some satisfaction. ‘In that very moment he ordered a Te Deum sung.’6 The king kept the ambassador by his side for most of the day, and insisted he accompany him at the solemn procession of thanksgiving. The official messenger sent by the fleet commander, Don John, arrived only on 22 November, by this time thoroughly upstaged. Nevertheless, the king questioned him eagerly. The extent to which this news overcame Philip's distaste for meetings (he much preferred written communications) betrays the depths of his joyful relief.7

Even before the last fireworks had been exploded, the Christian victory had begun to be celebrated in print. In Venice the first wave of pamphlets offered accounts of the celebrations, and were presumably bought as mementos by those who had witnessed or participated in these events.8 Thereafter such reports turned to reconstructing the heroic tale of victory. Many of these short pamphlets were despatched abroad along with the manuscript avvisi: around fifty Venetian editions found their way in this manner into the Fugger archive.9 A number of the news prints adopted the avviso title of the manuscript newsletters, though not all of them adopted the same dispassionate style. The Aviso to Sultan Selin, of the rout of his fleet and the death of his captains was not the reproduction of an avviso, but a jeering piece of triumphalism.10

The news narratives were then reinforced by a third wave of publications, celebrating the Christian triumph in verse. The victory inspired an astonishing outburst of creative energy in Italian literary circles, with at least thirty named authors contributing songs or poems.11 Almost all of these works were published as short, cheap pamphlets: this was a chance to seize the moment and cash in, for both author and publisher.

The newsletters found a substantial echo in the international press. In Paris, Jean Dallier published a newsletter penned in Venice on 19 October, the very day the news of victory had arrived, together with a letter from Charles IX ordering the bishop of Paris to organise an official thanksgiving. Further accounts of the battle were published by four other Paris printers as well as in Lyon and Rouen.12 The first English pamphlets were translated copies of these Paris imprints.13 German news pamphlets were published in Augsburg, Vienna and at least five other cities.14 One enterprising Augsburg printer had a woodcut view of the battle (clearly based on an Italian original) made to accompany a broadsheet description of the events.15 German printers also produced their share of celebratory songs, to match those of the Italians. The celebration was heartfelt and generous. Few at this point paused to reflect what might be the consequences of this extraordinary vindication of Spanish military might. This was that rare news event which created, for a fleeting moment, a shared community of celebration that overrode all considerations of partisan advantage. It would not be repeated in the difficult years that followed.
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7.3 A German news broadsheet, with an account of the battle of Lepanto. The debt to the Italian model is obvious, though this makes for a more dramatic rendition.
 

Massacre
 

The victory of Lepanto represented a rare moment of unity in Europe's divided Christendom. A year later the fragility of this sentiment was laid bare in an event so shocking that it seared the consciousness of Protestant Europe for two centuries. It began with a wedding, intended to reconcile France's feuding religious parties. It ended with over five thousand dead in an unbridled orgy of killing that put beyond hope any prospect of religious reconciliation.

On 22 August 1572 the leader of France's Huguenots, Admiral Gaspard de Coligny, was shot and wounded by a concealed gunman as he rode through Paris. The young king, Charles IX, who was personally close to Coligny, sent guards and his personal physician to attend to the wounded man. It was clear that Coligny would live, but the mood turned ugly as the Protestant nobility, crammed into the city for the marriage of their titular lord, Henry of Navarre, called angrily for retribution. In a heated late-night meeting of the Privy Council the king was persuaded that only a pre-emptive strike could thwart a Protestant insurrection. Early on the morning of 24 August the Catholic champion, the Duke of Guise, was despatched to see to the murder of the injured Coligny. What followed was probably at least partly unintended. As the remains of the admiral's corpse were hauled through the streets, the Catholic nobility, city militia and population of Paris began settling scores. First the noble Huguenot leadership, then other prominent Calvinists and finally ordinary men and women of the congregations were hunted down and killed. News of the massacre sparked copycat events in other French cities: in Lyon, Rouen, Orléans and Bourges. Those who did not die recanted or fled. The Huguenot movement in northern France was effectively destroyed.16

St Bartholomew's Day, 24 August 1572, was for Protestants a day that would live in infamy; indeed, they ensured that it would, by a carefully nurtured campaign of remembrance that put the piteous human drama at the heart of a tale of treachery, bad faith and deceit.17 The news of the massacre spread rapidly through Europe. In the Protestant states the reaction was one of stunned disbelief at the scale of the calamity, followed by searing anger and revulsion. The first news of the Parisian massacre reached Geneva, the fountainhead of French Calvinism, on Friday 29 August, brought by merchant travellers from Savoy. The following Sunday, Théodore Beza and his colleagues announced the sombre news in their sermons. Beza, Calvin's successor in Geneva, seems at this point to have been in a state of shock. In a brief letter of 1 September written to his opposite number in Zurich, Heinrich Bullinger, he spoke in apocalyptic terms. Three hundred thousand co-religionists in France stood in imminent danger, as did those sheltering in Geneva: this might, he warned his friend, be the last time he would be able to write. ‘For it is abundantly clear that these massacres are the unfolding of a universal conspiracy. Assassins are seeking to kill me, and I contemplate death more than life.’18 This was an exaggeration born of shock and despair. But the fear that the attacks in France heralded a universal conspiracy to settle with Protestantism once and for all spread very quickly in Protestant Europe. On 4 September the Genevan city council, which had acted with admirable speed in sharing the news with Swiss allies, wrote in far more emotional tones to the Count Palatine, a key German friend of the Reformed religion:


The whole of France is bathed in the blood of innocent people and covered with dead bodies. The air is filled with the cries and groans of nobles and commoners, women and children, slaughtered by the hundreds without mercy.19



 

By this time the beginnings of what became a flood of refugees were arriving at Geneva's gates. As of 4 September Beza had pieced together a remarkably accurate narrative of Coligny's death.20 But despite the availability of eyewitness reports, wild rumours continued to circulate. Refugees from Lyon reported that three thousand Protestants had been killed in the city. It was widely thought that Henry of Navarre and the young Prince of Condé had been put to death: in fact they had been spirited away for their own safety. Beza reported to his correspondents that a French fleet had been gathered at Bordeaux for the subjugation of England; a week later he had heard talk of a parallel plot to assassinate Queen Elizabeth. The tales of horror were leavened only by the arrival in Geneva of some friends previously thought lost. The French jurist and political thinker François Hotman had escaped from Bourges and walked to Geneva. The following day he shared his belief that ‘fifty thousand people have been slaughtered in France in the space of eight or ten days’.21 Traumatised refugees only added to the sense of despair that seems at this time to have overcome the normally resilient Genevan pastors. Only the urgent requirement to attend to the physical needs of the new arrivals helped shake Beza from a torpor in which he longed for death and martyrdom.

Among the appalled eyewitnesses to the events in Paris was the English ambassador Francis Walsingham, later Queen Elizabeth's principal secretary and de facto head of intelligence. The English residence was some way from the epicentre of the violence, but Walsingham was soon aware of what was afoot, first from the sound of gunfire, then from the stream of terrified refugees seeking sanctuary in the embassy.22 Conscious that some Englishmen were among the dead, it was only on 26 August that Walsingham dared venture out, and the following day before he despatched a messenger back to England. He thought it best not to entrust his thoughts to paper, and instead left the courier to make a verbal report. In fact, by the time this rider had made his way across the Channel, the massacre was common knowledge in London, brought by returning merchants and the first refugees. The condemnation of the French Crown, so recently welcomed as allies in the fight against Spain, was swift and universal. The French ambassador Fénélon was obliged to report:


It is incredible how the confused rumours which began to come in on 27 August of the events in Paris have stirred the hearts of the English, who, having heretofore shown a marvellous affection for France, have suddenly turned to extreme indignation and a marvellous hatred against the French …. Even when the matter has been explained, they are no more moderate, holding that it was the Pope and the King of Spain who kindled the fire in France and that there is something evil afoot from all three of them against England.23



 

It was not until 8 September that the ambassador had the chance to put the French government's perspective in a frosty interview with Queen Elizabeth, and subsequently before the sceptical Privy Council. By this point English opinion was immovable. ‘As to the Ambassador's negotiation with us here,’ wrote William Cecil, Lord Burghley, ‘to seek to persuade us that the King was forced for safety of his own life to cause the execution to be done as it was, you may imagine how hard a thing it is to us to be so persuaded against all our natural senses.’24 The Council was under strong pressure to strike back by the first available means. Among the recommended actions forwarded to Burghley by the bishop of London was ‘Forthwith to cut off the Scottish Queen's head’. Mary, Queen of Scots had been an awkward English prisoner for several years, and a natural focus for Catholic disaffection. More sober counsels prevailed. There was little to be gained by severing all connections with France, when it was widely believed that Spain had been instrumental in orchestrating the massacres. Such suspicions only hardened when Protestants became aware of the glee that had greeted news of the massacres in Spain and Rome.

The first news arrived in Rome on 2 September, brought by a special courier from Lyon. The messenger carried two letters, both written by the governor of Lyon's secretary: one was addressed to a local French contact, the other to the Pope. The news was passed to leading members of the French diplomatic community, who now accompanied the Cardinal of Lorraine to share the glory of the tidings with Pope Gregory. ‘What is the news,’ Lorraine is said to have asked the Pope, ‘that your highness desires above all others?’ ‘For the exaltation of the Catholic faith, the extermination of the Huguenots’ was the Pope's reply. This provided the cue for Lorraine's triumphant climax: ‘It is precisely that that we can now announce to you for the glory of God and the majesty of the Holy Church.’25

At this point the French ambassador counselled Pope Gregory against premature effusions of public joy. He should rather wait for official confirmation, which arrived on 5 September, in letters borne by special couriers from the French king, and the papal nuncio in Paris, Antonio Maria Salviati. The nuncio's courier brought a detailed despatch, written on 27 August, along with a duplicate of a first hurried report from the day of the massacre itself. The original of this first letter had been entrusted to the French king's messenger, and thus arrived a couple of hours after the duplicate. The other despatches carried by the king's envoy allow us to reconstruct the rapid evolution of the official explanation of the massacre. Charles IX's first despatch, written on 24 August, presents the massacre as the unhappy consequence of the long feud between Coligny and Guise. By 26 August, however, the decision had been made to accept full responsibility: the massacre was now presented as an extra-judicial execution designed to pre-empt an imminent Protestant attack. For Pope Gregory, the cause or motivation was not, at this point, the principal issue at stake. The nuncio's account was read aloud to the assembled cardinals, and Gregory ordered a solemn Te Deum to be sung in celebration.

From this point news about the massacres in France was conveyed to Rome in a flood of bulletins from diverse sources. The papal nuncios in Venice, Vienna, Madrid, Turin and Florence added their reflections to those of Salviati in Paris. Most offered important observations on the political fallout; the nuncio in Florence was able in addition to offer a digest of the avvisi and other reports passing through this crucial information crossroads. In addition papal officials had access to a series of commercial newsletters despatched from Paris and Lyon from 24 August onwards. These provided both a developing picture of the true extent of the killing and reports of the speculation in France as to the causes. The Lyon avviso of 8 September mentioned 5,000 dead in the capital, 1,200 in Orléans and 500 in Lyon. Most other reports put the number of victims in Paris at around 2,000.26 It should be noted that the prevailing estimates in the commercial newsletters were much closer to the truth than the overheated rumours circulating in the Protestant cities.

The first firm news reached Madrid only on 6 September. King Philip, then residing at the monastery of St Jerónimo, called over a secretary to have him translate a French account of the disposal of the Huguenot grandees. Shortly thereafter letters arrived from the Spanish ambassador in Paris, and a personal communication from Catherine of Medici written on 25 August. For Philip this was indeed a bounteous gift from a loving God. The looming threat of a French intervention in support of his Netherlandish rebels disappeared at a stroke. On 7 September he summoned the French ambassador St Gouard to witness his joy. In the ambassador's subsequent report of the audience, Philip ‘began to laugh, with signs of extreme pleasure and satisfaction. He said he had to admit that he owed his Low Countries of Flanders to your Majesty.’ Philip was in similar celebratory mood in his reply to his own ambassador in Paris. ‘I had one of the greatest moments of satisfaction that I have had in all my life, and will have yet another if you continue writing to me of what is happening in the other parts of that realm. If things go as they did today, it will set the seal on the whole business.’27 Even the normally restrained Duke of Alva, writing from the Netherlands, caught the mood:


The events in Paris and France are wonderful, and truly show that God has been pleased to change and rearrange matters in the way that He knows will favour the conservation of the true church and advance His holy service and His glory. And, besides all that, in the present situation these events could not have come at a better time for the affairs of the King our Lord, for which we cannot sufficiently thank God's goodness.28



 

It is noticeable that the Catholic reaction, in both Madrid and Rome, concentrates almost exclusively on the decapitation of the Huguenot leadership: the scale of the subsequent killings concerned them hardly at all. The solitary exception on the Catholic side was the Emperor Maximilian, who, living among Protestants in the Empire, faced a more delicate political canvas. German Lutherans fully shared the horror of their Calvinist co-religionists, and Maximilian had to take strenuous steps to deny that he shared in the responsibility for the widely rumoured international Catholic conspiracy.29 This disjunction, between a Catholic concentration on the political aspect and Protestant horror at the scale of the subsequent violence, was critical in shaping the ensuing narrative of events. Given the amount of time historians have devoted to reconstructing the train of events that led to the massacre, it is notable that contemporaries were almost unanimous in concluding that the destruction of the Huguenot nobility represented a deliberate act of policy. The Spanish ambassador was in no doubt that the strike against the Huguenot leadership was the responsibility of King Charles and Catherine of Medici; the papal nuncio reported in similar terms. The commercial newsletters from Paris and Lyon concurred in affirming the king's responsibility. The royal proclamation issued by Charles explaining that he had felt obliged to take action by the evidence of imminent treachery seemed to settle the issue.30
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7.4 The military aftermath of St Bartholomew. A Parisian broadsheet view of the fortifications of the Protestant stronghold of La Rochelle, under close siege by the royal army.
 

That might have been the case had it not been widely suspected that the events of the summer were the result of a long-gestated plot, through which the too trusting Coligny and the Huguenot nobility had been lured to congregate in Paris. The Paris avviso of 27 August reported that the decision to eliminate the Huguenots had been taken by the king nine months previously, in conference with the Queen Mother, and at the instigation of the Duke of Guise.31 The Cardinal of Lorraine added fuel to the fire by speaking in Rome of a shadowy Protestant plot, and indicating that the French court had formulated plans in advance to neutralise the threat. The theme of premeditation found its most developed articulation in a work of the papal courtier Camillo Capilupi, who penned a letter, ostensibly to his brother, setting out a plan to eliminate the Huguenots going back to 1570. The letter, which was published as a pamphlet under the striking title, The Stratagem of Charles IX against the Huguenots, cited several documents that purported to show Catherine and the king revealing their preparations to key contacts, including the Venetian ambassador. Although Capilupi, like all the Catholic observers who discussed the massacre, had nothing but praise for the French king, his tract was a propaganda windfall for the Calvinists, who made swift arrangements to have it republished in Geneva with a French translation.32

This was one of a succession of pamphlets rolling off the French Protestant presses that execrated the French court for their scheming perfidy, their abuse of the honourable Coligny, their bad faith and cruelty. As French armies gathered to finish by military force what the massacre had begun, a new generation of writings called openly for resistance, articulating a novel vision of contractual monarchy in which the rights of abused citizens might lead ultimately to the deposition of a tyrannical ruler.33 But nothing spoke louder than the events themselves. By far the most influential writings of the day were the simple narratives of events: of the trusting, noble Coligny who greeted his killers from his bed, and the numerous men, women and children who had met death with courage and faith.34 To Philip II this was irrelevant collateral damage from an essentially political event. In the Protestant consciousness these ordinary victims were the heart of the story. And it was a story that persuaded Protestant Europe of the unbridgeable gulf that now separated Catholics and Protestants.

Grand Designs
 

The conflict between Europe's warring religions reached its climax with the Armada campaign of 1588, Philip II's grand design. The fleet despatched for the invasion of England was intended to resolve a whole complex of interrelated problems. After twenty years the Revolt of the Netherlands was no closer to resolution; indeed, since 1585 the intervention of English troops had slowed the Spanish advance and seemed to point to a costly military stalemate. Philip II was finally convinced that only if England were eliminated from the conflict could the Dutch rebels be brought to book. The incorporation of the Portuguese Crown in 1580 with its precious ocean-going fleet made a seaborne invasion possible; Philip's alliance with the Catholic League in France neutralised any possible hostile action by the French king. All that was now required was a fair wind to speed the Spanish fleet through the Channel, a successful juncture with the Duke of Parma's troops in Flanders, and the rising of English Catholics that Philip had been promised by enthusiastic exiles and his own London agents.
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7.5 A day that would live in infamy. Twenty years later Christopher Marlowe scored a success on the London stage with this stage version of the massacre, nicely timed to take advantage of a new crisis in French affairs.
 

It was impossible for an enterprise on this scale to be kept secret. The English knew what Philip had in store from at least 1586; indeed, a successful sortie into the port of Cadiz in April 1587 helped disrupt preparations sufficiently to force him to postpone the campaign for a year. But once the Armada set sail, Europe entered a period of anxious waiting. While the fleet made its way north, information centres across the continent experienced the equivalent of a news blackout: such snippets as were picked up by passing vessels and returning seamen often turned out to be wildly inaccurate. Even from the point at which the Spanish flotilla was sighted in the Channel, it would be several weeks before its success or failure would be determined. The Armada campaign was thus quite different from the joyful announcement of the distant victory of Lepanto, or the thunderclap of St Bartholomew. This was a rolling news event which occupied most of an anxious summer, where hard news was scarce, and rumour, uncertain reports and speculation filled the vacuum.

The Armada that left Lisbon at the end of May soon encountered foul weather, and was forced to take refuge in the north Spanish port of Corunna. It set out again only on 21 July. The decisive action against the English took place on 7 and 8 August. Having kept his fleet intact on the passage through the Channel, Admiral Medina Sidonia anchored off Calais to await the juncture with Parma's army. It was here that the English fleet made its move, sending in fireships to force the Spanish ships to scatter. Driven north by strong winds, the Armada headed ever further from the proposed invasion rendezvous. By the end of August there was no hope of a return. The remains of the once proud fleet were left to make a straggling passage around Ireland and back to Spain.35

For those far from the action this was a long drawn-out summer of waiting. Nowhere was news more anxiously awaited than in Rome. Pope Sixtus V had committed himself heavily to Spanish success, promising Philip a contribution of one million ducats once Spanish troops disembarked on English soil. These were difficult times for newsmen. It was clear how ardently Rome desired to hear good news. Spanish agents in the city were keen to announce the victory that would induce the Pope to release the promised subsidy. The Spanish postmaster, Antonio de Tassis, was heavily engaged in promoting every positive rumour. The avviso of 13 August reported that Tassis had wagered heavily that he would have good news by 20 August: a rumour deliberately planted to sway the markets. The snippets picked up by the merchant networks could also be misleading. Back in July Agostino Pinelli had been exhibiting in Rome letters from Lyon reporting that the Catholic army had arrived in Scotland, and was disembarking there. In August, following further news of an English defeat, the Duke of Parma was obliged to send word that no such report had been received in Antwerp.36

The commercial avvisi in Rome acquitted themselves well in the Armada campaign. They reported the rumours of Spanish success, but noted that these were unconfirmed reports requiring corroboration. On 16 July the Pinelli bankers received word from France announcing a Spanish triumph, but, noted the avviso, ‘because there is such great desire to believe in a victory it is necessary to wait for confirmation’. The avviso of 26 July reported further glad tidings from Cologne, but also that none of the other couriers had word of it. On 22 August a special courier of the Duke of Savoy arrived in Rome with news of an English defeat, ‘but this will remain in doubt until it is confirmed by other couriers’.37

The patent scepticism and professionalism of the Rome avvisi did not prevent news of the Spanish victory being widely celebrated in Catholic Europe. A large part of the responsibility for this rests with the Spanish ambassador in Paris, Bernardino de Mendoza, who received and then circulated a sequence of highly misleading reports.38 At the end of July news reached Paris of the battle off the Isle of Wight: fifteen English ships were said to have been sunk. Mendoza sent this news straight to Madrid and made arrangements for an account of the Spanish victory to be published in Paris.39 The English ambassador Sir Edward Stafford countered with his own chronology of events, laying out the course of the battle until the decisive engagement of 8 August. This too was published in French, though no reputable Paris printer was prepared to put his name to it.40 Mendoza was unimpressed. ‘The English ambassador here had some fancy news printed, stating that the English had been victorious,’ he informed King Philip, ‘but the people would not allow it to be sold, as they say it is all lies.’41 Instead Mendoza chose to share with Philip a more optimistic report that Medina Sidonia had worsted and captured Sir Francis Drake. Mendoza's first report arrived in Madrid on 18 August. When the second came on 26 August, Philip was prepared to declare victory. Uncharacteristically, he had it announced by a printed broadsheet. A local English agent reported that the news was greeted with wild public rejoicing.

Elsewhere it was the same story. On 17 August the Senate of Venice voted to convey their congratulations to King Philip on his great victory. On 20 August in Prague the Spanish ambassador ordered a Te deum to be sung in celebration. But just then a report came in with contradictory news. In Rome it was left to the avvisi to prick the bubble of wishful thinking, as the true extent of the Spanish defeat emerged, beyond the capacity of even the most optimistic to wish away.

What of the protagonists? England, its treasury badly depleted after three years of warfare in the Netherlands, had staked everything on the success of the navy. The county levies had been raised and drilled, but few had exercised with live firearms. Although the English government was now finally appraised of the essential pivot of Philip's grand design, the juncture of the Armada with Parma's army of the Netherlands, the precise point where the enemy's main force would land was still unknown. Elizabeth believed they would attack through Essex, or sail up the Thames: the county forces were instructed to muster at Brentwood. For all the money spent on Walsingham's intelligence service, around 5 per cent of the Crown's annual revenues, it had not been able to determine that the invasion force was aimed at Kent.42

Certainly it was a close-run thing. By driving the Armada away from Calais before Parma's troops could embark, the English navy had exploited the weakest point in Philip's plan. By the time Elizabeth travelled downriver to address her forces gathered at Tilbury in Essex (where they would have been badly wrong-footed had the invasion taken place), the Armada had already passed the Firth of Forth, heading away from England. Elizabeth might have had ‘the heart of an Englishman’, but thankfully the military skills of those who heard the Tilbury speech were not to be tested.

In Spain the full scale of the disaster became clear only gradually. A defensive despatch from Parma, admitting that the juncture with the Armada fleet had not taken place, arrived in Madrid on 31 August. Four days later a courier from France brought news of the fleet's flight northwards. Not surprisingly, there was little appetite in the king's inner circle to convey this news to Philip. The choice fell on Mateo Vásquez, but even he preferred to make the communication in writing, sending in to Philip an oblique and rather tactless letter which wrapped the news in a convoluted comparison with Louis IX of France, the sainted king who had nevertheless led his troops to disaster.43 For the Spanish Crown the autumn months were grim, as the tattered remnants of the fleet limped home and ships were confirmed lost. The expedition had cost Spain 15,000 men and around 10 million ducats. Most of all it had cost Philip his reputation as the invincible master of the world's most feared military power. The tectonic plates had shifted, and Philip II's carefully constructed masterplan swiftly disintegrated. The French king Henry III was now emboldened to turn on his persecutors in the Catholic League, and take desperate action to restore his authority. The Duke of Guise and his brother the Cardinal were summoned to the royal palace at Blois, and there done to death by the king's guards.44 The news of their hero's assassination stunned and then enraged Catholic opinion. In France the Catholic League rose in revolt. In foreign capitals governments had to assess what now would be the fate of France, its beleaguered king, and the patient Protestant heir, Henry of Navarre.

This was a news event to rival even the defeat of the Armada. Guise was assassinated on 23 December 1588. The news was known in Rome on 4 January 1589.45 The following avviso, describing how the news was received, reflects the universal recognition that something of European significance had occurred at Blois:


7 January. On Wednesday at 10 pm a courier arrived from Blois for the Cardinal Joyeuse, an hour later another from the Duke of Savoy to his ambassador, then a third towards midnight from the Grand Duke of Tuscany with a dispatch from France signed by H. Rucellai. Finally on Thursday a fourth courier arrived for the French Ambassador from the most Christian King. All had the same news: the death of the Duke of Guise.46



 

The outraged Pope now excommunicated Henry III, who had little option but to make common cause with Navarre in an attempt to restore his crumbling authority. On 2 August Henry was himself assassinated. The news reached Rome on 16 August, and was reported in the avviso of 23 August. Henry's death was a catastrophe for a number of Rome bankers who were heavily exposed by their lending to the French king. They attempted to cast doubt on the reports. The envoy of the Duke of Urbino therefore sought corroboration, as was his custom, from the Spanish ambassador. The duke's copy of the avviso of 30 August is carefully annotated in the ambassador's own hand:


The King of France is dead, exactly as people have said. Today there arrived two couriers, one sent by the Bonvisi of Lyon with letters of the 20th, another from Nancy with two letters, from that town of 17th and from Paris dated 8 August. There can be no doubt.47



 

In the wake of the Guise assassination the League had occupied both Paris and Lyon, principal news hubs en route from northern Europe to Rome. Navarre responded by sending his own messengers to Rome, to build his case for an amelioration of the perpetual excommunication proclaimed against him.48 By the middle months of 1589 Rome was receiving news from both sides by special courier almost every day. In such highly charged times statesmen were all too aware that the news could be manipulated or become distorted. The avvisi reflected this caution for their customers. Momentous news required confirmation, as was frequently emphasised in the way it was reported:


22 September 1590. As we hear from Venice, Turin, Lyon, Augsburg, Innsbruck and elsewhere, a battle took place on 27 August between Parma and Navarre, and 15,000 are thought to have been killed. The Pope has the same report from his Nuncio in Venice, while the Spanish Ambassador has received letters from Parma's camp dated 28 August.49



 

To the victor, the spoils. The defeat of the Spanish Armada provided the opportunity for a great wave of celebratory pamphleteering, in England, the Netherlands and Germany.50 The vanquished licked their wounds in silence. The presses of Italy, so busy after Lepanto, had little to offer. France was mostly consumed by its own affairs, though the Parisian press did briefly rouse itself to report a Spanish victory off the Orkney Islands as the returning fleet made its long and tortuous way home.51 This again seems to have been largely wishful thinking, though similar reports were clearly circulating in Antwerp.52

England had been badly shaken by the events of the summer. Preachers spreading blood-curdling rumours that the Spanish planned to kill every man between seven and seventy might have encouraged desperate resistance, or they might have caused morale to collapse altogether. Calls for repentance mixed with invocations of divine favour also risked drawing attention to the ramshackle nature of military preparations. When the Armada achieved its rendezvous with Parma without substantial loss, some began to criticise the admiral's apparent lack of boldness in handling his fleet. But as the scale of the victory became known, all was forgiven. Queen Elizabeth's speech at Tilbury was witnessed by a number of aspiring authors keen to perpetuate its memory. Two agile and enterprising entrepreneurs returned to London and registered ballads celebrating the speech the very next day. These Tilbury ballads were part of a cascade of cheap print as London's often under-employed printers cashed in on the mood of national celebration.53 James Aske, whose Elizabetha Triumphans was an altogether more ambitious literary work, at one point despaired of seeing it printed at all, because ‘of the commonness of ballads’. With the danger now past it was time to mock recent fears. It was widely reported that on board the captured Spanish ships had been found large numbers of whips and leg-irons, clearly to enslave and torment the conquered nation. This was cheerfully satirised in a blood-curdling ballad illustrated with woodcuts of the whips.54

One of the most subtle pieces of government-sponsored propaganda was an English version of the Spanish pamphlet listing the ships, munitions and men of the Armada.55 The original, printed at the time of the fleet's embarkation in Lisbon, had been republished in French by Mendoza during the summer.56 Now England threw back in his face the battle array of the ‘invincible’ fleet, vanquished by England's mariners and God's will. All told, we can detect a new confidence, wit and polemical flair in the English pamphlet literature of these years, epitomised by A pack of Spanish lies, a typographically subtle piece that presented the Spanish claims of the summer, in a ponderous Gothic type, alongside a corrected narrative in sprightly Roman.57 We are the future now, it seemed to say: thus was false news held up to ridicule. At the beginning of a decade when news of continental wars would consume the London press, England's printers were taking significant steps towards the development of the fully fledged news market that had hitherto eluded them.
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7.6 The might of the Spanish fleet. After its defeat this enumeration of the vessels and their armament was a celebration of English naval prowess.
 

The Spider's Web
 

The common thread in all three of these instances is the Spanish king, Philip II. He had organised and financed the expedition that had ended with the victory of Lepanto. He was widely suspected of being the evil genius behind the massacre of 1572, particularly (but not exclusively) in Protestant Europe. The Armada of 1588 was to have been the crowning enterprise of his grand design, to save Europe for Catholicism and put his enemies – in England, France and the Low Countries – to flight. Its failure dashed these hopes and condemned Europe to a brutal decade of attritional warfare.

Philip ruled Spain at the height of its powers. It was Europe's military superpower, its armies paid by the seemingly inexhaustible bullion extracted from the silver mines of Potosí (now in Bolivia) in the viceroyalty of Peru. From 1580 Philip also had at his disposal the resources of Portugal, and especially its deep-water fleet. No wonder that Spanish plans and ambitions were the constant concern of international diplomacy and the European news market. Yet Philip himself remained a rather mysterious presence, or, more correctly, absence, inscrutable and seldom seen. From the time of his return to Spain from the Netherlands in 1559 he never again left the peninsula. He spent the later decades of his reign at the newly built monastery palace El Escorial, deliberately remote from Spain's major towns. From here he attempted to manage a foreign policy of sustained and unprecedented ambition.

It is worth concluding our survey of the effectiveness of Europe's sixteenth-century news networks by contemplating the events of this period from Philip's perspective. For all Spain's military might, it remained during Philip's reign, as it had been in the previous two centuries, somewhat remote from the main European highways. The correspondence of medieval merchants had been mostly with the Mediterranean ports (especially Barcelona) not the Castilian interior. The rising power of Seville was, like Lisbon, orientated towards the Atlantic rather than main European trade routes. When Philip decided on Madrid as the main base of his operations, this required significant adjustments to the postal infrastructure. In 1560 a new ‘ordinary’ post was established between Madrid and Brussels. This passed by Burgos and Lesperon, and then through France via Poitiers, Orléans and Paris. When the king moved residence, in what became an increasingly fixed annual routine, the central administration remained in Madrid. Documents were brought to him in the Escorial or elsewhere by daily courier. The establishment of the ordinary post led to a great increase in the volume of mail and a commensurate reduction of cost; but it also meant that a great deal of routine diplomatic traffic was reaching Madrid by non-secure routes. This, and the normal hazards of postal communication, encouraged Spanish diplomats to adopt the prudent practice of sending duplicates of important despatches. On 15 August 1592 the king's ambassador in Savoy wrote to inform him:


On the second of this month I dispatched a letter to Your Majesty on a frigate from Barcelona whose owner is named Bernardino Morel and I included the copy of the dispatches of the 8, 10, 17 and 21 July and in view of the good prevailing weather I trust that they will have arrived so long as no ship has cut them off.58



 

This of course meant that Madrid frequently received several copies of the same despatch.

Direct communication with Madrid was only one part of the vast official correspondence maintained by Philip's agents abroad. The instructions communicated to a new ambassador in Paris in 1580 required him in addition to maintain correspondence with the governors of Milan and Flanders, the viceroy of Naples and ambassadors in Rome, Venice and Germany. Communication with some of the most distant outposts was especially challenging. Post from the imperial court at Prague could take up to five months to arrive in Spain, and sometimes was lost altogether.59 Even an arterial route like the sea lanes between Naples and the Iberian Peninsula only operated for part of the year: between 15 November and 15 March the galley fleet was laid up because of the difficult and stormy conditions of the Mediterranean in winter. Post then had to be carried along the circuitous landward route via Genoa and Barcelona.

Maintaining efficient contact with his network of ambassadors, agents and allies was for Philip both complex and expensive, even in the best of times. But these times were far from normal, thanks, not least, to the incessant warfare stimulated by his own policies. The quality of the postal network clearly deteriorated in the second half of the sixteenth century.60 Delays multiplied and the security of the post was frequently compromised. Most urgent was the interruption to the post caused by the wars in France. The arterial route between Barcelona and Italy passed through southern France to Lyon. By 1562 two of the crucial staging posts on this route, Montpellier and Nîmes, were in Huguenot hands, and couriers were frequently searched or robbed on the journey. On the northern route to Brussels the heavily wooded area around Poitiers was notorious for brigandage. In 1568 a Spanish royal courier was waylaid and murdered, and attempts to retrieve the diplomatic pouch were unsuccessful. It was soon recognised that the French transit routes were too hazardous. But avoiding France involved either a circuitous journey along the imperial post roads through the Empire, or using ships through the English Channel, where Spanish vessels faced increasing hazards from Calvinist privateers operating out of English ports or La Rochelle.

In Brussels, the Duke of Parma faced particular problems in communicating with Philip II in time of war. On one occasion in 1590 he sent five copies of one despatch to ensure its arrival. Sometimes, it must be admitted, these logistical difficulties could be used to advantage. When Parma was asked in December 1585 to prepare an operational plan for the invasion of England, he took until April 1586 to reply. He then chose to send his report by the longest possible route, via Luxembourg and Italy, with the result that it arrived in Madrid on 20 July. This, as Parma was clearly aware, rendered a campaign that year impossible, and allowed him to keep his army intact for the war against the Dutch for another fighting season.61 The vagaries of the post also spared the Venetian ambassador in Madrid embarrassment during Armada year. As we have seen, on 17 August the Venetian Senate voted to offer Philip congratulations on his famous victory. Happily these instructions arrived in Madrid only on 2 October, by which time the scale of the catastrophe was becoming clear. The ambassador thought it best to ignore the despatch.

The information network constructed by Philip was on paper impressive. But in practice the logistical difficulties under which it operated meant that a vastly increased volume of communication was combined with decreased efficiency: Philip was being drowned in stale news. These difficulties were compounded by the manner in which he chose to conduct business. Philip developed a style of government that deviated sharply from the accepted conduct of princes. At all points possible he avoided meetings. Papers were brought to him, and he considered them in private. This had a certain rationality: there were so many people wanting the king's ear, including the large residential diplomatic corps, that even to meet ambassadors on a regular basis would have been inordinately time consuming.62 Some accommodated themselves to the king's preferences. The French ambassador Fourquevaux, instructed to seek an audience, instead sent a letter. ‘I know that I would please him more if I communicated with him by letter,’ he explained to Charles IX, because ‘he prefers ambassadors to deal with him by letter rather than in person while he resides in his country houses.’63 Others, including the papal nuncio, who had been unable to secure an audience for four months, proved less understanding.

Nothing could disguise that this was completely at variance with the normal traditions of court life, and many of King Philip's subjects expressed their disapproval. ‘God did not send your Majesty and all other kings to spend their time on earth so that they could hide themselves away reading and writing,’ wrote the king's almoner, with alarmingly frank courage. He went on to denounce ‘the manner of transacting business adopted by Your Majesty, being permanently seated at your papers in order to have a better reason to escape from people’.64

Philip was not a recluse. He understood the value of showing himself to his people, and on such occasions the population responded with enthusiasm. He seems simply to have felt that the business of government could most effectively be conducted by reading. Theoretically his father Charles V had established a highly efficient system to sort and order the papers that flowed into the chancery. Councils were named to deal with the affairs of each province, and separately with war, finance and forestry. But Philip still insisted on taking all decisions himself. He rarely attended Council meetings, and was disinclined to join discussions between his advisors. High-ranking officials were not encouraged to return to Spain for debriefing between postings. Philip therefore chose to forgo important opportunities for detailed conversations with informed experts and advisors. He also completely discontinued the common practice of sending trusted messengers with oral instructions: all was set down in writing.

The Council system did not succeed in establishing limits on the amount of paper that flowed across the king's desk. Philip would read anything that came his way, even from individuals who had bypassed the system to send him a paper: the original master plan for the Armada expedition came from one such unofficial source (the inquisitor and amateur strategist Bernardino de Escalante). It was not unusual for Philip to receive a thousand petitions a month. Some days he signed four hundred letters, all of which he read and often sent back for revision.

For forty years Philip attempted, as one awestruck English observer put it, to govern the world with his pen and his purse. But was such a system possible in the communications environment of sixteenth-century Europe? Even if Philip responded to an urgent communication from the Viceroy of Naples on the day it arrived, this still involved a round trip of six weeks, if the system worked perfectly. Communication with the outlying territories of the Empire, in the Americas and Asia, took far longer. These difficulties were compounded by the time Philip took to arrive at decisions. Officials grumbled about the time they were kept in limbo, waiting for the king's commands. ‘If we have to wait for death,’ they quipped, ‘let us hope that it comes from Spain, for then it would never arrive.’65 Sometimes the delay was itself policy, as when Philip attempted to spin out a response to a developing crisis in the Netherlands until he had resolved the urgent conflict in the Mediterranean with the Turkish assault on Malta. But by failing to take his governor in the Netherlands, Margaret of Parma, into his confidence, Philip precipitated a new disaster. Despairing of a response, Margaret was forced to take the initiative and declare a limited suspension of religious persecution. When the king's instructions eventually arrived, ordering that persecution be maintained, the repudiation of previous concessions led to a far greater explosion of anger.66 Margaret was left humiliated and discredited, her authority effectively destroyed.

The limitations of Philip's system were fully exposed when his attempts to resolve the complex politics of northern Europe from his desk in Spain collapsed in ruins. Three years of continual correspondence with the Duke of Parma in the Netherlands had failed to devise an invasion plan for England that could succeed. During this time Philip changed his mind constantly, at different times favouring a direct assault from the Low Countries and a landing in the Isle of Wight or Ireland. Even in August 1588 the bureaucrat king was attempting to guide the course of the battle (in fact already over) by insisting that his instructions were meticulously followed. The final act came when orders were drafted for Medina Sidonia to land in Scotland and ally with the local Catholics. But it was now mid-September, and the remnants of the invincible Armada were at this point approaching the Spanish coast. This was the fantasy of a defeated, exhausted man.
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Speeding the Posts
 

IT used to be said that the three centuries before 1800 saw no fundamental change in communication infrastructure, certainly nothing that could be described as a technological revolution. These were the times when sailors faced and overcame the challenge of ocean voyages, itself no mean feat and one based on small, incremental changes in the design of ships, sails and navigational instruments. Land transportation could register no equivalent landmarks. Europe's roads remained difficult and dangerous: there is some evidence that they may actually have deteriorated since the High Middle Ages. Travellers remained as before dependent on horses, carts and haulage for the movement of people and goods. Transportation by water, around Europe's waterways, depended as always on wind and tides, and the backbreaking work of oarsmen.

Yet if much of the communication infrastructure of Europe was familiar and unchanging, the beginning of the seventeenth century did witness a step change so decisive as to amount, if not to a revolution, then certainly to a new beginning. This has escaped the view of most historians because it was an organisational shift, rather than a technological one. It was not like the introduction of gunpowder or printing: rather it required the application of bureaucratic intelligence to existing systems. Its impact was, however, as dramatic as many of those developments to which we attach the label ‘revolution’.

The change in question was the wholesale transformation of the international postal service. In a few decades from the beginning of the seventeenth century, communication by post became quicker, cheaper and more frequent. The network of places linked by the post became dense and more intricate. For the provision of news this was a vital transformation. It made possible the frequent, rapid and reliable delivery of news necessary for the next crucial media innovation: the invention of the newspaper.

The first newspaper was established in Strasbourg in 1605.1 It was the creation of a stationer who already had his own regular manuscript newsletter. The introduction of a weekly printed serial represented merely the mechanisation of an existing commercial process: the printed sheets, containing much the same news, gave Johann Carolus the opportunity to expand his client base for minimal extra cost. It was an experiment that carried little risk, and it seems to have been successful. Soon Carolus's Relation aller Fürnemmen und gedenckwürdigen Historien was being imitated in other German towns and in the Low Countries.

The newspaper did not, however, meet with a universal welcome. Italy, the centre of the most intense network of commercial manuscript avvisi, did not take to the printed news-sheets. The world of news divided in two, between a north soon densely populated by a network of printed weekly news-sheets, and a south where they held no appeal. The centre of the European news network was to move north: much of the innovation of future centuries would be in the northern lands.

This media transformation followed directly from the reorganisation of the postal services initiated at the beginning of the seventeenth century. These developments were not uncontested: many vested interests were bound up in the ad hoc systems that had served the provision of news, more or less adequately, over the previous hundred years. It required a great deal of determination, and some ruthlessness, to drive through the changes necessary to draw together the various systems into an integrated whole. This was the great achievement of the imperial postmasters, the family Taxis (or Tassis as they were known in Italy and Spain), who had now held these responsibilities for over one hundred years. Theirs is one of the great unsung achievements of European civilisation.

At the Sign of Mercury
 

The spine of the new postal network established in the seventeenth century was the imperial post created by the Emperor Maximilian one hundred years before. Intended originally to link his dominions in the Netherlands and Austria, the system was in due course expanded to take in the extensive new dominions encompassed by the inheritance of Charles V. His reign was the first golden age of the imperial post. Regular, reliable and freely available to those who could pay the tariffs, it became a mainstay of diplomatic and merchant communication. The Fugger family in Augsburg scored a significant coup when they negotiated privileged access to the postal system, an access later extended to a wide variety of paying clients; the family's carefully nurtured connection with the imperial postmasters was a cornerstone of their European trade network. The smooth functioning of the imperial system can be contrasted with the halting development of the post in two nation states outside the Habsburg orbit, France and England.2

While Maximilian's initiative of 1490 had shown the way, the two crucial stages in the early development of the European postal network were the contracts with the Taxis family in 1505 and 1516.3 These agreements set the structure of the future imperial network in three critical ways: they established fixed contractual obligations for the delivery of post within a specified time; they extended the postal network to Italy and Spain; and they confirmed the position of the Taxis at the heart of the system. The treaty of 1505 granted the Taxis a fixed annual salary. The treaty of 1516, with the future Emperor Charles V, guaranteed that they would enjoy a monopoly on all postal transactions along the post roads. This, together with the right to take letters for private clients, made the Taxis rich.

It also gave them the confidence to invest in further improvements to the system. The distance between postal stations was steadily reduced: from 38 kilometres under the original scheme to 30 kilometres in 1505. In the second half of the sixteenth century the intervals were reduced further, to three German Meilen or 22 kilometres.4 The treaty of 1516 established a new route from Antwerp via Innsbruck to Rome and Naples, linking these two great European trade centres (and news markets) to the imperial post. The contract envisaged that the new route would speed the post from Antwerp to Rome in 252 hours, or 10 1/2 days. It was astonishingly ambitious, yet all the signs, from surviving docketed letters, are that the timetable was adhered to.

Such a system required an elaborate and expensive infrastructure and a constant attention to its day-to-day administration. This was the great achievement of the Taxis. The family spawned an extraordinary number of gifted executives. Over successive generations they proved to be energetic, robust and (especially in the sixteenth century) long lived. By the third decade of the sixteenth century there were members of the family serving as postmasters in Innsbruck, Augsburg, Brussels and Spain. Raimond de Taxis accompanied Charles V on many of his journeys, including to Tunis. Another branch of the clan provided successive masters of the papal post in Rome.5 Secure in the confidence of the imperial family, the Taxis were able to introduce further important structural changes. The establishment of a secure route between Trento and Bologna closed a notorious gap in the Italian postal network and led to a significant fall in transit times between Vienna and Rome. Postmasters began to invest in the construction of purpose-built postal stations, rather than simply making use of the best available inn. And in the 1530s the Taxis introduced the ‘ordinary’ post. Rather than sending despatches when required by the imperial administration, or when a sufficient volume of letters had accumulated, the main route now had a fixed service, publicly advertised, leaving on a particular day of the week. This was a critical development for both business and news: it established the rhythms of the postal week that so stamped its imprint on the weekly manuscript news service, and later on the printed weekly newspapers. Indeed, the sixteenth-century novellanti could not have offered clients their service without the promise of a fixed weekly post. The ‘ordinary’ principle introduced on the Flanders–German route was soon extended to Italy, with the establishment of an ordinary post between Rome and Venice in 1541.6

The expansion of the imperial post during the reign of Charles V created the potential for a European postal network. The liveried messengers with their staffs crowned by a flying Mercury, and the post horn to advertise their coming, would have become an increasingly familiar sight and sound. For those engaged in commerce the day of the arrival of the post became the pivot of the business week. Crowds would congregate at the post-house, ‘at the sign of Mercury’, to await the courier's arrival. The Taxis also now moved towards the advertisement of fixed rates for the carriage of letters or parcels along specified lengths of the route. The tariffs were fixed, as today, dependent on the size and weight of the letter. Given the volume of business now being conducted, these rates were increasingly affordable.7

Impressive though this was, the Taxis’ imperial service was still some way short of offering a fully functioning and integrated European postal network. In France the ambitious system laid out by Louis XI in the fifteenth century had largely fallen into decay. Paris and Blois were served by couriers on the imperial routes, and Lyon was a major postal hub between Spain and Germany; but the restrictions of the French royal system left many parts of the kingdom unserved.

The reform of the French royal post was taken in hand in the brief reign of Francis II (1559–60).8 This was another period of internal political tension, a time of intense partisan agitation before the outbreak of the French wars of religion. The new decree introduced several postal routes, radiating out from Paris to the kingdom's frontiers, with two important lateral routes from Lyon to Marseille and Blois to Nantes. The arterial road from Paris to Bordeaux and onward to the Spanish frontier had fifty-three stages. The decree stipulated payments including stipends for twelve ferrymen: a reminder that not even all main roads were continuously linked by bridges, even at this point. Whether the reorganised French system worked in practice is also to be doubted. Within years France had been plunged into turmoil by the outbreak of the Huguenot rebellion. Fighting continued intermittently for forty years, rendering the already notorious French road system even more perilous.
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8.1 The postman, as represented in an early German newspaper.
 

In England, rather as in France, the need for the improvement of the postal service was most acutely felt in times of emergency.9 When Henry VIII crossed the Channel for his first campaign in France (1513), he was accompanied by his master of the posts, Sir Brian Tuke, and fourteen messengers. But in the sixteenth century, as before, the main onus of ensuring the distribution of the post was placed on local agents, principally the king's sheriffs. The costs of maintaining the postal relays fell on the towns along the mail routes. It is interesting to contrast the vague nature of Tuke's instructions, as laid out in a letter to Thomas Cromwell in 1533, with the vastly more ambitious imperial system in continental Europe. ‘The king's pleasure,’ Tuke wrote,


is that the posts be better appointed, and laid in all places most expedient; with the commandment to all townships in all places, on pain of life, to be in such readiness, and to make such provision of horses at all times, as no tract or loss of time be had in that behalf.10



 

The English municipalities no doubt bore these burdens patiently, but the effeciency of the postal system had in effect been subcontracted to a host of subsidiary authorities of widely varying capabilities. Nevertheless, this was the way in which the English Crown conducted its business. An instruction preserved in the town archives of Southampton ordered the municipal authorities in 1500 ‘to see the letters enclosed conveyed to Jersey and Guernsey [the Channel Islands, off the coast of France] by the next convenient messenger’.11 The Crown also made generous use of the post maintained by the City of London.

Those towns that lay along the road to the north were particularly burdened. In times of genuine crisis a special effort was called for. During the northern revolt in 1536 the mayors of Huntingdon, Stamford and Lincoln were required to appoint ‘an able man well horsed’ to be available night and day to carry letters from the king and Privy Council. But in more normal times municipal authorities found the expense hard to bear. The Council's attempt to keep the rate paid for post horses at the largely nominal penny a mile caused great resentment, but the resources were simply not available for a more substantial system. In 1568 Queen Elizabeth ordered that any local postmasters not prepared to serve for half their present wage should be discharged. The attempt to adopt some of the continental practices – the notation on letters of the times of despatch and arrival at intermediary stages on the route and other exhortations to haste, for instance – were only fitfully successful. Notwithstanding the urgent ‘For life, For Life’ on the package, letters had still taken nine days to reach Calais, complained a rather testy Lord Wharton in 1548. The use of the gallows sign to signal urgency also backfired when the treasurer of the northern garrison, clearly mistaking its meaning, took offence and wrote a pained letter of protest.12

The Tudor Crown recognised a need to maintain on a permanent basis only the arterial roads to the Channel at Dover and to Scotland. In times of military necessity, postal relays were established to Holyhead or Milford Haven (that is, towards Ireland) or to Plymouth, to shadow potential dangers in the English Channel. Otherwise the distribution of official mail worked much as in medieval times, with royal messengers carrying writs to county sheriffs, who would take responsibility for distributing them locally.

The postal systems of France and England also differed from the imperial system in that the Crown maintained them for the exclusive use of official business. This meant that potential private or commercial customers had to shift for themselves. By far the most developed and efficient private postal system was that set up by the foreign merchant community in London, the Merchant Strangers. This linked the English capital with the imperial postal network, and with a second route through France via Rouen and Paris. From London the merchant post also carried letters down to the English ports: to Plymouth and Exeter in the West Country, to Norwich, Colchester and Harwich in East Anglia.

The Italian Corsini family, which established a base in London during Elizabeth's reign, achieved a remarkably regular connection with their agents in these coastal towns and with correspondents abroad.13 The volume carried by these merchant posts kept the rates low, and the English Merchant Adventurers could also rely on the constant passage of ships between London and their staple markets abroad. For private citizens not enrolled in these two associations secure connections were much more difficult to achieve, and more expensive.

The failure of ambition implied by these parallel systems was an impoverishment of the network as a whole. Deprived of this additional lucrative business, the postmasters of the royal post had little incentive to invest to improve the system. For much of the sixteenth century, therefore, France and England remained essentially outside the European postal network. The provision of news for these places, in consequence, always required a greater effort and the use of merchant posts. In these respects the merchant metropolis of Lyon, strategically situated halfway between Paris and the German trading regions, played a crucial role. The density of commerce between Antwerp and London helped speed communications across the Channel. But even here the English Crown made life more difficult for those anxious for news by imposing stricter controls on the foreign merchant posts in the last decades of the sixteenth century.

The other major drawback to the imperial system was that it made little provision for the German cities. This, it must be said, was partly through their own choice. Having fought so hard to establish their jurisdictional independence, the imperial cities were extremely reluctant to admit a Habsburg institution within their walls.14 They also refused under any circumstances to open the city gates at night, and the imperial post ran continuously round the clock. There was, too, the not insignificant matter that during the course of the Reformation most of the imperial cities had adhered to Protestantism. The imperial post was very much a Catholic institution, and the Taxis postmasters proved unwavering in their allegiance. In consequence the only imperial city that formed part of the Habsburg postal network was Augsburg. Speyer, though it lay at a strategic juncture on the route, refused to admit a post office. Even the splendid new post office at Augsburg in 1549 was built outside the city walls. Apart from Augsburg the German postal stations had perforce to be placed in relatively small settlements, like Rheinhausen, the crucial Rhine crossing just a few miles from Speyer.

The merchant communities of the German cities were the major victims of this ideological purity. The Fugger and Welser of Augsburg were able to make full and profitable use of the post; in fact the Fugger system of agents, which reached its highest state of development during these years, is virtually inconceivable without their access to the imperial post.15 Alongside substantial sums for letters sent through the post, the Fugger accounts also record generous gifts to the Taxis postmasters, with whom they were on friendly terms.16 In the other German cities the merchants were obliged to carry their post to the nearest imperial post station. In the case of Frankfurt, this would have been Rheinhausen, over 120 kilometres distant. This was a critical liability both for the German cities and for the European international commercial system. It even began to distort German political life. Speyer and Augsburg were increasingly chosen for meetings of the imperial Diet specifically because they were close to the main postal routes.

Crisis
 

In 1889 workmen clearing an administrative building in Frankfurt made a remarkable discovery. Tucked away in an unassuming sack was a large cache of letters written three hundred years previously, in the year 1585: the sack contained a total of 272 items of post. This, it turned out, was the remnant of two or more mail sacks from the imperial postal service. Somewhere north of Rheinhausen the mail had been intercepted. The most politically sensitive letters had been removed, and the remainder, routine business and family transactions, discarded. Swept into a bundle and stored in the corner of some office, somehow they had survived the next three hundred years to emerge as a mute witness to the late sixteenth-century postal system, its vitality and its dangers.17

The surviving letters, now a prized possession of the Frankfurt Museum of Telecommunications, offer a fascinating snapshot of the European news network, almost a century after the imperial postal couriers had first begun to make their way along the trans-continental highways. The discarded mail linked merchants and other correspondents in twenty different Italian cities with friends and business partners in Cologne, Liège and numerous places in the Low Countries (the messengers had clearly been travelling north). The overwhelming majority of the surviving letters are from Italian merchants to their business partners in northern Europe, mostly in Antwerp and Cologne. Particularly striking is the number of Italian names among the addressees: trans-continental trade still relied to a large extent on connections between Italian merchants and members of the extended family settled (often long settled) in northern Europe. A significant number of the letters was destined for friends in Antwerp, even though the city was under close siege from the army of the Duke of Parma. Another group of letters was destined for soldiers in the besieging armies.

The letters contain details of transactions in an impressive variety of commodities, a testimony both to the continuing vitality of international trade and to the role of the imperial post in sustaining it.18 Except for one thing: these letters never got through. These postal deliveries fell victim to the political turbulence then raging in Germany, specifically the warfare that had erupted (1583–8) when the Archbishop of Cologne attempted to convert his domain to Protestantism. Nor was this an isolated example: the imperial postal system, functioning so efficiently up to the abdication of Charles V in 1555, ran into serious difficulties in the second half of the century, partly as an inevitable consequence of these troubled times. The protracted military and political conflict unleashed by the Revolt of the Netherlands badly disrupted the northern end of the postal system.

The Low Countries experienced serious fighting in 1566, 1568, 1572–4 and 1579–85. The attempt to flush out the Dutch Protestant minority also stimulated widespread emigration among the merchant and artisan communities, leading to the creation of a new type of postal service: a clandestine courier service operated by the exiles themselves to keep in touch with family members they had left behind. Unusually, we know a great deal about the functioning of this Protestant underground thanks to the interception of one consignment before delivery: letters were discovered in the false bottom of a basket of vegetables close to the villages where they had been gathered up before transportation to England.19 If this consignment failed to get through, others clearly did: the letters speak of regular communication, and they have an unhurried sense of routine, even if many express a moving sense of loss at the separation from husbands and fathers now forced to live abroad.20

Such a service could be remarkably efficient in speeding letters to their destination in just a few days. The dense merchant traffic that linked Antwerp, England and the north German ports provided the perfect cover. The landward connections down the Rhine were more problematic, passing as they did through lands often disrupted by campaigning armies: these, of course, were the vital arteries of the imperial post. The sack of Antwerp by mutinous Spanish troops in 1576 was also a hammer blow to the northern trade emporium, by this point a critical node in Europe's commercial network. As noted, the war of the Archbishopric of Cologne was another highly disruptive conflict at a critical node of the northern postal network.

The French Wars of Religion also had a significant impact on the imperial postal system, particularly on those routes that linked Italy and southern Germany to the Iberian Peninsula. We have seen already how critically the vulnerability of this road system through southern France impeded Philip II's communications with Rome and Vienna.21 The Fuggers, too, frequently expressed their frustration at the difficulty of maintaining correspondence with Spain. On 26 April 1587 the Fugger agent in Portugal was obliged to report that the ordinary post from Lisbon had been waylaid near Bordeaux, and the letters rifled.22 In the following decade the Fuggers were grimly aware that all their Spanish letters were being routinely opened in France. Eventually they felt they had no choice but to instruct their agents to send all correspondence by the sea route to Genoa, or even the circuitous northern route via Flanders.

The Taxis also had their difficulties in these years. The division of the Habsburg inheritance between Spain and Austria compromised their existing contracts as imperial postmasters, and led to legal and jurisdictional problems. The imperial post had to this point been paid for by the Netherlandish treasury, underwritten by Spanish subventions. When Philip II inherited the Netherlands, the service became de facto Spanish. This in itself was sufficient to alarm the German postmasters, since a number of those appointed to man the local stations were Protestants. In 1566 two members of the Taxis clan, Leonhard the general postmaster, and Seraphin, postmaster of Augsburg and Rheinhausen, actually embarked on litigation with each other to resolve a dispute over the division of fees along the Netherlandish/German road.23 That the payment of the postmasters’ salaries depended on Spanish subventions became increasingly critical when the Spanish treasury ran out of money. Spanish bankruptcy meant that salaries went unpaid. The system began to creak. In 1568 Cardinal Granvelle was already complaining of stoppages and major delays. A decade later the German postmasters could stand it no more; in 1579 they went on strike.

For the German Lutherans the patent inadequacies of the imperial postal service in this period represented something of an opportunity. The leading princes established their own messenger relays. In 1563 Philip of Hessen and August of Saxony joined together to sponsor a courier service to keep them in touch with William of Orange, a vital ally in the Netherlands.24 Later Württemberg and Brandenburg-Prussia would be brought into the network, though it remained essentially a private system of communication between the German Protestant courts, not open to the public.

For the imperial cities, the motivation was more commercial than political. For some time a single arterial network that privileged official government mail had not suited their needs particularly well. In 1571 the merchants of Nuremberg petitioned for the establishment of a direct link with Antwerp via Frankfurt and Cologne. The following year Frankfurt established its own weekly postal service to Leipzig. These Ordinari-Boten were the descendants of the fifteenth-century city messengers. The difference was that the system would, like the imperial post, be open to all, and would follow a regular published timetable.

The 1570s witnessed the establishment of a dense network of these city courier services throughout Germany.25 The northern city of Hamburg had previously laboured under a significant disadvantage through its distance from the main postal routes.26 Now, starting in 1570, the city created a whole postal network of its own, with weekly services to Amsterdam, Leipzig, Bremen, Emden, Cologne and Danzig. The influence of the Netherlandish Protestant diaspora is evident in the choice of routes, since many of these cities (Hamburg included) had significant colonies of exiled Dutch merchants. Even in privileged Augsburg the merchants saw which way the wind was blowing. In 1577 they established their own independent merchant post to Antwerp via Cologne.27

The Augsburg postmaster, Seraphin von Taxis, was understandably furious at this apostasy, but while the imperial post was in chaos there was little he could do. This same year the general postmaster Leonhard was forced to flee Brussels to avoid being imprisoned by the Dutch rebels. The situation could not go on, and in the last two decades of the sixteenth century the Emperor himself intervened to take matters in hand.

Regeneration
 

The reform of the post became the rather unlikely crusade of Emperor Rudolph II, who had succeeded his father Maximilian II as ruler in the Habsburg dominions in 1576. In his last years Rudolph would become a tragic figure, self-exiled to his castle in Prague with his ever-expanding collection of curiosities. But even Rudolph could see that the brewing crisis of religion in the imperial lands required closer coordination of imperial Habsburg policy. The result, in 1597, was a milestone edict reforming the imperial post.28 This mandate proclaimed the reunification of the Spanish and imperial systems and simultaneously announced stern measures against unauthorised competition. If this had the urban courier services in its sights, it was bound to remain a dead letter while the imperial postal routes provided no service for the major German cities. In 1598 therefore the imperial post took a major step forward with the establishment of an imperial post office in Frankfurt, with a branch line linking Germany's main commercial marketplace to the existing network. An entirely new post road then connected Frankfurt directly with the Netherlands via Cologne. After protracted negotiations a new east–west service was created between Cologne and Prague, via Frankfurt and Nuremberg. Finally a direct service between Cologne and Hamburg, and between Frankfurt and Leipzig, brought the principal cities of the north and east into the system.29
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8.2 The postal service between Paris and Antwerp, five times a month in both directions. This was a vital lateral route, connecting two major news hubs and through them the Low Countries and provincial France.
 

All this was not achieved without a certain amount of bad blood. Having invested in their own regular courier services, the German cities did not take lightly to their prohibition. An arrest of city couriers on the road between Frankfurt and Cologne led to a collective protest to the Emperor.30 But the imperial post had one critical advantage. The new imperial routes were set up with the same sequence of relays as the main imperial line. The city courier services, in contrast, had no intermediary stages for changes of horses: the couriers rode the whole length of the route. In direct competition the imperial service could often deliver the mail on the longer journeys in half the time. As tempers cooled, the German city councils recognised the benefits of the imperial system and the independent German courier services gradually withered away.

By 1620, at the conclusion of these developments, the German Empire had been provided with a postal system of unparalleled efficiency and sophistication. The single arterial route between Brussels and Vienna had been replaced by an intricate network of services centred on Germany's new postal capital, Frankfurt. Taken together with simultaneous renovations in the English and French systems, the revitalised imperial post made possible a new era in the history of communication.

The new imperial postal network reached its completion just as the long period of peace enjoyed by Germany since 1555 was about to come to an end. In 1618, two years after the announcement of the new Frankfurt–Leipzig line, the Defenestration of Prague began the tragic sequence of events that made Germany the new battlefield of international politics. The Thirty Years War brought death and destruction to large areas of Germany, as foreign and mercenary armies criss-crossed the Continent. The conflict caused terrible damage to the Germany economy, and ended for ever German supremacy in parts of the European book trade. But one perverse consequence was to give new impetus to the development of an effective international postal network. The involvement of so many foreign powers in the German conflict meant that all Europe's capitals felt the need for swift, reliable information. Several took steps to improve their own internal communications, and to link these systems to the central European postal network. In France the royal postal monopoly was strengthened, and the network of postal stations expanded in 1622 to take in the southern cities of Bordeaux and Toulouse, and also Dijon, close to the potential battlefields in the east. In this same year Lamoral von Taxis established a courier service between Antwerp and London. This was followed, a decade later, by a treaty between the Brussels postmaster and the English postmaster general.31

Danish and Swedish interests in Germany also stimulated an improvement in the information network.32 In 1624 Christian IV of Denmark set up his own postal system, based on Copenhagen, with a branch office in Hamburg. Four years later the Swedes extended this network with their own connection between Hamburg and Helsingör. The Swedish invasion of Germany in 1630 briefly resulted in the creation of an alternative postal network centred on Frankfurt, with 9 routes and 122 posts.33 While this soon collapsed after the Swedish defeat at Nördlingen in 1634, a more enduringly significant development was the establishment of a direct route between Paris and Vienna, via Strasbourg, finally cutting out the long diversion through Brussels that had so limited French access to the international post.
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8.3 The profits of a postal monopoly. Part of a series of four prints commemorating a visit by the Imperial Postmaster-General, the Count Thurn and Taxis, to the Postmaster of the Netherlands. The size of the retinue is impressive.
 

With this development, the European postal network was fundamentally complete. The only further innovation that would be introduced, really until the coming of the railways and the penny post, was the substitution of a coach service in place of the postal riders.34 The postal coaches increased the volume of mail that could be carried, and created the possibility for travellers to avail themselves of the service. In the sixteenth century merchants and messengers who had ridden post had to be able to ride at the speed of the postal riders. This was an expensive service and only men who rode well could consider it. The postal coaches were a different matter; from the mid-seventeenth century, when coaches started to appear on short stretches of the German roads, a far wider cross section of travellers could avail themselves of the opportunity to travel in comfort. No longer did a traveller have to furnish their own wagon, ensure that the horses were strong and sound, and check that the driver was equipped to make what repairs were necessary on the journey: all that would be taken care of. Regular timetables meant that travellers could plan a journey with the reasonable assurance of timely arrival. The extra carrying capacity was especially important for the distribution of bulky mail items, such as newspapers. Within a few decades of their establishment the mail coaches came to bear the major burden of the timely distribution of printed news.



The developments we have witnessed in this chapter represent a remarkable advance in European communications. The previous centuries had seen slow incremental changes in the rates of travel, accompanied by an increase in the volume of correspondence between those with sufficient funds to create their own network of communications. The best news was available only to those who could make the considerable investment necessary for what were essentially private networks, official or commercial. The coming of print in the sixteenth century had brought with it a substantial transformation in the reader community, and ingenious innovation in printed news: though much of this news was not particularly fresh, or, indeed, time specific. All of this changed within two decades of fierce innovation at the turn of the seventeenth century. At their end all of Europe's major commercial centres were closely linked in a dense web of public postal services. News could now be passed along reliable channels, at modest cost, with far greater regularity. It is no surprise, therefore, that the next significant development in the commercial exploitation of this news should take place here, in the commercial hubs of Germany and northern Europe. This development, closely connected with the expansion of the postal service, was the birth of the newspapers.
  


CHAPTER 9
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The First Newspapers
 

IN the year 1605 a young book dealer named Johann Carolus appeared before the Strasbourg city council with an unusual request. Besides his bookselling Carolus had recently also developed a lucrative sideline, producing a weekly manuscript newsletter. By this date, as we have seen, the manuscript newsletter had become the cornerstone of the information market for Europe's elites. From its early days in Rome and Venice, the production of manuscript newsletters had now spread across Germany, and from Augsburg and Nuremberg to Brussels and Antwerp in the Low Countries. Strasbourg, situated close to the crucial Rhine crossing serving the imperial post service at Rheinhausen, was extremely well placed for such a venture. Carolus could be sure of a steady supply of news from the imperial postmaster and the constant passage of commercial traffic. And in a busy city like Strasbourg he would not have been short of customers.

His enterprise clearly prospered; by 1605 Carolus was in the position to diversify further by buying a print shop. He now conceived a plan to mechanise his existing trade in manuscript newsletters by producing a printed version. In a neat echo of Gutenberg and the invention of print one hundred and fifty years before, this was a logical response to a situation where increasing demand was straining the capacity of existing technology to deliver adequate quantities. But the investment costs, not least in buying his printing press, had stretched Carolus's resources, so now he turned to the city council for help. He told them that he had already produced twelve issues of his printed newsletter. But he obviously feared that if it proved successful others would try to copy him and wipe out his profits. So he asked the council to grant him a privilege – that is, a monopoly – on the sale of printed newsletters.1 This was not unreasonable. Any entrepreneur who believed he had pioneered a new industrial or manufacturing process would seek protection against interlopers copying his innovation, and such privileges were common in the book world.2 Carolus had good reason to hope that members of the Strasbourg city council, who made up a large part of his client base, would be sympathetic.

For an event of such momentous consequences Carolus's intentions were surprisingly modest. He merely sought a way to simplify a process that currently involved writing by hand an increasing number of copies, and thus to speed production. The output itself would not be essentially different: still the same sequence of bald news items familiar from his manuscript news service. But from this modest, rather tentative transaction emerged a new form of communication that would in due course transform the European news market: Carolus had invented the newspaper.

The Rise of the North
 

If Carolus did begin publishing his newspaper, the Strasbourg Relation, in 1605, the earliest issues are unfortunately all lost: the first surviving copies date from 1609.3 For this reason many older histories of the newspaper will time its beginnings from this later date; it is only relatively recently that the full significance of the discovery in the Strasbourg archive of Carolus's petition to the city council has been appreciated.4 That four complete years of the earliest issues have simply disappeared is not at all surprising. It is very rare to find a complete run of the earliest newspapers, and many are known only from a handful of stray copies: sometimes only a single issue survives to attest to a newspaper's existence.5

We can nevertheless be reasonably certain that Carolus did begin production in 1605. His petition to the council after all speaks of twelve issues already published. When we look at the first surviving copies from 1609, we see that these are certainly faithful to his stated intention that the newsprint would simply be a mechanised version of the handwritten newspaper. Individual issues have no title-heading: the title is given only in the printed title-page supplied to subscribers so that they could bind together the year's weekly issues. Instead the news begins, rather like the avvisi, at the top of the first page. In every respect the familiar pattern of the avvisi is retained: a sequence of news reports gathered by their place of origin and dated according to their date of despatch: ‘From Rome, 27 December'; ‘From Vienna, 31 December & 2 January'; ‘From Venice, 2 January’. The order reflects the sequence in which the posts from these various stations arrived in Strasbourg. The contents were almost exclusively the same dry political, military and diplomatic reports that had dominated the avvisi.

In this respect the Strasbourg Relation set the tone for all the earliest German newspapers. Sticking closely to the model of the manuscript newsletter, the news-sheets adopted none of the features that made news pamphlets attractive to potential purchasers. There were no headlines and no illustrations. There was little exposition or explanation and none of the passionate advocacy or debate that characterised news pamphlets; indeed, there was little editorial comment of any sort. The newspapers also adopted none of the typographical features that helped pamphlet readers find their way through the text. There were no marginalia: in fact the only concession to legibility was an occasional line-break between reports. Although the news-sheets were soon being produced in very considerable numbers – a weekly edition of several hundred was not unusual – they made no allowances for the fact that new readers might not be so well versed in international political affairs as the narrow circle of courtiers and officials who had read the manuscript news-letters.6 If readers did not know who the Cardinal Pontini recently arrived in Ravenna was (or even the whereabouts of Ravenna), the newsletters made no effort to explain.

For all that the new genre proved exceptionally popular. The Strasbourg Relation was joined in 1609 by a second German weekly, the Wolfenbüttel Aviso. This did introduce one notable innovation, a title-page, bearing a fine woodcut with a winged Mercury soaring over a landscape populated by busy news-bearers. This gave the Wolfenbüttel paper more of the appearance of a news pamphlet, but greatly reduced the space for news. Since the back of the title-page would also be blank, this left only six pages of an eight-page pamphlet for text. In the Wolfenbüttel case this was probably not crucial, since publication was almost certainly subsidised by the Duke of Wolfenbüttel-Braunschweig, a notable news addict. But this was less suitable for purely commercial ventures, which mostly followed the Strasbourg model of beginning the text immediately below the title-heading. All retained the quarto form familiar from the German news pamphlets and indeed the manuscript newsletters.

The new genre of news publication spread through the German lands very quickly. A weekly paper was established in Basel in 1610, and shortly thereafter in Frankfurt, Berlin and Hamburg. The outbreak of the Thirty Years War in 1618 stimulated a new wave of weekly papers, and a dozen new titles were published after the Swedish invasion of 1630. In the following decade a number of established papers, responding to the quickening of interest in public affairs, began to publish more than one issue in a weekly cycle. Generally these papers appeared two or three times a week, though in 1650 the Leipzig Einkommende Zeitungen ventured an issue every weekday. Print runs also increased rapidly. In 1620 the Frankfurter Postzeitung was published in an edition of 450; the Hamburg Wochentliche Zeitung may have printed as many as 1,500 copies. This was exceptional; the average print run was probably in the region of 350 to 400.7 All told we can document the existence of around 200 titles published in Germany by the end of the seventeenth century: a total of some 70,000 surviving issues. Taking into account those that have been lost, this indicates a total output of around 70 million copies. With extraordinary rapidity a large proportion of the literate population of Germany would have had access to this new type of reading, particularly if we consider that these 200 newspapers were spread around eighty different places of publication. In the development of this new market the most significant steps were the establishment of newspapers in the two premier northern commercial centres of Frankfurt and Hamburg. The Frankfurter Postzeitung, founded in 1615, was the work of the remarkable Johann von den Birghden, the imperial postmaster.8 It was von den Birghden who had been responsible for extending the imperial post network into northern and eastern Germany, notably with the establishment of the crucial arterial route between Frankfurt and Hamburg. The newspaper was very much a by-product of this activity. Sadly von den Birghden did not bring to publishing the same conceptual genius and attention to detail that characterised his work with the post roads: his newspaper is as conventional and undistinguished as the other earliest papers. He was, however, the first to call attention to the close connection between the post and the news in the title of his paper. Its contemporary success and wide distribution can be attested by its survival in almost thirty separate libraries and archives.9

The situation in Hamburg was rather different. This great commercial city in northern Germany was rather remote from the principal news arteries running along the imperial post route from Italy to the Low Countries. Necessarily the city had relied on its own messenger services, established since the medieval period, and by the sixteenth century a regular network of courier services connected the Hanseatic port with trading partners in the Baltic, the Low Countries and England. The founder of the first Hamburg newspaper, Johann Meyer, was heavily involved in the long-distance freight trade. Drawing on the connections developed from this business, Meyer had created a manuscript news service; rather like Carolus in Strasbourg, the establishment of his Wöchentliche Zeitung auss mehrerley örther was an attempt to mechanise this existing business. The potential for growth was, however, far greater in Hamburg, a great regional centre of trade and news, and Meyer's venture was very successful. The profits to be made soon sparked controversy with others in the Hamburg book world. In 1630 a consortium of booksellers and bookbinders challenged Meyer's right to sell the paper directly to his customers. After submissions from both sides the city council determined that Meyer could sell his paper retail for the first three days of the week; thereafter it was to be made available to local booksellers in batches of one hundred for 9 pfennig per copy.10
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9.1 An early issue of the Frankfurter Postzeitung. The newspaper offers a good coverage of news from northern Europe, especially the Low Countries.
 

Hamburg soon established a role as the supplier of news for the whole of northern Germany; other regional papers were essentially reprints of texts supplied from Hamburg, a fact explicitly acknowledged in the title of the first Rostock paper, the rather confusingly named Wöchentliche Newe Hambürger Zeitung.11 Hamburg was also the first city in Germany where the potential profits of newspaper publishing led to serious rivalry between competing papers. In 1630 Meyer faced not only complaints from the local booksellers but the emergence of a potentially serious challenge from a new imperial postmaster, Hans Jakob Kleinhaus. This was at the height of imperial military success in the Thirty Years War and in setting up his own paper, the Postzeitung, Kleinhaus seemed determined to put Meyer out of business.12 The dispute rumbled on until Meyer's death in 1634 when his paper was inherited by his redoubtable widow, Ilsabe. Her determination to maintain her livelihood found a sympathetic hearing with the city magistrates. In 1637 the council brokered a settlement. The postmaster's insistent claim to a monopoly of the press in Hamburg was refuted, but his exclusive use of the title Postzeitung was upheld. Still, Ilsabe was not yet finished. In this era it was common (and thoroughly inconvenient for students of the press) for proprietors to refresh the name of their papers quite frequently. If they moved to twice-weekly publication they would also often give the mid-week edition a separate title.13 Ilsabe Meyer took to shadowing the changing title of the imperial paper to blur the distinction between them. When the postmaster renamed his paper the Priviligierte Ordentliche Post Zeitung, hers became the Ordentliche Zeitung.

Such commercial skulduggery reflected a perception at least that there was money to be made in newspapers. As Germany became for an extended period in the seventeenth century the fulcrum of European politics, the circles of those who felt they needed to keep abreast of the news grew ever wider. The urgency of events made for rich pickings in Germany's dispersed and disparate reading communities. It was far easier to start a new paper, repeating news passed along the postal routes, than it was to import papers published elsewhere. But the elastic market and easy profits also served to reinforce the conservatism of the genre. The German newspapers of the later seventeenth century were remarkably little different in content or design from the earliest ventures. It would be in other parts of Europe that the most significant experiments of design and composition were seen.

The explosion of news print was, for all that, highly significant for the development of the European news market. It marked a very significant reorientation of the European news world towards northern Europe. Up to this point the exchange of news had been dominated by the connection between the Mediterranean and the Low Countries, linked by the arterial route of the imperial post road. But the most important centres of newspaper production in Germany were far removed from the old imperial postal route: Augsburg, the German axis of the imperial postal network, spurned the newspaper revolution. Elsewhere in Europe, too, it was the northern powers that eagerly embraced the new invention. The centre of gravity of European information exchange had shifted decisively.

Stop Press
 

The first newspaper to be published outside Germany appeared in Amsterdam in 1618. Here, too, the industry would develop very rapidly.14 In this period the newly independent Dutch provinces were concluding their swift progress to the first rank of European powers: Amsterdam would be the dynamic heart of this new economy. The city now inherited the economic and political hegemony enjoyed in the previous century by Antwerp and Brussels (which remained under Habsburg rule). Within two decades Amsterdam had also established a clear supremacy as the centre of the west European news market.

The first Dutch newspaper was a comparatively modest affair: a single broadsheet printed on one side only, with the news in two columns. In design terms this represented a significant departure from the German pamphlet form, though the news included in Jan van Hilten's Courante uyt Italien en Duytsland would have been utterly familiar. As in the German prototypes each sequence of reports was announced by a heading indicating the place of origin and date of the despatch: ‘From Venice, 1 June'; ‘from Prague, 2 ditto'; ‘from Cologne, 11 ditto’. The issue concluded with a brief digest of news gathered from The Hague (here dated 13 June); presumably the sheet was published the next day.15

Van Hilten's concept proved extremely influential: the broadsheet in two columns became the prescriptive form for early newspapers in the Dutch Republic. In 1620 the mounting quantity of news obliged van Hilten to extend over to the reverse side of the sheet, but this generally proved sufficient. By this point he already faced competition. In the lively and loosely regulated book world of the United Provinces there was no question of a monopoly; already by 1619 Broer Jansz had set up his Tijdinghen uyt verscheyde Quartieren (Tidings from Various Quarters). Jansz was an experienced printer who had dabbled in contemporary history; he was also well connected, as he emphasised by styling himself ‘couventier’ to the Prince of Orange in the first surviving issue of his paper. For ten years van Hilten and Jansz shared the market. It was clearly lucrative; by 1632 van Hilten found it necessary to set up simultaneously on two presses to double the print run. In this way he could print more copies without extending printing time by a day, and thus risk missing the latest news.16

Late-arriving news was a perennial problem for publishers. However early on the day of publication they roused their workmen, it still took several hours to print several hundred copies, one pull at a time, and then the sheets needed some time to dry before the reverse leaf could be printed. The problem was only exacerbated as print runs grew larger. So when news came very late, van Hilten would stop the press and rearrange the text, deleting a story of lesser importance. If the new report required more space, he would either make further small adjustments or set the new text in smaller type.17 Thus was the principle of ‘stop press’ invented.
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9.2 The first newspaper in the Netherlands. Unlike the German prototypes, both Amsterdam news men adopted a broadsheet format.
 

From Amsterdam it was perfectly possible to distribute news-sheets over the whole of Holland, using the province's extremely efficient canal-boat network. Not surprisingly, though, other printers in the United Provinces were equally keen to take a share in the market. In 1623 a paper was established in Delft. This, however, was not what it seemed. A comparison of a weekly issue of the Delft news-sheet of 10 May 1623 with that of Broer Jansz two days before shows that 90 per cent of the Delft reports were lifted unaltered from the Amsterdam paper.18 The first truly independent enterprise outside Amsterdam was established at Arnhem, near the German border. Here the local printer was encouraged to start a paper by the town council, who obligingly resolved to cancel their subscription for a manuscript news-service from Cologne and instead paid Jan Janssen 20 gulden a year to print one. This was generous. Janssen rose to the challenge and his was the first newspaper in the Netherlands to be printed with sequential numbering.

In Amsterdam the rage for news showed no sign of abating. By the 1640s the city sustained no fewer than nine competing titles: a news aficionado could find fresh news available on four days of every week.19 Such competition encouraged a degree of innovation. The Dutch papers were the first to include advertisements. The Amsterdam papers also included, as the last substantial report before the advertising material, a section of news furnished locally. This was not in any genuine sense domestic news: rather it gathered up news from France, England and, from 1621, news from the front in the renewed conflict with Spain. This was relayed in a curiously dispassionate tone; there was little sign of the political debate raging in the contemporary pamphlet literature. This reluctance to be drawn into domestic politics was entirely typical of the early newspapers. Parochial affairs intruded only in the advertisements and public notices inserted by the municipality: the promise of reward for the return of stolen goods, the description of a wanted criminal. Here, for the first time, the newspapers descended truly to the level of the local.20

While the Amsterdam papers thus made tentative steps towards the accommodation of a broader range of materials, the larger proportion of space was devoted to the usual diet of battles, treaties and diplomatic manoeuvres.21 The ordering of materials followed a traditional sequence, with news from Italy preceding news from the Empire and elsewhere. In this respect the Dutch folio sheets followed the German prototypes in sticking close to the template of the manuscript newsletter. For true innovation, which offered an attractive alternative vision of the future of news publication, we need to call in at the shop of a little-known figure from the southern Netherlands, Abraham Verhoeven.

Tabloid Values
 

Before he plunged into the market for current affairs Verhoeven had eked out an existence on the margins of the Antwerp book world.22 While the firm of Plantin occupied its palatial buildings on the Vrijdagmarkt, Verhoeven sold his more modest merchandise, pamphlets, almanacs and prayer cards, from a shop in the Lombardenvest, a part of town inhabited by pawnbrokers and other small businesses. What propelled Verhoeven into the front rank of Antwerp's affairs was his attempt to exploit the heightened interest in current affairs in the early years of the Thirty Years War by creating a new topical serial devoted to publicising German and other international events.

Verhoeven was born into the trade; his father was a cutter of prints, who for three years worked in the Plantin workshop colouring engravings before they went on sale. After a long apprenticeship Abraham got his first major break as an independent artisan in 1605, when he offered on the market an illustrated print of the battle of Ekeren, a decisive victory for the southern Netherlandish forces over the marauding Dutch.23 Verhoeven seems then to have survived mostly on jobbing work until 1617. In that year we see the beginnings of something more systematic and ambitious, with the publication of a sequence of pamphlets that combined a digest of topical news with a rudimentary illustration.

By now Verhoeven had developed the concept that would give him a dominant place in the Antwerp news market. It would blend his new activity as a publisher of news pamphlets with his established expertise as an engraver. But he was determined not to be undermined by competitors, or imitators: like Carolus in Strasbourg before him, Verhoeven appealed to the authorities for a privilege (or monopoly). On 28 January 1620 this was granted; Verhoeven was to have the exclusive right to publish news-books in Antwerp, or, as the privilege expressed it, ‘all the victories, sieges, captures and castles accomplished by his Imperial Majesty in Germany, Bohemia and other provinces in the Empire’.24

This, in a nutshell, encapsulated Verhoeven's mission. His Nieuwe Tijdinghen would be a deliberate departure from the sober, neutral tone of the Amsterdam and German newspapers: essentially a propaganda vehicle for the local Habsburg regime. Verhoeven offered his readers up to three eight-page pamphlets a week: a torrent of wickedly committed, exultant reports of imperial victories and Protestant humiliations. These were not the sober miscellanies that German readers would expect for their weekly subscription. Verhoeven's pamphlets very often gave the whole issue to a single extended report, in the old pamphlet style.

It took Verhoeven a little time to arrive at a product with which he was entirely satisfied. In the early years we can see him experimenting with the best means of luring and keeping his audience. In 1620, the year he received his privilege, Verhoeven issued 116 news pamphlets: this year, we must assume, marked the beginning of his subscription service. But it was only in 1621 that he decided to make the pamphlets part of a numbered sequence, and to incorporate this numbering into the top of the title-page. By this time, too, Verhoeven had established the distinctive character of his news serials. They were distinguished, firstly, by a great deal more stylistic variety than the Dutch and German newspapers. Some issues of the Nieuwe Tijdinghen were, like other newspapers, given over to a miscellany of small items. Others were entirely occupied by a single despatch, or a couple of songs celebrating some imperial triumph. Publishing three times a week gave Verhoeven considerable freedom to entertain as well as inform his subscribers, but over the week they would probably have got much the same amount of news as subscribers to the Amsterdam papers. By giving up space for a title-page, and often repeating in full the privilege on the back page, Verhoeven greatly restricted the space for actual news: in any one issue the whole text would not exceed around 1,200 words. It was short, lively and easily digested.

Verhoeven's most distinctive innovation in the new world of newspapers was the illustrated title-page. The title for the issue of 16 December 1620, inevitably focusing on the events of the Thirty Years War, reads: ‘News from Vienna and Prague, with the number of the principal gentlemen fallen in the battle’. The illustration bears the explanatory rubric, ‘The fort of the Star where the battle was fought’. The sub-heading drives home the message of this Catholic victory: ‘Frederik V has been driven away’.25

But for the heading declaring this to be part of a serial, it could have been one of the Antwerp news pamphlets published fifty years before, with its descriptive title, sub-title and jaunty woodcut. The title picked out the story most likely to interest readers – the origins of the headline – but this would not necessarily be the first report in the text, nor indeed the story that occupied most space. Thus the headline of issue 112 of 1621 focused on the burial of the recently slain imperial General Busquoy.26 But readers would have discovered this only as a small report on page seven. The issue begins with a despatch from Rome, and proceeds through an earlier report from Vienna, then Wesel, Cologne and Cleves, before arriving at the Vienna despatch dealing with Busquoy. Nor was the woodcut illustration a particularly clear steer to the most important contents. In this case the illustration was a generic bastion fortress rather than a portrait of Busquoy (although Verhoeven had a variety of such portraits that he used many times).

Verhoeven was learning his trade as he went along, and keeping up a hectic pace. Happily, as his paper was an official venture Verhoeven could rely on a great deal of help. The well-known Catholic polemicist Richard Verstegen wrote for him often; the leading Catholic clerics of Antwerp were supportive.27 Each issue carried the imprimatur of the local censor. For ten years Verhoeven kept up a relentless schedule of publication. There were a remarkable 192 numbered issues of the Nieuwe Tijdinghen in 1621, and 182 in 1622. Between 1623 and 1627 only once did the number fall below 140. These totals also do not take into account that demand for the paper often required Verhoeven to reprint certain issues: careful examination of individual numbers reveals small differences suggesting that the printer was frequently required to run off extra copies to meet demand.28

While the imperial cause prospered, so did Verhoeven. Yet in 1629 he suspended his pamphlet news serial, resuming a few months later with a more conventional weekly newspaper. What had precipitated this change is not certain. Perhaps demand was falling as the tide of war began to turn against the Catholic forces; and the Antwerp authorities were becoming tetchy. In February of that year the Council of Brabant instructed Verhoeven to desist from his ‘daily’ publication ‘of various gazettes or news reports most incorrect and without prior proper visitation’, a charge as unfair as it was inaccurate, given Verhoeven's almost slavish adherence to the Catholic and imperial cause.29
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9.3 V erhoeven's New Tidings. The popularity of his serial news pamphlets was such that Verhoeven was frequently, as here, forced to reprint individual issues.
 

Perhaps Verhoeven himself was worn down by the relentless schedule of publication. Most early modern serials that relied on a single charismatic voice for success were of short duration, and by lasting a decade Verhoeven had outlived most such enterprises. It is certainly the case that the issues of the Nieuwe Tijdinghen were beginning to look a little tired. The woodcuts that Verhoeven had prepared for the first issues had now been used and reused many times over. And Verhoeven was running short of money. In 1623 he had written to the Antwerp city council to remind them that payment for their block order of 24 copies was seriously in arrears: he asked for 145 gulden to clear the debt, but received only 50. In truth, Verhoeven never seems to have been a particularly effective business manager. In 1625 he came into property from his parents, but in the same year his wife fell ill, and her prolonged period of invalidity, before she died in 1632, was a further drain on his resources.

So in 1629 Verhoeven announced the end of his Nieuwe Tijdinghen. A month or so later he launched a weekly news pamphlet, the Wekelijcke Tijdinghe. This was the response of a scared or defeated man. After the innovation, variety and energy of the Nieuwe Tijdinghen, this new enterprise was merely a pallid imitation of the German and Dutch papers, a single sheet folded once to make four pages with the same sequence of sober news reports. But if Verhoeven thought this reversion to the norm would rescue his fortunes, he was sadly misguided. The Wekelijcke Tijdinghe lasted less than two years, its successor the two-page Courante only another two. In 1634 Verhoeven sold his business, and the paper, to his second son Isaac. The last years of his life were miserable indeed: forced to live in rented accommodation, eking out a living as a day labourer in his son's workshop.

Verhoeven's vision, of a serial publication that combined the business model of a newspaper with the familiar excitement and style of news pamphlets, was by far the most interesting experiment of this transitional age of news reporting. But it was not widely imitated. It would be two centuries before the mixture of news, comment and blatant partisanship that characterised Verhoeven's work would make the leap from occasional pamphlets to the newspapers. His tabloid values proved to be ahead of their time.

A Staple of News
 

By the last decades of the sixteenth century English readers had developed a strong taste for news. As the country was drawn ever deeper into continental warfare after the Armada campaign, London printers found a ready market for translations of French and Dutch accounts of the wars.30 In the first years of the new century policymakers and gentry customers could also avail themselves of the first regular manuscript news services, edited by London newsmen from continental sources.31 The growing public interest in current affairs was not viewed with any great warmth by the recently imported Scottish king, James VI and I. The latter half of his reign, in particular, was a difficult time for English foreign policy. The gathering storm in Germany inspired widespread public enthusiasm for the Protestant cause. The cautious king, unwilling to be stampeded into military action, had no wish that this enthusiasm should be fuelled by incessant printed reports of the unfolding situation. A proclamation of 1620 warned pointedly against ‘excess of lavish and licentious speech in matters of state’. Duly warned, the generally docile and submissive London printers drastically reduced their production of news pamphlets dealing with continental affairs.

It is therefore no surprise that the first serial news publication in English was published not in London but in Amsterdam. In December 1620 the enterprising Pieter van den Keere published the Courant out of Italy, Germany etc. This was a straightforward translation of the Dutch edition, published in the same single-sheet format.32 It was sufficiently successful for van den Keere to maintain publication for the best part of a year. Success brought imitation: by 1621 several of these single-sheet ‘corantos’ were in circulation. The most successful, though prudently attributed to the Amsterdam firm of Broer Jansz, may actually have been printed in London, and from September 1621 the London publisher Nathaniel Butter was openly advertising his responsibility for what was in effect a continuation of van den Keere's series.33 Several other London printers also re-entered the market with unnumbered pamphlet news-books.34

Rather than tolerate an unregulated free-for-all, the English authorities resorted to their preferred means of control: establishing a monopoly. This was awarded to Butter and Nicolas Bourne, who were now permitted to publish a weekly news-book provided it was submitted for prior inspection. The publishers would not be permitted to publish any domestic news or comment on English affairs. What was intended was a dry and fairly literal translation of the reports inherited from the continental newspapers.

While they accepted these conditions in order to kill off competition, Butter and Bourne soon demonstrated that they would bring to their task a keen commercial spirit. Butter was an old hand with printed news: news pamphlets, many of them with tales of sensational domestic murders, had made up a large part of the output of the print shop he had inherited from his father. Immediately Butter and Bourne converted their news-book back from the single sheet of the Amsterdam translations to the familiar pamphlet form.35 Rather than follow the practice of the German newspapers, where the news followed immediately after the heading on the title-page, the English editors chose to imitate Verhoeven's Antwerp style (or that of their own earlier news pamphlets) where the title-page was occupied with a description of the contents.36 Deprived of the opportunity to decorate their pamphlets with an expressive woodcut (this was not something that could easily have been furnished in London), Butter and Bourne instead allowed their title-page description of contents to stray down the whole page. Since this militated against a standard title, only the provision of a date and numbering reminded the reader that these were part of a serial.

Nor were Butter and Bourne prepared to replicate slavishly the contents of the continental news-books. At some point around 1622 they engaged the services of an editor, Captain Thomas Gainsford. Gainsford was the classic English adventurer. Driven by debt into military service, he had travelled extensively on the continent, ending with a period in the service of Maurice of Nassau. Like Nathanial Butter he was a passionate advocate of the Protestant cause. Returning finally to England, Gainsford embarked on a somewhat unlikely literary career, specialising in works of popular history. Butter, the publisher of at least one of these volumes, clearly thought of him as the man to add spice and zest to the rather lifeless reports inherited from the continental news-books.37 In this Gainsford succeeded magnificently. The reports of troop movements and diplomatic manoeuvres were knitted together into a coherent narrative. Sometimes Gainsford would address the ‘Gentle reader’ directly, assuring him of the veracity of the reports and defending himself against any taint of partiality. These murmurings must have stung, for Gainsford was eventually moved to a spirited defence:


Gentle readers, how comes it then to pass that nothing can please you? If we afford you plain stuff, you complain … it is nonsense; if we add some [embellishment], then you are curious to examine the method and coherence, and are forward in saying the sentences are not well adapted.38



 

Nor could Gainsford concoct news if none were to be had. Readers must not be greedy, not ‘look for fighting every day, nor taking of towns; but as they happen you shall know’39.

Butter and Bourne faced one problem that did not impact on the continental news men: the English Channel. If the wind was adverse, or the sea shrouded in fog, the news reports could not get through, and the English news-books had nothing to report. So the English news-books do not observe the strict periodicity of their continental peers: a weekly issue was the clear intention, but the London paper had no regular day of publication. Even so it seems to have been widely read in London and distributed to the country by the regular London carrier services. Gentlemen readers took to enclosing corantos in their correspondence with friends.40 Even the purveyors of the subscription manuscript news services recommended that their moneyed clients also read the printed sheets. John Pory put it rather loftily in a letter to John Scudamore: ‘The reason [sic] why I would have your lordship read all corantos are, first, because it is a shame for a man of quality to be ignorant of that which the vulgar know.’41 It is interesting that Pory did not regard the new printed medium as any sort of threat to his superior bespoke service; as on the continent, the two subsisted together.
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9.4 Butter's news serial. Only later in this year did Butter begin to number the series.
 

Thomas Gainsford died in 1624 and was not replaced. Without him the news-books struggled to maintain their appeal. The printers adopted the non de plume Mercurius Britannicus, and gave their news-books a title that most usually began The continuation of our weekly news; but by this date the news for a predominantly Protestant audience was unremittingly bad, and this may have damaged sales. In 1625 Butter made a memorable appearance in Ben Jonson's A Staple of News, a brilliant satire on the craze for current affairs. Jonson's darts hit the mark, but he was, if anything, unlucky with his date. Not only was the craze declining, the play also pre-dated by a couple of years the most remarkable episode of the early history of English newspapers: an attempt to corral the newspaper trade as a propaganda vehicle for the Duke of Buckingham's assault on La Rochelle.

Heroes and Villains
 

In 1627 the Duke of Buckingham's public reputation was in sharp decline. Previously feted for his perceived role in saving the young Prince Charles from a Spanish marriage, when Charles became king in 1625 Buckingham became the whipping boy for every discontent. As the war with Spain teetered towards disaster, Parliament made a formal complaint against his influence. The favourite was fast becoming a national laughing stock. A group of fiddlers toured the country with a song of ironic praise for the duke, lauding his achievements: ‘let us sing all of this noble duke's praise, and pray for the length of his life and his days’. The audience then joined in the chorus of refutation: ‘the clean contrary way, O the clean contrary way’.42

Buckingham opted for decisive action: almost incredibly the regime responded to the failure of war with Spain by precipitating a simultaneous conflict with Europe's other great power, France. An expedition would be sent to assist the French Protestant minority at La Rochelle; Buckingham would lead it in person.

Buckingham was no general, but he did have a quite precocious view of public relations. Some years before, Thomas Locke and John Pory, both purveyors of manuscript news services, had suggested that the government capitalise on the appetite for news by creating their own paper. Their petition set out three potential benefits; it is a perceptive and prescient document. In times of crisis, they argued, a newspaper could help mould and direct public opinion; in more sober times newspapers could circulate the official viewpoint; thirdly, newspapers could raise morale and train the people to a habit of obedience. It was a remarkably forthright view of the benefits of a controlled press.43

At the time this went unheeded, and Butter and Bourne received the privilege, with uncertain results from the government's perspective. Now Buckingham resolved to do better. When the fleet sailed for La Rochelle, he could exercise complete control over reporting from the front; his despatches were sent back to London, and placed in the hands of a cooperative bookseller. The first issue of this new Journal cast the duke in a heroic mode, and clearly resonated with the public. A second was planned, but first the Privy Council had to deal with Butter and Bourne. This proved easy enough; the news-book printers had been slack in presenting their texts for censorship, and this provided the justification for hauling Butter off to prison. He was soon released but suitably warned, and The continuation of the weekly news henceforth confined its reports from La Rochelle to the tersest notes. This left the field clear for Thomas Walkley, Buckingham's instrument.

This exercise in war propaganda has received little attention, though it deserves more.44 The progress of the expedition was charted in successive issues of the Journal that ran from August to November. The avid reader could hardly fail to be impressed by the swift progress of England's previously untrained forces, under the decisive yet chivalrous leadership of Buckingham. Casualties were light, and those who did fall victim to the unfamiliar temptations of the local wine were assured of expert medical attention. Buckingham, like Henry V before Harfleur, was everywhere. On the day of the landing ‘the L. General was up and ready by three of the clock’. After a hard day's fighting he ‘spent every evening visiting those that were hurt on our side’.45 Even Buckingham's numerous critics at home began to revise their opinions of him.

In the short term these carefully prepared despatches could not have been more successful. But ultimately they could not disguise the military catastrophe that was unfolding on the Île de Ré, the fortified island that held the key to the assault on La Rochelle. The citadel held by the French could not be breached. Through strategic bungling half the troops involved in the final assault were cut off and mercilessly slaughtered. As the bedraggled survivors stumbled back to England, a shocked Privy Council imposed a news blackout on casualties; but the number of gentlemen who did not return told its own story. Buckingham had used the media so brilliantly to raise expectations of victory that the impact on his reputation of a surprise defeat was all the more calamitous. A year later he would be assassinated by one of the men he had led to disaster.

The chequered early history of the English newspapers had one final act. After the collapse of Walkley's Journal, Butter and Bourne were left to resume their monopoly. For a time, the news-books prospered. The Swedish intervention in the Thirty Years War had rekindled Protestant hopes, and placed ever greater scrutiny on the veracity of the reports received in this most turbulent era. Many, perhaps remembering the Île de Ré fiasco, may have prayed with the Reverend Christopher Foster:


to inspire the Coranto-makers with the spirit of truth, that one may know when to praise thy blessed and glorious name and when to pray unto thee. For we often praise and laud thy holy name for the King of Sweden's victories, and afterwards we hear that there is no such thing. And we oftentimes pray unto thee to relieve that same King in his distress, and we likewise hear that there is no such cause.46



 

For a time the news from Germany offered hope to Protestant hearts; too much, indeed, for the rather different spirit of Charles I. In 1632, following a complaint from the Spanish ambassador, the government instructed Butter and Bourne to cease publishing. Butter, a newsman through and through, remained in the market with works of contemporary history that were thinly disguised hymns to the Protestant cause.47 Bourne, more wisely, diversified into other ventures. When the prohibition was relaxed in 1638, the revived corantos were soon overtaken by news-books devoted to domestic politics. Bourne, the businessman, was in due course elected master of the Stationers’ Company, and prospered. Butter, the frustrated newsman, died a pauper.

Two Machiavellian Statesmen
 

For twenty years England made a lively and potentially innovative contribution to the early history of the newspaper. By the time English production revived in the years before the Civil Wars a dense network of serial publications extended from London through the Low Countries and across the German-speaking lands to Danzig, Prague and Vienna. Elsewhere in Europe serial publication did not enjoy the same success. The early newspapers were a geographically circumscribed phenomenon. Spain was a latecomer to the market in serial news publications, and this was true also of two of the three largest markets for print, France and Italy. In the case of Italy this was all the more striking as the peninsula had been the fulcrum of the European news network since the Middle Ages. In France the suppression of a market for news was a conscious act of state on the part of the most potent statesman of the age, Cardinal Richelieu.

Richelieu had no reason to love the press. His had been a backstairs career; a steady rise to eminence through carefully cultivated royal favour. His political apprenticeship had coincided with the turbulent minority of Louis XIII, a brutal struggle for power between the Queen Mother and successive favourites. This feuding at court spilled out into the streets in a torrent of frantic pamphleteering that reached its peak in the years between the summons of the Estates General in 1614 (the last meeting of this national assembly before the French Revolution) and the assassination of the hated favourite Concini three years later. Over a thousand political pamphlets were published in these years, many boldly contemptuous of those who struggled for supremacy at court.48 The passions unleashed were truly terrifying in a nation apparently teetering on the brink of the resumption of the civil war that had scarred the country in the sixteenth century. Richelieu's first years in power were dominated by the last great Huguenot rebellion, finally resolved when the Protestant citadel of La Rochelle was reduced to obedience (the campaign in which Buckingham's intervention had proved so ineffective).

Richelieu was a keen student of the press. In his early career he had followed the political campaigning that accompanied the Estates General, and he ensured that the triumph of La Rochelle was marked by an intense flurry of laudatory pamphlets celebrating the Catholic victory.49 Thus when the first weekly newspapers appeared in 1631, Richelieu was quick to see the benefit of bringing them within his orbit. These were not strictly speaking the first weekly news-sheets to be published in French. As in the English case, the Amsterdam news men had tried their hand with a French translation of the Dutch Courante, but it had lasted only a few issues.50 When this paper folded it would be ten years before another French-language newspaper was established, this time in Paris. The Nouvelles ordinaires des divers endroits was the work of three experienced Paris bookmen, who sensibly employed a German, Louis Epstin, to shape the new venture.51 It clearly found a ready audience, and this in turn encouraged competition. On 30 May 1631 there appeared the first edition of the Paris Gazette, the work of a man well known in Paris, though not in the printing fraternity: Théophraste Renaudot.

Renaudot was a rather unlikely newsman.52 Born into a Protestant family in 1586, he was a star student at the famous medical faculty at Montpellier, attaining his doctorate at the age of twenty. Returning to his home town Loudun, in 1611 he was introduced to the local bishop, Armand de Richelieu. Renaudot immediately gravitated into Richelieu's circle. Appointed a royal physician in 1612, he followed Richelieu to Paris, converted to Catholicism, and was appointed to manage and reform the provision of poor relief in the capital. Well connected among the Parisian intellectual community, Renaudot had little experience as a printer. But when he tried his hand at a weekly news-sheet, sparking outraged protests from the publishers of the Nouvelles ordinaires, Richelieu saw the opportunity to take the nascent newspapers under his control. On 11 November 1631, by Crown decree, it was confirmed that Renaudot should have the exclusive right to print, sell and distribute newspapers within the kingdom.53

Renaudot moved quickly to press home his advantage. Epstin was induced to leave the Paris consortium to work for him; Renaudot even stole the title and published his own Nouvelles ordinaires as a supplement to the weekly Gazette. His competitors did not give up without a fight. They protested to the king that Renaudot's Gazette was little more than a translation of news gathered from foreign news-sheets. The Gazette may indeed have been professionally unadventurous, but at this point this was exactly what Richelieu wanted. In 1633 and 1635 Renaudot's exclusive privilege was confirmed, with ever harsher penalties for breach. The Paris consortium gave way.

The Gazette appeared every Saturday. Using three presses, Renaudot could publish an edition of 1,200 copies in a day, no mean feat since with the addition of the Nouvelles ordinaires the Gazette ran to twelve or more quarto pages. Although foreign despatches remained a mainstay, Renaudot began to offer in addition increasingly detailed reports of the king's activities, from Paris, Versailles or St Germain. It was here that the Gazette deviated most profoundly from the European norm, for in contrast to the dry detail of the foreign despatches, the news from court adopted a tone of worshipful adulation. Renaudot's glorification of the king was unrestrained and unremitting: France was blessed with a ruler of rare gentility, talent, courage and humanity. This catalogue of all the virtues extended of course to artistic talents: he performed at ballet ‘with the delight inseparable from all the activities to which His Majesty applied himself’.54
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9.5 The Paris Gazette. Despite his previous lack of experience in the industry, Renaudot brought to the enterprise considerable flair and design sense. The Nouvelles ordinaires specialised in news from the Empire.
 

The reality was that Louis XIII was never robust; the steady deterioration of his health in 1642, well known at court, was not touched upon in the Gazette. The same gushing deference was of course extended to Richelieu, to whom Renaudot exhibited unstinting loyalty. When Richelieu appeared before the Parlement of Paris in 1634 to deal with the difficult issue of the king's brother's marriage, Renaudot was on hand to record his persuasive skills:


His Eminence's unequalled eloquence, and the perfect knowledge he had of this material made the discourse so easy for him, that he spoke for nearly an hour. During which time one had never seen such attention, with the eyes of the entire assembly steadily fixed upon him, their ears set upon every word, and their bodies immobile, these were certain signs: as their unanimous applause was so far from any suspicion of flattery, it was their state of rapture which made him so able to gain the hearts of the entire audience.55



 

Beyond these oblations to power, and assured of the Cardinal's trust, Renaudot also found room in the Gazette for a wide variety of reports from abroad. After 1635 despatches from Germany took up increasing space, and Renaudot also kept his readers fully acquainted with the developing crisis in the English monarchy. The contrast with the stability of the French Crown was implicit, but helpful.

In such turbulent times the desire to be informed extended well beyond the metropolitan elite of Paris, and the Gazette was soon being pirated in provincial markets: in Rouen from 1631 and from 1633 in Aix-en-Provence. Rather than engage in costly litigation, or supply the market himself from Paris, Renaudot found a novel solution: he franchised the text of the Gazette to licensed provincial printers.56 In return for a fee they published their own editions. Thus regional editions of the Gazette were established in Rouen, Lyon and Bordeaux. From these places copies could reach every corner of the kingdom. The accounts of a Grenoble bookseller, for instance, record him sending copies to clients in Die, Valence, Gap, Nîmes and Besançon. The voice of the court was heard throughout the kingdom.

This was shrewd as well as lucrative. By this system Renaudot ensured that none of the printers in the south of France, far removed from the close supervision possible in Paris, would be willing to chance their arm with their own newspapers. Thus it came to pass that a kingdom of close to 20 million inhabitants, with more than thirty established centres of printing, subsisted on a single weekly newspaper. So it would remain until the great rebellion of mid-century, the Fronde, temporarily suspended royal authority, and provoked a new storm of public debate.

The Fronde was, in essence, a shriek of pain by two groups who resented their exclusion from power during the minority of Louis XIV: the nobility and the Paris legal establishment. They focused their discontents on the minister who had smoothly adopted the mantle of Richelieu, Cardinal Mazarin. The campaign against him was conducted very largely in print, in a deluge of pamphlets; as many as 5,000 in the three years of the conflict, including 3,000 in the year 1649 alone.57 No wonder one of these titles offered ironic thanks to Mazarin for making so much work for printers: ‘Your life is an inexhaustible subject for authors, and indefatigable for printers …. Half of Paris is either printing or selling these books, the other half is writing them.’58 These pamphlets had everything: wit, oratory, passion, even a talking horse.59 Yet even while, in this moment of crisis, printers reached for the pamphlet, the traditional safety valve of major news events, they were still keen to appropriate for these works the new nomenclature of the periodical press. Thus there was a flurry of pamphlet Couriers and Journals, the odd Mercury, and even one optimistically titled Disinterested Gazetteer.60 Small hope of that. Like all the rest, this title was an excoriating denunciation of Mazarin and all his works:


Aristotle tells us that some are good by nature, some by doctrine, and some by custom. Cardinal Mazarin demonstrates that he is of a fourth type, since he could only be good by a miracle.61
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9.6 The Courier françois, which flourished briefly during Renaudot's exile from Paris.
 

Amongst this pamphlet fury there was one attempt to establish a genuine serial to replace the suspended Gazette. Renaudot, no doubt with some reluctance, had been forced to follow the king to St Germain, leaving an opportunity for some enterprising Parisian printer to fill this gap in the market. The result was the Courier françois, which went through twelve issues in 1649, and several reprints.62 It was once thought that this was the work of Renaudot's two sons, left behind in Paris by the gazetteer to continue his business. This seems unlikely. Even in the slippery world of news publishing it is improbable that a man who had benefited so freely from royal patronage would have attempted to serve both the king and his opponents simultaneously.63 In any case as soon as Paris was restored to royal control Renaudot moved to suppress the new rival. This tussle also found its echo in the pamphlet literature, in a piquant booklet entitled The commerce of news re-established, or the Courier suppressed by the Gazette.64 Not everyone in the Paris trade was pleased; but Renaudot retained the king's confidence, and that was decisive. The Gazette re-emerged, with its monopoly intact, to chronicle the foreign triumphs of France's armies in the reign of Louis XIV.65

The logic of monopoly seems also to have attracted another powerful mind, Paolo Sarpi in Venice. In the early years of the seventeenth century Sarpi had built a reputation as a gifted writer, notably as a defender of the city against Cardinal Bellarmine in the Interdict Controversy of 1606–7.66 Reflecting on these events a decade later, and aware of the growing market for printed news in other parts of Europe, Sarpi at first believed that Venice should grasp the nettle and make its own case to an informed public. The best strategy, he argued, was to create one's own narrative of events, and thus crowd out false or unhelpful intelligence. But this raised the danger that any information in the hands of the subject could lead them to develop their own opinions on political affairs. When the subject becomes politically informed,


He gradually begins to judge the prince's actions; he becomes so accustomed to this communication that he believes it is due him, and when it is not given, he sees a false significance or else perceives an affront and conceives hatred.67



 

All in all, this was best avoided. ‘Everyone confesses,’ was Sarpi's reluctant conclusion, ‘that the true way of ruling the subject is to keep him ignorant of and reverent towards public affairs.’68

Sarpi was remarkably frank, but the sentiments he expresses here seem to have been the prevailing view in Italy's largest cities. Neither Rome nor Venice, the two great centres of European news publication, produced newspapers. The first experiments in serial publication were in much smaller places and started remarkably late. Newspapers were established in the 1640s in Genoa, Naples, Bologna and Florence. As was the case in Germany, they were often the work of men who ran an existing manuscript news service, or of printers whose output included news pamphlets. None seems to have achieved great success. The early Italian newspapers have none of the typographical boldness and clarity we associate with early Italian printing. The first Bologna paper offered a cramped digest of news on a single folded sheet of cheap paper. As late as 1689 the newspaper of Mantua had a print run of only 200 copies, and, even so, ‘there are always some left over that are not sold, but instead are given gratis to the chancery, to the ministers, and to others’.69

Why did the Italians not embrace the newspaper more warmly? The answer lies partly in the continuing success of existing news media. Crises in the peninsula, such as the Interdict Controversy and the revolt in Naples, could stir up a storm: Italian printers could certainly respond to great events. But for the everyday of political life and court intrigue the manuscript newsletters retained the loyalty of their subscribers. In Rome and Venice, communities that lived on gossip and private intelligence, a confidential news service remained an absolute necessity. The manuscript newsletter possessed a subtlety and flexibility lost in a public printed document. Throughout the seventeenth century Italian newsletter writers retained the distinction between their normal manuscript service and ‘secret’ sheets they would provide to especially favoured customers. These offered comment on prominent public figures with a frank and brutal disregard for the reputations of the great that would have landed any printer in prison, or worse. It was also relevant that both Rome and Venice were magnets for ambitious young men of talent and education. This created a pool of cheap scribal labour that allowed news writers to build workshops of considerable size. If these writers were well informed, the profits to be made from a confidential news service outran that possible from a printed newspaper many times over.70

The sheer triviality of these breathless reports was occasionally remarked upon. ‘You who after silly tales are lusting, anxious to hear rumours and reports, quickly, run and look at the gazettes, and see if the news is good, fine or disgusting’: so wrote one jaundiced Paduan pamphleteer.71 But whatever the protestations of the fastidious, gossip remained the lifeblood of Italian politics, and news not fit to print was the most valuable of all. Then, as now, those in the thick of it took these tiny hints of shifting power with deadly seriousness. Who was up, who was down, who had snubbed whom; was the Cardinal's leaving Rome to take the waters a genuine sign of ill health, or a pretext to hide his disgrace? Of such was political life in Machiavelli's homeland. Perhaps, for those who cared, it disguised the unpalatable fact that real power had shifted to elsewhere in Europe.



The first age of the newspaper was a period of profound but constrained experimentation. The new invention flourished in a comparatively small part of the European land mass and, even here, the dry and rather routine reporting of faraway events does little to quicken the blood of a modern reader. We can find some interest in the different solutions to the design and practical problems of serial publication, but, this apart, what had been achieved by the first tentative steps in the creation of a regular printed news service? Here, examining the short, often rather grubby surviving issues, it is easy to be too dismissive. Contemporaries certainly valued them very highly. We should not belittle the English squire, or the citizen of Amsterdam or Dresden, poring over their paper, trying to make sense of the shifting kaleidoscope of faraway events. No doubt perusal of the weekly newspaper required frequent recourse to an atlas, another increasingly necessary adornment of a well-stocked library. Undoubtedly it was by no means easy to determine whether the clipped reports of campaigns and manoeuvres brought news that was good, bad, or even very interesting. But if much news was ill-digested, there is no doubt that by placing it in so many hands the newspapers of the seventeenth century achieved a double broadening of political consciousness: they increased the numbers of the politically aware, and they expanded their worldview. Newspapers also began to build in their readers a habit of news. Great events would still unleash a storm of pamphlets, full of engaged advocacy, but in quieter times readers came to value the steady miscellany of information that arrived with the newspaper. For many in the seventeenth century, and for the price of two pence a week, it was an affordable habit. In the years ahead, it would increasingly become an addiction.
  


CHAPTER 10
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War and Rebellion
 

IN 1618 the edgy, brooding truce that had kept the peace in central Europe for over seventy years stood on the brink of collapse. A resurgent Catholic activism had caused Protestants to fear that the liberties guaranteed by the Peace of Augsburg in 1555 would not be long maintained. The prospect that the Emperor Matthias would be succeeded by his much more militant cousin Ferdinand stirred anxiety in the Habsburg lands, particularly in Bohemia where Protestants were a long-standing majority. The crisis came to a head in Prague on 23 May 1618, when Protestant deputies from the Czech Estates confronted loyal imperial regents. After angry exchanges two prominent imperial officials were hustled to a high window of the castle and hurled through it. Their unfortunate secretary was tossed after them.

Miraculously, all three survived the sixty-foot drop. The victims landed on a pile of refuse and were able to stagger away, largely uninjured. For the Protestants of Bohemia this unexpected denouement was an ominous portent of ill-fortune. For the Emperor's supporters, on the other hand, the survival of the defenestrated officials offered a remarkable propaganda coup. News of their escape circulated swiftly around Europe, though presumably not everyone believed the excited accounts of reported bystanders who claimed that they had seen the Virgin Mary intervene to cushion the fall.1 The victims themselves were grateful enough for the providential dung-heap.

The defenestration of Prague would usher in thirty years of warfare that in due course drew in almost all of Europe's major powers. It was immensely destructive for Germany, and led to permanent shifts in the European power structure. It was also the first European conflict to be fought in the full glare of the new news media. The Thirty Years War erupted only a few years after the introduction of the new postal routes linking northern Europe to the imperial system, and the establishment of the first newspapers. It would be a remarkable test for the capacity of the new communications network to provide news and analysis to Europe's anxious and suffering peoples. These developments, of course, were not confined to Germany. By the time Protestant and Catholic powers were finally brought to the negotiating table, new conflicts, the Fronde in France and the British Civil Wars, were testing the capacities of the new media to incubate opposition and marshal opinion. This was an age in which news media sought a wider public, and where a wider public was desperate for news. The impact would be profound and long-lasting.

From Prague
 

In the years after 1618 those waiting anxiously in Europe's capital cities for news of events in Germany would have many occasions to praise the industry of Johann von den Birghden, the imperial postmaster of the newly established station at Frankfurt. For it was von den Birghden who had personally ridden to Prague to see to the placement of the postal stations that connected the imperial capital to the German postal network and thus linked up the rest of Europe, through Frankfurt, to the tumultuous events in Bohemia.2 With the defenestration of Prague the Bohemian Revolt had passed the point of no return. By throwing off Habsburg allegiance and electing the Protestant Frederick of the Palatinate as King of Bohemia in place of the deceased Matthias (August 1619), the Protestant Estates ensured that only military conflict would settle the issue. These extraordinary events provoked the customary rash of celebratory or disapproving pamphlets: many offered a remarkably serious and measured response to the constitutional crisis in the Empire, which had now entered uncharted waters.3 The war was also the first test of the new weekly newspapers. Since 1605 the printed news-sheets had been set up in at least half a dozen towns, and this would double in the first years of the struggle.

One of the first reports of the defenestration of Prague appeared in the Frankfurter Postzeitung. Citing a despatch from Prague dated 29 May (six days after the event), the paper accurately reported that all three victims had survived, but was mistaken as to their names.4 The next issue of this paper does not survive, so we cannot tell whether it published a correction. Although mistaken in some of the particulars, the sober tone of the reporting is utterly characteristic. Correspondents wrote as they would for their fellow diplomats and officials. They made no concessions to the fact that these reports might, through the newspapers, reach a wider public: they felt no duty to explain, to sketch the background, or introduce the persons named. The journalistic instinct to popularise and enliven reports of current events that we have witnessed in the sixteenth-century pamphlet literature is entirely absent.

The German newspapers of these years also carried reports from both sides of the developing conflict, with little attempt to differentiate or slant them towards the likely allegiances of their readers. In the circumstances of an increasingly bitter and bloody conflict such an unpartisan spirit could not endure. In 1620 readers in Hamburg, Frankfurt or Berlin could read reports from Prague and Vienna that would, in the case of the Bohemian despatches, speak of ‘our King Frederick’ or ‘the enemy’, whereas the Viennese despatches in the same issue offered a loyally imperial perspective.5 An even more clearly differentiated market emerged with the establishment in 1622 and 1623 of newspapers in the confessional citadels of Vienna and Zurich. The first generation of German newspapers had all been established in the cities of north and central Germany. Thanks to the efficiency of the new postal routes, news entrepreneurs in these cities had access to a full range of reports from all the main stations of European politics. In contrast Matthias Formica, the founder of the first newspaper in Vienna, had no correspondents in Protestant areas: he would hardly have been able to print in the Habsburg capital their eager accounts of the usurpation of the Bohemian Crown in any case.6 The Zurich newspaper also developed into a highly partisan organ on the Protestant side. But even that paper could do little to disguise the scale of the calamity that was unfolding. Disappointed in his hopes of support from other major Protestant powers, the newly elected King of Bohemia, Frederick of the Palatinate, was swiftly deposed by one Catholic army, while another laid waste to his Rhineland territories.

Faced by this rampant Catholic power, publications elsewhere in Germany also began to choose their words more carefully. This was not, it should be said, the result of any aggressive action by their own local rulers. In 1628 the city council of Berlin examined the printer of its own local paper after some grumbling from Vienna about the nature of its reporting. The printer protested that he simply published incoming reports as he received them, without altering a single word. This statement of general practice was accepted as reasonable, and no further action was taken.7

Merely to keep abreast of the extraordinary events of these years was a sufficient challenge for the first printed news-sheets, which seldom, even with the most dramatic news from the battle-front, deviated from the established format of four or eight closely written pages of sequential reports from the leading news centres. As the Catholic forces moved to consolidate their battlefield victories, with the deposition of Frederick and the investiture of Maximilian of Bavaria with his former Electoral title, even the pamphlet literature struggled to find an adequate response. Anxious commentary on the constitutional implications of the erosion of liberties guaranteed by the Confession of Augsburg did little to deter the Emperor from pressing home his advantage. For a true expression of the passion and confessional fury of these years we need to turn to another news medium: the resurgent trade in illustrated broadsheets.8
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10.1 The Bohemian war, here described in sequential illustrations.
 

Lampooning the Winter King
 

In the sixteenth century broadsheets had tended to avoid political subjects: their major function was as a vehicle for the spreading of sensational news: lurid crimes, misbirths, miraculous apparitions and the like.9 The sole exception was their role as a polemical tool in the Reformation conflicts. As this might imply, in the sixteenth century the polemical broadsheet had largely been a Protestant medium.10 The major centres of woodcut production were in cities, like Nuremberg and Augsburg, where the evangelical movement had made an early impact, and Martin Luther's followers soon employed the skills of these artists to build support for the new movement and heap ridicule on the Pope. Just before the outbreak of the Thirty Years War the first centenary of the Reformation had prompted a new wave of pious images of Luther and other fathers of the Reformation.11

Now, in the early seventeenth century, stimulated by the potent political events in Germany, the broadsheet would demonstrate its full potential as an instrument of political propaganda. This was the golden age of the illustrated broadsheet: in place of the woodcuts of the sixteenth century, publishers made increasing use of copperplate engraving, which allowed for greater fineness of detail.12 Later in the century, as the market declined somewhat, the woodcut would return as more sophisticated customers abandoned the broadsheet. But in the period of the Thirty Years War political broadsheets found an eager audience among precisely the same sophisticated urban clientele who were fuelling the growth of the newspaper.

In the first years of the Bohemian conflict printers in the Protestant cities cheered their customers by teasing and goading the Jesuits, newly expelled from Bohemian lands.13 The Jesuits were widely blamed on the Protestant side for the new militancy among the Catholic leaders, and they remained a target for Protestant antipathy throughout the war. The woodcut artists also developed a neat allegory with Frederick, the new Protestant hero, tending and healing the Bohemian lion, wounded as it fought its way clear of the Habsburg thicket: a rather charming re-imagining of the well-known tale of St Jerome with the lion, presented here in an evocative strip cartoon.14

All this changed in the most dramatic fashion with the Protestant defeat at the battle of the White Mountain (8 November 1620). The humiliation of the Protestant armies, followed by the ignominious flight from Bohemia of Frederick, now contemptuously dubbed the ‘Winter King’, represented a complete reversal of fortune, and Catholic writers were quick to drive the message home. Celebrations of the Catholic heroes were accompanied by an outpouring of scorn for the Protestant leaders. A particularly popular cartoon shows a post boy riding through Europe seeking the missing Winter King; the woodcut, accompanied as ever by mocking verses, shows the perambulation as a sort of primitive snakes and ladders board.15 The motif of the Bohemian lion is now reversed: caught in the act of assaulting the imperial eagle, it is mauled by the Bavarian bear, a reference to the leading role of Maximilian of Bavaria as Catholic champion.16 This was a true cartoon, in that it scarcely needed the accompanying verses to make its point: indeed, a number of editions were published with no text at all. Another delightful cartoon showed the Protestant leaders gathered round a table in pointless inactivity while the Marquis of Spinola systematically reduced the Rhineland strongholds in Frederick's former Palatinate.17

Like many cartoons this was not an unfair statement of political reality. Concerned at their own individual vulnerability and divided by confessional and dynastic rivalries, the Protestant princes did little to contest the inexorable Catholic advance. Their own presses could offer little to raise the spirits, beyond a few sour and superior remarks about the quantities of useless print in circulation.18 In 1621 the city of Nuremberg stripped the previously favoured engraver Peter Isselberg of his citizenship when he was unwise enough to publish in this Protestant citadel a polemical broadsheet against the Winter King, but such vindictiveness could do little to stem the tide.19 The desire to blame the messenger is evident also in the first of a long series of lampoons against news-writers, accused of satisfying a gullible, news-hungry public with false reports. True or false, the news for the Protestant cause was unremittingly bad. A decade of military disaster came to a calamitous climax when in 1631 the armies of the imperial general Count Tilly stormed the city of Magdeburg and put it to the sword. A staggering 85 per cent of the population of this iconic Protestant citadel (the heartland of resistance to the Emperor a century before) lost their lives in the sack and ensuing fire.

The horror of Magdeburg shook even the weekly news-sheets out of their customary dispassionate detachment.20 Newspapers on different sides of the confessional divide took contrasting perspectives. The Munich Mercurii Ordinari Zeitung offered a pious celebration of the Catholic victory. According to their report, probably derived from sources close to Tilly, the calamitous fire had been started by the Swedish troops defending the city, determined to deprive Tilly's troops of their plunder.21 On the Protestant side the full horrors of the sack were captured by a highly rhetorical report from the Stettin Reichs-Zeitungen:


The heat was such that the inhabitants lost their courage, and there arose a screaming and lamentation so terrible that it defies description. To save their children from the enemy mothers threw them into the flames and then hurled themselves into the fire.22



 

Other heart-rending personal tragedies were told and retold in a cascade of publications, mostly, it must be said, published in Protestant cities. Catholic presses were relatively subdued; the scale of the civilian casualties seems to have diminished any triumphalism. Such a catastrophe proved also, perhaps happily, beyond the powers of the woodcut artists. Representations of the city's destruction were mostly conventional topographical battle scenes. Only a few cartoons make rather coy and inadequate reference to Tilly's rough wooing of a (fully clothed) maiden Magdeburg.23 It was left once again to the pamphlet literature to tell the full gruesome story and draw the appropriate morals: for many Protestants, this was not only a tale of Catholic barbarity, but also a warning that only repentance and obedience to God's will would turn away His wrath.24

The Lion of the North
 

The German Protestant cause was by 1630 in a desperate position: the prospect of a reversal of fortune seemed hopelessly remote. Thus when the Swedish King Gustavus Adolphus offered himself as a new champion, the punch-drunk German princes initially held back. It is hard to blame them: the previous intervention by a Lutheran monarch, Christian IV of Denmark in 1625, had resulted in total fiasco, with the occupation of most of his lands by Catholic troops and the potential establishment of Albrecht von Wallenstein as the ruler of a new Habsburg satellite state in northern Germany. So when Gustavus Adolphus landed at Peenemünde in July 1630, even the carefully orchestrated symbolism of his arrival on the hundredth anniversary of the Confession of Augsburg could not persuade the German princes to risk another tilt against the might of Habsburg arms.25 John George, Elector of Saxony, the pivotal leader of German Lutheranism, was especially reserved. It was only when Tilly turned from the destruction of Magdeburg to invade Saxon lands that John George was forced to embrace the Swedish alliance. The result was a crushing Swedish victory at Breitenfeld (17 September 1631). Within months the Swedish armies had occupied much of Germany.
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10.2 The tragedy of Magdeburg.
 

Swedish military success had a transformative effect on the German news world. The shock of Breitenfeld, the first significant Protestant battlefield victory of the entire conflict, led to a predictably ecstatic outpouring of celebratory literature on the Protestant side. Many woodcuts were published of the battle, and the most popular illustrative response made ironic reference to the purported reply of John George when Tilly demanded right of entry to Saxon lands prior to his invasion. ‘I perceive that the Saxon confectionery, which has been so long kept back, is at length to be set upon the table. But as is usual to mix it with nuts and garnish of all kinds, take care of your teeth.’ Now a sequence of mocking cartoons pictured a bloated Tilly trying with evident discomfort to digest the German sweetmeats.26 Other cartoons mocked Catholic confidence before Breitenfeld with a pair of woodcuts that show, first, a post messenger bringing news of a Catholic victory, before in the second the same messenger, now limping and wounded, reveals the true state of affairs.27

The Swedish victory was transformative also in the sense that by their control of most of the German land mass the Swedes also controlled the news network. The Thurn and Taxis imperial postal service was now hopelessly disrupted. The arterial route between Brussels and Vienna could only be maintained by a long southward diversion to avoid enemy-controlled territory. Gustavus Adolphus filled the gap by establishing his own postal service, based on Frankfurt. To run it he recruited the erstwhile Frankfurt postmaster Johann von den Birghden, whose position had fallen victim to the increased confessional tensions of the late 1620s. In 1628 von den Birghden had been dismissed on the spurious grounds that his weekly newspaper had been filled with false reports prejudicial to the imperial cause.28 His career in ruins, there was no reason for von den Birghden not to throw in his lot with Gustavus. Within a few months this remarkable man had restored the postal routes to Hamburg and Leipzig, and established two new itineraries. One led to Venice through safely Protestant Zurich; the other via Metz to Paris, to keep Gustavus in contact with his nervous and wily ally Cardinal Richelieu.29

The period of Swedish dominance of German affairs was short-lived. In the spring of 1632 Gustavus resumed his apparently inexorable conquests, pressing deep into Bavaria and occupying Munich. Protestant allies were regaled with many exuberant cartoons featuring a rampant lion chasing a now chastened Bavarian bear.30 A popular woodcut showed Gustavus surrounded by topographical views of the cities conquered by the Swedes: this went through many editions, as it had to be so frequently updated.31 A popular scatological alternative showed a bloated Catholic priest, forced to regurgitate the fallen cities back into Protestant hands.32 This year, 1632, represents the absolute high point of German political broadsheet production. A total of 350 recorded items are known, many of which survive in numerous copies. This is unusual for such ephemeral material, and is a sure indication that they were assiduously collected at the time they were first published.33

The rising tensions between Gustavus and his Protestant allies remain unexpressed in the Protestant broadsheets, which instead continue to heap ridicule on the hapless Tilly. But when the armies next faced each other, at Lützen in November 1632, the Swedish victory was bought at a high price: Gustavus Adolphus, the Lion of the North, was fatally wounded. Initial reports in the newspapers reflect the complexity of this bloody and indecisive engagement. Even when the outcome was known the Protestant papers were extremely reluctant to acknowledge that their champion had fallen. The confusion of the moment is captured by a Silesian paper which in eight pages carries three reports of the battle, printed in the order they came to hand. The first states quite correctly that Gustavus is dead; the second qualifies this with doubts; and the third, on the final page, declares that he is still alive and continuing the campaign against the remnants of Wallenstein's army.34 Like a surreal modernist film where the narrative unfolds in reverse, these reports encapsulate the difficulties that still attended contemporary news gathering, particularly from the war zone.
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10.3 Von den Birghden in the service of the Swedes. Aside from the new postal routes, von den Birghden also resumed his newspaper. Note here the prominence of news from the Swedish headquarters.
 

The death of Gustavus Adolphus did not end Swedish involvement in the war. Management of the Swedish armies passed to Axel Oxenstierna, the administrative genius behind the logistical triumph of Swedish arms, and he successfully steadied the ship. But Swedish policy increasingly stressed dynastic and strategic priorities rather than the Messianic mission that had fuelled the cult of Gustavus. Even after the catastrophic defeat of Nördlingen in 1634 the Swedes fought doggedly on to preserve a north German territory to bolster their aspirations to hegemony in the Baltic. The clarity of purpose that had characterised the conflict in the years 1630–2 now disappeared. In 1634 news publications recorded without regret the assassination of Wallenstein, an increasingly uncontrollable free agent put to death on the orders of his former imperial master. In 1635 France declared war on Spain, a conflict that would be pursued very largely in a campaign for Rhineland security. Catholic fought Catholic and increasingly Protestant fought Protestant: at the battle of Wittstock (4 October 1636), the great Swedish victory that arrested their decline in influence, their beaten opponents included the forces of Lutheran Saxony.

It was no surprise that an exhausted public yearned for peace. The ravaged German territories were precipitated into an extended economic decline. The printing industry and the news networks were both badly affected by the economic disruption. Production of political broadsheets declined rapidly, but enough remained to record the progressive disengagement of the German states from the wars on their territory. In 1635 the Lutheran states made peace with the Emperor. In 1643 the foreign powers were persuaded to join them in negotiations to end the war and resolve outstanding territorial claims.

The process of peace-making was agonisingly slow. Protestant and Catholic would not sit down together, so the Catholics met at Münster, and the Protestants at Osnabrück. Questions of precedence and procedure consumed most of the first year, a maddening overture perfectly satirised by a brilliant cartoon which shows the plenipotentiaries as dancers, manoeuvring for a better position.35 To facilitate the negotiations and consultation with absent principals, several new postal networks were established. The imperial postal service, successfully restored after the Swedish defeat at Nördlingen, established direct lines between Münster and Linz, and between Münster and Brussels. This was the achievement of the redoubtable Alexandrine de Rye, widow of Leonhard von Taxis, who had taken over the management of the imperial post after her husband's unexpected death in 1628.36 She ran the post for eighteen years, presiding over a restoration of the family fortunes which ensured that the Taxis would continue in possession of the postal privilege until their replacement by the Reichspost in the nineteenth century. Several of the other powers represented, including the Dutch United Provinces and Brandenburg, established their own direct courier service to Osnabrück. At last, in 1648, sufficient progress had been made to declare peace.

The Peace of Westphalia brought to an end thirty years of an immensely destructive conflict. The repeated incursions of even more disorderly armies had taken a terrible toll on the fabric of German life. Some regions had lost over half their population, and would take generations to recover. So it seems strange to celebrate the extraordinary creative energies of the German news media in these years. Seventeenth-century Germany did not produce a Dürer or a Cranach, but its publishing entrepreneurs conjured from the tribulation what was, with the political broadsheet, a substantially new news medium.

For all that, the story told by these illustrated prints would be a very partial one. The execration of Tilly can be contrasted with an almost total neglect of Wallenstein. Whereas Gustavus Adolphus is celebrated in literally hundreds of prints, to go by the political broadsheets the Danish incursion of 1625 need hardly have taken place; the same could be said, very largely, of the French intervention after 1635.

How can one explain these disparities? The explanation must be that broadsheets play a particular role in news culture. They do not warn of a looming or present danger, as was certainly the case, for instance, with contemporary pamphlets. The pamphlet writers expressed their outrage at Frederick's acceptance of the Bohemian Crown; the cartoonists joined the fray only when he was ignominiously defeated. On the other side Tilly became the object of mockery only when he was humbled, not when his forces were victorious; the chorus of praise for Gustavus was unleashed only when he had won his first victory. Cartoonists, it seemed, prospered by sharing with their purchasers the moment of relief after the danger was past. Seventeenth-century satirists were by and large wise after the event: they restrict their praise or opprobrium to what has already happened and is already known.

In this respect the political broadsheets make a psychologically complex contribution to the media of news: never in the front line of criticism, always cheering from a safe distance. Whereas pamphleteers often took risks to espouse a cause, political broadsheets liked nothing more than to pummel a political figure already destroyed by events; and that, judging by the evidence of the broadsheets’ popularity, also appears to have coincided with the preferences of their readers.

The Dam Bursts
 

If the first rule of politics is that you should be lucky in your enemies, then nowhere was this more triumphantly vindicated than for the initially small band who found themselves in opposition to the Stuart kings of England. While James VI of Scotland had been grudgingly accepted as the least bad solution to the question of succession after the death of Queen Elizabeth, his son Charles was almost preternaturally devoid of political skill. From his search for a Catholic wife to his assault on the traditions of Parliament and the Church of England, the policies of Charles I seemed designed to coalesce a truculent but generally obedient people into defiance. A man whose idea of public relations was to commission a new portrait by Van Dyck, Charles naturally totally missed the significance of the new news media. First he confirmed the right to produce newspapers as a monopoly; then he banned them altogether; then he restored them just in time (1638) for them to be a pillar of the opposition gathering against him.37 Since the king also punctiliously upheld the prerogatives of the Stationers’ Company of London against provincial interlopers, he also ensured that his rebellious capital would start the war with a near monopoly of the printed word.

In England the Civil Wars marked a long-delayed coming of age for the printing industry. For much of the sixteenth century the market was simply too small to sustain more than a modest and rather conservative range of titles, particularly as English readers continued to look to European imports for scholarly books in Latin. English printers were tied to the vernacular trade and dependent on the Crown for much of their work; the industry was almost entirely confined to London. Although Londoners shared in the general European thirst for news, much of it initially came in the form of translations of pamphlets first published in French or Dutch. In the 1620s London joined the European fashion for weekly news-sheets, and manuscript news services established a foothold. But it was only in the 1640s that the English press came into its own.

If Butter and Bourne imagined that the restoration of their corantos monopoly in 1638 would recover their fortunes, they were to be disappointed. Events had moved on. Their diet of despatches from the continental wars no longer met the public's expectations: readers had more urgent domestic concerns. The attempt to impose an Anglican settlement on the reluctant Scots brought the first armed confrontation and further isolated King Charles from a perplexed and anxious political nation. In 1640 all eyes were on Westminster, where the king's reluctant recall of Parliament catalysed the nation's discontents. The urgency of constitutional debate led to the production of a new type of serial publication, the rather misleadingly entitled ‘diurnal’ (or daily). These offered a weekly summary of events in Parliament with an account of each day's business. These diurnals were circulating in manuscript throughout 1640, but it was only in November 1641 that the first was published as a printed serial newsletter.38 The diurnals struck an immediate chord with the reading public, and by the end of 1642 more than twenty independent publications had been published using Diurnal, or some variation, in their title.39 The most successful and enduring was the Perfect Diurnall of the passages in Parliament of Samuel Pecke, an experienced editor of manuscript news-sheets and a pioneer of the new trend towards domestic news.

This resumption of serial news was significant, but not a major constituent cause of the unfolding political drama. The diurnals appeared in print only towards the end of 1641, the year that put the conflict between king and Parliament beyond peaceful resolution. Here, as in earlier conflicts, it was pamphlets that drove forward the political debate. The decisive years before the outbreak of the Civil War were accompanied by a torrent of publications. The output of the press grew almost fourfold between 1639 and 1641, and reached its peak in 1642 with almost four thousand published works.40 Most of this increase can be accounted for by political pamphlets. We can chart the dramatic events of the crisis of 1641 through successive pamphlet surges: the trial of the Earl of Strafford; the attack on Archbishop Laud; the fear of Catholic plots.41 The Irish rebellion stimulated a rash of hard-hitting publications, some with illustrations graphically describing the torments suffered by the Protestant settlers.42 The feverish, vituperative tone of this literature reached new heights, for England at least. The pitiless hatred directed towards Strafford and Laud, the gloating descriptions of Strafford's descent into Hell, were matched by an increasingly martial tone in the calls for the defence of true religion. Though the fighting was only irrevocably joined when the armies squared up at Edgehill in 1642, the shedding of blood had been eagerly anticipated many times over in the angry, vengeful and virulently sectarian pamphlets of the previous year.

In contrast to the tone of the pamphlet literature, the diurnals may seem rather staid and cautious; nevertheless they represent a quiet revolution in the European news world.43 For this was the first time that regular serial publications had been devoted primarily to domestic events. Secure in their command of England's only substantial print centre, Parliament embarked on a conscious effort to engage the political nation. Parliamentarians had imbibed the insight of Paolo Sarpi, that the informed subject ‘gradually begins to judge the prince's actions’, but had drawn the opposite conclusion: that this was desirable. In the years to come, Parliament would make conscious and effective use of its command of the London press, ensuring that its acts and proclamations were known in all parts of the kingdom under its military control.44

For royalists this posed a challenge almost as daunting as the military conflict. Having withdrawn from his rebellious capital in January 1642, Charles I finally recognised that a more active policy of public engagement was necessary if he was to challenge the overwhelmingly hostile use of print. The establishment of a press in cities loyal to the king did something to redress the balance, leading in 1643 to the foundation of a weekly news journal devoted explicitly to the royalist cause: the Mercurius Aulicus.

This, again, was an important moment in the history of newspapers: the beginnings of advocacy journalism.45 To this point the periodical press had struggled to demonstrate its relevance to the conflict. Although 1642 had seen a rash of new titles, most had ceased publication by the end of the year. This set the pattern for the period as a whole. More than three hundred ostensibly serial publications were founded between 1641 and 1655, but the vast majority (84 per cent) published only one issue, or a handful of issues.46 This makes the point that contrary to what we might imagine from this great burst of creative energy, these were not optimum conditions for the publication of newspapers. Papers needed stability: to build a subscription list it was always best to avoid giving offence, which risks providing the authorities with a pretext to close the publication down. This was hardly the temper of the times in these turbulent decades. News serials, with the address of the seller prominently displayed, were sitting ducks for retribution. Pamphlets, on the other hand, could be published anonymously, and increasing numbers were.

The Mercurius Aulicus was very different.47 It offered a serial commentary on events, abandoning the clipped sequence of brief reports characteristic of news reporting to this point in favour of longer essays scorning and goading the king's enemies. The ammunition for many of its articles was drawn from other news-books. When it came to the actual reporting of events the journal frequently fell short. The calamitous royalist defeat at Marston Moor, which opened the way for Parliament's eventual military triumph, was first reported as a victory: ‘Great newes’ from York proclaimed the Mercurius Aulicus in its issue of 6 July 1644. It had received ‘certain intelligence that the rebels are absolutely routed’. The following week it was forced into a humiliating retraction, albeit with the grumpy accusation that the Parliamentarians had deliberately held back the true report.48

At another level, though, the Mercurius Aulicus was very successful. It certainly did a great deal to stiffen the sinews of the king's supporters, and irritate his enemies. When a consignment of five hundred copies was intercepted by Parliamentary forces, this was reported almost like a military victory. In the summer of 1643 Parliament set up its own advocacy serial, the Mercurius Britanicus, explicitly to counter the influence of Mercurius Aulicus.49 This journal also had the distinction of launching one of the seventeenth century's most remarkable journalistic careers.

Marchamont Nedham was a naturally gifted writer.50 His combination of impassioned advocacy, biting wit and an easy, flowing literary style was exactly right for these troubled times. For successive issues he went head to head with Mercurius Aulicus and landed some heavy blows. A natural risk-taker, Nedham was bold and outspoken, and occasionally he strayed over the limits of what was permissible even in this extraordinary period. In 1645, after the king's defeat at Naseby, he fabricated a jocular ‘Wanted’ notice which made a crude reference to Charles's stutter.51 Parliament took action, sending both the printer and the censor, who should have spotted this, to prison. Nedham was let off with a reprimand, a clear recognition of how valuable he was perceived to be to the Parliamentary cause. The Mercurius Britanicus was soon back in business, having missed only a single issue.
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10.4 The arraignment of Mercurius Aulicus. This piece of Parliamentary wish fulfilment, with Sir John Birkenhead in the pillory, demonstrated the extent to which the king's propaganda vehicle had hit home.
 

This incident may have given Nedham too elevated a sense of his own importance, because the following year he was in trouble again, this time for an editorial describing Charles as a tyrant. He went to prison, but incarcerating Nedham for a symbolic fortnight did not have the desired effect. Tiring of his old employers, Nedham now made his apologies not to Parliament, but to the king; and Charles, incredibly, hired him to write for royalist publications. In the well-named Mercurius Pragmaticus, this versatile journalist now denounced Parliament and its Scottish allies for their conspiracy against the monarchy, and excoriated those pressing towards the rebellion's astonishing conclusion: the trial and execution of the king.52

The execution of King Charles I in January 1649 sent shock waves around the European news world. The reading publics of Germany, Holland and France were fascinated that the new citizen masters of England could bring their quarrels to such a conclusion. Continental readers hungered after details and explanations.53 Pamphlets and above all illustrations of the execution were printed and reprinted in many countries.54 In England itself the situation was very different. The century's most extraordinary news event produced a comparatively subdued response. This was partly because the defenders of England's ancient liberties ensured that this should be so. In February the House of Commons, reduced to a Rump by Pride's Purge of the previous year, responded furiously to pamphlets distancing their previous Presbyterian allies from the execution. An Act for the better regulation of printing imposed draconian financial penalties on those who ‘shall presume to make, write, print, publish, sell or utter, or cause to be made, printed or uttered, any scandalous or libelous books, pamphlets, papers or pictures whatsoever’. Such regulations were not new: Parliament had already passed censorship measures in 1642, 1643 and 1647.55 What is most striking is the new emphasis on regulating visual imagery, no doubt inspired by the awareness that there was no more striking image than that of a decapitated king. What Parliament could not control was the extraordinary popularity of the Eikon basilike. The pourtraicture of his sacred majestie in his solitudes and sufferings.56 This purported to be the king's own account of events since 1640, interspersed with his prayers and meditations. It was a publishing sensation, with thirty-five English and twenty-five continental editions in its first year alone. At last, if rather too late, the Royalists had discovered the secret of successful propaganda.
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10.5 Mercurius Pragmaticus. Marchamont Nedham in the service of the king.
 

The Parliamentary authorities had at least succeeded in tracking down Nedham, who in June 1649 was consigned to Newgate Prison. This provided the opportunity for deep, if uncomfortable, reflection, and in 1650 Nedham re-emerged into the public eye to announce his conversion to republicanism.57 The Council of State had clearly got his measure. In May they determined his future journalistic efforts should be rewarded with a salary of 100 pounds a year. Thus encouraged, Nedham presented the prospectus for a new news-book, the Mercurius Politicus. The flippant, ironical tone of his previous editorials would be replaced by serious essays extolling the virtues of the Republic. Nedham worked closely with John Thurloe, head of the Republic's office of intelligence, whose incoming mails provided an excellent source of foreign news. This took on a renewed importance when England descended into open warfare with the Dutch Republic (1652–4), events that were reported much more fully than Cromwell's final exasperated dismissal of the Rump Parliament (April 1653). When in 1655 the Cromwell regime closed down all but two of the London papers, both the survivors, Mercurius Politicus and its midweek stable-mate, The Publick Intelligencer, were being run by Nedham.58 With an effective monopoly on sales and advertising revenues, Nedham was well on the way to becoming a rich man.

Nedham's frequent intellectual conversions and brazen exchange of loyalties have been harshly treated by historians. But these were strange times, and contemporaries who contemplated the deluge of print recognised them as such. It was a significant moment of transformation in the English news industry. The serials, pamphlets and official publications; the hiring of professional writers and sympathetic printers; the manipulation, suppression and embroidering of news; the censorship, controls and punishment of dissidence; all of this reflected a recognition that an unusually engaged public had to be cajoled and persuaded. But no one for a moment thought that this would go on indefinitely. All of those involved recognised this engagement with the public as a facet of an emergency, to be regretted rather than celebrated.

Cromwell's steely suppression of opposition voices might have seemed hypocritical, and was certainly denounced as such by Royalists and disillusioned former allies. But most would have grudgingly acknowledged that they would also have celebrated victory by stilling the cacophonous voices stirred up by the Civil War. Certainly the restored monarchy thought as much. The kingdom's liberation from Republicanism in 1660 was followed by a swift crackdown on the press. The chaotic year and more between Cromwell's death in 1658 and the return of Charles II witnessed a steady revival of polemical literature, this time increasingly dominated by supporters of monarchy. An expiring, exhausted regime had few friends; the merciless press that had once hunted Strafford and Laud now found new fiends on which to unload its venom, and atone for their own guilt. These new scapegoats were the regicides, those who had signed the death warrant of the now sainted king: in the autumn of 1660 those excluded from the new king's gracious pardon were hauled to a grisly execution, hounded and mocked by the popular prints. The public desire for news had found a voice, but not yet a sense of humanity.

Printed Pandemonium
 

The Dutch Republic was the phenomenon of the seventeenth century. Even its enemies, and they were many, could only marvel that a small province, almost destroyed by the struggle for independence in the sixteenth century, could have been transformed into Europe's most prosperous state: and all this without a king.59 The rebellion begun in 1566 was only formally concluded in 1648, when Philip of Spain finally conceded that the northern part of his empire was irrecoverable. By this time, and despite a near constant state of war, the young Republic had turned itself into Europe's most advanced economy. It was the Continent's leading centre of international trade, home to the most sophisticated market in stocks, banking and insurance. It was Europe's leading shipbuilding centre. Inevitably, it was also a major hub of news.

The new Republic had eagerly embraced the opportunities of the periodical press. By the 1640s Amsterdam had ten weekly newspapers published on four different days of the week.60 The young Republic also took a keen interest in the affairs of its neighbours. The English dispute between king and Parliament was closely followed in Holland, with numerous translations of republican and royalist polemic made available to a new audience in Dutch translation.61 Like much of the economy the printing industry fed off the easy availability of investment capital, and the unusual difficulty of imposing restraint: a publication forbidden in one city could usually be put to the press in another of Holland's towns.

All of this feverish economic activity came at a price. The economy was prone to extravagant fluctuations as surplus capital sought an outlet. The most famous example of this was the tulipmania of 1632, the first major economic crisis of the newspaper age.62 The ruthless treatment of business rivals, exhibited here and in foreign trade, sat uneasily with the pious tone of public life. Religious solidarity cut little ice where there were markets to be protected. The Dutch were notoriously brutal colonists, and fickle allies. In 1672 all of these chickens came home to roost. Brilliant, opulent, ruthless and self-righteous, the young state suddenly found itself utterly without friends.

The crisis that engulfed the Dutch Republic unfolded very quickly. In March 1672 Louis XIV concluded the military alliances that left the Republic isolated and encircled. Lingering hopes of English friendship were dashed when the English navy attacked the returning Levantine fleet. In April France and England declared war. Despite a desperate but indecisive victory over the English at Solebay off the coast of Suffolk on 7 June, the inadequate Dutch land forces were swiftly overrun by Louis XIV's regiments, Europe's most professional army. Soon the landward provinces were in French hands, and Utrecht surrendered without a fight. The very survival of the nation was once more in doubt.

The collapse of Dutch military forces and the advancing French armies set off a tidal wave of popular fury. In July the republican regents of Holland, divided between defeatism and those who wished to fight on, bowed to popular pressure to install William of Orange as Stadtholder of Holland. The enemies of the discredited republican regime now took their revenge. On 4 August the Grand Pensionary, Jan de Witt, who had been wounded by a knife attack on 21 June, resigned his office. Three weeks later he and his brother Cornelis were set upon in The Hague, beaten, stabbed and shot to death. Their bodies were then dragged to the public scaffold, mutilated and dismembered.

Nothing like this had ever before been witnessed in Holland. The public lynching of two of the Republic's leading citizens was a drastic repudiation not just of their regime, but of the civilised values that had characterised this prosperous bourgeois society. The critical moments of the drama could soon be relived in the dramatic sequence of engravings by Romeyn de Hooghe, a sympathetic witness to the brothers’ violent end.63 These ghastly events and their aftermath also stimulated a torrent of pamphlet literature. The most recent scholarly study of the print history of these episodes enumerates 1,605 pamphlets, of which 996 were original writings, and only 609 reprints.64 Most of these were crowded into a very short period of intense activity between April and August 1672. The campaign engaged a remarkable range of authors, and a wide cross section of the publishing industry. Eighty-six different printing houses were involved in Amsterdam alone. This was not a campaign shaped by rival Orangist and regent factions. Rather, what we see is a highly literate, politically active citizenry responding to unusual events in a situation where the already lax censorship of the Dutch Republic was completely unhinged.

This was a political crisis fought out on the streets and in print: but the relevant print medium was the political pamphlet rather than the newspapers. There were several reasons for this, and this case study, like those above, serves as a sobering verdict on the early newspapers’ real impact on public affairs. Firstly, fifty years after their first introduction, newspapers were still not geared to the production of domestic news. This was partly due to the heavy weight of tradition with its roots in the manuscript news service, but this was not always the case: the news-sheets re-established in England in the 1640s played a noisy and partisan role in the political debates of the Civil War and Interregnum. The real reasons newspapers played such a modest role in domestic political debate on the Continent were largely structural. The fixity of form gave little flexibility to respond adequately to great events. The unvarying sequence of reports from abroad left little room for commentary. This suited both producers and regulating authorities for a number of reasons. Foreign news provided sufficient copy to satisfy their customers and fill their pages. It also minimised risk. The publishers of newspapers were naturally inclined to caution and stylistic conservatism, partly because those in authority were their best customers, partly because any overbold diversion into commentary could lead to retribution. The publisher of a serial had always to think of the next number. He could be sure his text would be carefully read, given the nature of the client base. If he caused offence, he was a sitting target. The only safe strategy was a position of strict political neutrality. That way, when the storm abated, the newsman hoped still to be cranking out his weekly digest, safe from the fear of retribution.

For all of these reasons a pamphleteer could be far more adventurous than a newspaper proprietor. A pamphleteer could take risks, could be funny, abusive and outspoken, and cash in on the public mood. If things changed – if he had misread the political runes or boldly swum against the tide – he could move on. Many political pamphlets were in any case published anonymously, whereas a newspaper, frequently sold out of the printer's shop, had to be published with an address, so that potential purchasers could find it and subscribers knew where to send their payments.

By the middle decades of the seventeenth century, newspapers had established an important role in the political education of a diverse readership. But they were always likely to be overwhelmed by truly extraordinary events, such as those in the Dutch Republic in 1672. Quick-moving events could not necessarily be accommodated by the fixed weekly schedule of publication, and raised passions that demanded wordy advocacy, of the sort that could not easily fit within the confines of a subscription news-sheet. In much the same way the weekly news-sheets played little part in the Fronde, the enormous upheaval of revolt and political protest that swept away the press regime constructed by Richelieu, and, temporarily, his newspaper instrument, the Gazette. As in the Netherlands, during the Fronde it was pamphlets – the notorious Mazarinades – that bore the major burden of articulating the ideology of protest.65 Only in England had the Civil War pointed the way towards a more active political role for the serial press. And it would be here, in the succeeding half century, that the newspaper would take its most giant strides towards the centre of the political stage.
  


CHAPTER 11
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Storm in a Coffee Cup
 

SO we return to Daniel Defoe, whom we left many pages ago scribbling away at his Review. After many failed ventures and several public humiliations – including bankruptcy and a spell in the pillory – this was make or break for Defoe. So he wrote and wrote, for anyone who would pay; and in the febrile period between the deposition of James II in 1688 and the contested Hanoverian succession there were plenty who would. In 1707 he spent a whole year in Scotland seeking to persuade the Scots that the abolition of their Parliament would bring nothing but good.1 Journalism and advocacy were becoming inextricably blurred.

These were turbulent times and in the latter half of the twentieth century they would pique the interest of a distinguished German sociologist, Jürgen Habermas.2 Habermas fixed his gaze on Defoe's London, and in particular its coffee shops. Coffee had been introduced into Europe very recently, and nowhere with greater éclat than in England, where coffee drinking became all the rage. Within a very few years there were scores of coffee houses, where the reasonably prosperous came to be seen, to converse, gossip and exchange news.3 Observing these seething, cheerful houses of commerce and communication, Habermas discerned a new type of popular engagement, something he described as a public sphere: an articulate, engaged political class with the freedom and leisure to participate in political debate. Defoe, as we have seen, thought much the same. For him, too, this was a crucial moment in the birth of political opinion.

Seen in the longer perspective the claim to an entirely new form of participatory politics seems less plausible. We have uncovered plentiful evidence of the thirst for news in the centuries before coffee, and the birth of a lively market to slake this thirst. Defoe was of course also performing the salesman's eternal trick, of spicing the dish for new customers. But even setting this aside, was he perhaps right? Was there something genuinely new incubated in the coffee culture of the late seventeenth century that amounts to a step change in the history of news?

Creatures of the Sun
 

At this point it is worth remembering that London, though a growing metropolis, still occupied a somewhat peripheral role in Europe's news networks. We need to find out whether the new news environment envisaged in England can also be discerned elsewhere. What, for instance, of France, Europe's largest state and greatest military power? Here, in contrast, we observe the persistence of a remarkably controlled and supine press. The Fronde, the great rebellion of mid-century, had only briefly banished the carefully constructed news apparatus of Richelieu and Mazarin. The rebels had failed to find common cause, and their demands proved too amorphous and confused. Gradually, painfully, royal authority was restored, and by 1652 Mazarin had returned, ruling now on behalf of an adolescent who aspired to greatness, Louis XIV.
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11.1 A coffee house.
 

The age of the Sun King would not be a great age of the newspaper. The restoration of order required a restoration of Renaudot's monopoly; the Gazette resumed publication.4 As the young king grew to adulthood, the kingdom would gradually be trained to accept a new type of royal self-image. In 1654, Louis, now fifteen, formally entered into his majority with a solemn coronation at Reims. When Mazarin died seven years later, Louis made clear that he would now rule without a first minister. In the cult of monarchy that was now constructed around Louis, the power and majesty of the king were proclaimed by a systematic exploitation of a wide range of cultural resources.5 The galaxy of talented artists, writers and playwrights assembled by Nicolas Fouquet, Mazarin's right-hand man, was transferred to the service of the king. Louis's praises were sung in prose and verse, in French and Latin. The theatre celebrated a new Alexander, and sermons encouraged comparison with the sainted founder of the French monarchy, St Louis. At Fontainebleau, and later at his new palace of Versailles, Louis lived at the centre of an increasingly ornate and carefully choreographed ceremonial, where access to the king's presence was the climax of an ascending hierarchy of privilege.

The culture of Versailles fascinated contemporaries, and it has shaped the image of the Sun King then and since. But only a tiny proportion of the population would attend the king at court, see his portrait, or enjoy the sycophantic outpourings of court poets and theatrical performances. Carrying the king's image out into the provinces – where, despite the cultural supremacy of Paris, 95 per cent of the population still lived – was a more difficult task, and one to which the regime gave only fitful attention.

In the early years of the king's maturity, when Louis's armies carried all before them, victories became the occasion for national celebration. Royal officials were mobilised to sponsor spectacles, feasts and public events that echoed those occurring in the capital. But there would not always be victories; the first flush of success had already faded when Louis's ministers gave instructions for a large equestrian statue of the king to be placed in the public square of all France's main cities. This attempt to bring some of the grand architectural majesty of the new kingship to the furthest reaches of the kingdom met with a mixed response. Several less than grateful communities successfully combined loud protestations of dutiful obedience with ingenious procrastination to delay erection of the statues for many years.6

Cities like Bordeaux, Toulouse and Lyon were sophisticated communities in their own right. If they were to be fully engaged in the cult of the king, this could only be achieved through the medium of print. In the second half of Louis's reign a conscious effort was made to bring an ever larger number of France's provincial cities into the orbit of the national press. The system developed by Renaudot under Richelieu, franchising reprints of the Gazette for local production, was greatly expanded. In addition to the established local editions at Lyon, Rouen, Bordeaux and Tours, a further sixteen cities published editions of the Gazette between 1683 and 1699; the War of the Spanish Succession between 1701 and 1714 brought a dozen more into the network.7 In each case a copy of the Parisian edition was carried down the postal routes to the licensed local bookseller; the day of publication depended on the efficiency of the post. Thus the Gazette published each Saturday in Paris could appear on Sunday in parts of the Paris basin, but only on the following Thursday in Bordeaux, Lyon and La Rochelle.8

This remarkable system was unique in Europe. In no other state was a monopoly preserved for a single official paper published and reproduced in up to thirty different locations. Through all of this time the Gazette remained a faithful mouthpiece of official policy. The heirs of Renaudot (the privilege would remain in the family until long into the eighteenth century) were not about to risk their valuable franchise by courting official displeasure. So the dry, factual tone of the foreign despatches, which continued to occupy much of their column centimetres, would be varied only to laud the king and all his doings. In the sensitive years after Mazarin's death the Gazette took pains to call attention to the king's diligence in the performance of his duties. Even when Louis went hunting, this was presented as a well-earned respite from a life of ceaseless toil: ‘the care which his majesty takes always with affairs of state, with a marvellous assiduousness’. When Louis led his armies in the field, the Gazette’s admiration reached a new crescendo. ‘See how victory and glory take pleasure to load their crowns on the head of our magnanimous king’ was the Gazette’s triumphant reaction to the campaign in Holland in 1672.9 Louis took with him on campaign not only his court ladies, but artists and writers who could, in their different ways, do justice to the greatness of his deeds. The dramatist Jean Racine, Louis's historiographer royal, was one who doubled as a war reporter, sending back despatches from the siege of Namur in 1687. The tone of the despatches that resulted can be judged by this extract from the Gazette, reporting the siege of Maastricht in 1673:


Continue to follow in the footsteps of the greatest monarch in the world! See the wisdom with which he gives his orders, the energy with which he goes to where his presence is necessary, the indefatigability with which he works day and night and the steadfastness of soul with which he confronts dangers. Enter, with his majesty, into the trenches and follow him in his most martial actions where the most self-assured tremble before his intrepidness.



 

The editors prided themselves that such a lifelike description might even stimulate anxiety in some of their more imaginative readers, as if they were on the field of battle with their king. They were to be reassured: ‘Have no fear you will not be any less safe from peril than you were previously and you will not witness all these objects of everlasting admiration elsewhere than in the present continuation of the journal of this famous siege.’10

The Gazette was a remarkable initiative, but its success in moulding French opinion was probably quite limited. Only a relatively small number would have read these effusions. Figures for print runs are, as ever, elusive, but it is thought that the four provincial editions in 1670 comprised in total only 2,500 weekly copies. By 1700 the twenty-two editions, serving smaller areas, published together around 7,000 copies. Taking into account the larger Paris edition, this suggests a total output of around 4,000 weekly copies in 1670, and around 9,000 at the later date: and this was the sole newspaper serving a large population of around 20 million inhabitants.11 The contrast with the more diverse news markets of England, Holland and Germany is instructive.

The Gazette’s role as a willing mouthpiece for Crown policy made for testing times during the latter years of Louis's reign, when the tide of warfare turned inexorably against the king. In the War of the Spanish Succession a brutal series of defeats from Blenheim (1704) to Malplaquet (1709) shattered the aura of Europe's most professional army. Little of this appeared in the Gazette. By this time the various branches of the French bureaucracy were monitoring the paper with some care. In 1708 the editors were rebuked for describing the campaigns in the Caribbean in too much detail. In times of war, they were bluntly informed, ‘it is not good that the public should be so well informed’.12 But public interest, and anxiety, could not be quelled by silence. The gap was inevitably filled by the ubiquitous manuscript newsletters: as the Gazette became more reticent, these became the single most important source of military and diplomatic news.13 Supplied with reliable intelligence by the clerks of the royal postal service and circulated around the coffee houses, these newsletters were almost impossible to control. The government's irritation found expression in an ordinance of 1705 prohibiting the writing and distribution of such newsletters, an order renewed on an annual basis for several years; a sure sign that the prohibition, although given ‘by express order of the king’, was having no effect.14 The arrest and interrogation of several novellistes in 1706 turned the spotlight on the clerks of the Paris post office, thirty of whom were taken into custody. Their testimony revealed that the news writers had a well-developed system of information exchange between the Paris and Lyon post offices, and a client list that included some of the most powerful in the land.

The royal monopoly of news was also challenged by French-language news-papers published abroad. This was a problem entirely of the government's own making. In addition to upholding the Gazette monopoly, royal officials had also consistently favoured the major Paris publishing houses when awarding permission to publish books. This was especially disastrous for the well-established provincial publishing industries in Rouen and Lyon, which contracted sharply.15 The result was inevitably to alienate publishers and booksellers in these crucial cities. With nothing to lose, Rouen developed considerable notoriety as a centre of production of disrespectful libels; Lyon, meanwhile, became a major distribution centre for the foreign gazettes.

The best known of the foreign papers was the Gazette de Leyde.16 Established in 1677, the Gazette was one of a dozen French-language newspapers published in Leiden, Amsterdam and The Hague during the reign of Louis XIV. In the eighteenth century the Leiden paper would become the European paper of record, read by statesmen throughout the Continent.17 But in its earliest incarnation its purpose was more partisan, to bring to a French-reading audience an alternative view of Louis as a power-hungry despot who would only be satisfied when Europe's kingdoms lay prostrate at his feet. Where Dutch armies had so conspicuously failed in 1672, now printed propaganda, alongside diplomacy, played a critical role in the creation of a European alliance to contain and, ultimately, humiliate the French king.

French ministers did their best to turn the tide. But it would have escaped no one's notice that the victories for which the king would order a Te Deum were often no more than minor skirmishes, whereas the defeats passed over in silence were utterly calamitous. Louis's enemies scented blood. When peace talks were opened in 1709 (ignored by the Paris Gazette) the allies would only bring hostilities to a close if Louis joined them in armed action to depose his grandson, Philip, from the throne of Spain. Louis would be forced to choose between his dynastic honour and peace for his shattered country. In these desperate times the king's ministers reluctantly conceded that the insistent attacks from abroad required an answer. When French armies had commanded the field, foreign minister Simon Arnauld de Pomponne could dismiss ‘the million screaming tracts’ that had roused France's enemies abroad as of no account.18 Now it fell to Torcy, nephew of the illustrious Jean-Baptiste Colbert, to answer them. Torcy had cut his teeth with a series of pamphlets published secretly in Paris under the collective title Lettres d'un Suisse à un François. Purportedly the work of a politically engaged but neutral Swiss, these essays were in fact the work of Torcy's client Jean de La Chapelle. Their purpose was to drive a wedge into the allied alliance by warning the German states of the dangers of placing themselves in the protective embrace of the Habsburg Empire.

The Lettres d'un Suisse were a considerable literary success, but by 1709 even Torcy was forced to concede that their continuation now served no useful purpose. For, as he admitted to a correspondent in Italy, ‘I would very much like to be able to soothe [your pains] with some good news, but unfortunately the greater part of what our enemies are circulating is true.’19 Now the French Crown faced the difficult task of explaining why the hopes of peace (of which many must have been aware from the imported Dutch papers) would be dashed: the war must go on to rescue the king's honour and uphold his obligations to Philip of Spain. In these desperate times Louis spoke to his people directly, in a circular letter ostensibly addressed to the governors of the provinces. Printed in numerous editions, this frank and moving exposition achieved a massive circulation. It marked a sea change in the propaganda priorities of the king. For as Joachim Legrand, a gifted pamphlet writer of these later years, put it to Torcy:


It is not enough that the actions of kings be always accompanied by justice and reason. Their subjects must also be convinced of it, particularly when wars are undertaken which, although just and necessary, nearly always bring so much misery in their wake.20



 

The king's address helped rally the French nation for a last desperate effort; certainly the allies were taken aback by the recovery of French morale, and realised that they had overplayed their hand. The first signs of a weakening of English resolution led to a new onslaught of Torcy's propaganda effort, ably seconded by Legrand. In the end it was probably Philip of Spain's victory over his Habsburg challenger that proved most decisive in ending the war, but the emissaries did not operate in a vacuum. The groundwork for the peace treaty signed at Utrecht in 1713 had been carefully laid by a torrent of pamphlets, in large measure orchestrated by the contending parties, but never wholly under their control.

Restorations
 

In England following the Restoration of 1660, Louis XIV had one fervent, if for the time being secret admirer: the king, Charles II. Skilfully riding a tide of popular sentiment exhausted by the austerities and hypocrisies of the Republic, Charles displayed a charm and public optimism that caught the mood of the moment. Beneath this appealing persona, however, Charles was deeply scarred by the long years of deprivation and humiliations abroad. If he conquered, to an extent, the natural instinct for revenge, he still aspired to rule, and to prevail, against the whirlwind of conflicting expectations aroused by his return. For this, he required a complaisant press. This opened the way for a fascinating conflict between a devious and stubborn monarch and a publishing community anticipating a return to the vigorous exchange of opinions that had preceded the sour austerities of Cromwell's personal rule.21

The newspapers inherited from the Commonwealth were soon put into reliable hands. Marchamont Nedham was too associated with Cromwell to hope for further employment, and prudently departed for Holland. But Henry Muddiman, a schoolmaster turned journalist who had attached himself to the architect of the Restoration, General George Monck, successfully contrived a change of allegiance alongside his patron. His Parliamentary Intelligencer was continued, though tactfully renamed The Kingdom's Intelligencer.22 Despite these promising beginnings it did not take long for Charles's view of the press to be made manifest. In June 1662 Parliament passed the Licensing Act, requiring all printed books to receive prior authorisation. The upholding of these regulations was placed in the hands of Sir Roger L'Estrange, appointed to the new post of Surveyor of the Press.23

L'Estrange was a rather unusual newspaper man in that he believed that in a well-ordered world newspapers should not exist at all. This uncompromising viewpoint was trenchantly expressed when, in 1663, he was granted a monopoly of news publishing. The first issue of the re-launched Intelligencer contained the following statement of his journalistic philosophy:


Supposing the press to be in order, the people in their right wits, and news or no news to be the question, a Public Mercury should never have my vote, because I think it makes the multitude too familiar with the actions and counsels of their superiors, too pragmatical and censorious, and gives them not only an itch but a kind of colourable right and license to be meddling with the government.



 

These, though, were not normal times. If a paper were necessary, at least it could be put to good use, for nothing, at this instant, ‘more imports his Majesty's service and the public, than to redeem the public from their former mistakes’.24

Muddiman was initially retained on a salary to assist in the production of the new paper, but working for L'Estrange could hardly have been a pleasure. More and more of Muddiman's energies were instead devoted to the production of a manuscript newsletter, which he provided as a confidential service for favoured clients and public officials. For this purpose he was attached to the office of the Secretary of State, where his operation fell under the wistful gaze of an ambitious young under-secretary, Joseph Williamson. Williamson saw in the exploitation of the official communications flowing into the Secretary's office the chance to place himself at the heart of the news operation. But first he had to remove L'Estrange. The opportunity arose in 1665, when plague drove the court, accompanied by Williamson and Muddiman, to the sanctuary of Oxford. Marooned in London and shorn of his professional assistant, L'Estrange's incompetence as a newsman was laid bare. Williamson easily persuaded his superiors to strip L'Estrange of his publishing responsibilities in return for a generous pension. His news publications would be shut down, to be replaced by a single official paper: the Oxford, later The
London
Gazette.25
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11.2 The London Gazette.
 

For the next fourteen years the Gazette would be the only paper published in England. Williamson's concept drew on several contemporary and historical models: Nedham's monopoly of news under Cromwell was one; the Paris Gazette was the obvious source of the title. But in contrast to these two, The London
Gazette was not published in pamphlet form; instead it reverted to the broadsheet style of the earliest Dutch papers. From its first issue the Gazette would be a single sheet, printed front and back, with the text in two columns. And whereas the Paris paper was a private monopoly, The London
Gazette would be edited from within the office of the Secretaries of State, its text chosen from incoming newsletters and foreign newspapers. The actual editorial work was performed by civil servants, often quite junior members of the Secretary's staff. Williamson and Muddiman, meanwhile, devoted themselves to their real prize: the confidential manuscript news.26

The London
Gazette was therefore a curious sort of newspaper. It quickly developed a wide circulation, its twice-weekly issues (sold for one penny) snapped up by the inhabitants of the news-hungry capital. In principle it should have been well informed and authoritative. Its editors sat at the centre of a considerable network of information. Their office received regular reports both from agents abroad (including consuls settled in many strategic ports) and from correspondents all over England. But very little of this domestic news appeared in the Gazette. This was a quite conscious policy of Williamson and Muddiman. To an extent they shared the prejudices of L'Estrange, that the public should not be kept abreast of public matters. One of the first acts of the new regime had been to decree that the votes of the House of Commons should no longer be reported. This was a touchstone issue for proponents and critics of a free press in England and in consequence a reliable barometer of attitudes towards public opinion. The Gazette was therefore largely filled with foreign news, in the best tradition of its Paris cognate, and the early corantos. Domestic news was kept for the confidential newsletters, circulated to a carefully defined circle of public officials: the county lieutenants, postmasters and members of the Privy Council. In return for a free copy the postmasters and customs officials were required to write regularly with their own news.27 Other recipients paid a subscription, which underwrote the costs of the copy office.

The official manuscript newsletters were also sent to select newsmen abroad in return for their news services. They used the English news contained in the newsletters for the basis of their newspapers, with the rather bizarre result that the readers of a Dutch newspaper like the Oprechte Haerlemse Dingsdaegse Courant could read more English domestic news than was available to English subscribers of The London
Gazette.

The Gazette, in this way, provided its readers with a very partial view of affairs, mostly confined to foreign news. But its sources of information were very good: text was abstracted from a range of continental newspapers and the manuscript news-books provided by continental newsmen as part of their exchange agreement. The Gazette was therefore reliable, and as informative as the government wished it to be. But apart from official communications, a reprinted proclamation or court circular, it said little or nothing about the pulsating politics of the day.

[image: The Invention of News]
 

11.3 Oprechte Haerlemse Dingsdaegse Courant. As this issue reveals, its readers would have been very well informed about English domestic politics.
 

Coffee
 

The public enthusiasm that had greeted the Restoration turned to discontent with remarkable rapidity. Twice in rapid succession England found itself back at war with the Dutch. The Second Dutch War, between 1665 and 1667, led to a ragged and humiliating defeat; the Third, from 1672 to 1674, raised widespread public unease at Charles II's alliance with Louis XIV against a fellow Protestant nation. Public anxiety focused increasingly on the king's brother James, Duke of York; his evasive and truculent response to the Test Act in 1673 confirmed what the political nation had long suspected: that the heir to the throne was a Catholic. The political crisis was brought to a head in 1678 when the murder of Sir Edmund Berry Godfrey, a firm Parliamentary defender of Protestantism, seemed to lend some plausibility to shocking allegations of a Popish plot to assassinate Charles and install James in his stead.28
The Godfrey murder made a popular hero of Titus Oates, the opportunist charlatan who had first concocted the plot. Parliament now brought forward a formal bill to exclude James from the succession. Rather than allow this, Charles first prorogued, then dissolved Parliament altogether.
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11.4 The Popish plot. Scenes from the murder of Sir Edmund Berry Godfrey.
 

An unintended victim of this crisis was the Licensing Act, which had been due for renewal and now lapsed. The collapse of the Gazette’s monopoly led to a flurry of new publications, many of them openly hostile to the court, and supportive of James's exclusion. Aware that in the circumstances Parliament would hardly sanction the return of licensing, the king struck back through the courts, obtaining a judgment that ‘His Majesty may by law prohibit the printing and publishing of all News-Books and Pamphlets of news whatsoever, not licensed by his Majesty's authority, as manifestly tending to the breach of the peace, and disturbance of the kingdom’.29 A proclamation to this effect brought some temporary respite, but by 1681, as the Exclusion Crisis reached its Parliamentary climax, London newsmen were no longer sufficiently intimidated by the fear of retribution to abstain from publication. This year and 1682 saw a wave of new, mostly short-lived London papers. It was only in the summer of this year, as the king at last succeeded in re-establishing control, that the opposition papers were suppressed. When, in 1685, James II succeeded to the throne, the Licensing Act was restored, and with it the Gazette’s exclusive privilege.

The Exclusion Crisis proved a false dawn for English newspapers. The public hysteria over the Popish plot was in fact at its most intense when the Licensing Act and Gazette monopoly were still in force; and the Gazette, with its stolid diet of largely foreign news, had certainly done nothing to feed public concerns. Yet something was clearly afoot. A genuine groundswell of public anxiety combined with the emergence in the political nation of what amounted to an organised political faction bent on opposing the king's will through Parliamentary action. In these years we can detect the origins of the combinations that became, through the dramas of the Glorious Revolution and the Hanoverian Succession, organised political parties, the Whigs and Tories. How was this debate conducted?

Jürgen Habermas was not the first to point the finger at the London coffee houses. Although the first of London's coffee shops had opened only in 1652, by 1670 they were a well-established institution, each with their own character and particular clientele.30 Here men of business came to drink a dish of coffee, converse and hear the latest news. Proprietors were careful to ensure that they supplied their patrons with the current news-sheets: the Gazette certainly, but also occasional pamphlets of current affairs, and commercial manuscript newsletters. Henry Muddiman had built a lucrative commercial service alongside his official despatches, but he was not alone. In the 1670s opposition writers, notably the notorious Whig newsman Giles Hancock, created their own networks of clients. The manuscript newsletters successfully supplied the appetite for news left unsatisfied by the austere policies of the Gazette; pamphlets, rumour and private correspondence did the rest.

As opposition began to make itself felt in the 1670s, Charles II's ministers were all too aware of the role that coffee houses played in the circulation of information. During the Third Dutch War the French alliance was openly condemned. When the king's brother James took a Catholic wife, the coffee houses were a ferment of rumour as she made her way towards England. As Joseph Williamson remarked with some exasperation, ‘every car-man and porter is now a statesman; and indeed the coffee-houses are good for nothing else’. ‘It was not thus,’ he added with some nostalgia, ‘when we drank nothing but sack and claret, or English beer and ale. These sober clubs produce nothing but scandalous and censorious discourses, and at these nobody is spared.’31

The king had had his eye on the coffee shops for some time. The appearance of a controversial pamphlet in 1675 alleging a plot to reintroduce Catholicism resulted in a search of the London coffee houses for copies. In December the Privy Council finally gave way to the king's desire that they should be closed altogether. This provoked an immediate outcry; sustained lobbying led first to a delay in implementation, then a grudging acceptance that licensed houses might remain open, on a pledge of future good behaviour.32 These pledges were unlikely to be met. As the crisis unfolded different coffee houses became known as centres of Whig or loyalist sentiment.

The flow of information was further improved by the introduction in London of a penny postal service, several centuries before the more celebrated national institution devised by Rowland Hill.33 This London post was the brainwave of a customs official, William Dockwra. Though the national post had been somewhat improved during the Commonwealth, it was widely acknowledged that the expanding metropolis was ill-served. It was also generally (and correctly) surmised that the royal post functioned more as a source of revenue and intelligence than as a service to commerce (letters were routinely opened before delivery).34 Dockwra now proposed a network of receiving stations from which post was collected hourly. Letters intended for the Post Office were taken straight there; those with London addresses were relayed to five sorting stations for immediate delivery. The system was remarkably successful, and openly supported by the London Whigs, who appreciated a service that bypassed the inspections performed by the postal clerks. For the same reason the service was resented at court and as soon as the Exclusion Crisis was passed, James, Duke of York, intervened to force closure of Dockwra's service. He was, however, shrewd enough to Recognise a commercial need, so just four days later he announced a new London district post which in effect replicated Dockwra's innovation.

In the last resort Charles II was also canny enough to appreciate that the suppression of information offered no solution to political conflict: the court would have to make its own case. Sir Roger L'Estrange was recalled to the colours and given his head. L'Estrange was responsible for two remarkably successful serial publications, not papers in the true sense, but opinion pieces presented in dialogue form. The first, Heraclitus Ridens, proclaimed its purpose, with L'Estrange's usual winning sensitivity, in its very first issue. Its aim was


[t]o prevent mistakes and false news, and to give you a true information of the state of things, and advance your understanding above the common rate of Coffee-House statesmen who think themselves wiser than the Privy Council, or the sages of the law.35



 

It was joined two months later by The Observator in Question and Answer, which L'Estrange continued until March 1687. This was forthright and surprisingly witty. In 931 consecutive issues L'Estrange rained abuse on the Whigs and all their doings. L'Estrange's conversion to the principle of engaging with public opinion was complete, or as he put it more succinctly himself, ‘'Tis the press that has made ‘um mad, and the press must set ‘em right again.’36 Although not really a paper, the Observator imitated the Gazette in its layout: a folio half-sheet, printed in two columns, on both sides. Like the Gazette it sold for a penny.

The success of this royalist counter-attack makes the point that, for all the hubbub of the rapidly maturing information market, pamphlets still played a dominant role in the discussion of public affairs. Between 1679 and 1681 the volume of pamphlets in circulation reached astonishing levels: estimates based on surviving print runs indicate that as many as 5 to 10 million copies may have been printed in these three years.37 Whereas some were substantial works, pamphleteers had now seized the point that less is more or, as one contemporary put it, ‘two sheets’ (that would be eight pages) ‘is enough in all reason for a dose for the strongest constitution, and one [sheet] for the weaker’.38 Many of these little pamphlets sold for as little as one penny, the cost of the Gazette. In London, particularly, where a large proportion of the population could read, a broad cross section of the people could now engage with public debate – even in an age when the newspaper trade was carefully controlled.

Intemperate Freedom
 

The Revolution of 1688 was not a newspaper event. In the weeks following the landing of the Prince of Orange's Dutch fleet in Devon on 5 November, information was scarce. The Gazette carried a brief report of the Prince's landing on 8 November, but offered little further commentary as King James's authority ebbed away. In December the dam broke: as fear of prosecution receded, a number of London publishers chanced their arm. After all, as the new London Courant put it with some justice:


It having been observed, that the greater the itch of curiosity after news hath been here of late, the less has the humour been gratified. Insomuch, that a modest enquiry where his Majesty, or his Royal Highness the Prince of Orange was, or what they were doing, could scarce be resolved, till the news had been exported and imported in a foreign news-letter.39



 

None of these opportunist ventures long survived the arrival of William in London and his prudential proclamation (gleefully published in The London
Gazette) banning ‘false, scandalous and seditious books, papers of news, and pamphlets, daily printed and dispersed, containing idle and mistaken relations of what passes’. The Licensing Act was in fact retained until 1695, but by that time the realisation was dawning that the Gazette monopoly had run its course. With the regime now more secure, the Act was allowed to lapse and other newspapers could try their hand.

The final removal of the Licensing Act inaugurated a remarkable era in the history of the English newspaper. A number of new papers were launched in 1695, including three that were to prove enduring: The Post Boy, The Flying Post and The Post Man. The use of the word ‘post’ in all of these titles reflects an aspiration to serve more than a London audience. London papers would, with increasing regularity, be circulated to readers outside the capital with the postal coaches and carriers. The year 1696 saw the launch of the first evening paper, Ichabod Dawks's News-Letter, and in 1702 London had its first daily, The Daily Courant. This, though, proved very much the exception. The norm was the thrice-weekly publication of The Flying Post and others (the Gazette also moved from twice to thrice-weekly publication in 1709). The Daily Courant would close in 1735, and the real age of the daily still lay some way ahead.

Nevertheless, the growth of the newspaper industry was truly astonishing. By 1704 London had nine newspapers, turning out 44,000 copies a week. In 1709 at least eighteen periodicals appeared weekly or more frequently: a total of fifty-five issues in each weekly cycle. By 1712 it has been estimated that a total of 70,000 copies of newspapers were published every week: this for a total national population of around six million.40 Seen in this perspective, the total inadequacy of the 9,000 copies of the Paris Gazette available to serve a French population of 20 million makes a stark contrast.

This era also witnessed the establishment of the first newspapers outside London.41 Between 1700 and 1702 papers were established in Exeter, Norwich and Bristol. The difficulty of fixing an exact date of foundation results from the fact that in none of these three cases does the first issue survive – the earliest date of publication has to be surmised by counting back from a much later copy, and assuming regular weekly publication. All of these places were, significantly, located on main roads and at considerable distance from London. Publishers had to be assured of a sufficient captive audience to sustain their venture, but London was still the source of the overwhelming proportion of the news that filled their pages. This was equally the case for the next rash of newspaper foundations, at Worcester, Stamford, Newcastle, Nottingham and Liverpool. Much of their news was lifted directly from the London papers. Other items were provided by subscription newsletters, or by London correspondents. The predominance of foreign news characteristic of the London papers was thus largely replicated, though gradually leavened by other occurrences of interest to a local audience. Some of this was provided by local readers, whose correspondence offered a running commentary on the papers’ qualities and derelictions. If all else failed, the editor took a literary turn. ‘We hope, in the present scarcity of news, the following poems will not be unacceptable to our readers,’ offered the editors of the Gloucester Journal, optimistically.42 Sometimes it was simply necessary to admit defeat, as in one issue of The British Spy, or Derby Postman:


When the mails fail us, and the people so unactive at home, when great folks are so ill-natured as neither to marry nor die, nor beget children, we are upon the search for that scarce commodity call'd wit, which, ‘tis well known, is in these days as hard to come in any week (especially in Derby) as intelligence.43



 

Despite this occasional hiccup, the provincial press took off in the eighteenth century. Around 150 titles were ventured in sixty different towns, and while not all succeeded, some continued for many years. This longevity was equally a feature of the London press. Whereas in the first serial boom of the mid-seventeenth century most titles had failed after a few issues, the newspaper revival of the early eighteenth century reversed these polarities: some spluttered and died, but many endured and made their publishers a very good living.

These were, in many respects, propitious times for the expanding newspaper market. England was in the middle of an extended economic boom. Rising prosperity meant that many more households had the disposable income for luxuries like papers. The long period of continental warfare that dominated the reign of Queen Anne engaged the interest of a wide public, and provided a series of military victories on which the papers could feast. The Duke of Marlborough's despatch from the battlefield of Blenheim in 1704 was published in full in The Daily Courant, and The Flying Post followed up with a gleeful translation of the report from the Paris Gazette, which somehow seemed to imply that the French had emerged victorious. So that their readers were left in no doubt, this was accompanied by two intercepted letters from French officers that candidly confessed the true state of affairs.44

As these examples suggest, the newspapers of the early eighteenth century remained dominated by foreign news. The domestic stories that made it into the London papers often reflected a rather patronising attitude to provincial society, with reports of crime, extreme weather and the sort of celestial apparitions that sophisticated Londoners now affected to treat with scepticism.45 The papers continued to eschew overt editorialising. In this they followed The Daily Courant, where, in its first edition, the editor averred that he would publish no comments or conjectures of his own, ‘supposing other people to have sense enough to make reflections for themselves’.46

The treatment of domestic political issues remained extremely circumspect. As the War of the Spanish Succession ground on and the political battle became more intense, with the looming prospect of a contested succession after the death of Queen Anne, it was once again pamphlets and the new pamphlet series such as Defoe's Review that bore the main burden of political debate. The key political writings of this period sold in fantastic numbers: Defoe's satirical poem ‘The True Born Englishman’ 80,000 copies; Richard Steele's The Crisis 40,000; Henry Sacheverell's notorious sermon, The Perils of False Brethren, as many as 100,000.47 Helping to insulate the newspapers from more virulent criticism was the fact that opinion pieces like Defoe's New Review were so recognisably different, whole pamphlets devoted to a single essay, notwithstanding that they shared with the newspaper a serial form.

The long continental war was undoubtedly good for newspaper circulation, but its last years witnessed a new crisis. Because they were aware that the peace would be controversial, and opposition politicians likely to make trouble, the administration set out to muzzle the press. The chosen instrument was not a new Licensing Act but a tax, the Stamp Act (1712). Papers could only be published on stamped paper, supplied from the revenue warehouse in London, at the cost of one half penny a sheet. Industry observers feared a general collapse of newspapers, particularly outside London where editors faced the additional logistical burden of sending to the capital for supplies of the stamped paper. So it says a great deal for the maturity of the market that whereas a few papers did go under, most survived. Some proved ingenious in shifting shape to minimise their tax burden (the Act had not specified the size of sheets, nor anticipated a paper made from one and a half sheets).48 Others simply passed on the tax to their customers, who paid. Rather than attempting to subdue the press, the next generation of ministers would take a more pragmatic response and buy the papers. This way, under a compliant editor, they could become a mouthpiece for the regime. The newspapers, moving on from their dull but dependable recitation of foreign despatches, would no longer offer a respite from the advocacy journalism pioneered in the work of Defoe, Swift and L'Estrange. In the age of Walpole, the two would merge.
  


PART THREE
 

ENLIGHTENMENT?
 
  


CHAPTER 12
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The Search for Truth
 

ON 4 June 1561 the steeple of St Paul's Cathedral, the largest church in England, was struck by lightning. It caught fire, and collapsed into the roof of the church: this, too, could not be saved. Such a calamitous event at the heart of the metropolis stirred even the relatively conservative English print industry into action; since the stalls of many booksellers were located in St Paul's yard, they would probably have been among the horrified eyewitnesses. Within days an atmospheric pamphlet account was circulating on the streets, recounting the heroic efforts of London citizens, led by the Lord Mayor, to save the church: ‘there were above five hundred persons that laboured in carrying and filling water. Divers substantial citizens took pains as if they were labourers.’1 Even these well-born auxiliaries could not save St Paul's; the church was wholly ruined. Distraught Londoners were soon offering explanations. ‘Some say it was the negligence of plumbers; others suspect that it was by some wicked practice of wild fire or gunpowder. Some suspect conjurors and sorcerers.’ The True report offered more sober counsels. ‘The true cause, as it seemeth, was the tempest, by God's sufferance.’2

This final qualification was significant, for in all the uncertainties of life our ancestors sought evidence of divine purpose. This was equally true of what we would think of as natural phenomena (thunder, flood or earthquakes) as of man-made disasters (fires, battles or crime). They dutifully gave thanks for God's blessings, and trembled at evidence of God's displeasure. The calamity at the headquarters of the new Elizabethan Church, so soon after the restoration of Protestantism, naturally attracted conflicting interpretations. To a Catholic writer, the bolt of lightning was quite evidently a sign of God's wrath at the abolition of the Mass. This could not go unanswered, and one of the newly appointed bishops was swiftly put up to parry this charge. Bishop Pilkington agreed that the destruction was a potent sign from God, but rather it urged God's people to repentance and swifter reform: ‘He exhorted his audience to take this as a general warning … of some greater plague to follow if amendment of life in all estates did not ensue.’3

It was a fundamental belief of all Christian societies, Protestant or Catholic, that evil deeds would not go unpunished: neither those of others nor your own. The law was strictly enforced, and grim penalties were widely approved. But only God could see into men's hearts. Where the law failed, early modern people were happy to see God's hand at work to ensure that those guilty of evil deeds were brought to book. At the time that the steeple of St Paul's was struck by lightning, John Foxe was working towards publication of his massive chronicle of the lives of the English Protestant martyrs. Although these stories were dramatic enough, Foxe also found room to chronicle the many instances of misfortune that had struck down those who had denounced or condemned these victims. This was a popular theme, as was the retribution that befell those who abandoned the true faith. One of the most widely circulated pamphlets of the sixteenth century was the tale of Francesco Spiera, an Italian who had first adhered to the Gospel and then returned to Catholicism. He died heartbroken. This moral tale achieved an enormous circulation in several languages, and was still being published a century later.4 Among its admirers was the seventeenth-century London puritan Nehemiah Wallington, who collected from his circle of acquaintance and reading of news-books a whole series of ‘notable judgements of God’ on those who transgressed his laws and paid the price.5

When fire from heaven struck the greatest of God's houses, such an event was obviously pregnant with meaning. News readers wanted to know not just what had occurred, but what it portended for the future. In this way the news world united past, present and future; and the truth had many layers.

Through a Glass Darkly
 

The news world of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries was full of portents. Comets, celestial apparitions, freaks of nature and natural disasters: all were regarded as harbingers of great events. While news men passed on news of strange and marvellous happenings, astrologers scanned the skies for meaning. The passage of a comet was regarded as particularly portentous, since it was widely believed to prophesy the death of some great ruler. Naturally Europe's princes maintained a close if nervous interest. This was in one sense good news for the Continent's most celebrated cosmographers, since its rulers wanted to have them close by to offer their interpretations at first hand. The tactful conduct of these duties secured several distinguished scholars, such as Tycho Brahe and Peter Apian, valuable royal support for their scientific work.

Others less doubtfully wise also profited. The slyly opaque prophecies of Michel de Nostradamus secured him a comfortable billet as prognosticator to Catherine of Medici, and made him one of Europe's most published authors.6 The subtle genius of prophecies simultaneously portentous and utterly ambiguous has ensured Nostradamus a following through the ages, but in his own time they hit home. When for 1560 he predicted misery, calamity and trouble, particularly for the clergy, this was taken particularly hard in England. Some were convinced by the astrologer that the world would come to an end twenty days after Elizabeth adopted her title as Supreme Governor of the Church. Strange premonitions reached into the heart of the Elizabethan establishment; so much so that when Matthew Parker warned William Cecil that he did not wish to be Archbishop of Canterbury, he was forced to assure him this was not because of the prophecies: ‘I pray you think not that the prognostication of Mr Michael Nostredame reigns in my head.’7 The Privy Council were sufficiently alarmed to attempt to suppress the astrologer's prophecies altogether. In 1562 twenty separate booksellers were fined for selling one of Nostradamus's works. Yet his writings were only the most visible aspect of a vast market in calendars and almanacs, which combined lists of festivals and fairs with astronomical charts and some predictions of future events.8 Excerpts from such works were still being used as fillers in the newspaper press in the eighteenth century.

Heavenly apparitions were a staple of all parts of the news market. Comets and unusual conjunctions of the heavenly bodies were widely reported in news pamphlets, but it was illustrated broadsheets that most adequately conveyed the full drama of these events. The German poet Sebastian Brant had shown the way with his dramatic (and highly political) celebration of the Ensisheim meteorite in 1492, and as the capacities of the press expanded in the later sixteenth century this form of broadsheet news became extremely popular.9 The comet of 1577 was recorded in at least four separate broadsheets, and others plotted the appearance of shooting stars, darkness at noon, the simultaneous appearance of sun and moon, or multiple suns.10 Some of these observations may be attributed to the application of an untutored imagination to recognisable natural phenomena, like the description of the Aurora Borealis (Northern Lights) in 1580 and 1590.11 But what are we to make of the relatively frequent accounts of animals, riding horsemen or monstrous beasts seen galloping across the skies? Armed soldiers were frequently reported among these celestial wonders: sometimes whole armies. It is little surprise that such accounts became frequent during times of warfare, in Germany during the conflict between Charles V and the Schmalkaldic League and during the War of Cologne (1583–8).12 But this was not a phenomenon confined to the sixteenth century. In Denmark in 1628, at a time when much of the kingdom had recently been occupied by Wallenstein's imperial troops, the inhabitants of Sønderborg were transfixed by the sight of two great armies in the sky. The battle waged for several hours and was purportedly witnessed by hundreds of people. They took comfort in the fact that the army of the north emerged victorious, which they took to be a sign that they would eventually be free of the occupying force.13 Almost twenty years later the Protestant wood-turner Nehemiah Wallington recorded something very similar, reported ‘by credible persons certified from Hull’: the appearance ‘visibly in the air’ of two armies of foot soldiers, ‘which charged each other with much fierceness’.14 Strange times indeed.

The same potent combination of observation and imagination can be observed in the astonishing interest shown in what were known, in the unforgiving terminology of the time, as monstrous births.15 Conjoined twins were a fascination of the age, and were captured in images often of great anatomical precision. We are likely to give less credence to reports, chronicled with equal earnestness, that a woman had given birth to a cat. But these reports were treated with the utmost seriousness by sixteenth-century authorities, not least because they were thought to portend shocking and evil consequences. No less an authority than Martin Luther achieved an enormous success with the so-called monk calf, a tonsured half-beast he presented as an allegory of the corruptions of the Catholic priesthood.16

The birth of conjoined twins was universally accepted as a judgment on the sins of the parents. As a broadside of 1565 argued, the ‘monstrous and unnatural shapes of these children are not only for us to gaze and wonder at’. The births of such children ‘are lessons and schoolings to us all who daily offend … no less wicked, yea many times more than the parents of such misformed’ children.17 And when, in 1569, the English Privy Council received reports of the woman who had given birth to a cat, they ordered one of their number, the Earl of Huntingdon, to investigate. Huntingdon was shortly able to send Archbishop Grindal a detailed transcript of the alleged mother's interrogation, complete with an illustration of the cat.18 Having reviewed the evidence Grindal decided that this was a hoax, though it was never really established why it had been perpetrated. What is clear is that the event was not regarded as necessarily fantastical; a considerable amount of time was expended by senior officials in flushing out the truth.

This is the part of the sixteenth- and seventeenth-century news world that must seem to us most foreign. We are hard put to believe that women gave birth to animals, or that the inhabitants of Sussex had been terrified by a dragon; yet such reports were published in pamphlets and newspapers right up to the eighteenth century.19 Sudden calamities and afflictions prompted particular reflection: in this era all news had a moral shape. Victims of misfortune, particularly collective misfortune, were always invited to look to themselves for causes.
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12.1 The comet of 1577. A frequent subject for representation, and feverish interpretation.
 

The sense that calamitous events represented the working out of God's purpose was still unflinchingly believed throughout this period. We see it in the Protestant reporting of the sack of Magdeburg, which highlighted both the horror and the need for God's people to turn back to Him with a humble spirit.20 Incidences of plague, a recurring terror of these centuries, prompted a similar call for amendment of life. This was an affliction that seemed to defy both treatment and cure, striking indifferently at rich and poor. A stunned sense of powerlessness is as evident in pamphlets written at the time of the London plague in 1665 as it had been a century before. Plague was, in the Dutch expression, God's gift, beyond the fathoming of medical science.21

The plague was beginning to recede when in 1666 London was consumed by a devastating fire. In this case renewed reflections on God's dreadful justice were mixed with more prosaic analysis: rumours quickly circulated that the fire had been deliberately started by the Catholics.22 This shift in emphasis, certainly encouraged by the increased level of news reporting, marks a trend towards a more rationalistic turn to the reporting of natural and man-made disasters. It coincides with the increased dissemination of empirical observation in the natural sciences. Scholars were encouraged, and encouraged each other, to gather and interpret empirical evidence, and be less respectful of inherited wisdom; as science advanced, so God's domain would contract.23 Applied to the world of news reporting this shift in emphasis certainly had a darker side. For as news men gradually abandoned the pious calls for self-amendment, they focused instead on a new avenue of causality: if they were not to blame themselves, then blame must lie elsewhere. A ravenous news press fed and encouraged the search for scapegoats, and a heightened adversarial tone to political debate. In this respect, at least, news reporting became recognisably more modern.

News Well Buttered
 

The question of how much credit should be given to news reports was of course as old as news itself. It underlay all the calculations of rulers of medieval societies, as they weighed the value of the limited and incomplete sources of information at their disposal. But at least in earlier generations these problems had been relatively well defined: How much could one trust a messenger? Was the bringer of news an interested party? How much weight to put on a rumour? Necessarily, until recipients of news could obtain corroboration, much consideration was given to the credit of the bearer, who might be a trusted subordinate, a well-informed source who had provided good information before, or a correspondent whose integrity guaranteed straight dealing. News reposed on the same bedrock of trust and honour that in principle underpinned all relationships among those of a certain social standing.24

This comparatively intimate circle of news exchange was significantly disrupted by the birth of a commercial news market. The market for news spread beyond those for whom it was a professional necessity to be informed, to new, more naïve and inexperienced consumers. The intensification of pamphlet publication and the first generation of newspapers also coincided with a series of complex international conflicts which generated a large but dispersed audience eager for the latest intelligence. It was inevitable that this new hunger for news and the commercial pressures to satisfy it led to the reporting of much that could not be verified, and some downright invention. In 1624 the young dramatist James Shirley wrote scathingly of the trade in fabricated tales from the battlefield, penned by men who had never been near the front. ‘They will write you a battle in any part of Europe at an hour's warning, and yet never set foot out of a tavern.’25 If there was money to be made, Shirley implied, the newspapers would print it.

This was not altogether fair. Shirley's observations were made at the height of the Thirty Years War, a critical but difficult era for news reporting. People all over Europe were desperate for the latest intelligence; but as we have seen the destruction caused by the fighting created severe disruption to the channels of information flow. Partisan hopes and fears made for additional distortions. The new generation of serials during the English Civil War faced similar problems with their domestic reporting, as William Collings, editor of the Kingdom's Weekly Intelligencer, wearily acknowledged in 1644. ‘There were never more pretenders to the truth than in this age, nor ever fewer that obtained it.’26

As this example makes clear, news men were very conscious of the difficulties they faced in getting true reports. Thomas Gainsford was one of several who used his columns to urge readers to be less impatient: news could not be printed if there were none to be had. News men had no wish to be bounced into publishing information that turned out not to be true, not least because their livelihood depended on a reputation for reliability. William Watts was badly wrong-footed when after the battle of Breitenfeld in 1631 he reported the death of the Catholic general Tilly, and held to this even when reports emerged to the contrary. We can appreciate, though, that his reasoning did reflect a careful attempt to balance conflicting information. Watts just guessed wrong:


Indifferent reader, we promised you (in the front of our last Aviso) the death and internment of Monsieur Tilly, which we now perform: notwithstanding the last Antwerpian post hath rumoured the contrary, against which you may balance each other, and accordingly believe. Only we will propose one question unto all gainsayers, let them demonstrate where Tilly is, and that great formidable army which he has raised, and we will all be of the Catholic faith.27
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12.2 Unquiet skies. Here Butter has both armies battling in the sky and clouds dripping blood. A strange apparition indeed.
 

In fact, instances where a news man would go out on a limb with an unconfirmed rumour were rare (and there is no evidence that Watts followed through on his pledge to turn Catholic). Seventeenth-century newspapers were on the whole characterised more by caution than risk-taking. Many news men were at pains to point out when foreign news was as yet unverified. Gainsford's judicious formula could stand for many: ‘I would rather write true tidings only to be rumoured, when I am not full sure of them, than to write false tidings to be true, which will afterwards prove otherwise.’28

This professionalism was seldom credited by the critics of news men. Much of the criticism of newspapers, it must be said, emanated from privileged members of existing circles of news exchange, like James Shirley, and the proprietors of manuscript news services who had a financial interest in emphasising the superiority of their own sources. The ridicule heaped on the newspapers and their readers also reflected a decree of social contempt for neophyte consumers. Nowhere was this more evident than on the London stage, where dramatists made the newspapers a regular butt of their humour. The unfortunate Nathaniel Butter came in for particular ridicule, as his name proved an irresistible target for puns. In A Game of Chess, Thomas Middleton made great play of Butter, presumably knowing that for his audiences Butter was the public face of news. Abraham Holland concluded a more general assault on the news men with a memorable couplet:


To see such Butter every week besmear


Each public post and church door!29




 

The news men's principal persecutor was Ben Jonson, the first to make the newspaper press the subject of their own play, A Staple of News. Here the target was as much the credulous purchasers of news as the news men, like the countrywoman whom Jonson imagines wandering into the staple office to ask for ‘any news, a groat's worth’.30 Such simpletons, he implied, were easily manipulated. The criticism was probably wide of the mark. Although in principle a single issue of the news serial was well affordable for many of very limited income, these were not the typical consumers of news serials. The news men aimed their productions at a subscription market: and subscribers were likely to have been wealthier (a shilling a month was a significant outlay) and more sophisticated readers; they would need to be, to make sense of the elliptical, staccato reports that were the newspaper style.

One should also keep in mind that sceptical commentators usually had an axe to grind, and the London playwrights were no exception. To some extent the newspapers threatened the theatre's role in contemporary news commentary. Ben Jonson was a representative of the established media, enjoying the access of the privileged to information and backstairs gossip. He had smoothly mastered the theatre's arch references to contemporary events for an informed and knowing clientele. He also disapproved of the news-papers’ editorial line: he was no supporter of the policy of intervention in the Thirty Years War. He resented the papers’ political role, which by raising consciousness of the plight of Protestants abroad piled pressure on the reluctant king to intervene.

So Jonson, like many representatives of the established media, was never likely to give the newspapers a fair hearing. Even so, his criticism does reflect a wider dissatisfaction with the serial form itself – and here there were fair points to be made.31 Until this point the pamphlet had been the normative printed form of news delivery. Although news pamphlets and serials shared many points of similarity (the serials were closely modelled on the pamphlets in physical terms), their relationship with the potential audience was fundamentally different. Non-serial pamphlets were very much superior as conduits of information. Because they only appeared when there were important events to publicise, they did not have to deal with uncertain or unresolved issues: they were published after the event. On the whole they had much more space (on average four times as much text as early newspapers) and dealt with a single issue rather than the newspapers’ frantic miscellany. Because non-serial pamphlets were one-off publications they did not assume prior knowledge; they took time to explain context and consequences. The news events recorded in pamphlets often preserved their interest for some time. Many were published or reprinted a long while after the events described. They did not need to be rushed out; they left time for reflection and judgement.

The news serials were invariably more hectic. They described events still unfolding, and not yet fully known. They were forced to include much information that seemed portentous at the time, but in retrospect was utterly trivial. The news men, whose major editorial task was to choose what threads of news to print from a larger heap, were not particularly well qualified to make such judgements. Often this was just one of many tasks in a busy print shop. No sooner was one issue on sale than news men were gathering copy for the next. There was little mental space for reflection and explanation, even if the style adopted in the newspapers (inherited from the manuscript newsletters) had allowed for this, which it did not.

News pamphlets could adopt a very different approach. Most pamphlets would appear only at the conclusion of a siege or campaign, when the outcome was known (a luxury not available to a weekly publication). In a pamphlet facts could be marshalled and shaped towards this known outcome. For those wanting to make sense of troubled times this must have seemed a much more logical form of news reporting. Pamphlets also offered more opportunity for erudite and fine writing, for commitment and advocacy.

So there were good reasons, quite apart from professional competition, why many regarded the newspapers as a fad, and a retrograde step for news publication. But when Ben Jonson took aim at the new naïve readers, he need not have worried, because these were hardly the intended audience: these neophyte consumers were far more likely to buy, if anything, a pamphlet which gave them a complete view of a single subject. An individual issue of a newspaper would always be like coming into a room in the middle of a conversation; it was hard to pick up the thread, and the terse factual style offered little help. This was not how they were intended to be read, or collected: most newspaper issues passed safely into the hands of more sophisticated readers, who followed events on a regular basis.

The Scourge of Opinion
 

The rising tide of criticism reflected the fact that by the late seventeenth century a serial press was a fixed and unavoidable feature of the commerce of news. While the lands in northern Europe had taken most enthusiastically to the newspapers, by late in the century Italian cities also had a decent scattering of papers, and the form was even beginning to establish a foothold in Spain. Germany, with its patchwork of independent jurisdictions, achieved by far the best coverage, and it was here too that the critics of newspapers made their voices heard. In the third quarter of the seventeenth century a number of writers articulated their disquiet at the proliferation of the serial press, and the dangers to society if newspapers fell into the wrong hands. In 1676 the court official Ahasver Fritsch published a brief pamphlet on the use and abuse of newspapers.32 Fritsch was a firm supporter of princely power, and was strongly of the view that the circulation of newspapers should be confined to public persons who had an occupational need to remain informed (that is, the traditional readers of avvisi). The fact that he published his tract in Latin indicates that these were very much his intended audience.

Fritsch's theme was taken up a few years later by Johann Ludwig Hartman, a Lutheran pastor and prolific author. Hartman had developed a line in sermons denouncing the sins of dancing, gambling, drinking and idleness; to these he added, in a trenchant discourse of 1679, the sin of newspaper reading.33 Hartman was prepared to concede that merchants needed to read newspapers; but otherwise they should be forbidden to the general public. Fritsch and Hartman set the tone for a debate that focused on defining which social groups could safely be entrusted with political news. Daniel Hartnack, a skilled and imaginative publisher, also tried to draw a distinction between useful reading and mere curiosity. In normal times, Hartnack agreed, reading of newspapers should be restricted to the informed who could apply proper critical judgement. Only in time of war should everyone read papers.34
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12.3 The world ruled and governed by opinion. Opinion is represented as a blindfolded woman, crowned with the Tower of Babel. The fruits of the tree are pamphlets.
 

This sense of social exclusivity is a warning against overestimating the reach of the first generations of newspapers. Those in the circles of power, with access to good sources of news, were deeply sceptical as to whether much good would come of extending these privileges to untrained minds. It was only at the very end of the seventeenth century that a German author would join the debate with an unambiguous statement in favour of reading newspapers. Kaspar Stieler's Zeitungs Lust und Nutz (The Pleasure and Utility of Newspapers) was a ringing endorsement of the right to follow the news:


We who live in this world, must know the present world; we get no help here from Alexander, Caesar or Mohammed if we wish to be wise. Whoever seeks this wisdom and wishes to partake in society must follow the papers: must read and understand them.35



 

Stieler had no patience with the attempt to limit access. All people, he believed, had the natural instinct to learn, and this extended to the latest current events. By enumerating the groups that would profit from newspaper reading, Stieler answered critics of the press directly. Teachers and professors needed to follow the news to stay up to date. Clergymen could incorporate material from the papers into their sermons (and find in them instances of God's interventions in human affairs). Merchants and itinerant workmen would be informed of the conditions on Europe's hazardous roads. Country nobles read newspapers to ward off boredom, and their ladies should read them too: better they prepared themselves to discuss serious subjects than waste time on gossip. Those who objected that newspapers were full of material unsuited to gentle eyes should remember that the Bible was also ‘full of examples of murder, of adultery, of theft and many other sins’.36

Stieler's broadside was timely, because at the beginning of the eighteenth century the virtues of news reading were far from universally acknowledged. On the contrary, the intensification of participatory politics brought a host of new anxieties that called into question the value – and the values – of the serial press. Critics of the newspapers focused on three main issues which they felt compromised the media contribution to public debate. They complained of information overload: that there was simply too much news, much of it contradictory. They worried that the old tradition of straight reporting was being contaminated by opinion. This they believed, not without reason, was because statesmen were seeking to manipulate the news for their own purposes. All of these factors were likely to distort or obscure the truth, and leave readers confused and bamboozled.

The complaint that good sense was being drowned in a torrent of print was not entirely new at this time. Since the first decades of the sixteenth century, and the surge of pamphlets that accompanied the Reformation, contemporaries had been startled and unsettled by the pamphlet warfare stimulated by successive crises of European affairs. To apply the same criticism to the newspapers at the beginning of the eighteenth century may seem wide of the mark. In most parts of Europe a single newspaper still enjoyed a local monopoly. Only in London and a few German cities (notably Hamburg) was a larger number of regular serials in direct competition. Here rivalry could bring damaging consequences.37 Papers were all too gleefully eager to point up each other's errors. It seems not to have occurred to them that by impugning their rivals they damaged the credibility of the genre as a whole. Daniel Defoe, who was hardly innocent of hyperbole or partisan exaggeration, at one time or another attacked the truthfulness or integrity of most of his competitors, including The Daily Courant, The English Post, The London Gazette, The Post Boy and The Post Man.38
The Tatler sneered intermittently at the contradictions and exaggerations of the press, concluding, with lofty hyperbole, that ‘the newspapers of this island are as pernicious to weak heads in England as ever books of chivalry to Spain’.39

Partly this professional warfare was the consequence of a crowded market. London papers drew very largely on the same sources of information for the bulk of their copy, made up of news from abroad. The search for an original angle naturally gave occasion for some artful embroidery. This inevitably caused readers some perplexity, particularly if they read the same report in different places. As Joseph Addison expressed it, with characteristic elegance, in his Spectator:


All of them receive the same advices from abroad, and very often in the same words; but their way of cooking it is so different, that there is no citizen, who had an eye to the public good, that can leave the coffee-house with peace of mind, before he has given every one of them a reading.40



 

Addison reproved the dangers of journalistic licence; but this largely commercial pressure to embroider news was greatly compounded by anxieties that news was deliberately framed to a partisan agenda. This, the scourge of opinion, was a concern that extended far beyond the crowded London market.
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12.4 An attack on The London Gazette. The author may not have reflected that such an attack on the English paper of record did nothing to enhance the credibility of the medium as a whole.
 

Here it is important to remember the historical roots of the newspapers in the manuscript newsletters: a form of news reporting that valued unadorned fact almost to a fault. Those who subscribed to the avvisi and their print successors valued the total separation of news from the more discursive, analytical and frankly polemical style of news pamphlets. The fear that the serial news publications might be polluted by this parallel strand of news reporting was widespread and increasing in the early eighteenth century. The publication of what were in effect serial polemics in the English Civil War was an extreme case. But even the German newspapers could not be entirely oblivious to the loyalties of their local readership in times of war. By the early decades of the eighteenth century English newspapers were openly abusing each other for their partisan loyalties, as much as their inaccuracies. Even so, newspapers still by and large fought shy of explicit attempts to direct their readers’ opinions. The first leading article or editorial in a German newspaper was published in Hamburg in 1687, but this proved to be an aberration: a product of a market where competing serials encouraged experimentation to win readers.41 More typical was the high-minded declaration with which the editor of The Daily Courant addressed his readers in the first issue in 1702:


He will quote the foreign papers from whence ‘tis taken, and the public, seeing from what country a piece of news comes with the allowance of that government, may be better able to judge of the credibility and fairness of the relation. Nor will he take upon him to give any comments or conjectures of his own, but will relate only matter of fact; supposing other people to have sense enough to make reflections for themselves.42



 

This was all well and good, but how could the reader be certain of this? Even if the proprietor held to this worthy intention, how could the reader be assured that the papers would not be suborned by politicians with their own agendas?

The Heavy Hand of Power
 

From the first days of print Europe's rulers had recognised the need to regulate the new industry. The religious conflicts of the Reformation brought a new sensitivity to the power of the printed word, but magistrates also wished to control any debate on public policy that seemed to infringe their prerogatives. Systems of control evolved very rapidly in the course of the sixteenth century. Both Protestant and Catholic regimes practised censorship, though with a rather different emphasis. In Catholic countries it became the norm, following the example of Rome, to issue a comprehensive list or ‘index’ of forbidden books and authors. In Protestant jurisdictions it was more usual to require the examination of any text to be published locally before it was sent to the printer.

It was this second system that provided the model for the regulation of news publications. But whereas it could be applied with reasonable success to the production of books and pamphlets, such a system was far less suited to monitoring serials. Those nominated to undertake pre-publication examination of texts were generally busy men. Publishers complained of long delays and oppressive fees even for relatively uncontroversial books. When it came to news serials, which had to be printed on a particular day of the week, any delay was unconscionable. Pre-publication censorship seldom worked well in practice.

In general, then, most places where newspapers were established relied on a third scheme of control: the punishment, after publication, of anyone who printed anything the authorities deemed to be offensive. These interventions were all the more effective for being infrequent. Newspaper publishers knew that they put their livelihoods at risk with every issue. Where printers might risk a cheeky pamphlet, particularly if it could be sent out under the cloak of anonymity, this option was simply not available to publishers of newspapers. Their address had to feature prominently on every issue, so that subscribers could know where to send payments, and drop-in customers could find their shop.

So newspapers were very careful to avoid giving offence. As so often, self-censorship was far more effective than any system of regulation. The pressure to conform was particularly intense where any newspaper held a local monopoly; this applied to most parts of Europe where papers were published. In France the Gazette was an unapologetic cheerleader for royal power, but this was only the most extreme example of a general phenomenon. In Italy, newspaper proprietors in Milan and Piedmont were happy to establish their papers in the government printing house, in the case of Piedmont with a government pension for the publisher.43 Even in the Dutch Republic, famed as a haven of toleration, the exuberant cacophony of mid-century had been quietly suppressed by 1690. Now each city had a single paper enjoying a lucrative monopoly.

It was generally understood that papers would abstain from comment on matters of political sensitivity; this explains the long-standing prejudice against the publication of domestic political news. But sometimes political pressures went beyond this, and the reporting of foreign news had to be slanted to conform to the policy priorities of the local power. Even the most enthusiastic defender of a wider readership for newspapers, Kaspar Stieler, believed that they should never publish anything that might impugn their sovereign's reputation. ‘A publisher has to remember who he is and where he lives, who his lord and master is.’44 If the authorities required it, the newspapers should be willing to circulate news they knew to be false. No wonder Stieler urged the reader to show a sharp critical sense, paying close attention to the origin of a report, and whether it came from a Protestant or Catholic locality.

None were more aware of the difficulties of a compromised, tainted source than the news men themselves. Newspaper editors returned repeatedly to the theme, promising only the best impartial news. ‘In one thing,’ claimed Théophraste Renaudot in the Paris Gazette, ‘I yield not to anyone, in the search for truth.’ The London Courant of 1688 promised to write ‘with the integrity of an unbiased historian to do justice to all parties, in representing things as they shall really happen’.45

Nowhere were these truth claims more insistently repeated, and more tenaciously challenged, than in London, home to the most robustly contentious press of the era. But the hope that a less stringently regulated market would promote a civil discourse of truth-telling went unrequited, as it would a century later in revolutionary France.46 The London papers may have been free of the oppressive burdens that bore down on a single paper in a monopoly market; but they were not, for all that, free of political pressure. Rather, English statesmen swiftly realised that to make their case they needed to have tame papers. Newspapers were quickly identified as Whig or Tory; leading writers accepted pensions to write in the party interest. In 1726 The Craftsman was set up by the Tory Lord Bolingbroke explicitly to mobilise political opinion against the Walpole administration. Robert Walpole responded sensibly enough by marshalling his own press. In his last decade as prime minister he controlled five papers, and paid out a total of £50,000 – a quite enormous sum – to compliant news men.47

What price a free press? Of what value the insistent claim of devotion to the unvarnished truth? As the newspaper passed the end of its first century, the serial press presented an awkward paradox. The more the newspapers extended their readership and their political influence, the less they were trusted. It was a difficult and complex legacy to carry into the age of Enlightenment.
  


CHAPTER 13
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The Age of the Journal
 

THE debate about truth represented a crisis of authority for the reporting of news. With the development of a more adversarial political culture, news reporting seemed in some ways to have regressed. The search for facts came to be smothered in a fog of opinion, and the abuse and manipulation that went with factious politics. Politics had polluted the news. This, of course, is a problem that would never truly be resolved. The need for news prints also to be agents of persuasion would continue to challenge the critical faculties of readers into the modern age. But the first hints of a way forward emerged in the eighteenth century in a new form of periodical publication quite distinct from the noisy and insistent newspaper press. This would be the age of the journal.

The eighteenth century witnessed a spectacular rise in the periodical press. As the century wore on, newspapers would comprise only a small portion of this. Instead, the new century saw the establishment of a large number of other publications presented in serial form for a regular subscribing readership: literary, cultural, scientific and learned journals circulating on a weekly or monthly basis. The new periodicals proved to be enormously popular. This was an era of rising prosperity, and rising literacy. The expansion of professional elites was accompanied by a growth in confidence in scientific and professional expertise which the new periodicals were able to exploit by enrolling these professional groups as both writers and subscribers. These publications, in contrast to the newspapers, would draw on traditional founts of authority, expert writers and discursive analysis. This was also a period that witnessed the emergence of a bourgeoisie with larger amounts of disposal income.1 These new members of an increasingly vibrant consumer society had more money for polite diversions: literature, music, the theatre. But they were also amenable to guidance as they took their first cautious steps into society: those new to refined pursuits welcomed help in matters of taste and fashion.

For publishers, the development of a market for journals was also to be welcomed. The avoidance of direct comment on contemporary events minimised the risk of official disapproval, though many more journals espoused such a policy than strictly adhered to it. They certainly regarded high society, and the fashionable doings of the great, as a subject of obsessive interest. What was in vogue became the business of the journals; and the social elite, and their enterprises, were often very much à la mode.

The rise of the journal was important both as a social phenomenon and for its impact on the news market. The growth of journals with their longer articles and more personal tone encouraged the development of a journalistic tradition that had so far eluded news reporting. In fact, many of the critical and stylistic features that we regard as inherent in journalism emerge first in these eighteenth-century journals. They gave the public what they had so far missed in the newspapers, with their worthy recitations of battles and court levées. Journals offered criticism, taste and judgement, but in a lighter tone than the hectoring political review papers. They spoke directly to their audience; they took time to explain and develop an argument. They were funny and diverting. Most of all they offered something entirely new to an audience that had not previously experienced anything like the sort of recreational miscellany presented in the eighteenth-century ‘spectators’: a distinctive voice that would return to their drawing rooms week after week, bringing both familiar characters and new fashions. It was a beguiling, intoxicating mixture.

Tools of Enlightenment
 

In 1665 there appeared in the highly controlled French market a wholly new periodical to set alongside the venerable Gazette: the Journal des sçavans. This was a major innovation in the European book trade: a journal devoted primarily to discoveries in the arts and sciences, with some additional notification, for legal customers, of decisions taken by the civil and ecclesiastical courts. It was set to appear weekly, on the grounds that novelties lost their lustre if held back for a monthly or annual publication. But pagination was continuous through the year's issues, indicating that they were intended to be bound up together at the end of the year. The volume was also provided with a full scholarly apparatus: tables, notes, index and cumulative bibliography. Like the Gazette, this was to be a privileged enterprise, enjoying a protected monopoly in this section of the market. And it was expected to be lucrative. For the French intellectual community the Journal des sçavans would be both an inspiration and an essential prop, a means to keep abreast of a vast literature that they could not hope to traverse alone.
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13.1 The Journal des sçavans.
 

The Journal des sçavans provided the prototype of a new scholarly journal that would prove enormously influential.2 Its impact was most immediately felt across the Channel in London. Here within a few months a similar venture was established, the Philosophical Transactions. As its name would suggest, this was more earnestly scientific. Its editors were closely connected to the recently founded Royal Society, whose fellows provided a large proportion of its articles.3 But the journal was not formally under the Society's control, a circumstance that led to some difficulty when the two branches of the Society, based in London and Oxford, fell out and used the pages of the Transactions to impugn each other's scholarly credentials. Just as the Journal des sçavans was published in French, the articles in the Philosophical Transactions were published in English. This was far from a matter of course. Educated men were expected to be Latinate, and Latin was still the language of international scientific discourse. In fact, scholars were soon complaining that the retreat from Latin made their life more difficult, as they now had to master so many languages. But the first editor of the Transactions, Henry Oldenburg, was adamant that it should be so: ‘Because they are intended to be for the benefit of such Englishmen as are drawn to curious things, yet perhaps do not know Latin.’4 Here the Society was making a statement of importance for the future of European culture. It proposed the vernacular as a language of erudition, notwithstanding that this went against all the established traditions of European culture, letters, and the social hierarchy represented by a good education. It was a significant symbolic step in the process of liberation from the long shadow of the humanist tradition.

The Philosophical Transactions was nevertheless a more elitist venture than the Journal des sçavans. The three hundred copies printed were more than enough for the fellows, and the Society made little attempt to spread its reach beyond the circle of experts. Both periodicals, however, were self-consciously a part of the international community of learning and discovery: the Republic of Letters celebrated in Pierre Bayle's monumental and long-running review journal, Nouvelles de la république des lettres (1684–1718). The first issue of the Philosophical Transactions contained one article contributed from France, and another from Italy; subsequent numbers frequently carried articles translated from the Journal des sçavans.

The scientific journals also profited from the widespread scholarly concern to organise knowledge into large encyclopaedic publications, many published in parts. The journal was now conceived in much the same way, as a tool of reference to be archived and searched. Eighteenth-century readers were increasingly prone to treat their newspapers in precisely this way.5 A journal, or paper, would have a double value: as a topical information sheet, and as an incremental archive of knowledge. It was a knowledge bank in which science played an increasingly important role.

The Philosophical Transactions and Journal des sçavans paved the way for a growing market in serious specialist journals, which would eventually cover a large range of topics. This would be one of the most buoyant and lucrative areas of the eighteenth-century book market. It would prove particularly important in France, where the market for news and current affairs publications was so constrained by the strictly enforced monopoly of the Gazette.6 Around two hundred journals made their appearance there before the end of the seventeenth century. Between 1700 and the outbreak of the French Revolution in 1789 the figure was in excess of eight hundred. This was the age of specialist journals: among the most important were the prestigious Journal économique (1751–72), the Observations de la physique (1752–1823) and the Journal de médecine (1754–93). The journals established in this mid-century period were particularly successful, as these long-lived ventures bear witness: of 115 periodicals established between 1750 and 1759, 63 lasted a year and 21 ten years or more. Other journals served communities of interest in medicine, agriculture, commerce, music and art.

The development of a serious scholarly press added depth and weight to the periodical press pioneered by the newspapers. The serial model proved a highly effective mechanism for spreading the risk of encyclopaedic publications, improving cash flow and allowing the market to dictate the size of an edition. Publishers were not faced, as they were in the case of conventionally published books, with the prospects of warehouses full of unsold copies. The new periodicals also progressively broadened the market for professional research in a wide variety of fields, based on serious investigation backed by empirical data. This inevitably had its impact on the reporting of current affairs, encouraging both a turn towards analysis and an increasingly sceptical approach to tales and wonders that fell outside the range of explicable phenomena. It is in precisely this period that we witness a retreat, particularly in the metropolitan press, from the reporting of bizarre or supernatural events (unless they could be used to expose the credulity of country folk).7

The market for science also proved remarkably broad. This was demonstrated when in 1691 John Dunton, an experienced London bookseller and publisher, embarked on one of the most innovative serial publications of this restless age. The Athenian Mercury was a periodical entirely devoted to readers’ questions, in all fields: science, religion, manners, courtship and history.8 Readers sent their questions by penny post to Mr Smith's coffee house adjacent to Dunton's shop in the Stocks Market. The questions were answered by the Athenian Society, in essence Dunton and his two brothers-in-law. Correspondents were never identified, which allowed them to ask their questions without worrying about exposing their ignorance. It proved to be a winning formula. The Athenian Mercury was sold twice weekly for a penny, and Dunton and his fellow Athenians were inundated with questions. The editor was obliged to warn readers that they would not answer the same question twice, which of course obliged enthusiasts to collect back numbers to have access to the full range of the wisdom on offer.

The Athenian Mercury demonstrated to the English public, probably to their great surprise, that science was one of their greatest interests.9 Science, broadly defined, provided 20 per cent of the questions. This was very different from the science of the Philosophical Transactions, but on the other hand it was also a far cry from the news-books and their monstrous births. Readers wanted to know the answers to simple, practical things and phenomena that they observed in the course of their everyday lives. Why is the water in the Baths hotter than in either springs or rivers? Whence the wind has its force, and the reason for its changes; where extinguished fire goes.10 All good questions.

Dunton closed the Athenian Mercury in 1697. The resumption of political journalism with the lapsing of the Licensing Act of 1695 had extended the range of serials available, and sales of his periodical were falling. But it is likely Dunton felt the venture had run its course. When a periodical depended so wholly on the personality and charisma of one individual, the pressure of weekly or bi-weekly publication was relentless; perhaps both Dunton and his readers were ready to move on. The Athenian Mercury nevertheless made a critical contribution to the development of the periodical genre. Beyond the inventive format of the interactive dialogue with readers, Dunton had also struck gold with his college of sages who delivered the responses. By creating this club, of which readers enjoyed a vicarious membership, Dunton had developed a conceit that found a lasting resonance both with readers and with the authors of future serials.11 Invited for their penny subscription to join a society of erudite and witty companions, readers could be drawn into a regular web of relationships that became a virtual neighbourhood, or a substitute for their family circle. This had a particular appeal for new city dwellers often disconnected from home, and open to new associations and new experiences. Here Dunton had planted a seed that would germinate in one of the most creative phases of English letters.

Mr Spectator
 

In 1672 another Mercury appeared in France, a journal that over the course of years would soar far above the high-minded Journal des sçavans. This was the Mercure galant and, as its name suggests, it had in mind a rather different set of readers. The Mercure galant offered a vivid miscellany of topical cultural and literary news. Court gossip was mixed with a hodge-podge of verses, melodies, literary reviews, obituaries, marriage and birth announcements. Its first editor, Jean Donneau de Visé, can be regarded as the founder of the society journal.12

The Mercure galant was not above a certain high-mindedness. De Visé was a serious man, and a critic of the comedies of Molière. The Mercure galant was also, as was the way in France, protected by a royal monopoly, and de Visé enjoyed a handsome royal pension. So naturally the Mercure galant remained friendly to the court. The frequent articles flattering Louis XIV and lauding his conquests were not easily distinguishable from similar effusions in the Gazette. The Mercure galant would never be a tool of satire; its real influence was in showing the way to a new genre of periodical, the journal of society and manners. It was the signature creation of the eighteenth-century press.
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13.2 The Athenian Society. Dunton's brains' trust in fact consisted of himself and his two brothers-in-law.
 

It took some time before the English press found a response to the success of the Mercure galant. Various review papers came and went; some were too high-minded, some, like Pierre Antoine Motteux's monthly Gentleman's Journal, too infrequent to catch the febrile temper of the times. But the Gentleman's Journal, with its rich miscellany of news, culture and entertainment, pointed the way towards a form of publication that offered the man of refinement a fresh window on contemporary affairs. If this could be mixed with wit and irony the result would be the talk of the town. So it was when in 1709 Richard Steele launched The Tatler, a thrice-weekly miscellany printed on both sides of a single folio half sheet.13 Steele was already an experienced news man. Since 1707 he had been the editor of the Gazette, a lucrative but to Steele dull assignment.14 In contrast to the ponderous detached tone of the Gazette, The Tatler would be witty and personal. As Steele conceived it, the journal would offer a mix of news from home and abroad, comment on new books and plays, gossip and commentary on contemporary affairs. It would also include original fiction and poetry (always reliable fillers for publications facing stiff deadlines).

The Tatler took a little time to find its feet. Within a few months it had dropped its news reporting; this never fitted well with the facetious tone of the rest of the contents, and The Tatler was always likely, in any case, to be an additional purchase for regular readers of newspapers. The change of emphasis also reflected the influence of Joseph Addison, who joined Steele as a partner shortly after The Tatler’s launch. Under Addison The Tatler became less of a miscellany and more of an essay paper, each number offering an extended reflection on a single subject. The Tatler also vigorously pursued and gave a great deal of space to advertising: as many as 14 or 18 advertisements an issue, up to 150 a month. These promoted wigs, wheelchairs, birdcages, lotteries, cosmetics and medicines. As well as bringing in valuable revenue they held up a mirror to the changing taste of London society. Readers could look to them for tips on correct deportment as well as bargains.15

In 1711, after just two years and 271 issues, Addison and Steele closed The Tatler; it would live on in book form, in collected editions. Two months later they launched The Spectator.16 This, it proved, was their true masterpiece. Advertised as the ‘sober reflections of a detached observer’, Mr Spectator was never quite that; rather a wry, sometimes caustic and always penetrating observer of the foibles and peculiarities of London life. The enterprise was driven by the sheer brilliance of the writing. Addison and Steele ostensibly eschewed coverage of the news, but the distinction was always more rhetorical than real. The Tatler included essays on the lottery and duelling, and The Spectator on the Bank of England, the social status of credit and the moral value of money. Was an essay on duelling addressing a social issue or writing a comedy of manners? With Steele it is hard to say. But the proclaimed bar on politics did at least give the authors licence for merciless satire of the coffee-house culture and the rage for news, never more comical than when pursued by a humourless upstart tradesman. An upholsterer, for instance:

[image: The Invention of News]
 

13.3 The Tatler and The Spectator.
 


I found him to be the greatest newsmonger in our quarter; that he rose before day to read the Post Man, and that he would take two or three turns to the other end of the town before his neighbours were up, to see if there were any Dutch mails come in. He had a wife and several children, but was much more inquisitive to know what passes in Poland than in his own family …. He looked extremely thin in a dearth of news, and never enjoyed himself in a westerly wind. [That is, when contrary winds prevented news bulletins crossing the English Channel.] This indefatigable kind of life was the ruin of his shop.

This man and his affairs had been long out of my mind, till about three days ago, as I was walking in St James's Park, I heard somebody at a distance hemming after me: and who should it be but my old neighbour the upholsterer? I saw he was reduced to extreme poverty, by certain shabby superfluities in his dress …. But pray, says he, tell me sincerely what are your thoughts of the King of Sweden? For though his wife and children were starving, I found his chief concern at present was for this great monarch.17



 

This, by Addison, was presented as the reflections of Isaac Bickerstaff, Esq., the fictional persona of The Tatler. It was a device that allowed the authors great licence. The views expressed were never quite those of Addison or Steele; the uncomfortable and sometimes quite cruel satire of aspirant tradesmen and empty-headed fops was placed in the mouth of a third party. Mr Spectator could advance prescriptions for the reform of taste, the theatre or the Bank of England without pausing to reflect whether they made much sense; all was in the service of wit and raillery. The tone was very different from the impassioned advocacy of Defoe's Review, but perhaps no less effective for that. And for all Mr Spectator's denial of serious political intent, this was a Whig paper, deeply rooted in the salons and coffee houses of that political interest. When Jonathan Swift was enrolled to write for The Examiner in 1710, this was specifically intended to provide a Tory counter-weight to the prevailing Whig tone of the leading essay periodicals.18

Just as they had with The Tatler, Steele and Addison closed The Spectator after only two years. This was not because the paper had lost its way; rather, the pressures of production had become too great. Many of the most successful topical periodicals were remarkably short-lived: the ten years of Defoe's Review proved an exceptional run. Their fate reveals the weakness of a periodical dependent on a single source of inspiration. However gifted the writer, the pressure of writing regularly with passion and wit, on a sufficient variety of subjects to keep the readership entertained, would eventually tell. Periodicals folded – not because their audience fell away, but because their creators became exhausted.

The long-term future required the development of a production model that depended less on a single creative genius. In England the way forward was indicated by Edward Cave's Gentleman's Magazine (1731).19 This preserved the miscellaneous content but abandoned the highly personalised identity of the essay periodical. Begun as a digest of other topical publications, it gradually evolved into an independent periodical with original content, written by professional writers hired for the task. This was a model of collective production that the newspaper press was not yet ready to follow.

For the moment it was Mr Spectator who captured the imagination. The Spectator epitomised the qualities that had made the essay paper so intoxicating: the invitation to take a walk through the city's crowded streets in the company of a witty and urbane guide, a worldly and cultured man with access to the smartest salons and the most advanced literary circles. The Spectator found many imitators in England and abroad. The new ventures that attempted to fill the void in the London press left by its closure mostly failed; there was no substitute for its original authors, who had now moved on to other literary pursuits. But abroad the ‘Spectators’ flourished. In the Netherlands Spectatorial publications helped revive a periodical trade constrained by the urban magistrates’ determination to limit their city to one regular paper. There was no such restriction on the essay papers, and readers would often take several.20 In France one can enumerate as many as one hundred such journals established between 1720 and 1789.21 French readers took to their mix of literary criticism, wit, and advice on matters of taste. The Spectators were familiar and accessible; they offered for the first time in the French periodical press direct dialogue with the public. They represented all that had been lacking in journalism until this point in the highly controlled and reverential French market; the effect was like a jolt of electricity through French literary culture and the book trade. Naturally, such a transformation was not without its critics. The sheer frivolity of some of the periodicals irritated the more high-minded readership, but the publishers were unapologetic. After all, as one editor put it,


Should one write only for savants, or for those who want to become learned? There is something between total ignorance and profound erudition. The multitude is incapable of studying and learning, so brochures and periodicals are necessary for our century.22



 

The earliest French Spectators by and large preserved the cautious tradition of anonymity, but gradually adopted a more robust authorial identity. Between 1720 and 1739 writers like Marivaux, d'Argens, the Abbé Prévost and critics like Desfontaines, La Varenne and La Barre de Beaumarchais all established their own personal vehicles.23 Some of these maintained a more serious tone, but across the whole spectrum cultural reviews made up three-quarters of the periodical literature, particularly in the more restrictive political environment of the earlier half of the century. From all of this, there was money to be made; after 1730 all major French publishers had journals on their list. The trade in periodicals provided a substitute for the saucy fiction and ‘philosophical’ works forbidden by the censors and therefore published abroad and imported back into France; this trade had reached massive proportions by the latter part of the eighteenth century.24 It was therefore fortunate for the Parisian publishers that the trade in periodicals offered more of an outlet; though it in no way prepared them for the extraordinary surge in news publication that would follow with the revolutionary events in the century's last years.

‘Riens délicieux’
 

In his issue of 5 May 1691, John Dunton published in the Athenian Mercury a daring and dramatic announcement:


We have received this week a very ingenious letter from a lady in the country, who desires to know whether her sex might not send in questions as well as men, to which we answer yes they may, our design being to answer all manner of questions sent to us by either sex, that may be either useful to the public or to particular persons.25



 

To drive home his point Dunton followed his editorial statement with fifteen questions on marriage. This was not an unconsidered initiative. The Athenian Mercury had now been going for two months, and Dunton had taken the temperature of his readership. This was the most dramatic declaration possible: that women were a welcome contributing part of the reading community, and Dunton eagerly embraced his role as torchbearer. The issue of 22 May was entirely made up of questions from women, and Dunton now announced that on the first Tuesday of every month the issue would be set aside to address feminine concerns.

Although the French had been the great innovators in the seventeenth-century periodical market, it was English publishers who showed the most lively awareness of the potential of an expanding female readership. Both The Tatler and The Spectator actively courted female readers. In setting out his agenda for The Tatler in 1709, Richard Steele appealed explicitly to ‘public-spirited’ men, but not exclusively: ‘I resolve also to have something which may be entertainment to the fair sex, in honour of whom I have invented the title of this paper.’ It was a back-handed compliment, with its implication of inconsequential gossip, to which women were seen as particularly prone. It sets the tone of elaborate gallantry and condescension that characterised much of the engagement of essay periodicals with their female readers.26
The Spectator followed with Addison's insistence that ‘there are none to whom this paper will be more useful than to the female world’, and the evident success of the Spectator genre soon inspired a number of periodicals specifically directed at women readers. These proved less successful. Both The Female Tatler and The Whisperer, written in the persona of Jenny Distaff, Isaac Bickerstaff's half-sister, were blatant attempts to exploit the success of the Spectator brand, and neither succeeded.27 It would be a further thirty years before a periodical emerged with a robust and genuine female voice: Elizabeth Haywood's Female Spectator.

The relationship between the earliest society periodicals and their female readers was complex. The editors were emphatic that their essays on morals and manners were particularly suitable for women, but they were also teasing and condescending. The essays were often couched as replies to a plaintive, tragicomical appeal for advice from a distressed female reader in a fix, confounded by some perplexing piece of social etiquette, or trapped by an unsuitable lover. Many of these letters give every appearance of having been written by the editors themselves. The convoluted explanations of the circumstances in which the correspondents found themselves certainly have more in common with the plots of contemporary dramatic pieces than with the lives of the allegedly inexperienced writers supposed to have penned them. These transparent devices allowed the essayists to have the best of both worlds: they could both titillate their readers and inhabit the moral ground with their responses; a device still widely practised, of course, in the serious papers’ reporting of scandal or celebrity today.

The relentless definition of female consciousness – the home, manners, social etiquette and love affairs – is often grating. This preoccupation was neatly expressed in the French Journal des dames, launched in 1759 offering its readers a diet of ‘riens délicieux’, delicious nothings. But this was only ever part of the story. It is worth recalling that the Journal des dames soon became something more than an entertainment paper, supporting the agenda of the Enlightenment and vigorously criticising both state-privileged cultural institutions and ministerial policy. The driving force behind this transformation was a sequence of three strong women, who successively managed the journal and gave it its distinctive voice.28 The Journal des dames was suppressed twice by angry ministers, in 1769 and finally in 1776.29

The changing shape of the Journal des dames is not unusual in the periodical press. New ventures sprung up and often failed to find an audience; a journal could not survive without close attention to its readers’ priorities. These were partly set by women, as readers but also as engaged protagonists in the press. Women had played an active role in the print industry virtually since its beginning, almost certainly a more active role than in any other craft industry.30 Many presses were very effectively managed by the women to whom they were entrusted, sometimes but not always after the death of their husbands. John Dunton's sensibility to his female readers may owe something to the fact that his business prospered mightily when his wife was at the helm, and declined steeply after her death. Countess Alexandrine de Rye, widow of Leonhard II von Taxis, effectively ran the Taxis postal network for eighteen years after her husband's death, and steered the company through the notably turbulent decades of the latter part of the Thirty Years War.31 Among those challenging her authority was the female Hamburg newspaper proprietor, Ilsabe Meyer.32 At the other end of the social spectrum the London press would not have been able to function without the army of ‘Mercury women’ who brought periodicals to their readers and sold them on the streets.33

The industry also found a place for an entrepreneur like Eliza Haywood, author and proprietor of The Female Spectator.34 Haywood started this periodical after a long and successful career as a novelist, and a less successful turn as a stage actress. She gave herself no airs: the first issue confided that the author ‘never was a beauty, and am very far from being young’. But its witty sequence of essays, on subjects that ranged from the immoderate use of tea to the conduct of military gentlemen (likely to be bad) found a ready audience. After it ceased publication The Female Spectator was several times republished as a collected volume, and translated into both French and Dutch.35 Haywood was even sufficiently confident to satirise the alleged female aversion to political affairs. In reply to a dyspeptic (though almost certainly invented) correspondent, who took her to task for promising more in the way of politics than she had delivered, Haywood defended her editorial choices:


Armies marching – battles fought – towns destroyed – rivers crossed and the like: I should think it ill became me to take up my own, or reader's time with such accounts as are every day to be found in the public papers.36



 

This was the point; there were other places where such matters were exhaustively discussed, and the journals did not have to regurgitate material freely available in the newspapers. Plenty of male readers also found their appetite for battles and sieges much reduced when the society papers provided an alternative diversion. But this was generally not a choice that had to be made. Articulate female readers followed the news closely, even if social convention forbade them from making much reference to this in their correspondence.37 It is significant that when Dorothy Osborne read a news publication in 1653, she could only acknowledge this in an oblique way: ‘I know not how I stumbled upon a news book this week, and for want of something else to do read it.’38 This was in a letter to her suitor, Sir William Temple, and she may have thought he would consider an interest in news unseemly in a potential bride. Married women could take a close interest in politics that impacted on their family with less constraint.39

Critically the hundred years between Dorothy Osborne's letter and Eliza Haywood's Female Spectator saw a giant leap forward in female literacy. The number of female readers had increased three or fourfold; this was a substantial market that publishers could not afford to ignore. Women as consumers and arbiters of taste were an important economic force and therefore an important driver of the periodical market. The first daily paper in France, the Journal de Paris (1777), was a cultural listing, offering notes on the current theatrical performances and literary gossip. In the second half of the eighteenth century essay journals like The Female Spectator were gradually superseded by a new generation of monthly magazines. The Lady's Magazine (1759) and The Lady's Museum (1760) were part of a general trend away from the single editor-persona towards a substantial periodical offering a collection of features by various hands.40 Both these journals offered a variety of instructional features, including articles on geography, history and popular science, tempered by fiction and poetry. Nor were female readers spared the harsher aspects of contemporary life. In an earlier manifestation of The Lady's Magazine, a fortnightly established in 1749, readers were treated to a monthly account of the trial, confession or execution of some notorious criminal. Sometimes these malefactors were female: ‘an account of three unhappy women executed at Tyburn'; ‘the trial of Mary Blandy for poisoning her late father’.41 The windows of the polite parlour could never entirely shut out the life of the teeming metropolis beyond.

The Political Journal
 

The periodical press did not – could not – ignore politics. Whether it was the whimsical rapier thrusts of the Spectator genre, or the increasingly bold editorialising in some parts of the newspaper industry, this was the age that finally began to achieve the integration of news and commentary that we take for granted in the printed news media today. An important catalyst was the emergence of a new generation of journals of political analysis. These played a particularly important role in parts of Europe where the newspapers remained wedded to a conservative vision of news reporting that left them little scope for political commentary. This was true for both the Low Countries and Germany, where most newspapers remained local monopoly providers, and obsessively careful not to cause offence to local magistrates. An escape from this studied neutrality was provided by Gottlob Benedikt von Shirach's Politische Journal, one of the most successful periodical ventures of the century. Established in 1781, the Politische Journal became the most widely read periodical in the German-speaking world, with an audience transcending the micro-markets of the German city and princely states.42

By the 1780s Germany had 183 newspapers. With rare exceptions, however, such as the widely circulating Hamburg papers, most served a purely local clientele. Their format and priorities were barely distinguishable from their predecessors a century before. Foreign news predominated, and much of the remaining space was taken up by advertisements and a local court circular, a Lilliputian version of the Paris Gazette’s despatches from Versailles: ‘all the honours and favours dispensed at the court, festivities, voyages, ceremonies, banquets, and the endless list of irrelevancies, rumours, suppositions, contradictions and private affairs’, as von Shirach put it in one of the first issues of the Politische Journal.43 Von Shirach also believed that the newspaper itself – its barrage of fragmentary reports – posed a barrier to understanding. Even with the best-informed paper, the urgent periodicity of a weekly production could hardly provide more than a part of the picture, with little context and no scope for sober analysis. With the Politische Journal von Shirach created a journal that he hoped could combine the traditional analytical function of pamphlets with the contemporaneity of the newspapers. Monthly publication should ensure that the shape of events had become clearer, and eliminate the misleading, false or trivial reports that found their way into the newspapers.

A true child of the Enlightenment, von Shirach adhered to a clear and rational plan. Each monthly issue consisted of three parts. The first presented background information necessary to understand the issues of the day: statistics and excerpts from official documents. There then followed analytical articles written by von Shirach summarising events in various parts of Europe. The final third consisted of letters from the Journal’s correspondents from the self-same capitals, timed to arrive in Hamburg just before he went to press.

It was an innovative formula and it found a ready public: the readership grew steadily to around 8,000 subscribers. But the Politische Journal also attracted criticism, much of it focused on von Shirach's own editorial style. Von Shirach never understated the potential importance of the events he described: each shift in the balance of European power portended revolution, and he often saw war looming. Von Shirach's views were strongly held, but he sometimes put himself on the wrong side of history, as with his trenchant opposition to both the American and French revolutions. An unfortunate talent for unsuccessful prognostication was revealed early in his reporting of the Franco-Spanish siege of Gibralter in 1782. Subscribers would have received his careful analysis of the strength of the investing forces, and confident predictions of their success, just as the newspapers brought news of the crushing English victory. This was the danger of a monthly publication dealing with fast-moving events. For all that, the Politische Journal was a carefully conceived and ground-breaking publication, not least in the degree of attention it gave to German news. The Politische Journal devoted at least half of its space to news and analysis of events in Germany and Austria: a radical departure from the newspaper tradition with its continuing concentration on foreign news. This, along with the Politische Journal’s wide circulation, played an important role in the growth of pan-German political consciousness.

In France the publication of political journals was a feature of the general loosening of political controls before the Revolution. The catalyst was a political crisis of a very traditional sort. In 1770 Louis XV, exasperated by a long conflict of attrition with the Paris Parlement, dismissed his veteran chief minister Choiseul and sought more decisive leadership from a triumvirate of determined officials, led by Chancellor Maupeou. The triumvirate in turn sought to out-manoeuvre the opposition of the Parlement by replacing sitting magistrates with a reorganised court system. This flagrant provocation initiated the largest wave of pamphleteering since the Mazarinades more than a century before.44 The outpouring of publications on both sides awakened Paris's normally conservative publishing community to the tremendous public interest in current affairs. Encouraged by the weakening of censorship that always followed from a major political conflict in France, publishers began to issue pamphlets in a quasi-periodical form, with each successive issue consecutively numbered. This shift towards serial publication continued after the initial crisis had subsided, most notably with the Mémoires secrets, a thirty-six volume series of gossip and anecdotes. Other notable ventures included the Observateur anglois, and, most notorious of all, the Annales politiques of Simon-Nicolas-Henri Linguet.

Linguet had earned his journalistic spurs as an employee of the publisher-entrepreneur Charles-Joseph Panckoucke. Dismissed for intemperate attacks on the philosophes, Linguet withdrew to London, from where he crafted an immediate publishing sensation. The contemporary renown of Linguet's Annales lay in the quality of its writing, for Linguet, already a well-known and distinguished lawyer, revealed himself as a natural exponent of advocacy journalism. More remarkable still was his success, as an independent editor operating outside the country, in securing the printing and distribution of the Annales in France. Somehow Linguet's agent in his home country managed to ensure that circulation of the journal would be tolerated, but its instant celebrity brought new problems in the form of unauthorised reprints, which Linguet was powerless to prevent. Briefly interrupted when Linguet was lured to Paris and imprisoned in the Bastille, the Annales were resumed in 1783. Linguet's adventures provided a vivid illustration of the enduring problem that faced the French political press. Although political periodicals circulated widely, censorship was never formally abandoned. This meant that political journals could never be openly marketed or advertised; circulation required accommodations and private understandings that could always be revoked. This was one reason why the French periodicals did not achieve the same regularity and exact periodicity that characterised similar ventures in other countries. However, they made up for this with a passionate engagement and wit that entranced readers greedy for political debate after the long years of a controlled and subservient press. Linguet's Annales, boosted by the unofficial reprint, maintained an international circulation of as much as twenty thousand copies per issue. Despite his angry denunciations of pirate publishers, Linguet was reported to have made large sums from the Annales, as much as 80,000 livres a year.45

A Man of Property
 

The full potential of this buoyant market for political journalism would ultimately be demonstrated by Linguet's former patron, Charles-Joseph Panckoucke. Panckoucke was Europe's first media mogul.46 He had been born into the business of books, the son of a provincial bookseller in Lille. Educated in the philosophe spirit, he considered a career as an academic or military engineer (he was an especially gifted mathematician) before accepting that his fate was to take over the family business.47 In the early 1760s, working in partnership with his two sisters, Panckoucke transferred the bookshop to Paris. Immersing himself in the intellectual culture of the capital, Panckoucke continued to write; among the books he published were a number of his own works. Most important of all, Panckoucke had the gift of friendship. He was close to Voltaire from an early age, and later to Jean-Jacques Rousseau. The distinguished naturalist Georges-Louis Leclerc, Comte de Buffon, was a confidant and friend.48

Moving in these circles Panckoucke conceived the wish to make a substantial contribution to the Encyclopedist movement. In 1769 he approached Diderot with a plan to publish a supplement to the Encyclopédie. Initially rebuffed, he persisted and obtained the necessary permission. A decade later he embarked on what would be his chief monument, the Encyclopédie méthodique, arranged by subject matter rather than alphabetically. Secure in the esteem of France's leading thinkers, Panckoucke might have been expected to be content. But he had other plans. A shrewd reader of markets as well as men, Panckoucke had for some years been contemplating the rich potential of the periodical press. The original transaction through which Panckoucke bought the shop and stock of the Paris bookseller Michel Lambert in 1760 had also brought him Lambert's printing contracts, which included the Année littéraire and the Journal des sçavans; the latter in particular was a prestigious venture, though Panckoucke claimed it was running at a loss when he bought it.49 Profitable or not, this provided the foundation for an expanding portfolio of periodicals. In due course Panckoucke was prepared to try his hand at the political press. Gradually he built up a stable that included the Journal politique de Bruxelles, Journal des dames, Journal des spectacles, Journal des affaires d'Angleterre et d'Amérique and the Gazette des tribunaux. With his Journal politique de Bruxelles and the Journal de Genève, Panckoucke nodded towards the tradition that all political papers apart from the official Gazette should be published outside the country. In fact both periodicals, despite their name, were published in France, an arrangement that had the blessing of the ministry.

The crucial moment came in 1778 when Panckoucke purchased control of the Mercure de France, the venerable but ailing successor to the Mercure galant. The Mercure had been established in 1672 as a monthly stablemate to the Gazette, but had failed to maintain its position in the proliferating eighteenth-century market for journals. Panckoucke transformed it into a weekly, and in the process built its circulation from 2,000 to 15,000. This coup had been prepared by careful politics. By cultivating a relationship with the Comte de Vergennes, minister of foreign affairs from 1774, Panckoucke received the exclusive privilege to publish political news. That the foreign minister should have dealt such a critical blow to the official Gazette tells us much about the essential frivolity, as well as the brutality, of Ancien Régime politics. Other newspapers now had to pay Panckoucke for the privilege of reprinting his information. Secure in the confidence of both official Paris and the leading figures of the Enlightenment, Panckoucke flourished. By 1788 he had built up an extraordinary business empire, with 800 workmen and employees. His workshops and offices, it was said, were one of the sights of Paris.
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13.4 Charles-Joseph Panckoucke, media mogul and Enlightenment man.
 

In 1789 Panckoucke won what would previously have been considered one of the greatest prizes of all: he became publisher of the Gazette. But these were strange times for the reporting of current affairs in France. Events would soon take a turn beyond the imagining of the philosophers of the old order. These events would test to destruction the capacities of the antiquated, prosperous print world of the Ancien Régime; men like Panckoucke, who had done well in its strangely constrained politics but extraordinarily diverse intellectual culture, would face a fight for survival.



The age of the journal witnessed the emergence of a thoughtful, self-confident industry that facilitated intellectual exchange over a wide spectrum of disciplines. For publishers this offered a welcome field of innovation in new ventures positioned between the established but sometimes complaisant world of book publishing and the turbulent world of pamphlets and ephemeral print. Even for the most established and conservative publishing houses, journals were an attractive economic proposition. They offered a regular and predictable sale thanks to the subscription system. For major new enterprises the compilation of a subscription list provided both valuable advertising and a means of testing the water before printing got underway. The extended friendship and correspondence network of the Republic of Letters provided a natural conduit for such information, and both editors and publishers were happy to move in these circles. The publication of even very substantial intellectual enterprises in numbered sections ensured that there was no risk of the unsold portion of an edition rotting in the warehouse, as had been the case with many overly ambitious scholarly works issued in the first centuries of print.50 With periodicals, customers paid in advance and each issue had a built-in sequel, whereas books were individual events, dangerous and unpredictable in their success. It is no wonder that periodicals became the fastest -growing sector of eighteenth-century publishing.
  


CHAPTER 14
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In Business
 

IN June 1637 Hans Baert found himself in a difficult spot. Baert was a wealthy Haarlem merchant, and in recent times he had involved himself heavily in the trade in tulips.1 For a time he had prospered. The price of the bulbs had increased steadily, and more recently at a phenomenal rate. But in February of this year the bottom had dropped out of the market; and none of those who had bought from Baert at the higher prices would pay their debt.

The tulip trade was, it must be admitted, a very unusual form of commodity trading. These most exotic of plants flowered, often only for a week or two, in spring. The bulbs were then lifted, dried and in September replanted; thus for most of the trading year they could not be seen, or physically delivered to their new owners. This was little problem to the adventurous Dutch, who through their lengthy experience of long-distance voyages were used to managing a futures market, but it was bad news for Hans Baert. The price for tulips had reached its unlikely zenith in February 1637, when his bulbs were deep underground; now, in June, they had to be lifted, which could only be done in the presence of their new owners to prevent fraudulent substitution of less valuable varieties. Since his clients would not come, Baert stood to lose his money.

The tulipmania has gone down in history as one of the first great financial bubbles: an extravagant boom, followed by a ruinous bust. In fact, much of what was assumed to be known about this episode turns out to be myth. Most of those involved in the trade were prosperous citizens who could absorb the losses. There were few bankruptcies and the wider Dutch economy was barely affected. The tulipmania did not lead simple artisans, tempted into the market by hopes of a quick fortune, into penury. The most extravagant stories of destitute carpenters and weavers emanate from the moralising pamphlets that followed the collapse of the market.2 During the sharp, and ultimately spectacular rise in the prices of bulbs there was little adverse comment; in fact, the States of Holland were most concerned to profit from the boom by taxing the trade. What is in fact most extraordinary about this colourful episode is how little interest it evoked in the contemporary news media. That a pound of bulbs could change hands for 1,000 guilders (three years’ wages for a master carpenter) caused no adverse comment. Perhaps events moved too quickly. In five weeks Switzers, one of the most sought-after bulbs, went from 125 guilders a pound to a high of 1,500: 1,200 per cent appreciation in just over a month.3

In this same year Amsterdam had two functioning newspapers, yet neither paid this sudden appreciation in the price of tulips much attention. Even in this sophisticated news market, the boom in tulip futures was a word-of-mouth phenomenon. Deals were struck and prices talked up in meetings between bloemisten, as those who got into the trade became known, in closed circles: at private dinners, in taverns, or in meetings in the gardens where the tulips were planted. The print media discovered the tulipmania only when the trade had collapsed, when pamphleteers had many things to say about greed, the credulity of traders, and the transitory nature of earthly wealth. Those who had had their fingers burned faced a deal of mockery. In 1637 the bad blood between thwarted sellers and rebellious buyers threatened to become a problem of public order. This too was unwelcome in a state where the good conduct of business and national reputation were closely aligned. In March the Burgomasters of Holland forbade ‘the little song and verses which are daily sold by the booksellers about the tulip trade’. The council sent round bailiffs to confiscate the printed copies.4 It was time to draw a veil over the business, and move on.

The Business Press
 

The tulipmania casts an interesting light on the psychology of business in this period, but offers few hints regarding the development of a business press. This seems all the more surprising when we remember the important role that merchants had played in the creation of the international news market: from the business correspondence of the late Middle Ages, through the creation of the first courier services and the first commercial manuscript newsletters.5 But at the point news became a commercial product it took a decisive turn away from the reporting of business news. Avvisi, and their successors the printed newspapers, offered almost exclusively political, diplomatic and military news. This could be of great importance to merchants with goods on the road, but it did not mesh with their day-to-day concerns with regard to the prices they would pay, or could charge, for commodities. Merchants also needed to keep a close eye on the rates of exchange between Europe's various currencies. Although bills of exchange had functioned efficiently for the discharge of debt and the transfer of money over long distances for some centuries, fortunes could still be won and lost through trading in the currency markets.
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14.1 A satire on the tulipmania. Bloemisten conclude their bargains in a fool's cap while peasants cart off the worthless bulbs.
 

These more prosaic mercantile concerns spawned a different and highly specialised printed business literature: the publication of lists of commodity prices and exchange rates. Some of the most ephemeral of all forms of printed literature, they are far more likely to have been lost than to survive. The early history of the financial press can only be reconstructed from fragmentary evidence of flimsy scraps of print, often tucked away in bundles of commercial correspondence.6

So although there is evidence that printed lists of commodity prices were published in Venice and Antwerp as early as the 1540s, the earliest surviving copies date from forty years later. These printed price lists were the very simplest form of print: a single strip of paper, characteristically about 14 by 48 centimetres. This suggests a large folio sheet had been set with two or three settings of the same text across the page, which was then cut up. The format was closely modelled on the handwritten price lists compiled by brokers and agents in Europe's major trading centres in the medieval period. Examination of these early manuscript lists reveals a remarkable level of uniformity. Lists compiled in widely spread cities such as London and Damascus, and at very different dates, record much the same commodities (and often in the same order).7 The commodities were named in Italian and this practice was largely continued into the print era, whether the price lists were issued in Venice, Frankfurt or Antwerp.8 Amsterdam, where the commodities were listed in Dutch, was an exception; Hamburg also used Dutch in its earliest lists. All of these cities had published regular weekly lists by the end of the sixteenth century. London, Danzig and Lisbon soon followed. In the earliest surviving examples only the actual form was printed, leaving the date and the current prices to be added by hand.

In Amsterdam the fixing of prices was delegated to a committee of five brokers.9 The data could then be passed to a scribal office for the prices to be added to a pre-printed form. By the middle of the seventeenth century Amsterdam had moved to a fully printed form, still produced under official supervision. The regulations established by the city burgomasters also stipulated the terms of sale: subscribers were to pay 4 guilders a year (one and a half stuivers per copy). So that merchants who traded in Amsterdam on an irregular basis could have access to them, individual issues could be purchased at the Exchange for 2 stuivers each. The commodities listed were grouped into convenient categories, and covered a wide range of raw materials and finished products, including spices, foodstuffs and a range of clothes and textiles. Of course those actually striking bargains would always want to check up on the latest prices, which could move quite significantly during the course of a week. This suggests that the printed sheets served primarily as a reference tool, particularly for traders who wanted to assemble a run of weekly lists and check how prices had moved over an extended period. That the Amsterdam lists were used in this way, and circulated widely both in the Netherlands and abroad, is indicated by the provision for subscribers to take two or more copies at a reduced rate: presumably to send the duplicates to out-of-town correspondents.

Lists of currency exchange rates were published in much the same way, on a weekly basis under official supervision. Here the published form consisted of a list of European cities, alongside which the prevailing rates of exchange could be added. In Venice the currencies and their rates were both printed on the sheet, though this was rather the exception.10 Elsewhere the rates were added by hand. As with commodity prices, each city published a single official list, consigning the task to a trusted official or, in the case of Venice, a publishing firm. In the second half of the seventeenth century the principle of this official monopoly was increasingly under strain. Twice, in 1670 and 1683, the Amsterdam authorities had to intervene to defend the privileges of the appointed exchange brokers from interlopers. The crucial change seems to have come with the introduction of a third major piece of financial data: share prices. In the second half of the seventeenth century the previously rather small number of joint stock companies expanded rapidly. Trading in their stock encouraged the development of specialist financial publications, which listed shares alongside commodity prices, exchange rates and shipping news. Nowhere was this development more pronounced than in the emerging powerhouse of northern commerce, London.
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14.2 The Antwerp Bourse. Such places were hotbeds of rumour and disinformation, as well as commercial hubs.
 

Bubble
 

In the publication of business data England chose a separate path, almost from the beginning. Uniquely, in England the publishing of commodity data does not seem to have been an official monopoly. Merchants and traders could instead avail themselves of a wide range of publications. The Prices of Merchandise in London, published from 1667 and the successor to the earliest London price lists, was joined from 1680 by Whiston's Weekly Remembrancer and from 1694 by Proctor's Price Courant.11 A few years later John Castaing began publication of his Course of the Exchange. London had never had its own listing of exchange rates, and this provided Castaing's opportunity. But he improved on it by adding a list of share prices. Castaing, a member of the Protestant Huguenot community settled in London since their expulsion from France by Louis XIV, was an active stock-jobber, and saw here the chance to combine this business with financial journalism. In March 1697 he placed an advertisement for his paper: ‘J. Castaing at Jonathan's Coffee House delivers the Course of Exchange, the price of Blank-Notes, Bank Stock, East India Stock and other things every Post-Day, for 10s per annum.’12

This advertisement appeared in Houghton's A collection for the improvement of husbandry and trade, another innovative financial publication. In contrast to the price lists, Houghton's Collection included in each weekly issue an article on a topic of economic or financial interest. This was followed by a select commodity price list and a list of shares. The number of shares quoted was at first large, with as many as 64 listed in mid-1694. This could not be sustained; the list of companies shrank quite rapidly, and in 1703 Houghton's paper ceased publication.13 Houghton's collection had also included details of the arrivals and departures of ships, trading information that also generated its own specialist publication with the foundation in 1694 of Edward Lloyd's Ships arrived at and departing from the several ports of England and foreign ports. This, renamed Lloyd's list, continues to this day.

These technical specialist papers remained, however, rather separate from the general press. Although England experienced a rapid proliferation in the number of newspapers after the lapse of the Licensing Act in 1695, these papers offered only very limited comment on the economic life of the capital. The Gazette followed the progress of the subscription to the Bank of England in 1694, but once this was accomplished Bank matters were not often alluded to. In 1699 The Post Boy mentioned a meeting to discuss a union of the East India and English Companies; but there was no comment on the likely effect of such a union, or, in subsequent issues, on the outcome.14 From 1697 The Post Boy included a brief passage with the major share prices, but business news intruded most obviously through the placing of paid advertisements. Companies took space to advertise meetings of their General Court. The launch of companies, and particularly projects, took up many inches of news print. This was a great era of projecting. Schemes of land reclamation, patent diving bells, new inventions and trading schemes made their optimistic pleas for investors’ money. Between 1695 and 1699 lottery schemes often occupied nearly all the available advertising space.15 This proliferation of lotteries, such as the Million Adventure, the Unparalleled Adventure and the Honorable Undertaking, was a sign of the emergence of a new class of potential investors with little experience in the marketplace and searching for alternative opportunities for investment. It was a potentially combustible mix.

In the two decades after the Glorious Revolution of 1688 the London economy embarked on a period of sustained growth. The more settled political climate allowed for a degree of fundamental institutional innovation: the foundation of the Bank of England, the consolidation of the national debt, the re-coinage of 1696.16 All of these remarkable developments, and the extra-ordinary boom in venturing and new companies, inspired a sustained effort to understand the changes under way. Most of these disquisitions on trade appeared in traditional pamphlet form, though the periodical press also did what it could to help readers understand the new markets. Between June and July 1694 John Houghton wrote a series of seven articles in his A
collection for the improvement of husbandry, attempting to explain the new financial markets to his subscribers. His articles gave a brief history of joint stock companies and explained how trades were made, including such relatively sophisticated instruments as options and time bargains.17 Defoe's Review also discoursed frequently on economic matters, and Defoe was more inclined than most to muse on the general state of the economy. Defoe of course had personal experience of the hazards of projecting, having been a bankrupt in an unsuccessful business career. He never entirely kicked the habit; although the Review was drawn off into political topics, his last valedictory issue would comment rather wistfully that ‘writing upon trade was the whore I really doted upon’.18 The choice of language is significant; the tone of contemporary pamphlet comment was deeply suspicious of projecting, reflecting the perceived moral ambiguity of making money through financial dealings. The questions posed in the correspondence columns of the Athenian Mercury focused on the moral hazard of lotteries. Could, asked one correspondent in 1694, a godly man in good conscience partake in a lottery when the lots were disposed by Divine Providence?19

Despite the considerable amount of ink spilled on economic discussions, and the amount of financial data being published in the business press, it remains very questionable whether this was sufficient, or offered the right sort of information, to be of much use to those entering the markets; particularly at times of rapid price movements. London was a very unusual financial market. To a quite unique extent the capital city concentrated the political power and financial muscle of the whole nation. It was also of course a port with constant connections to all major European markets. Yet within this sprawling metropolis the financial trading district was concentrated into a very small space. The principal centres of financial power, the Royal Exchange, the East India Company and Exchange Alley (whence stock-jobbers had removed from the Exchange in 1698) were all within a few hundred paces of each other. Visitors venturing into this bear-pit in trading hours found it a cacophony of noise, where those experienced in affairs exchanged information and made trades, all at a speed and in a jargon that outsiders found utterly bewildering. Defoe, whose Essay on Projects and The Villainy of Stock-Jobbers detected reflect the general scepticism of the age, used his Review for a wonderfully inventive denunciation of the lack of scruples in the financial market. The following imagined dialogue caught the irrationality of trading in a market where rumour and the herd mentality could easily trump rational analysis:


One cries, is there a Post? Answer, no; but they have it in Exchange Alley

Has the Government any Express? No, but it is in everybody's mouth in Exchange Alley.

Is there any account of it at the Secretary's Offices? No, but ‘tis all the news in Exchange Alley.

Why, but how does it come? Nay, nobody knows; but ‘tis very hot in Exchange Alley.20



 

Those that flourished in this world did so because they had developed their own networks of information and intelligence.21 It took experience to filter from the cacophony of rumour, reports and advice the news that would move markets, particularly as it was widely believed that some would deliberately circulate false reports to make a profit. Those at the very pinnacle of this edifice of power and money could also be very secretive with commercially sensitive information, the directors of the East India Company and the Bank notoriously so.

The result was that when the markets moved rapidly, as was the case with the notorious South Sea adventure, the printed word offered no real help. The weekly price lists were too infrequent to keep up with the market, and the web of speculation and rumour made little impact on the non-financial papers. This mattered less than one might think, for most citizens were simply the astonished audience for this first great bull market. Rather like tulipmania, the vast majority of dealings occurred within the closed circles of the privileged. The South Sea Bubble was that most satisfying thing: a fraud perpetrated by the elite on itself.

Defoe's Review had ceased publication before the South Sea calamity, but it is not likely that he would have spoken out against it. Few voices were raised in criticism as the financial miracle of 1720 unfolded. The South Sea venture was never in any real respect a trading company.22 To establish a trade with South America depended on an unlikely conjuncture of political circumstances opening a previously closed market, and this prospect had in any case disappeared by 1718. Where it did find success was in creating a counter-weight to the Whig-dominated East India Company and Bank of England, and by sucking in surplus liquidity it had soon raised a huge capital. With no trade in view the directors now made an audacious attack on the Bank by proposing to take on the whole national debt. In a period of frantic negotiation a counter-bid from the Bank was seen off, and the South Sea Company emerged victorious. Such a huge liability, however, required a greatly increased share capital, and a rising share price would also greatly increase the prospects of meeting the Company's obligations. By judicious management of the market this was for a time achieved. Between January and April 1720 the price of South Sea stock had risen from 130 to 300; in the next two months stock appreciated a further 300 per cent. The South Sea stock was not an isolated beneficiary of this frantic activity. Bank and East India stock also rose sharply, and during the year to August a further 190 projects were floated, most as joint stock companies. All were seeking to catch the same hopeful tide that created money from nothing.

At the height of the Bubble newspapers had remarkably little to say about the astonishing events unfolding at the heart of the financial district. The Daily Courant, a single-page daily news sheet established in 1702, was the only organ in a position to chart the day on day rises, which seemed so miraculously to be enriching those blessed with stock. On 31 May, South Sea stock moved from 590 to 610; on 1 June from 610 to 760; on 2 June it touched a high of 870 before falling back to 770. Then on 24 June, after South Sea stock had traded at 750 the day before, The Daily Courant offered this momentous, but curiously dispassionate announcement: ‘yesterday South Sea stock was 1000’.23

In such extraordinary times, the weekly or tri-weekly news-sheets despatched to out-of-town subscribers by post could scarcely keep up. Those in the provinces, who would not normally have been subscribers to the Courant, generally heard of developments through correspondence with London friends. The papers also gave notice of meetings of the court, and publicised its determinations, as during the summer the Company took steps to enhance its capital further. These heady days, before Parliament intervened to curb projecting, brought a cascade of other calls for capital.24 The London newspapers were happy to find room for the numerous advertisements placed by these hopeful entrepreneurs. There were also an increasing number of advertisements placed by those seeking to cash in their shares and invest the profits in property or the accoutrements of wealth. At this point there was little adverse comment; this was reserved for the inevitable search for scapegoats when the Company's share price first faltered and then tumbled precipitously: ‘All is floating, all falling, the directors are cursed, the top adventurers broke.’25

The social consequences of the Bubble should not be exaggerated. Most of those who had invested were moneyed, and few were left destitute.26 The collapse of the Company was most deadly for its directors, who had made stock available, often on very preferential terms, to numerous Parliamentarians. Faced with personal losses, the Members of Parliament were at their most virtuous and censorious. The directors were summoned before the House of Commons and stripped of much of their personal wealth. Having performed this ritual sacrifice, the appetite for more fundamental investigation palled. The most scandalous aspect of the project had been the terms under which stock had been made available to persons of influence. They were allowed an option to buy at a stipulated rate, at no payment. It was a risk-free trade: if the stock went up, they took the profit, and if it did not the option lapsed.27 This irregular procedure, a bribe by any other name, had been recorded in the famous green book of the Company Secretary, Robert Knight. This mysterious volume had disappeared when Knight fled the country, but its pages included many surprising names, including that of the king, George I. When Knight was taken into custody in the Austrian Netherlands, the ministry was obliged to make energetic public efforts to secure his return to face trial, while simultaneously making equally urgent representations to the Habsburg authorities to ensure that these formal requests were denied. Incredibly, this tortuous procedure was successful; still more surprisingly, it remained secret. Although long suspected, the full extent of the ministry's duplicity was only revealed by documents discovered in the imperial archives in Vienna during the past twenty years.28 The famous green book was never seen again.

By 1720 London had a large and vibrant press: at least twenty competing papers sold many thousands of copies every week. It could hardly have been said to have covered itself in glory. Perhaps the failure to anticipate the crash should not be too heavily censured. A bubble is only identified as such when it bursts; until that point the steady upward march of share prices can easily seem the natural order of things. Those who identify a downturn too early, and miss out on the easiest profits, can end up as the biggest losers.29 In a stampede the middle of the herd can be the safest place. In the Bubble the press did what it does best: joined the torrent of virtuous indignation unleashed on those who gave too much, too generously, to men who would not accept that their unearned windfall could vanish as easily as it had been conjured up. As the share price slid towards oblivion in the autumn of 1720, the advertisements in The Daily Courant for coach horses and fine houses were replaced by notices of recently published pamphlets seeking to make sense of these unprecedented events. This day is published, offered the Courant on 31 October, The Battle of the Bubbles from their first sudden rise to their late speedy decay. It was clearly popular: a second edition was on sale only a week later.30 Once again it was specially penned pamphlets, rather than the weekly or daily press, that offered the natural place to analyse great events.31 And there was always the catharsis of ridicule. The Post Boy of 22 October offered (for six pence) a newly written play, The Broken stockbroker: or work for the bailiffs: a new farce as it was lately acted in Exchange alley. And those with time on their hands could at least invest in a new pack of playing cards, ‘wherein are represented several bubbles, with a satirical epigram on each card’. The enterprising makers clearly anticipated a large sale, since The Post Boy advertised a long list of places where the cards could be purchased (at a cost of three shillings).32

The real economy, meanwhile, adapted smoothly to the humbling of the South Sea Company. The primacy of the Bank resumed; coach-makers and smart London tailors enjoyed a difficult season; above all commerce continued to fuel the steady enrichment of the emerging bourgeoisie. By 1727 London had come close to equalling Amsterdam as the financial capital of northern Europe, an outcome that would have been unimaginable when in the previous century England was repeatedly humbled by Dutch sea power.33

Advertising
 

The early business press, it seems, offered very little in the way of advice to those seeking to take advantage of the new investment opportunities of the age; still less to those with money but no wisdom, seeking to avoid its pitfalls. The business press produced no seers of prophecy, no masters of divination. Economic journalism learned from its earliest days that it was far easier to be wise after the event. Those seeking visions into the future were as well advised to pore over the printed almanacs, with their opaque and tantalising foretelling of the year ahead. These continued to sell in huge numbers, and also provided useful fillers as excerpts for newspapers short of material.34

The world of commerce made its principal impact upon the newspapers not in discussions of high policy or investment strategy, but as an adjunct to the trade in goods and services: through paid advertising. By the eighteenth century advertisements were a ubiquitous part of the market in periodical news. They throw a fascinating light on the developing marketplace; they also played an increasingly important part in underpinning the economics of the news industry.
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14.3 Bubble playing cards. An opportunity to beguile care and forget fortunes lost for three shillings a pack.
 

Advertisements made their first appearance in newspapers in that most commercial of societies, the Dutch Republic. Newspapers in Amsterdam carried advertisements from the 1620s. The very first, for a forthcoming book of emblems, in fact appeared simultaneously in the two competing Amsterdam papers, on 10 August 1624.35 Neither stated the price of the book. Advertisements for books would make up a large proportion of the earliest advertisements in Dutch papers, as they would also in England, where advertisements would first appear in news periodicals in any number during the Interregnum.36 Booksellers, who often sold newspapers from their stalls or shops, clearly saw the opportunity to tempt buyers in to view other interesting new stock.

The range of advertisements carried by Dutch papers broadened rapidly. They normally fell into one of three categories: notifications of sales or services; public service notices; and personal items. The Republic was an early centre of public auctions, of pictures and books, and these forthcoming events were often advertised in the newspapers. Tutors and schoolmasters advertised their services; the city of Utrecht even took out a series of advertisements to announce the opening of the new university in 1636. Other public notices included of market days, new postal routes, and wanted posters: the oldest, a hue and cry for a shoemaker suspected of murdering the mayor of Weesp. Amsterdam was also the centre of the European diamond trade, and dealers were happy to promise a reward to see stolen goods returned. Individual citizens would advertise for the return of lost property or fugitive servants; in one poignant case, a mother was seeking to be reunited with her young children.37

The Dutch were precocious in their development of the newspaper trade. By the 1650s advertisements frequently occupied half of the last column, that is, one eighth of the total space. The early German newspapers were in contrast reluctant to admit much beyond book notices in their early years, and here the market in paid advertisements developed more slowly. In England, although advertisements appear in any numbers only in the 1650s, they proliferated very rapidly. Here again, notifications of newly published books were most common, but newspapers also soon found space for lost and found goods, runaway servants and patent medicines. Medicinal remedies would become a mainstay of English advertising, partly because booksellers often stocked a few patent potions alongside their books.38 The Gazette, as a paper of record, resisted advertisements for six years, until in 1671 it started to accept personal ads. These were often, it must be admitted, of a rather superior nature. In the issue of 21 September 1671 the queen appealed for the return of a missing spaniel, with furry feet and liver-coloured spots. And who could imagine a grander lost-property notice than that inserted in The Gazette of 4 May 1685 after the coronation of James II:


Lost at their Majesties coronation the button [knob] of his Majesty's sceptre, set about with 24 small diamonds, three rubies and three emeralds; a pendant pearl from his Majesty's gown about 9 carets of 30 common grains, and about 16 great links of a gold chain. Whoever gives notice thereof to the officers of her Majesty's Jewel-house, shall be well rewarded.39



 

Advertising was important for the development of the news industry in two very different ways. Firstly, in newspapers still overwhelmingly dominated by foreign, military and diplomatic despatches, they introduced an important element of the local and often parochial. Sometimes the advertisements were the only local or domestic news to be found in the entire paper. Secondly, they rapidly came to play an increasingly important role in underpinning the economics of the industry. In mid-seventeenth-century England advertisers were customarily charged sixpence per notice, but when Marchamont Nedham was granted the monopoly under Cromwell he raised rates to two shillings and sixpence. This helped make him a rich man. In 1657 he was sufficiently confident of the market to attempt an advertising paper, The Public Advertiser.40 This contained a variety of publicly useful information, such as shipping and stagecoach schedules, sales of real estate and horses, advertisements for servants and commodities, such as chocolate and coffee. When John Houghton's commercial information sheet, A
collection for the improvement of husbandry, failed after its first issues, Houghton was able to revive it by a carefully considered strategy for advertising. Restored by an injection of cash from interested subscribers, Houghton used his next issues to test the market for different sorts of services. Thus in April 1694 he asked his customers, ‘whether advertisements of schools, or houses and lodgings about London, may be useful, I submit to those concerned’. By June he was ready to lay out his full list of services:


I sell chocolate, which I know to be a great helper of bad stomachs and restorative to weak people. I'll answer for their goodness.

I also sell true German Spa-water and sago.

If applied to, I'll strive to help masters to clerks, apprentices and other valuable servants and such to masters. Also masters of ships to chirurgians and they to masters.

I find advertisements of schools, or houses and lodgings to be let, are useful.

I know of valuable estates to be sold.

I want several apprentices for valuable tradesmen.

I can help to ready money for any library great or small.41



 

These years also saw the publication of a number of free sheets consisting entirely of advertising. Usually distributed in the vicinity of the Royal Exchange, these City Mercuries had a chequered history.42 They were generally single sheets, and did not observe perfect regularity, being printed and distributed when sufficient advertisements had been received to turn a profit. Even so they seem to have been viable only in times of the Gazette monopoly; when that was broken they were soon superseded by papers combining news and advertising.

Though these free sheets make only a modest contribution to the history of consumption, they have a distinguished ancestry, for it was no less a figure than the French thinker Montaigne who in 1591 had first proposed a bureau of commercial exchange, bringing buyers together with those who had something to sell. This proposal would be extraordinarily influential: the first attempt to set up such a bureau in England quoted directly from Montaigne in its prospectus.43 This scheme, in 1611, fell victim to the Crown's desire to extract too high an annual fee in return for the proposed monopoly, but similar schemes recurred at intervals through the century, leading ultimately to the establishment of Marchamont Nedham's short-lived advertising paper, The Public Advertiser. Most successful of all was the Bureau d'Adresse established in Paris by Théophraste Renaudot, later the editor of the Paris Gazette. Renaudot conceived his commercial exchange service as a means of supporting his medical duties as Commissioner General for the Poor. This altruism aroused considerable suspicion, and in 1644 Renaudot was obliged to close his bureau. Henceforth he and his heirs would have to console themselves with the advertising revenue that came with their monopoly of news publications in France. The concept of an advertising paper found its purest expression in the foundation of The Daily Advertiser in London in 1731, but this again soon faltered. Within a month it was recognised that this was not viable: the familiar mix of advertising with news was now too well established. By undertaking to ‘publish daily the latest and freshest accounts of all occurrences foreign and domestic’, The Daily Advertiser joined the ranks of general newspapers.44

Despite this mis-step, it is obvious that the late seventeenth-century proliferation of newspapers in England would have been unthinkable without the healthy advertising revenue generated. In the early eighteenth century the new journals also relied heavily on advertisements. By the end of its run The Tatler carried as many as eighteen in each issue, and in The Spectator they took up half the total space.45 They also generated the entirety of the profits. These more upmarket periodicals advertised a more exotic variety of goods reflecting the commercial vitality of London: wigs, slaves, birdcages, shoe polish, cosmetics and medicines.

Advertisements played an even more crucial role in the development of a provincial press. With far more limited pools of potential customers who were prepared to pay two pence for a weekly news-sheet, it was hard to envisage turning a profit from the cover price alone. Allowance had to be made for the profit to the seller and the cost of cartage to bring copies to a dispersed circle of readers. The grim economics were set out with brutal economy by Thomas Avis, editor of The Birmingham Gazette. Because of local competition, Avis was attempting to sell his paper for three halfpence. This was an uphill struggle:


That a great deal of money may be sunk in a very little time by a publication of this nature, cannot seem strange to anyone who considers, that out of every paper one half-penny goes to the Stamp-Office, and another to the person who sells it; that the paper it is printed on costs a farthing; and that consequently no more than a farthing remains to defray the charges of composing, printing, London newspapers, and meeting as far as Daventry the post; which last article is very expensive; not to mention the expense of our London correspondent.46



 

With these considerable expenses to meet from a residual farthing a copy, this paper would have run at a loss had it not been for advertising income. Here we might consider the sounder economics of the Western Flying Post, which by the mid-eighteenth century might cram up to forty advertisements into its four pages. At a profit of one shilling and sixpence each (after tax) the income, £3 4s 6d, would exceed the profits from sales of over 1,500 copies (an unlikely print run for a paper serving rural Somerset and Dorset).47 If the paper was only clearing the farthing claimed by Avis, then this advertising revenue returned more than selling 3,000 copies. Advertising was a lifeline.

To secure this revenue stream proprietors had to convince their readers that their advertisements would reach a wide circle of potential readers. County papers expended considerable effort to create markets in towns and villages round about. Most papers maintained a standing arrangement with networks of booksellers or grocers where papers could be purchased and advertisements delivered for placement in the next paper; these addresses were usually listed on the final page. One of the most ambitious of these networks was that set out in The Gloucester Journal of 1725, which described thirteen divisions or circuits that carried the paper into twelve English and Welsh counties spread over an area of 11,000 square miles.48
The Gloucester Journal could be read in Glamorgan, in Ludlow in Shropshire, and as far away as Berkshire. In these farthest reaches The Gloucester Journal would be rubbing up against papers printed in other cities (most obviously Bristol and Birmingham) and the competition for advertising revenue was undoubtedly intense. Nowhere was this more the case than in London, with its numerous papers and journals. By the mid-eighteenth century the market for advertisements was itself beginning to segment, with different papers specialising in particular sub-markets: medical elixirs, theatre announcements, and so on.49 All sought to impress potential advertisers with their wide circulation, and, increasingly, the quality of their readership.
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Map 3 The circulation network of the Gloucester Journal, 1725
 

It is in this context that one needs to see Addison and Steele's celebrated and much cited boast that each copy of The Spectator would be seen by twenty readers.50 The claim actually originates rather earlier, in The City Mercury in 1694, one of the London advertising papers.51 It is a multiplier frequently cited by scholars of the newspaper industry when calculating the impact and reach of eighteenth-century papers, but this is not what Addison intended. An, optimistic assessment, it was based on no systematic data, and was little more than a well-judged pitch for advertising business in a crowded market.52 As a generalisation on which to build calculations of readership it has little value.

Nevertheless such claims do point up the energy with which publishers pursued advertising, which played a crucial role in the development of the news industry not just in the most obvious sense of making marginal operations viable. We may identify, in addition, three consequences of long-term significance. Firstly, the inclusion of advertisements was an important way in which printed newspapers differentiated themselves from manuscript news-books.53
Until this time the two traditions had been utterly intermingled, mutually furnishing intelligence and copy, and serving overlapping readerships. But manuscript news services never included advertisements; and although they continued into the eighteenth century (robustly in places like France where newspaper publication remained more restricted),54 the two traditions now began to diverge more dramatically. In the eighteenth century, newspapers served far broader and more numerous clienteles, and finally developed as a self-consciously independent genre. The importance of advertising to this process is signalled by the developing practice of reserving the whole front page of a newspaper for advertising, rather than placing advertisements at the end. This had become the habitual practice of the London papers by the end of the eighteenth century (and in some cases would only be abandoned in relatively recent times).55

Secondly, by providing a robust income stream, advertisements brought closer the day when newspapers could hope to be self-financing, and furnish their editors with a decent income: perhaps ultimately the funds to employ additional staff. To this point, the publishing of newspapers had been almost always the enterprise of a single man, and this left little enough time or space for editorial creativity. In principle the rising financial returns from advertising revenue might over time encourage a tradition of genuine editorial independence. In the short term governments were too wary of the press to allow this to happen. It is surely relevant in this connection that the Stamp Act of 1712 imposed, in addition to the obligation of stamped paper, a swingeing fee for each advertisement. The precipitate fall in advertising revenue that inevitably followed was probably a greater cause of newspapers failing than the stamp itself.56

Finally, advertisements played an important role in humanising the press. The first papers were, as we have seen, rather clinical and distant. They offered a sequence of reports of overwhelmingly foreign news. The reader might be flattered to be incorporated into these previously closed circles of knowledge, but it was hard going. Advertisements brought the everyday lives of the local public directly into the reading experience of their fellow customers. They could marvel at the rich furnishings and clothing that citizens had somehow mislaid; empathise with the experience of unreliable servants; enjoy the wicked, guilty pleasure at the humiliated and exasperated husband forced to make a public declaration that he would no longer be responsible for his wife's debts.57

Readers could revel in these vignettes of chaotic and disturbed lives; they could feel the pain of those who had lost all their worldly goods by fire; they could wrestle with the conflicting emotions of incredulity and hope raised by advertisements for patent medicines. They could marvel at the villainy of fugitive criminals, whose crimes and physical characteristics were often described at some length, and they could share with anxious neighbours their fears that such villains could be lurking in the vicinity. It has been suggested that these crime reports, placed by the local authorities as advertisements, made a significant contribution to law enforcement at a time when policing was rudimentary and citizens were necessarily required to contribute to upholding public order.58 Certainly, in an age before the editorial, and where a large portion of the news continued in the hallowed tradition of the foreign despatches, these advertisements allowed papers to offer some echo of the vivacity and merriment purveyed by pamphlets and broadsheets. It is no accident that in the early eighteenth century, when the metropolitan news market was first embracing the culture of advertising, the circulation of The London
Gazette, necessarily committed to a more conservative style of dry official announcements, fell precipitously.59 These scenes of everyday life and titillating visits to the darker reaches of society brought energy, variety and a hint of danger to the news. From this point on advertisements were a staple of the industry.
  


CHAPTER 15
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From Our Own Correspondent
 

THERE can be no doubt that by the eighteenth century the reading public's appetite for news had generated a considerable industry. In Germany, the Low Countries and particularly England newspapers had captured the public imagination. In London a multiplicity of competing papers fuelled the poisonous politics of the age, and posed those in power unfamiliar problems of news management. But who exactly lay behind this vast increase in the weekly and sometimes daily output of news? Who provided the necessary continuous stream of copy?

It will not have escaped the attention of readers that so far we have met remarkably few of those involved in the actual writing of news. Most of the news men who have featured in these pages have been either the proprietors of manuscript news services, or authors who made their name through the publication of what were essentially advocacy pamphlets in serial form – men like Marchamont Nedham or Daniel Defoe. Most of the great journalists of the eighteenth century were either pamphleteers (Defoe and Swift) or wits (Addison and Steele). So although this was the age when the word ‘journalist’ was first coined, it did not yet describe an independent craft.

The word ‘journalist’ first made its way into the English language at the end of the seventeenth century: the first reported usage is 1693.1 But like the use of the German Zeitung two hundred years before, it did not yet have its modern meaning. A journalist was one who made his living from writing, but not necessarily for the newspapers. The implication was generally disparaging. When the essayist John Toland described the now scarcely known Lesley as a ‘journalist’ in 1710, he was referring scornfully to an emerging class of hired hack who wrote to order, sometimes copy for the newspapers, more often in partisan pamphlets. ‘They [the Tories] have one Lesley as their journalist in London, who for seven or eight years past did, three times a week, publish rebellion.’ The term was opprobrious and unstable. When Addison in The Spectator of 1712 referred to a female correspondent as a journalist, he meant someone who kept a journal or diary ‘filled with a fashionable kind of gaiety and laziness’. The coinage remained occasional. Jonathan Swift tried another variation, ‘journalier’, for newspaper writer, but this did not really catch on. At best the term, derived from the French journal ('newspaper'), and ultimately jour ('day'), represented a new emphasis on timeliness in the reporting of current affairs; a circumstance that in the politically charged atmosphere of turn-of-the-century London brought a promise of abundant opportunity for the aspiring writer not overburdened with scruples.

Grub Street
 

The first true news professionals were the purveyors of manuscript news services. They generally managed the whole business, building their reputation through collecting and redacting the news, and personally writing the master copy. The same was by and large true of the first generation of newspaper proprietors, who usually managed the whole editorial process single-handed. The most significant exception to this, right through to the end of the eighteenth century, was the busy London market. Here the weekly or bi-weekly news-sheets could sometimes afford to retain one or two staff reporters. This was a tenuous existence, and the jobbing news man would often make ends meet by working for more than one paper. This was not well-paid work. Even in regular employment it was scarcely possible to make more than a pound a week, the sort of money a printer paid to a trained compositor. A compositor was a vital part of the production process; at this point a reporter was not.

It is seldom possible to put a name or a face to these drones of the news industry. We normally meet them only through the hostile caricature of a sneering competitor. Thus Read's Journal wrote of the men who gathered news for Mist's:


[One] has a commission for scraping the jails in Middlesex and Surrey of their commitments; another has a warrant for scouring the ale-houses and gin-shops for such as die of excessive drinking. A person is posted at the Savoy to take up deserters; and another in the park to watch the motions of the guards and their military punishments.2



 

A pamphlet published on behalf of the coffee houses attacked news gatherers who would ‘hang and loiter about the public offices, like house-breakers, waiting for an interview with some little clerk’.3 This at least is plausible; less so the wild and gleeful suggestion of The Flying Post that to improve its coverage of domestic news The Universal Spectator had ‘settled fixed salaries of two pence per diem on a considerable number of antiquated herb women’.4 This is the savage sarcasm of an industry competitor, but it does point obliquely to an underlying truth: that women were becoming an essential element of the eighteenth-century news industry, if not as news writers then certainly in the distribution process.
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15.1 The Three Champions. The writers Richard Steele, Daniel Defoe and George Ridpath, here denounced for their partisanship and political connections.
 

In truth the professional infrastructure of news in the eighteenth century – those regularly involved on a paid basis in the industry – was much more concerned with distribution than the generation of copy. From the point that the manuscript text of an issue left the proprietor's hand a substantial company of business associates and casual employees was required to deliver the newspaper to the reader's hands. The copy went first to the print shop to be set up in type, and from there to booksellers or wholesalers, for distribution through a whole network of street-sellers. This sales force ensured the papers were delivered to subscribers, or sold copies on the streets. In London, during the early years of the eighteenth century, the wholesale trade had fallen almost entirely into the hands of female publishers known as ‘Mercury women’. Elizabeth Nutt and her daughters owned several bookshops in the heart of London in the 1720s; they were responsible for distributing, through their network of hawkers, The Daily Post, The London Journal and The London Evening Post.5 Mercury women were often the wives or widows of established printers, so they could rely on a wide network of contacts. Many of their hawkers were also female. These humble and often near indigent day labourers were a constant source of concern for government authorities, particularly when they were thought to be distributing seditious material or opposition newspapers.6 When in 1728 the government attempted to stifle Mist's Weekly Journal, twenty-four people were arrested, including two Mercury women and the hawker Judith Salmon. A similar attempt to silence the radical politician John Wilkes thirty-five years later led to forty-nine arrests.7 The numbers who were making a living from the press in this way were very considerable. And these, we must remember, were enterprises where the journalistic content was essentially the responsibility of one individual. If there was, in this age, the beginnings of a newspaper industry, it relied far more on the artisans of the trade than on a new profession of career news writers.

Booksellers had a slightly schizophrenic relationship with hawkers, denouncing them as competitors who did not bear any of the usual fixed costs of running a bookshop, but then making use of them to distribute their own stock. By the last decades of the eighteenth century it required fifty hawkers to carry the copies of a single issue of the Amsterdamsche courant around town: however lowly, they were an indispensable part of the industry.8 But hawkers could also play a role, seldom appreciated, in the evolution of a newspaper's style and market position. They knew better than most what sort of news encouraged casual sales, particularly at the lower end of the market, since for them a good pitch was the difference between a full belly and going hungry. By reporting back what stories went down well they could help a canny publisher shape his publishing strategy. It may have been this sort of relationship which The Flying Post had in mind in its reference to The Universal Spectator’s herb women.

These ill-natured jibes come from the first exuberant growth of competing papers in the early part of the eighteenth century; as the business model became more secure, and the proportion of space devoted to domestic news mounted, papers could invest rather more in news gathering. In the 1770s the editor of The Gazetteer listed fourteen correspondents who were paid for contributions, including information from the City, the Law Courts, and the shipping news.9 These were not yet members of staff, and as casual workers they were free to work for more than one paper; but this was definitely a change from a century before, when the correspondents of Williamson's news service had been customs officials and postmasters, supplying news as an (unpaid) adjunct to their normal duties.10 Note, too, that these informants were by and large local stringers operating in the metropolis. Few if any papers would maintain a correspondent abroad, relying instead on the traditional and highly effective services of the manuscript newsletters and foreign newspapers for their foreign news. Paying the subscriptions for these services could of course add up to a considerable financial outlay.

Considered in the round, an eighteenth-century newspaper business dis-pensed a remarkably small proportion of its outlay on writers. Few newspapers felt the need to secure the exclusive services of the men who wrote for them. The special skills of old lags who snuffled about the court house to root out a story were no doubt appreciated, but such low characters could never expect their efforts to be openly acknowledged. The concept of a journalist as an informed observer with specialist expertise had yet to be invented. No papers carried reports from named journalists writing under their own byline. The tradition of anonymity inherited from the manuscript newsletter cast a long shadow, to the frustration of anyone ambitious to make their name through the burgeoning press. In 1758 Ralph Griffith, founder of the Monthly Review, painted a bitter portrait of the life of the man who wrote for hire. ‘There is no difference between the writer in his garret and the slave in the mines. Both have their tasks assigned them alike: both must drudge and starve; and neither can hope for deliverance.’11 Griffith thought that if all the writers were to withdraw their labour the sudden disappearance of the papers and journals would bring the reading public to some appreciation of their skills; needless to say, the call fell on deaf ears. Revealingly, although ‘journalist’ had made its hesitant debut in the English language by the end of the seventeenth century, ‘journalism’, describing the trade of writing, is not known until 1833, 140 years later.12

Not Quite a Gentleman
 

Even in this grudging employment of piecework news gatherers, the London papers were very much the exception. Elsewhere in Europe (and elsewhere in England) a large proportion of newspapers were essentially produced single-handed until the end of the eighteenth century. The publisher or editor would gather the copy from manuscript news-sheets and other newspapers, and deliver it to the printer. He would supervise the network of hawkers or carters that brought the papers to their readers. He would maintain and chase up subscriptions and solicit advertising. Sometimes, notwithstanding this overwhelming miscellany of tasks, the newspaper was not his exclusive occupation. In some English towns the newspaper was published by the local printer, elsewhere often by a man who simultaneously ran a bookshop. In Germany, and later in colonial America, it was common for the local postmaster to be proprietor of the local newspaper, exploiting his privileged first access to the foreign despatches, and relying on the fact that potential customers would routinely drop by his premises.

This extraordinarily busy life left little time for activities we associate with journalism: the searching out or development of stories, research and crafting of articles. Composition of the weekly issue would continue up to the last minute, but to set a whole issue of a thousand copies printed on a single press demanded that the composition of the text began almost as soon as the last issue was complete. Advertisements or letters held over from the previous week could be set up first, but publishers were aware that it was for news that subscribers bought their paper, and they would only tolerate so many thin issues before cancelling an order. ‘I desire you to erase out my name from among the number of your subscribers,’ wrote a reader of The British Spy in December 1728, ‘unless in your next you give me a just reason for the barrenness of your intelligence.’13 So while it was tempting for proprietors to increase revenue with several columns of advertisements, they could only go so far. Letters and other contributed pieces could not be allowed to crowd out news. As Samuel Johnson correctly remarked, writing for the first issue of The London Chronicle (January 1757), ‘The first demand made by the reader of a journal is that he should find an accurate account of foreign transactions and domestic incidents.’14

For foreign news, which continued to claim first place in every newspaper, publishers were entirely dependent on traditional sources. Few could afford to maintain paid correspondents in any foreign city. Working with limited resources and under severe time constraints, their regular weekly issue was in its way a marvel of creation; a tribute to ingenuity and the dense network of communication that brought news from Lyon to Berlin, and Vienna to Birmingham. But the urgency of deadlines left little time for reflection. Eighteenth-century newspapers are striking for an absence of design innovation. Such advances as we see in the creative use of white space and ruling to separate different items are slow and incremental. Virtually no use is made of headlines, or of illustration, beyond small woodcuts of ships to identify the shipping news. The order of news was determined largely by external factors: that is, the order in which reports were received in the shop. There was no guarantee that the most important items would appear first, or even on the first page.

Newspapers continued, by and large, to steer clear of editorial comment. This was particularly true of papers published in towns where theirs was the only newspaper. Since this was the case in the vast majority of places that boasted a newspaper in eighteenth-century Europe, the contentious press of London was very much the exception. But occasionally a newspaper man rose above the anonymity of the everyday to espouse a cause. Such a man was Andrew Brice of Exeter, editor of Brice's Weekly Journal. In 1726 he was moved to protest against the dire conditions endured by inmates of the West Country prisons. Having fired his opening salvo in a pamphlet Appeal for Justice, Brice was contacted by several prisoners held in Exeter prison, and he used the columns of his paper to publicise their plight. Matters came to a head when a confined merchant made specific accusations against the Keeper of the Exeter prison, George Glanvill. Glanvill sued Brice, and although Brice pleaded his cause in the Weekly Journal, the case went against him. Unable to pay a fine of £103, the editor absconded. The story ends badly, and there is little doubt that the stalwart citizens of Devon would have stood stoutly behind the officers of the law rather than the quixotic defender of the rights of felons. A man ahead of his time, Brice was a rare example of a type that later generations would come to honour: the campaigning journalist.15

The courageous Brice found few imitators in the eighteenth-century press. Most newspaper publishers maintained strict neutrality in local political issues. The exception was, once again, London. Here the rise of political journalism in the late eighteenth century introduced significant change, but not necessarily advantageous to newspaper writers. In England most of the professional writers whose names have come down to us were paid agents of government. They were not employed on the staff of any particular title, but simply supplied copy to papers friendly to the ministry as required, putting the best face on foreign news or casting aspersions on the motives and blackening the names of opposition politicians. They also wrote pamphlets: just like Defoe a half century before, whether a piece of persuasive writing appeared in a serial publication or a free-standing pamphlet was largely immaterial. We know of their work not because they were especially gifted, but because their names appear in Treasury accounts of their payments. For the most part their careers were mean and inglorious, though government newspapers were willing to pay substantial sums to attract the best talent. Even the sententious Samuel Johnson was prepared to accept a pension from the Earl of Bute, favourite and minister of George III. John Wilkes, who served the contrary cause, gleefully referred to him as ‘Pensioner Johnson’. A few years earlier in the Dictionary that made his name (1755) Johnson reflected the cynicism of the time, defining ‘Gazetteer’ as a term ‘lately of the utmost infamy, being usually applied to wretches who were hired to vindicate the court’.16 Clearly, he was not yet conscious of his own lucrative future as a hired pen.

The assumption that a newspaper writer was little more than a paid agent of politicians ensured that ‘journalist’ would be a term of opprobrium well into the nineteenth century. Writing for the newspapers was not considered a respectable occupation. Probably greatly to their advantage, it was thought mildly degrading to fight a duel against a newspaper man. To have taken paid employment for a newspaper also ensured a man would be barred from the legal profession in England, according to a regulation of 1807. As late as 1860 it apparently merited serious discussion whether a man who had been a staff writer on The Times was thereby disqualified from potential nomination as a magistrate.17

Politicians had a complex view of the men of the press. Although absolutely convinced of the need to manage the press, they continued to hold in contempt those who made their living in this way. Even a professional writer like Sir Walter Scott affected to regard journalism as a disreputable calling. ‘Nothing but a thorough-going blackguard ought to attempt the daily press unless it is some quiet, country diurnal’ was a typically forthright view. When attempts were made to entice his friend John Gibson Lockhart to edit a new London paper, Scott advised against it. ‘I should think it rash for any young man, of whatever talent, to sacrifice nominally at least, a considerable portion of his respectability in society in hopes of being an exception to a rule which is at present pretty general.’ Another friend agreed: ‘I should not receive an offer of the editorship of a newspaper as a compliment to my feelings as a barrister and a gentleman, however complimentary it might be as to my talents.’ Even after the passage of the Great Reform Bill (1832), a drama in which the newspapers played so material a part, the same stigma applied. In 1835 The London Review was firm on the point: ‘Those who are regularly connected with the newspaper press are for the most part excluded from what is, in the widest extension of the term, called good society.’

Interestingly, such strictures applied specifically to newspapers; the same consideration did not apply to the new political journals. Here a gentleman could offer his talents and, indeed, make a reputation, the point being that contributors to journals wrote under their own name, whereas newspaper men sheltered behind the cloak of anonymity. It was this, along with their tendency to switch sides with the seasons, that drew down on them such opprobrium:


How can men help shunning contact with men who have the power of inflicting secret injury, and who are known to be in the habit of using that power against the members of society …. How can society respect men who show so little respect for themselves and each other; who, when their gains are threatened, can talk, it is true, in a lofty tone about the high character of the Press of their country for talent and integrity, but who, in general, are occupied in bandying with each other the lowest slang of the pothouses, or imputations of gross dishonesty and dense ignorance?18



 

It is a singular fact that in contrast to the newspapers, not only the political journals but also pamphlets were held in high esteem. At the end of the eighteenth century, pamphlets were considered an entirely reputable medium for political discussion; a remarkable enhancement of their status since the early days of print. It is a reminder, if one were needed, that too simple a view of news gathering as a series of evolutionary steps, from manuscript to print, and from pamphlets to newspapers, risks distorting reality. Well into the nineteenth century, great reformers and political philosophers addressed a wide public in pamphlets.

Newspaper men did not help their cause by accepting fees to suppress stories about the private lives of the great (this was known as selling ‘paragraphs'). Some low-rent ventures were effectively established for this specific purpose.19 In the view of the great campaigner William Cobbett, the failure of his short-lived newspaper was explained by his refusal to stoop to such practices:


It was not, I found, an affair of talent but of trick. I could not sell paragraphs. I could not throw out hints against a man's or woman's reputation in order to bring the party to pay me for silence. I could do none of those mean and infamous things by which the daily press, for the far greater part, was supported, and which enabled the proprietors to ride in chariots, while their underlings were actually vending lies by the line and inch.20



 

Letters Lately Arrived
 

Here we are confronted with one of the great paradoxes of the eighteenth-century news world: that the increased involvement of professional news men in news production was seen as diminishing, rather than enhancing, the credibility of news. This is why so many newspapers published official communications verbatim: the lack of editorial intervention was seen as a guarantee of their integrity. Equally in demand were reports from participants: a despatch penned by a general at the front, or an eyewitness account of some great event or disaster.21

This use of private or semi-public letters as a cornerstone of news reporting drew on a long-standing tradition where the authority of a report was closely connected to the standing of the news bearer. We have seen this in the instructions despatched with trusted couriers along the post roads of the Roman Empire, and in the exchange of correspondence in medieval Europe. The tradition persisted in the assumption that news exchanged in private correspondence between persons of rank could be believed because the credit – the honour – of the writer lay behind the intelligence conveyed. This assumption of reliability was obviously compromised when news was published, in pamphlet form for profit, by men of lower rank.22

Publishers attempted to counter this insinuation by appropriating for the commercial news market the forms and conventions of the private letter. Thousands of news pamphlets in the sixteenth century describe themselves as ‘a letter’ (French lettre, German Brief, Italian lettera), a ‘true despatch’ and so on. Sometimes they do indeed give the text of such a despatch, often verbatim and in full, complete with the opening salutation and closing greeting.

This epistolary form could also be abused. In the inflamed international confessional conflicts of the later sixteenth century nothing was more telling than the publication of intercepted letters revealing the perfidious plans of one's devious opponents. The inevitable response of the embarrassed writer was to complain that the published letters were a forgery or invention. Sometimes they were, though the authenticity of tone of such correspondence was often damning. In the seventeenth century the letter form was also a predictable vehicle for political satire, never more so than during the French Fronde. In this period of wild protest against the rule of Cardinal Mazarin, almost five hundred pamphlets described themselves as ‘letters’: the fact that some were entirely in verse rather undermined the claim.23 But the publication of genuine intercepted correspondence continued to be practised right through to the end of the eighteenth century, and often with telling effect. In the American War of Independence the British army routinely published such of General Washington's despatches as fell into their hands, and carefully monitored the effect this had on enemy morale.24

The letter enjoyed an uncommon status because it was, until the end of the sixteenth century, the attribute of men of power and rank. To be able to write a letter, observing the correct forms, marked one out as a person of education. Ensuring that it reached its destination was only possible if the writer had access to the postal network, or could employ a courier. All of these aspects of correspondence were expensive, and therefore likely to be the prerogative of members of the social elite. These were, aside from scholars, generally individuals who by virtue of their social status were politically active and informed. Private correspondence among these higher ranks of society was a natural extension of their public life. Alongside family news they could be expected to discuss business dealings and political events likely to impact on their prospects and standing. A good example is the correspondence of Viscount Scudamore, a Justice of the Peace and Member of Parliament who also served several years as Charles I's ambassador to Paris.25 Scudamore lived through turbulent times, and while resident at his family seat in Herefordshire felt the need to keep in touch with events. He also had the means to do so. Four of his regular correspondents were professional news men, who charged up to £20 per annum for their weekly newsletters (a reasonable living wage for a country vicar). Scudamore also heard regularly from several government officials, the Tuscan ambassador in London and a lifelong friend, Sir Henry Herbert. Scudamore's brothers provided military news, and other relatives sent printed pamphlets. Many of these letters were personal but not wholly private. They were expected to be shared with further family members, neighbours and other leaders of local society. In this way local hierarchies built a network of news-sharing equivalent to that operated for some centuries by international merchants.

Such news networks however, remained, for some centuries the exclusive preserve of the social elite. It was only in the eighteenth century that the capacity for correspondence was extended to a wider range of citizens. The potential implications for Europe's news networks were very significant.

The Age of Correspondence
 

George Washington was admirably sanguine about the occasional publication of his captured letters. He wrote so many – around twelve thousand are still extant – that some were bound to go astray. By this point the exchange of letters, with friends, family and business partners, had become routine, and not just for the established leaders of society who, like Washington, had access to privileged circuits of communication. In the eighteenth century the practice of letter-writing moved beyond the elites; it became a familiar social practice for many millions of people in Europe and North America.

The eighteenth century was the age of correspondence. Advances in education, postal networks and the falling costs of writing materials fuelled the boom in letter-writing. And this was, for the first time, a communications revolution that affected men and women in almost equal measure. The eighteenth century went a long way to closing the yawning educational gap between the sexes. In Amsterdam by 1780 betrothal agreements were personally signed by 85 per cent of men and 64 per cent of women, compared to 57 per cent of men in 1630 and 30 per cent of women. In France only 29 per cent of men and 14 per cent of women signed in 1690; one hundred years later the percentages were 48 and 27 per cent. These figures were depressed by the leavening effect of France's large rural hinterland (literacy was much higher in the cities and especially so in Paris), but even in rural areas the advance was striking. In the rural territory governed by the city of Turin in northern Italy the percentage of male readers rose from 21 to 65 per cent in eighty years, and female readers from 6 to 30 per cent. In the city itself 83 per cent of husbands and 63 per cent of wives could sign their marriage contracts in 1790.26

Women were also well represented among the social classes propelled by the expanding world economy into the unfamiliar possession of a modicum of surplus income. Younger, unmarried women, unencumbered by family responsibilities, embraced with particular eagerness the opportunities to engage in regular communication with family friends and potential suitors.

The new craze for letter-writing was supported by a powerful infrastructure. The expansion of school education (and particularly schooling for girls) was particularly important. Thereafter induction in the particular craft and conventions of correspondence was encouraged by a host of epistolary handbooks. This was a venerable genre, and popular in polite society from the time Erasmus had placed correspondence at the heart of humanist self-fashioning. His two primers of letter-writing were instant best-sellers.27 Erasmus provided one model and Cicero another; but as letter-writing moved beyond the elite, so the letter-writing manuals adapted their style and contents to less confident purchasers. This was a gradual process; the medieval dictamen convention, so stifling to individuality in the letter-writing culture of the Middle Ages, proved very powerful. George Snell's Right Teaching of 1649 advocated a letter-writing structure clearly modelled on these medieval prescriptions, as did several of the French Secrétaires.28 In January and February 1789, on the very eve of the French Revolution, an inventory was compiled of the goods of Estienne Garnier, a deceased printer and bookseller from the northern French city of Troyes. Among his very considerable stock were three letter-writing manuals: the Secrétaire à la mode, the Nouveau Secrétaire Français and Secrétaire des dames.29 They contained a selection of model letters for a variety of social situations. The Secrétaire à la mode was conveniently divided into two categories, business letters (letters of notification, complaint or making excuses) and complimentary letters (congratulations, thanks, consolation or letters announcing a visit).
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15.2 Edward Collier, The Letter Rack. The writing and communication media of the late seventeenth century presented as a still-life tableau.
 

Although Garnier catered mostly for customers with low disposable income – he was a specialist in the coarse and cheaply produced books known collectively as the Bibliothèque bleue – these manuals were extremely popular.30 Together he held in stock some 5,832 copies of these three titles. For his normal customer base they would have been a curious purchase: model letters exchanged between persons of civility and social stature could scarcely have been of practical use to the artisans and tradesmen who patronised the Bibliothèque bleue. A number of these volumes had been continuously in print for over a century. Yet as time went on enterprising publishers also began to compile collections of letters more carefully adapted to the real practical needs of the new corresponding classes. One such was the Letters written to and for particular friends, a collection of 272 model letters assembled and published by the London publisher Samuel Richardson. The book was successful enough, but entirely overshadowed by another of Richardson's ventures in this same year: Pamela, or virtue rewarded, a novel in which the narrative proceeded entirely through a series of personal letters. Encapsulating the new vogue for correspondence, the epistolary novel became an eighteenth-century sensation, offering a breathless window on the intimate lives of their protagonists while exploiting the established reputation of the letter as a truth-bearing medium.

The eighteenth-century rage for correspondence opened up an important new flank of the communication network, and it would be reasonable to hope that these letters, which survive in private and public archives in hundreds of thousands, would be a rich source of news reporting. In fact this does not prove to be the case. Those neophyte writers who entered the world of correspondence in this period did not on the whole use their letters for discussions of public affairs; one can work one's way through many hundreds of these letters and find only a meagre harvest of comment on the news, beyond the intimate, purely familial and business transactions.31 There are good practical reasons why this should have been so. In the first place the use of the postal system, though now far simpler and far more reliable, was still expensive. The cost of letters was carefully gradated to the weight of the package and the distance they would be carried. Only a small proportion was delivered post-paid. For many correspondents the joy of receiving a letter was tempered by the need to find ready cash to pay for it; and this could be a considerable sum. Although letters moved smoothly enough along the postal routes, arrangements for delivery from the depot on their arrival were often rudimentary. Only habitual correspondents (mostly business users) would make regular visits to the post office to pick up mail.

Use of the postal system would therefore remain through this period a carefully weighed expenditure for most letter writers. In colonial Philadelphia Benjamin Franklin thought it perfectly reasonable that his wife should forebear writing a letter of consolation to her recently widowed sister on grounds of cost.32 While many more people were using the post, a very large proportion were tradesmen and business users. A survey of 608 letters despatched from Paris between 1830 and 1865 (and kept in the Musée de la poste as evidence of franking practice) reveals that only 15 per cent of the corpus were of a personal nature. The rest concerned commercial or banking transactions (47 per cent) or were letters from notaries and advocates concerning legal business (38 per cent).33 These, of course, were the intended users of the post: most of the government-led improvements in postal services of the eighteenth century were justified on commercial grounds.34 These business users tended to follow the conventions and models laid down in the letter-writing manuals with particular care, betraying the fragile social self-confidence of neophyte correspondents. There was little space for digression, opinion or gossip.

The eighteenth century did witness significant changes in epistolary style. Whereas in the sixteenth century the emphasis had been on the display of formal rhetorical training, the eighteenth century strayed more easily into the familiar and familial. Letters, it was now thought, should give ‘a true picture of the heart’.35 This was all the more the case as letter-writing became increasingly feminised, encouraged not only by writing manuals directed specifically at female readers, but by the female protagonists in the epistolary novels. But this newly emboldened class of literate and educated female writers seldom strayed into the political domain. These were, in any case, the members of literate society most likely to be outside news circles; and they were not encouraged by social convention to share their opinions. Many such letters kept to the safe ground of family matters, small domestic dramas, servants and local diversions, the weather – or the receipt of other letters.

In terms of their contribution to the news networks, the new letter writers of the eighteenth century were probably most important in their enthusiastic interaction with new forms of news periodicals: journals, magazines and newspapers. All newspapers carried copy derived from letters, whether official despatches reprinted in their entirety or letters from their own subscribers. Readers bombarded the editorial office with their comments, complaints and suggestions; this was a form of letter that could often be hand-delivered, and therefore involved minimum expense on the part of the correspondent. The burden of this incoming mail – The London
Gazette claimed to have received 861 letters in four months in 176136 – must have been very considerable, particularly when set alongside numerous other claims on an editor's time. But the readers could not be ignored. Sometimes they offered snippets of news for inclusion. Particularly in towns off the main news networks these could be extremely useful; but relying on volunteer enthusiasts had its dangers, as publishers were all too aware. ‘We are assured from Shrewsbury,’ wrote the editor of the Birmingham Gazette in May 1749, ‘that the account sent from thence, and inserted in this paper, in relation to the fireworks there, was an entire falsehood.’37 The safest course, in reporting an apparent sensation, was to name the informant, and thus distance the paper from any accusation of unprofessional credulity. Thus in The British Spy, or Derby Postman of 1727:


One Thomas Bostock of Buzlum near Newcastle under Lime, gives us the following narrative, viz. he says that a noted farmer living at Wiln-House … having a daughter about five or six years old, the girl has for as many weeks past seen, and still continues to see some daemon, spectre or airy composure assuming human shape, but of little magnitude, and imperceptible to all but his child.38



 

Keeping their subscribers satisfied was not an easy task, and some editors occasionally allowed their impatience to show. Readers were particularly insistent in proposing their own literary effusions, for which they hoped the paper would find room. Although newspapers usually only turned to them in desperation, when they had insufficient news to fill their pages, these seem to have been genuinely popular features. In this way it was readers who moved papers away from exclusive concentration on news to a more varied diet of features and soft items increasingly familiar to them from magazines. These would, in the future, be an important part of the more rounded mix of news and entertainment that became an essential element of the newspapers’ appeal in the centuries to come.

The Theatre of Current Events
 

On the whole, then, private correspondence is a frustrating and disappointing resource for writing a history of news; or, indeed, for trying to establish how these newly empowered eighteenth-century citizens reacted to the ebb and flow of current events. We can expect attention to politics only in the circles of upper-class correspondents: much the same people who would have used their letters to share news of recent events from the sixteenth century onwards. Sometimes the mix of news, gossip and personal information we are offered from these correspondents can be a little disconcerting. Remarks on riots, famine or the execution of notorious criminals are interspersed with society scandal or complaints about pinching shoes. Crime and punishment attracted especial interest, particularly in Paris where the fashion for attending public executions had been eagerly embraced by upper-class society. This led to considerable competition for windows that overlooked the prisoner's route or, still better, the actual place of suffering.39 This was particularly the case when the condemned was also high-born. In 1699 the wife of a counsellor of the Parlement of Paris, Madame Ticquet, was accused of hiring men to murder her husband, a crime to which she ultimately confessed. On the day of her execution at the notorious Place de Grève, Paris high society turned out in force to see her die. According to Anne Marguerite du Noyer, who knew the prisoner, ‘the entire court and the city ran to see this spectacle’. Some houses with a good view ‘brought more money to their owners than they had ever cost them’.

Du Noyer reported events rather like a visit to the theatre where she had secured a prime seat; and happily the principal actor was prepared to put on a good show:


I was in the windows of the Hôtel de Ville, and I saw poor Mme Ticquet arrive around five o'clock in the evening, dressed in white …. One would have said that she had studied her role, because she kissed the chopping block and attended to all the other particulars as if it were simply a matter of performing in a play. In the end, one had never seen such self-possession, and the curé of Saint-Sulpice said that she died a true Christian heroine. The hangman was so moved that he missed [her head] and had to repeat his job five times before he managed to behead her …. Thus ended the beautiful Mme Ticquet, who was the ornament of all Paris.40



 

Twenty years later Paris prepared to witness the execution of the notorious Cartouche, convicted of running a massive criminal enterprise in the city. The scale and sensational nature of his crimes, along with the insouciance with which he faced the horror of being broken on the wheel ('a bad quarter of an hour passes quickly'), combined to create a media circus. Even before he came to trial the actors of the Comédie française considered staging a play based on his life and crimes. Some thought this in bad taste, but the play went ahead. The Mercure, which had previously condemned the enterprise, thought it ‘very funny’. After conviction and sentencing, Cartouche was remitted to questioning, in the hope that he would name his accomplices; nevertheless spectators flocked to the Place de Grève for fear of missing the dramatic denouement. Even after his execution, Cartouche fever took time to subside. ‘For several days,’ reported a breathless Caumartin de Boissy to his sister, ‘no one has spoken of anything but Cartouche.’ The Regent's own mother, the Duchess of Orléans, recorded: ‘I ran into the comte d'Hoïm and the chevalier de Schaub. They told me about Cartouche having been executed yesterday; this detained me for quite a while.’41

These events, and their reporting, serve as a vivid reminder that even in the eighteenth century the dissemination of news still relied on a vivid collage of eyewitness accounts, correspondence and word of mouth alongside the new printed media. They also offer a sobering view of the emotional temper of Enlightenment Europe. Of course, this sense of an execution as public entertainment was not exclusive to France, though the more routine executions at London's Tyburn tended to attract a more rowdy, less socially exclusive clientele.42 But it fell well short of the original intention, which was for a community to come together to witness and affirm the justice of an offender's punishment: a form of ritual expulsion intended to heal a community.43 In the eighteenth century, an age that prided itself on rational sensibility, this dry-eyed enjoyment of human suffering seemed especially jarring. Louis XIV reproved several of the ladies of the court for their presence at the execution of Madame Ticquet; if human beings were compassionate, women were meant to be the epitome of this emotion. A significant turning point seems to have arrived with the execution of Robert-François Damiens, convicted of attempting to kill Louis XV. He was subjected to the traditional punishment for regicides. His flesh was torn with hot pincers and the wounds filled with molten lead and oil, after which he was torn apart by four teams of horses.44

Crowds gathered in the square from the previous evening to watch this spectacle. Those who could find no place lined the streets from Notre Dame, where Damiens had made his last confession. The torture lasted for several hours: the horses strained for an hour and a half before they could detach a limb. This obscene performance seems finally to have mobilised philosophers and penal reformers against such festivals of retribution. The search began for a more rational and clinical means of executing justice: still in public, but without the baroque ceremonies and careful gradations of crime and rank that had previously attended executions.

The result, after thirty-five years of debate, was the adoption, in 1792, of a new decapitation machine: a killing device for the age of reason. This, to be applied equally to all condemned without distinction of status, would sweep away all of the macabre ritual that had previously attended the executioner's craft, and consign justice to a simple, easily replicated device, soon dubbed the guillotine after the distinguished doctor who had first designed a prototype. The first execution drew a large crowd but proved rather a disappointment. There was little to see and events proceeded so quickly that the crowd began chanting, ‘bring me back my wooden gallows, bring me back my gallows’.45

What the disappointed viewers did not realise was that they had witnessed the debut of one of the principal actors in the concluding news event of this era, the French Revolution; an event that would both create the first generation of celebrity journalist/politicians and move the reporting of news, and the development of a news market, into quite uncharted waters.
  


CHAPTER 16
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Cry Freedom
 

THE mid-eighteenth century had been a period of consolidation for the European press. The development of the weekly journal and monthly magazines extended the range of comment and reflection on political topics. The number of newspapers expanded gradually, as new titles were established and existing papers failed; markets were sustained by a steadily rising tide of new readers. Publishers could earn a good living from providing subscribers with a weekly or thrice-weekly diet of news. But this was not a period of enormous innovation in the news market. In Britain, Parliamentary politics (now settled into an established pattern of annual sessions) ensured that intermittent crises of faction or policy could bring sudden spasms of press fury. A newspaper campaign undoubtedly helped force a humiliating retreat for the ministry in the excise crisis of 1737, and generated a passionate intensity in the opposition to Walpole; but after his fall in 1742 the fizz went out of the bottle. In France the Gazette sailed serenely on, protected from competition. The most rapid growth in press activity was away from the major centres of population: in English and French provincial towns (in the latter, it must be said, largely apolitical advertising journals) and in the American colonies.1 More and more middle-sized communities were served by a single newspaper, usually faithfully modelled on the papers of the metropolitan hubs. By adopting the style of the cosmopolitan centre, on which they largely relied for copy, these papers succeeded by a conscious lack of innovation. An authentic local voice had yet to be developed.

In the last decades of the eighteenth century, and with remarkable rapidity, this busy, prosperous but rather undemanding news world was completely reshaped. In France, England and the American colonies new political controversies brought both a changed role for the press and a vast increase in the number and circulation of newspapers. For the first time, newspapers played a vital role not only in recording but in shaping political events. It was a critical milestone on the road to a recognisably modern newspaper industry.

Wilkes and Liberty
 

For the Enlightenment philosopher, John Wilkes made a rather unlikely champion.2 Unscrupulous, devious and nakedly ambitious, Wilkes combined a rackety private life with a cavalier attitude to public affairs. Continuously in debt and careless of friends and obligations, in the middle years of a hitherto undistinguished career Wilkes discovered both a cause and a flair for publicity. That cause would be the freedom of the press. By the time he had concluded his long struggle the acceptable boundaries of public debate, and the part of the newspapers in the political process, had been radically redrawn.

Wilkes was lucky to be feeling his way towards a public career at a moment when the accession of a new king, George III, had brought a revival of party politics. The change of monarch caused an inevitable turbulence in the governing elite, as the king sought to impose his own stamp on affairs; determined to play an active part in government, George III chose to be advised by Lord Bute, a brittle and sensitive Scot not afraid to use the patronage powers of government to reward his friends and punish his enemies. The discontents of the dispossessed Whigs found a political cause in the negotiations for the unpopular peace that would in 1763 end the Seven Years War. Wilkes was happy to be their most pungent instrument.

Wilkes's famous political paper, The North Briton, was a direct response to Bute's attempt to cultivate opinion through his own recently established organ, The Briton.3 Wilkes opened the first issue with a high-minded defence of the principle of a free press, ‘the firmest bulwark of the liberties of this country … the terror of bad ministers’. But if this seemed to promise elevated political philosophy, Wilkes's journalistic principles were better encapsulated by a typically frank avowal to his financial backer, Lord Temple: ‘no political paper would be relished by the public unless well-seasoned with personal satire’.4
The North Briton was relentlessly rude, personal and daringly outspoken. Fed a constant stream of damaging information by his Whig allies, a well-sourced exposé of embezzlement in the army concluded with a frantic denunciation of the Secretary of State: ‘the most treacherous, base, selfish, mean, abject, low-lived and dirty fellow that ever wriggled himself into a secretaryship’.

Wilkes did not take this too seriously. Challenged by James Boswell for his abuse of Samuel Johnson when they met on neutral ground in Italy, Wilkes was happy to admit that he held a high opinion of Johnson in private: but ‘I make it a rule to abuse him who is against me or any of my friends.’5 Here was journalism concerned not with the transmission of news, but as a vehicle of partisan invective. The North Briton existed ‘to plant daggers in certain breasts’. Not all his victims would show the same insouciance, but Wilkes did not lack personal courage, and a well-publicised duel with one outraged aristocratic victim, Earl Talbot, only served to enhance his fame. When the ministry attempted to silence him with the promise of office, Wilkes ensured that this too became known.

Much of this would have been familiar from the ferocious press campaign against Walpole. Where Wilkes truly broke new ground was in associating these criticisms with the king personally. In the infamous number 45 of The North Briton, Wilkes denounced the king's speech, delivered on behalf of the monarch at the opening of Parliament, with unprecedented freedom:


Every friend of this country must lament that a prince of so many great and amiable qualities, whom England truly reveres, can be brought to give the sanction of his sacred name to the most odious measures …. I wish as much as any man in the kingdom to see the honour of the crown maintained in a manner truly becoming royalty. I lament to see it sunk even to prostitution.6



 

This could not be allowed to go unanswered. The ministry now issued a general warrant for the arrest of anyone connected with the publication. This raised the stakes. Until this point The North Briton had been the tool of what was, in essence, a dispute within the political elite. Now with the arrest of his publisher, printer, journeymen and hawkers (forty-nine in all), Wilkes had the opportunity he craved to test an issue of real importance: the limits of press freedom.

The legal actions revolved around two issues: whether Wilkes as a Member of Parliament enjoyed immunity from arrest for a libel (albeit a heinous one); and the validity of a general warrant, which named the crime rather than listing the alleged perpetrators by name. On both points The North Briton was triumphantly vindicated. Its printers were freed and awarded substantial damages for wrongful arrest. Wilkes became a celebrity. Before his trial Wilkes had fretted that his face was hardly known to the general public. Now the deficiency was repaired, first by a hostile but widely circulated print by William Hogarth (a Tory, and an enemy). Soon his features seemed to be everywhere: on broadside ballads celebrating his release, stamped on porcelain dishes, teapots and tobacco papers.7 Such were the fruits of fame in eighteenth-century London. Despite muddying the waters with a conviction for obscenity and flight abroad, Wilkes continued to attract considerable loyalty. His fight to be allowed to take his seat as an MP for Middlesex in 1768 and 1769 made his a national cause.

The emboldened press now pushed forward on other fronts. The London Daily Post and General Advertiser was largely an advertising paper until new editors, Henry Woodfall and his son Henry Sampson Woodfall, gave it a new lease of life. Rebranded as The Public Advertiser, their key innovation, to accompany the paper's enhanced coverage of domestic politics, was a series of trenchant political essays, published anonymously as the Letters of Junius. Strongly anti-ministerial in tone, in 1769 a letter addressed to the king resulted in the arrest of the younger Woodfall and several other editors whose papers had reprinted what was, in truth, an astonishingly direct and personal attack. ‘It is the misfortune of your life,’ Junius informed the king, ‘that you should never have been acquainted with the language of truth, until you have heard it in the complaints of your people.’8

[image: The Invention of News]
 

16.1 The fruits of celebrity. John Wilkes immortalised in enamel.
 

Three editors were committed to trial. Lord Chief Justice Mansfield directed the jury to convict, on the grounds that the judge alone could determine whether a seditious libel had occurred. The jury had solely to establish whether the accused were responsible for its publication. The jury's stubborn refusal to follow this direction drastically rewrote the law of libel and much diminished its usefulness as a tool of press control. Though convictions for seditious libel still hung over the press, English regimes now had to be assured of a sympathetic jury, and not just a compliant judge; a much more demanding test.

Thus far the papers had directed their attacks at the conduct of government, a cause in which they could usually rely on the support of disaffected factions in the political elite. Now attention shifted to the prerogatives of Parliament itself. The right to publish Parliamentary proceedings had been a contested issue for over a century, ever since reporting had been encouraged by the Parliamentary opposition to Charles I in 1640. This freedom had been withdrawn by Charles II on the Restoration, and periodically reaffirmed and removed thereafter. This was generally an opposition cause, and one easily abandoned if the opposition found itself in power. The papers chipped away, publishing ‘extracts’ of speeches which frequently owed more to the imagination of the writer than any real knowledge of what had been said. Samuel Johnson, who built a considerable reputation as a Parliamentary reporter, confessed to friends that a much admired speech of the Elder Pitt was entirely Johnson's work: ‘that speech I wrote in a garret in Exeter Street’.9

The matter came to a head in 1771, when the printer of the admirably named Middlesex Journal or Chronicle of Liberty was summoned with others to answer the charge of having printed the debates of the House of Commons in contravention of regulations. Wilkes, now a London magistrate, was able through shameless manipulation of the legal process to ensure that the case was struck down, on the ground that the alleged offence contravened no statute, but only a proclamation that violated inalienable rights. Rather than risk outright confrontation with London opinion, Parliament backed down. No further attempt was made to impede the reporting of Parliamentary debates; though, since note-taking remained forbidden, journalists were still forced to rely on imperfect memory and lively imagination.10

These three great set-piece confrontations together constituted a remarkable breakthrough for the principle of a free press, and the rights it should enjoy both to report the news and offer opinion (and, indeed, pungent criticism). At the beginning of the eighteenth century Chief Justice Holt could argue that criticism of the government was criminal, because ‘it is very necessary for all governments that the people should have a good opinion of it’.11 Sixty years later such a view was redundant; it had become axiomatic that ‘statesmen may be corrected in their blunders, or chastened for their villainy’ by the press.12 A man like John Wilkes could only have survived – indeed, thrived – because of this sea change in attitudes. It protected him from the consequences of a wild impudence that a generation before would surely have brought about his downfall.

How the press would use these new freedoms would remain to be seen. For some it seemed that the papers had merely won the right to be incredibly rude. When in 1772 The Middlesex Journal offered this comment on a proposed royal progress, it would have seemed to many that established boundaries of respect and propriety had been dissolved:


His majesty, we are told, intends to make the tour of England. Weak as he is, he has got more wisdom. He knows too well the contempt or detestation in which he is held in all parts of the Kingdom, to expose himself to the neglect or insults he would everywhere meet with. Instead of travelling through England, he will bury himself at Kew.13



 

The best hope for politicians was that this rampant press might be drawn off the scent by other more alluring quarry. In the summer of 1776, for instance, one might have thought that the papers would have been consumed by anxious introspection at the portentous events unfolding in the American colonies. In fact, for several months London was preoccupied with two extraordinary (and interlinked) trials: the prosecution of the Duchess of Kingston for bigamy, and the subsequent trial of the comic dramatist Samuel Foote, her principal persecutor, for sodomy. In the case of the duchess no great legal issues were at stake. Depending on the outcome she would either be duchess or, if her first marriage was proved, Countess of Bristol. But for the trial of a peeress by the entire House of Lords, Westminster Hall was crammed and sittings of the House of Commons were suspended. Foote, who had made a fortune, and many enemies, by his impersonations of society figures, commanded less attention, but at least he was acquitted (after an extraordinary personal intervention by the king).14 In London, as in contemporary Paris, theatre played a crucial role in the development of a celebrity culture, as well as providing an increasing amount of copy for the voracious newspapers.

There is no doubt that a reinvigorated and saucy press was more attractive to readers. In the last decades of the eighteenth century politics became a national sport. Just as in the 1760s and 1770s the prolonged controversy over Wilkes's membership of the House of Commons achieved considerable coverage in the provincial papers, from the 1780s onwards a robust campaign for Parliamentary reform won advocates in the press throughout the nation.15 The provincial papers generally stuck to their routine of weekly publication. The London press, in contrast, was increasingly dominated by daily news. These papers were now a successful part of the political scene; they were also increasingly professional in their deft integration of political comment with advertising, society gossip and foreign news. The outlines of the mature newspaper were gradually emerging from the turmoil of metropolitan politics and commercial life.
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16.2 The notorious Samuel Foote. His form of political satire eventually made him too many influential enemies.
 

A Family Divided
 

This transformation in the English press owed a great deal to the reinvigorated interest in politics: not least, through the prolonged crisis with the American colonies. But it was surely significant – and a real milestone – that even this first traumatic challenge to the integrity of British imperial power did not bring about a retreat into dull loyalism. The crisis of American identity stimulated a real debate in England, where the colonists’ insistence on their own rights and prerogatives found many English defenders.

Approaching the American Revolution through the history of the press brings home that this was always a family feud, and all the more painful for that. The sense of kinship ran very deep, a connection that made the disputes that festered through the 1760s so bitter and bewildering. The umbilical cord to London wholly shaped the early history of American newspapers: London was the source of news, and its papers the model to be emulated.

Newspapers developed only very haltingly in the American colonies.16 Although Boston had a printer as early as 1634, it was not until 1690 that an attempt was made to establish a news periodical, and this, Benjamin Harris's Publick Occurrences Both Forreign and Domestick, was suppressed after just one issue. It was only in 1704 that, with the support of the authorities, the local postmaster John Campbell was allowed to begin distributing his Boston News-Letter. Like the earliest European newspaper, Campbell was here mechanising an existing service, since the postmaster had already learned to exploit his privileged position as distributor of incoming despatches by sending a regular manuscript newsletter to favoured clients. His printed weekly newspaper scarcely deviated from this model. The Boston News-Letter was throughout his custodianship essentially a digest of European and primarily London news.

Campbell was not an ideal news man. Cantankerous and given to self-pity, if he believed his readers did not appreciate his efforts he would write long self-justifying notices to say so. But his vision of what a newspaper should be proved deeply influential. Benjamin Harris, the battle-scarred London controversialist whose newspaper had been so quickly suppressed in 1690, had attempted to engage the local community in debate about Boston affairs. Campbell, in contrast, published very little local news. The Boston News-Letter was a scrupulous and often scrupulously dull litany of despatches extracted from London papers. So determined was he not to deviate from this programme that his reports of European news fell steadily behind. By 1719 he was meticulously reporting European events over a year old.

This was taking the principle of the journal of record to bizarre extremes, and thankfully other colonial news men did not feel the same compulsion. From 1719 Campbell had a Boston competitor, and papers were established shortly thereafter in Philadelphia, New York, Newport and Charleston. But none broke free from the preoccupation with European affairs. Analysis of the contents of The Pennsylvania Gazette between 1723 and 1765 reveals that over this extended period 70 per cent of news items were devoted to continental Europe and the British Isles.17

For all that, geography and logistics ultimately mandated that American newspapers would evolve in different ways to their European progenitors. The sheer distance between communities, strung out along a rocky coastline in colonies of different settlement patterns, created a series of largely self-contained markets. And notwithstanding the preoccupation with European affairs, the long winter season during which the transatlantic passage was interrupted meant that the stream of London papers was for several months abruptly terminated. The papers were obliged to seek more imaginative solutions to fill their pages: advertisements, correspondence, witty and diverting articles. The 1730s saw a wave of what might be termed literary papers. There was also increasing comment on local political controversies, such as the great immunisation debate that convulsed Boston in the 1720s.18

The period before 1740 also witnessed a slow but perceptible rise in the amount of news from other colonies. In this way the newspapers played an important part in the growth of an American inter-colonial community consciousness. But the community of shared values was essentially trans-atlantic. The social assumptions of the early American readership – a strong belief in Protestantism, property, retributive justice, the virtues of family, hard work and the superiority of the English over all other nations – these were virtually indistinguishable from those of the Englishmen who would have been reading, a few months earlier, largely the same news.

This made the quarrel, when it came, all the more destructive. The proximate cause was a European conflict fought largely on the American continent, the Seven Years War of 1756–63. Because the fighting was so much closer to home, this greatly increased coverage in colonial papers of events in the western hemisphere. This crisis also inspired one of the most memorable images of the colonial era, Benjamin Franklin's representation of the colonies as a severed snake, with the caption ‘Join, or Die.’ Ironically in its first manifestation, this cartoon (plausibly the first on the American continent) was pro-British: an admonition to the colonies to combine in their own defence or face destruction at the hands of the French. Its debut was modest enough, tucked away with little fanfare on the second page of Franklin's Pennsylvania Gazette.19 But it was soon taken up and reprinted in papers in New York and Boston.20 Rediscovered at the time of the Stamp Act Crisis, it would pass into history as one of the most potent patriot rallying cries.

The Seven Years War left the British victorious, but with an empty treasury. The territorial gains in the Americas had to be defended by a permanent military presence. It was to pay for this that the British Parliament determined to raise new revenues, laid partly on the colonies. One way of doing this was to tax colonial newspapers in the same way that English papers were taxed: by requiring them to use stamped, that is specially authorised and certified, paper.

If the Stamp Act crisis of 1765 proved one thing, it was that the press is never more eloquent, self-righteous and clamorous in the defence of liberty than when its own economic interests are concerned. Perhaps the English administration had been lulled by the experience of the imposition of the English stamp duty in 1712. Despite prognostications of the direst consequences the English press had absorbed the tax obligation with relatively little turbulence.21 But the American press did not have the same deep roots, and securing supplies of the stamped paper from London posed extra logistical difficulties. The duty was repealed within a year, but American opinion, deftly marshalled by the press, had experienced its first taste of success.22
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16.3 Join, or Die. Benjamin Franklin's inspired piece of pro-British propaganda.
 

The Stamp Act crisis was also decisive in one other way. The short but furious agitation had engaged the loyalties of most of the established papers, though often initially with some reluctance. The partisan tone of the agitation, which would continue through the next decade of revolutionary controversies, ran wholly contrary to the established traditions of the colonial press. As colonial newspapers were, most usually, the only papers serving a community, their proprietors had striven, above all, to avoid giving offence.23 A studied neutrality in local political controversy, made possible by the relatively limited coverage of local political news, had served them well. This could be presented as a point of principle, enunciated most famously by Benjamin Franklin in his Apology for printers (1731). ‘Printers are educated in the belief,’ he wrote, ‘that when men differ in opinion, both sides ought equally to have the advantage of being heard by the public.’24 The new temper of the times left no room for such Olympian sentiments. Printers exhibiting an insufficient zeal for the cause of liberty found subscriptions cancelled, and a chilly reception from former friends. Charleston's Peter Timothy found himself transformed from ‘the most popular’ to ‘the most unpopular man in the province’.25 In Charleston as elsewhere local patriots supported the establishment of a rival paper, warmer in the cause of liberty. Many printers were reluctant patriots. But the passions of public debate were too strong for the old ways.

In this sense the overwhelmingly patriot tone of the press during the Revolution was not always the result of free choice. Whereas the freedom of the press was vehemently proclaimed as a fundamental principle of the revolutionary movement, it was widely understood that this should not extend to the publication of sentiments injurious to the public good.26 The careful distinctions enunciated by patriot authors were more rudely enforced by the populace, who installed their own form of popular censorship, harrying printers insufficiently enthusiastic for revolutionary politics and, if necessary smashing their shops and ruining the type.

The beguilingly easy triumph of the Stamp Act revolt would in one respect prove misleading. Never again would colonial opinion speak with such apparent unity. The long, slow descent to confrontation left the colonies badly divided. Harassed news men found it difficult to satisfy readers often fundamentally at odds on the issues of the day. Happily newspapers were not left to bear alone the burden of shaping the political agenda during these years. The most significant and influential political statements were all published as pamphlets. The most successful, such as Thomas Paine's Common Sense, sold in huge numbers (a reputed 120,000 copies). A brilliant exposition of the case for independence, which cut through the legalistic prose in which the debate had to this point been largely conducted, Common Sense was printed in twenty-five editions in thirteen American cities.27 This was only the most notable example of a surge of pamphlet publication that reached a first climax with the Stamp Act, and a second with the commencement of hostilities in 1775–6.28 Thereafter, both news men and pamphleteers found this intensity hard to sustain. Fighting disrupted distribution networks and forced many printers to shift location. Resources had to be redeployed to military purposes; sensitive information on troop movements could obviously not be widely reported.

This was a very slow-moving revolution. Between the battle of Concord and the Treaty of Paris the war lasted eight years (1755–83). A full twenty-four years elapsed between the Stamp Act and the inauguration of the first president, George Washington. The ardent young men of the 1760s had grown old before the United States emerged as an independent nation. The dramatic moments of crisis were interspersed with long periods of relative inactivity. The shift to outright rebellion was characterised by repeated hesitancy, as proposals, loyal addresses and pained remonstrances passed back and forth across the great expanse of the Atlantic. Even after the fighting was concluded, the various legislative and constitutive bodies moved with agonising slowness.

The rebellious provinces presented a very particular context for the distribution of news, as settlements with quite separate heritages attempted to forge a common cause across great expanses of coast and barely tamed interior. Reading the successive issues of the newspapers can present an unexpected impression of tranquillity, of societies going about their business into which great events only intermittently intrude. The Virginia Gazette of 1775 was a weekly four-page folio in three columns, with supplements issued as necessary. The issue of 28 April opened with news from Constantinople.29 The Parliamentary debate from London of 2 February featured a long speech from Lord Chatham in the House of Lords. The advertisements, starting in the middle column of the second page and consuming the rest of the paper, feature horses for stud and appeals for the return of runaway slaves. The first news of the battles of Lexington and Concord is included with an extra half sheet, dated from Philadelphia on 24 April (five days after the engagement). Often it is the advertisements that give a hint of the growing turbulence in a community, as in the announcement of sales of goods of those leaving the colony. But life goes on. The Virginia Gazette, ‘Always for Liberty and the Public Good’, continued to run its advertisement for the recovery of fugitive servants and slaves, and its occasional tantalising hint of domestic discord:


Whereas my wife Frances has behaved in a very uncommon manner to me of late, this is to forewarn all persons from having any dealings with her on my account, as I will not be answerable for any debts of her contracting after this date.30



 

It can indeed plausibly be argued that the Revolution encouraged newspapers to take themselves too seriously. In the densely settled port towns – precisely the place of publication of most newspapers – residents had access, through overlapping networks of family, workplace and commercial connections, to a great deal of news far fresher and more pertinent than much of what they read in their newspapers.31 Most newspapers still only published once, or at most twice a week. Months-old news from distant parts might be of limited interest, and commercial notices placed in the advertisement columns were of little use to rural subscribers. During the war years in particular word of mouth, communications from travellers, ships’ captains and returning soldiers, played a vital part in keeping people abreast of uncertain events.

Irrespective of what the press did for the Revolution, the Revolution certainly had a profound impact on the press. The number of papers published doubled between 1763 and 1775, and again by 1790. In that year the American states supported ninety-nine newspapers in some sixty-two separate locations. Newspaper publication was now one of the most significant props of the American publishing industry.32 In an era when substantial volumes of literature, history and scholarship were still by and large imported, it was almost necessary for a printer to have a newspaper to stay in business.

In this way it was not just patriotism but economic interest that tied the press to the cause of the emerging nation. The same tone of patriotic commitment enunciated during the revolutionary agitation continued after the British defeat and through the subsequent constitutional debates. The press was overwhelmingly Federalist; a commitment all the more notable given that one of the first acts of the Federal Convention was to resolve to keep its debates secret. The intention was to insulate delegates from public pressure, but it also deprived the newspapers of a constant supply of good copy during its protracted deliberations. A few years later the French revolutionaries would adopt a conspicuously contrary view, encouraging journalists to attend and report the debates of the successive legislative bodies. The press came into its own during the campaign for ratification, which was far from a foregone conclusion. Only when Virginia came reluctantly into line, and the presumed Anti-Federalist majority in New York was narrowly defeated, could the new constitution be put into effect.

The zealous commitment of the press to the establishment of the new nation did not go unrewarded. When James Madison was entrusted with preparing the Bill of Rights in 1790, the first amendment to the constitution guaranteed that Congress would ‘make no law … abridging the freedom of speech, or of the press’. But these freedoms would still be forced to run the test of prevailing morality, social convention and partisan politics. Contemporary opinion saw no contradiction between the assertion in Virginia's Bill of Rights ‘that the freedom of the press is one of the great bulwarks of liberty, and can never be restrained but by despotic governments’ and the state's 1792 ‘Act against divulgers of false news’.33 The unacknowledged tensions set the scene for an exuberant, rancorous and highly partisan culture of public debate that was both the adornment and curse of politics in the new nation.

The Empty Prison
 

On 14 July 1789 a crowd of around nine hundred local people gathered outside the Bastille, the old prison building of Paris that now served mostly as an armoury. Very little remained of the old autocratic system of lettres de cachet that had incarcerated prisoners without trial; nevertheless, the building still constituted a potent symbol and the crowd were determined to liberate, if not its few remaining prisoners, then at least its stock of gunpowder. The morning was consumed in nervous negotiations between the insurgents and the marquis de Launay, commander of the small garrison. These achieved little, and by afternoon, in an increasingly chaotic melee, shots were exchanged. The arrival of more revolutionary forces, including trained soldiers, compelled the garrison's surrender. Launay and some of his soldiers were hauled out and butchered; the rest were escorted away as the crowd took possession of the artillery.34

In such a turbulent and politically momentous season, there was little in these events to suggest why this should become such an iconic day in French history: since 1880, indeed, the nation's primary day of national celebration. The haul of liberated prisoners, seven, was meagre. This included four convicted forgers and two who had to be reincarcerated in mental institutions; hardly the political detainees of the Bastille's fearsome legend. The immediate response of the established periodical press, both at home and abroad, was restrained. The Gazette de France, naturally, ignored the disturbance altogether. The foreign press reported it as an incident of riotous disorder, rather than suggesting any wider significance. In real political terms it scarcely merited being privileged ahead of the calling of the Estates General, the Tennis Court Oath, or the subsequent forced return of the king from Versailles. As a revolutionary event, the 1788 insurrection in Grenoble was a far more potent challenge to the ancien régime, though it scarcely now registers in the revolutionary canon.

It was the newly emboldened pressmen of Paris who ensured that the storming of the Bastille did not suffer the same fate. A rush of celebratory pamphlets and illustrated broadsheets proclaimed the fall of the empty prison as the symbolic awakening of an oppressed people.35 The same themes were rapidly taken up in the developing newspaper press. Yesterday, wrote Antoine-Louis Gordas in his Courier de Versailles à Paris, ‘will be forever remembered in the records of our history: it opens the way for the greatest and perhaps the most fortunate of revolutions.’36

The extraordinary events that unfolded in France between 1789 and 1794 were accompanied by a torrent of newsprint in every media: pamphlets, journals, broadsheet images and political song.37 The pre-revolutionary political crisis and the calling of the Estates General had stimulated a steadily rising drum roll of political pamphlets: around 1,500 different titles in 1788 and at least 2,600 during the elections to the Estates in the first four months of 1789: a stratospheric rise compared to the four hundred or so published in the twelve years before 1787.38 The carefully constructed edifice of press control established during the ancien régime, and sustained for over 150 years, now simply evaporated. While the National Assembly engaged in long and earnest debates over press freedom, events and the book trade moved on.

In the years after 1789 the pampered and privileged members of the Paris Book Guild saw their world turned upside down.39 For the previous two centuries it had been the conscious policy of the French monarchy to concentrate the printing industry in the capital, and to favour a small number of large firms. An effective monopoly on book production for a large and prosperous population was a predictable disincentive to innovation. Faced with the Parisian presses’ outdated stock of worthy reproductions of the seventeenth-century canon, readers looked elsewhere, cultivating a lively market in semi-tolerated illicit imports from abroad.40 Now, under the pressure of unprecedented events, the market of the established printing magnates simply melted away. Despite Crown efforts to support allies in the press with substantial covert subsidies, between 1789 and 1793 many of the giants of Parisian printing filed for bankruptcy. Their place was taken by an entirely new generation, many of them booksellers, who had detected the hunger for contemporary political works. To feed this demand they now set up their own presses.

From 1789 these news publishers/booksellers also began to convert their pamphlet output into periodical series. This was neither immediately nor universally successful. Only one of the pamphlets celebrating the fall of the Bastille was announced as part of a serial. Many of the newly established titles disappeared equally rapidly. But during the course of 1789 and 1790 the journal – a daily, tri-weekly or weekly newspaper – would establish itself as the characteristic organ of revolutionary debate.

For a country deliberately starved of choice in the periodical press during the ancien régime, this was a momentous change. The pamphlet surge of the revolutionary period was in some respects quite traditional: the previous collapse of royal authority during the Fronde in the mid-seventeenth century had been accompanied by a similar deluge of pamphlet literature.41 But the explosion of journal publication in Paris during these years was on a scale not witnessed anywhere in Europe. From four journals published in the capital in 1788, the number skyrocketed to 184 in 1789 and 335 in 1790. During the height of the revolutionary agitation, as many as 300,000 copies a day of these various publications would have been available on the streets.42 Paris was suddenly awash with a flood of exuberant, passionate, committed news-sheets. Soon they had come to dominate the political agenda.

Most of these new serials were, it must be admitted, rather unprepossessing little booklets, scarcely distinguishable from the grubby cheap pamphlets with which their printers and readers were already familiar. Without the fifty years of steady growth and evolution that had characterised the development of the newspapers in England, the printers of this sudden rush of new titles had little time or resources for questions of design. Most of the first news serials kept close to the familiar pamphlet format: published in the customary small octavo of the established genre, they generally consisted of eight closely written pages of political advocacy. The experienced Charles-Joseph Panckoucke, skilfully surfing the wave of political change, could envisage his Moniteur imitating the three-column folio format of the London press.43 But this was very much the exception. Most of the revolutionary papers were the product of less well-established printing houses. The urgency of the moment called for quick work rather than sophistication.

These papers, then, had none of the elegance and balance of the established press in other parts of Europe; nor the variety of content and subject matter. The Paris papers of the Revolution were devoted wholly and passionately to politics. Here they had the advantage of an almost inexhaustible supply of subject matter. With the National Assembly and its successor bodies in almost continuous session, the debates and speeches became the staple diet of many papers, sometimes excessively so. Those high-minded papers that attempted to provide verbatim reports of debates, down to the last cough and heckled interjection, found within a few months that this was a most unsatisfactory form of journalism, likely to leave their readers baffled rather than enlightened. But the commitment to accurate reporting was impressive. All the major events of the revolutionary years, even such brutal spasms as the prison massacres of September 1792, were fully and relatively accurately reported and interpreted.

Experiments in exhaustive factual reporting aside, it was with advocacy journalism that the French revolutionary newspapers found their characteristic voice. All the major figures of the revolutionary era, including Marat, Danton and Robespierre, were at some point journalists.44 Many, including Marat, Camille Desmoulins and George Hébert, established their political profile almost entirely through their writing. Marat was here the pivotal figure: his intemperate prose and open advocacy of violence created a darker palette for revolutionary rhetoric, foreshadowing the horrific violence of the Terror, when the Revolution consumed its own. Hébert, speaking as the witty and scabrous representative of the sans-culottes, the Père Duchêne, was also not for the weaker constitution, with his eager embrace of the cruelty of revolutionary justice. But most of all, revolutionary journalists needed to be able to turn out copy at speed, and to a deadline. ‘The necessity of writing every day,’ according to Benjamin Constant, ‘is the tomb of talent.’45 Many journalists would agree; the most successful and best-known newspapers of the Revolution were generally weekly or thrice-weekly publications. For all that the most successful journalists of the Revolution maintained, sometimes over a sustained period, a remarkable output. Madame Roland acknowledged that the great success of her friend Jacques-Pierre Brissot was that he ‘worked very easily, and he composed a treatise the way someone else would copy a song’.46 This left little space for profound reflection, but that was hardly necessary: the potency of revolutionary journalism lay in the constant regurgitation of political advocacy. ‘How does it happen that this petty individual does so much harm to the public welfare,’ asked one of Brissot's Jacobin enemies in 1792. ‘It is because he has a newspaper …. It is because Brissot and his friends have all the trumpets of renown at their disposal.’47

The trumpets of renown could also be very lucrative. Demand for the news was enormous, and there was plenty of room for competing ventures. The most successful papers swiftly built a substantial readership. The Journal du soir employed five presses and sixty workmen, and needed two hundred street vendors to distribute its 10,000 daily copies.48 But it did not require an operation on this industrial scale to make money. A single press could crank out around 3,000 copies of a simple news pamphlet in a day, more than enough to make money: the break-even point for such publications was probably as low as four hundred copies per issue. The printers protected their investment by operating an informal price cartel. Although they would furiously denounce their competitors’ opinions, publishers never attempted to undercut rivals by lowering their price. Almost all set their subscription rates close to the customary rate for the pre-revolutionary imported newspapers, around 36 livres a year. Given the extraordinary political events they record, this industry conservatism seems rather quaint; but it served the printers well, allowing them to ride out the political turbulence and compensating them for the undoubted risk of this form of publication. The only significant technical innovation introduced by the revolutionary papers was the provision, in the opinion papers, of short summaries of the contents or argument at the top of the first sheet, under the title. This was intended to assist the hawkers, crying out the papers on the streets.49

For the leading journalists of the Revolution, as well as their printers, the market for news also brought considerable financial rewards. Brissot was paid 6,000 livres a year to edit his newspaper (the same salary as a minister in the government) and his was not a unique case.50 In truth, for the principal actors this was undoubtedly a subsidiary concern: journalism, for them, was a weapon of revolution, a means to shape fast-moving events. With influence came hazard. This was, to a quite unprecedented extent, a deadly trade. The Terror would claim the lives of at least one-sixth of the journalists writing in the first full years of the Revolution (1790–1), including most of the major journalist-politicians. Marat was assassinated in his bath; Brissot fell with the Girondins and died with Danton. Hébert, whose Père Duchêne had gleefully recorded the last moments of so many victims of the guillotine, attracted a large crowd when he, in turn, went to his death. Camille Desmoulins was one of the last victims of Robespierre, the godfather of his young son.

It was in these most vicious months that the Revolution finally abandoned the vision of press freedom that had animated many of the early debates in the National Assembly.51 Robespierre, a consistent advocate of the principle from 1789 to 1793, now recognised the error of his ways. On 16 June he invited the Committee of Public Safety to punish ‘treacherous journalists who are the most dangerous enemies of liberty’.52 Shortly before concluding his ascent to power, Robespierre had sketched an extraordinary political catechism. This demonstrates the extent to which he now saw unlicensed freedom as the heart of the discord that had engulfed the revolutionary movement:


What is our aim? It is the use of the Constitution for the benefit of the people.

Who is likely to oppose us? The rich and the corrupt.

What methods will they employ? Slander and hypocrisy.

What factors will encourage the use of such means? The ignorance of the sans-culottes.

The people must therefore be instructed.

What are the obstacles to their enlightenment? The paid journalists who mislead the people every day by shameless distortions.

What conclusion follows? That we ought to proscribe these writers as the most dangerous enemies of the country, and to circulate an abundance of good literature.53



 

In the early, hopeful days of revolution, Mirabeau and Brissot had believed that the press would unify public opinion. In this at least they were to be disappointed. The coup that toppled Robespierre was accompanied by stringent measures to rein in the press. Both the Directory and the subsequent Napoleonic regime recognised the corrosive danger of unbridled political criticism. Of the eighty Parisian printing houses chosen to be retained under the Napoleonic system of press control, only nineteen specialised in journals and periodicals.54

At the height of the revolutionary agitation the interested reader could choose between as many as one hundred serial publications. The scale of the transformation from the staid, controlled world of the ancien régime is obvious, though this is not to say that the newspapers exercised all the influence attributed to them by the revolutionary leadership. Serial publication vied for influence with other traditional forms of persuasive literature, not least non-serial political pamphlets which were also published in huge numbers.55 While Paris was a highly literate society (with high levels of male and female literacy), the combined readership of newspapers probably never exceeded 3 million, out of a total national population of 28 million. Although provincial cities like Lyon and Toulouse also experienced a rapid expansion of a newly established provincial press, the disjunction between the political melting pot of the capital and provincial society was still stark.56 In Paris itself, much political activism was face to face and word of mouth, in the Jacobin clubs and, among delegates to the successive national assemblies, in private drawing rooms or on the floor of the debating chamber itself. Among the wider population most citizens, called to action regardless of social station, would have been roused to arms by speeches or conversation in impromptu street gatherings and taverns. The French Revolution was an extraordinarily fertile period for the composition of political song, of which the Marseillaise was only the most famous and enduring example.57

Periodicals, for all their eloquent advocacy of universal enfranchisement, still spoke in the voice of the educated elite. Marat's tirades of denunciation could be couched in a severely classical vocabulary. He made no attempt whatsoever to address the common people in their own patterns of speech; rather there was a conscious sense of distance. Several times a week his Ami du peuple would conclude with an ‘Address to the Citizenry’, where in the exasperated tones of an Old Testament prophet he offered a foreboding vision of the future that would unfold should his readers ignore his injunctions.

At least in these revolutionary papers the Paris readership would have a clear sense of the context of events discussed: there was far less of the baffling recitation of foreign diplomatic and military events that had made up the stock in trade of European newspapers for the past two centuries. And in the newspapers published under the title of the Père Duchêne we witness a radical and imaginative attempt to adopt the personality, and patterns of speech, of the less well-educated foot-soldiers of the revolutionary era. Père Duchêne was a lusty old salt; vulgar, forthright and not afraid to stand up to his social betters. Although Hébert was the best known and most successful, a dozen or more different writers at some point adopted this persona – an eloquent testimony to the difficulties faced by political activists who recognised the need to mobilise a mass movement but realised these citizens did not yet have the political vocabulary to articulate shared political goals. It is also a reminder that the market for revolutionary newspapers, though very large, was also highly competitive. New ventures shamelessly poached the titles of successful rivals, or shifted their own clothes as the political wind turned. Many vanished as easily as they had appeared. At a time when many other European nations had established papers of many years standing (and some with centuries of continuous publication ahead of them), most revolutionary papers lasted three or four years at most.

With the perspective of hindsight, the revolutionary papers can be seen as a relatively brief interlude in France between two stable eras of controlled, cautious news-making. For all that they nevertheless represent a true milestone in the history of European journalism. The French Revolution was arguably the first European event to which a periodical press was truly indispensable. For the first time newspapers became, albeit fleetingly, the dominant medium of printed text, displacing their more aristocratic progenitor, the book, and even the characteristic carrier of political discussion, the pamphlet. France was in this respect ahead of its time. In other parts of Europe, for instance Ireland, the political pamphlet was still the dominant medium for political agitation – as it was indeed during the American Revolution.58 In France, and to a lesser extent in the other cases studied in this chapter, we see the first instances of a fundamental realignment in the European culture of news. From henceforth the periodical rhythms of regular news publication would come to characterise the public perceptions of the shape of current events. Domestic news was suddenly the most urgent order of business. The great age of the daily newspaper was at hand.
  


CHAPTER 17
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How Samuel Sewall Read his Paper
 

ON 24 April 1704 Samuel Sewall, citizen of Boston, travelled across the Charles River to Cambridge, carrying with him the first issue of John Campbell's weekly news-sheet, The Boston News-Letter. Sewall was on his way to present a copy to his friend Reverend Samuel Willard, Vice-President of Harvard College; Willard was delighted to receive it, and promptly shared it with the other Fellows. Samuel Sewall was at this point one of the leading citizens of the largest city in the American colonies. For the best part of fifty years he was at the heart of its commerce and government, named to the Governor's Council in 1691 and re-elected annually until his retirement in 1725. As a magistrate, father and neighbour, Sewall was a model citizen of this potent emerging society.

Sewall also kept a diary. That, for our purposes, puts him in a special category beyond all his other accomplishments. For Sewall recorded, on a regular basis, his daily round: his work, his conversations, the sermons he attended, and how he heard the news.1

This evidence is, for a student of news, very precious. Over the course of this narrative we have witnessed a real transformation in the supply and availability of news. By the eighteenth century the number of those who had access to news on a regular basis was vastly increased. Newspapers were an established part of life; in some places a daily newspaper was becoming if not the norm, then increasingly available. But whereas we can chart easily enough the history of news from the production side, it is far more difficult to experience at first hand what readers made of this. The articulate reader, who went on to record how he experienced day-to-day news culture, is comparatively rare.

Sometimes, indeed, the available sources tell us more about the relatively inarticulate consumer of news. This is certainly true of one precious source of which we have made intermittent use in this book, court records and judicial proceedings. These provide a detailed record of occasions when the discussion of public affairs was deemed by Europe's rulers to be injurious to the public good. What is particularly striking is the extent to which this regulation of opinion concentrated not on print, but on the spoken word: what the city council of Augsburg described as ‘dangerous and idle talk’.2 For news respected no boundaries. What was printed in one city could be sold and read in another; once news was in the public domain it was extremely difficult to arrest its flow. News moved easily from manuscript to print and from print to speech.

This subtle understanding of the interconnectedness of different media is exhibited in a very revealing edict published by the time of the Catalan revolt in 1640:


Let nobody own, read or hear any book or paper, be it printed or handwritten, which justifies, warns, counsels and encourages the uprising in this principality and the continuance of the war; and be it forbidden that anyone who knows by heart any part of those books or papers should relate them or that anyone should hear them.3



 

Scholars tend to privilege the printed word because it has provided the vast bulk of surviving evidence of past events. But hard-pressed magistrates never underestimated the potency of speech (or, as this Spanish example makes clear, of memory). Reading their Bible they knew that ‘death and life are in the power of the tongue’. They also knew that ‘the wicked is snared by the transgression of his lips'; indeed, they counted upon it.4 In Europe's teeming cities, where living conditions were cramped, privacy virtually unknown, and strong drink ubiquitous, rumours spread like wildfire. When the city authorities cornered someone who had uttered seditious words, they always took the greatest pains to reconstruct how these miscreants had first heard the rumour, and who they had spoken to afterwards.

The new world was emerging, but the old world was not banished. The multi-media world of news exchange, the subtle chain of interactions between those who brought the news and those who heard it, did not dissolve in the face of the on-rushing periodical press. Court transcripts provide some of the best evidence of how news spread in the pre-modern era: they reveal a turbulent, combustible world of shouting, insult, rumour and song. Song, in particular, was a particularly potent vector of criticism throughout the period under study: the Parisian police authorities were still greatly concerned at the circulation of satirical verses on the eve of the French Revolution, and with good reason.5 In this rich and diverse world of information exchange, it is clear that despite the proliferation of commercial news-sheets in various shapes and varieties, many citizens would still have got all the news they wanted for free.

Those who bought the news are already in some senses in a special category; those who record their reflections on current events are even more rare. So it will be helpful to spend a little time with three men who did keep track of their thoughts in their own way. They are a varied bunch: an English workman, a Dutch clerk and the North American magistrate Samuel Sewall. All were in some respects unusual, and not just in their meticulous diary keeping. But time in their company does tell us a great deal about the multi-media world we have traversed in this book. Despite the increased sophistication of the available news media, much had remained surprisingly unchanged.

Turning the Tables
 

Nehemiah Wallington was a modest and self-effacing man. The son of a London wood-turner, he spent his whole life practising his father's trade, living in a house close to the place where he was born, a few yards north of London Bridge. Wallington did not aspire to a life in public affairs; but he lived in troubled times, and it is as a chronicler of these times that he has latterly found fame.6 For Wallington was a quite exceptional man. In 1618, shortly before he was admitted to the Turners’ Company as an independent master, Wallington began to write in the first of many notebooks, which he would fill with his religious reflections, notes on current events, letters and transcribed portions of printed news-books.7 By the time he decided to desist in 1654 he had compiled fifty volumes containing at least twenty thousand closely written pages, and earned his place as one of the premier artisan chroniclers of his day.

Wallington, an intensely introspective character, sometimes wondered whether this obsessive concern to record the everyday experiences of his spiritual journey was rather unhealthy. Despite the intermittent money worries that afflicted all tradesmen, Wallington spent heavily on books. During the dramatic early years of the Civil Wars he bought hundreds of news pamphlets. Ruefully contemplating the piles heaped up around his house, he recognised in 1642 that these had been an extravagance: ‘these little pamphlets of weekly news … were so many thieves that had stolen away my money before I was aware of them’.8

Wallington is an especially valuable witness because he wrote in a period when the news environment was changing very rapidly. In the 1620s and 1630s, when Wallington was first compiling his journals, the publication of news serials in England was intermittently banned, and always closely controlled. But as a citizen of London, and as an ardent puritan, Wallington was an impassioned observer, and occasional actor, in the turbulent political events played out in the capital. In 1638 Nehemiah was questioned by the Star Chamber about the distribution of seditious books. Given the savage punishment meted out to their author, William Prynne, he was understandably alarmed.9 Three years later he was among the reputed fifteen thousand Londoners who descended on Westminster to persuade the House of Lords to condemn the hated Earl of Strafford. ‘I never did see so many together in all my life,’ Wallington reflected, ‘and when they did see any Lord coming, they all cried with one voice, Justice! Justice!’10

Wallington was very conscious of living at the hub of events, all of which he interpreted through the prism of his deeply held religious beliefs. Almost all of the news events he records were seen as evidence of divine purpose: to punish the sinful, or test the faith of the Lord's children. One whole volume of his chronicles is devoted to the evil consequences that befell those who profaned the Sabbath, instances all too frequent in the teeming metropolis. In 1632 he recorded the salutary tale of two young men larking in the rigging of a ship at Whitechapel on a Sunday, when one fell to his death.11 Wallington had this from the chastened survivor, and many of these stories – of a child who fell into the fire while their mother was doing the monthly wash, or a house burned down when the family was gadding forth on the Sabbath – came to him in this way, by word of mouth. Once the Civil War fighting was underway Wallington was equally meticulous in collecting instances of sudden calamity that had fallen upon the king's troops when they spoke contemptuously of the Godly as Roundheads. Wallington's God was not slow to indicate through such signs his partiality towards those who held to the straight and narrow path. A fine example is his wonderfully idiosyncratic account of the battle of Edgehill: ‘The wonderful work of God in the guidance of bullets.’12
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17.1 Nehemiah Wallington's writing books.
 

In searching out evidence of the workings of God's Providence, Wallington noted without scepticism many strange and threatening portents: a fearful storm in 1626, the sighting of a meteor in Berkshire in 1628. Seventy years later to the sophisticated London newsmen such reports would be an implicit comment on the credulity of country folk, but Wallington's generation had no such doubts.13 A terrible tempest near Norwich in 1643, resulting in the death of 111 rooks and jackdaws, inspired an ingenious explanation: ‘we may conjecture that it may mean God's judgement upon the plundering and pillaging cavalier rebels, who, like rooks and daws, live now raucously by the sweat of honest men's brows’.14

Wallington's meticulous record-keeping provides eloquent witness to the emerging power of the urban population to influence great events. Some years before Nehemiah was born Sir Thomas Smith had laid down with lofty precision the division of the English Commonwealth between those ‘that bear office, the other of them that bear none’. Artisans and tradesmen belong to the latter sort, and ‘have no voice nor authority in our commonwealth’.15 Wallington was of the generation that subverted these comfortable assumptions. Although he spent freely on news publications when these became available, most of his news came to him through friends, casual acquaintance, and the closely knit network of his fellow believers. Some great events, like the burning of London Bridge, he could record as an eyewitness. Others, like his account of the comet that had so alarmed King James in 1618, he copied from a pamphlet.16

In what ways did the news serials of the 1640s, which he bought so recklessly, impact on this developed news consciousness? Wallington certainly did acquire a sophisticated sense of the wider strategic issues that would determine the outcome of the conflict. He saw that Ireland, where he had family, would play a key role, and lamented the cleavage that emerged between the Godly congregations of England and Scotland in the latter stages of the conflict. An insightful letter to his friend James Cole in New England analyses the various phases of the wars, which he defines as the ‘prelatical war’ of 1639–40, the ‘profane war’ of 1642, and the ‘hypocritical war’ of 1648. Historians have varied the judgemental titles, but hardly improved on the chronology.17 Nor was Wallington's interest confined to the British wars. In 1638 a book came into his hands that laid bare the miserable estate of the Christian peoples in Germany, and he mourned the fate of the Huguenot congregation in La Rochelle in 1628.18

Wallington's pamphlets were assembled for a particular purpose, the creation of a historical narrative to enable ‘the generation to come [to] see what God hath done’. The journal would teach posterity the trials undergone by the children of God. And Wallington felt these trials very acutely, as the fighting took its toll: the death of an apprentice, the loss of a close friend. Where the personal meets the political, the news networks did not always function smoothly. Only in 1643, in a section devoted to Catholic atrocities in Ireland, could Wallington record the death of a brother-in-law, murdered two years previously. Presumably only now was he receiving this grim news.

Wallington was a sophisticated reader. Sometimes he would transcribe from news-books accounts of events he had attended in person: here he used his notebooks to marshal and order his recollections. His detailed narrative of the war years provides a gripping contemporary history, compiled largely from his collection of pamphlets and his own experiences. Few were as committed as our master turner to bringing order to current events; in a world view shaped by piety his notebooks served as a means to record and divine God's ineffable purposes for humanity.

First among Equals
 

Like Nehemiah Wallington, Samuel Sewall was a committed churchman. Before his marriage he had trained at Harvard and originally intended ordination, and the imprint of his theological training remained with him for life. He was a regular and judicious attender of sermons, often twice on Sunday, and a rigorous defender of the Sabbath. Boston's leading ministers were among his closest friends. As commissioner of the local court of judiciary one of Sewall's first duties was to participate in the condemnation of the accused in the famous Salem witch trials. He quickly came to regret his part in this dark business, and he was the only judge to publicly repudiate his role, standing bare-headed before his congregation while his minister read out a formal act of contrition.19

Sewall began his diary at the age of twenty-one, and continued it until the last year of his life: a span of over fifty years. During this time Boston was transformed from an insular provincial place to a bustling Georgian city. Sewall remained faithful to the values of the old school, but his patent integrity and lack of personal vanity ensured that he retained the respect of the whole community.

As a member of Boston's commercial and political elite, Sewall had access to the best sources of information. He was an avid reader of the incoming mails, and, as we have seen, he eagerly welcomed the publication of Boston's first weekly newspaper. He subscribed to the paper throughout his lifetime, and bound successive issues into neat volumes for inclusion in his library. But for all his delight in this refined specimen of European sophistication, what he read in The Boston News-Letter seemed to have had only a marginal impact on his news world. As we can see from his diary, even before the coming of the newspaper Sewall had been at the centre of a series of interlocking news networks: family, commercial, the judicial circuit and colonial government.

When Sewall moved into his father-in-law's house after his marriage he immediately joined a substantial news hub. Visitors and messengers brought information from family members settled in farms and settlements around Massachusetts Bay. At times of crisis Sewall would have been one of the first to know of threats to what was still a frontier society. When a messenger in 1690 brought news of an Indian assault, Sewall wrote immediately to his father and brother. Even the wedding party of Sewall's son, who was marrying the Governor's daughter, was briefly interrupted so the Governor could read aloud a letter from his own son (the colony's Attorney General) describing the business that had kept him away: the capture of a pirate.20

Pirates and their fate feature regularly in Sewall's diary. As a judge he was often concerned with their trials, and as a merchant trading in export goods he was acutely conscious of the threat they posed to the colony's economy. Despite this he was, more often than not, on the side of mercy. Possessed of an enviably robust constitution, Sewall travelled incessantly, riding out of Boston on commercial business or as a judge on circuit. A single entry from relatively early in the diary gives a sense of the rich intermingling of his circles of acquaintance, and their role as conduits of news:


Joshua Moodey and self set out for Ipswich. I lodge at Sparkes's. Next day, Feb 12, go to lecture which Mr Moodey preaches, then I dine with Mr Cobbet, and so ride to Newbury; visit Mr Richardson sick of the dry bellyache. Monday, Feb 16, get Mr Philips and Payson to town and so keep a fast day. Mr Moodey preaching forenoon, Mr Phillips afternoon, Mr Woodbridge and Payson assisting in prayer; was a pretty full Assembly, Mr Moodey having given notice the Sabbath day, on which he preached all day. At Wenham and Ipswich, as we went, we were told of the earthquake in those parts and at Salem (Feb 8) the Sabbath before about the time of ending afternoon exercise. That which most was sensible of was a startling doleful sound; but many felt the shaking also.21
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17.2 The Boston News-Letter. A slavish imitation of The London Gazette, down to the sub-heading and style of date.
 

Sewall, like Wallington, was an unsceptical recorder of natural phenomena and heavenly apparitions. There is good reason why devout Protestants feature so prominently among the early keepers of diaries, often unsparingly frank: under the eye of an all-seeing God it was useless to dissemble. When Sewall lost his wife in 1717, his humbling search for a suitable widow with whom to spend his declining years is fully and painfully recorded. It was in these last years of his life that the public printed media came to play a more important role in Sewall's access to news. This was not because the newspaper itself had improved; as we have seen, John Campbell took a remorselessly old-fashioned approach to the newsman's craft. Rather as Sewall cut back on his public responsibilities he was increasingly dependent on second-hand information. In his declining years he even relied on younger female relatives for news, as when ‘cousin Mrs Jane Green told me of Governor Burnet's commission being come, which I heard not of before; though ‘twas known of in the town the evening before’.22

What Sewall's diary reveals most vividly, in the first decades of the eighteenth century, is the survival of an essentially hierarchical structure of news gathering and dissemination. The public prints were part of the culture of society, and local debates could be stoked by pamphlets published in the Boston print shop. But the most important news inevitably came first to the colony's leading citizens, who passed on to kin, workmates and other citizens such as they thought fit. News sufficiently momentous was announced publicly from the pulpits of Boston's eleven churches. But there was much with which Sewall and his colleagues thought it unnecessary to trouble their social inferiors. The best news still, in Georgian Boston, passed around the circles of trust. Even a society built on principles of the spiritual democracy of equality before God had imposed its own social filters on that most precious of commodities, information.

Boston was not a typical place. It was only towards the end of Sewall's life (and not with his approval) that the city relaxed its very strict control of licensed premises. Business that in other places might have been conducted at home or in the tavern was often transacted in communal gatherings: the meeting house, around the courtroom, even at funerals. Boston, of course, was as prone as other places to the circulation of uncontrolled rumour, either of dramatic events in the interior or momentous happenings from Europe. On 22 September 1685 Sewall picked up a rather garbled story from ‘neighbour Fyfield’, a less eminent citizen who did not move in Sewall's normal circles, of the execution of the Duke of Monmouth (this had taken place in London on 15 July). Fyfield had it from the ‘crier of fish’, who had apparently picked up the news from a sea captain.23 Further diary entries in the following week record a corrected narrative from more reliable sources. Here, as often, rumour had moved more rapidly, though less accurately, than the normal channels of elite diffusion.

Boston was a unique laboratory: a place where news was funnelled through more restricted filters than in more densely settled European lands. Here the newspaper played a secondary role as the first source of news. Sewall was committed to print – he had supervised the Boston press for three years as a young man and he was a published author – and he collected the newspaper assiduously. But mostly he used his carefully bound copies as a source of reference: for names and dates or for the political texts, the speeches and proclamations that they reprinted in full.24 The Boston paper also provided some useful commercial reference material such as the dates of landing of incoming vessels; though the attempt to include commodity prices, an innovation of the second Boston paper the Gazette, was dropped at the behest of Boston merchants who did not want to lose their commercial edge over competitors in Connecticut and Rhode Island.25

In some years Sewall prepared for his bound volumes an index of the principal events, and he also added marginal notes as appropriate. For all this, the local paper played a small part in Sewall's network of information: smaller, indeed, than the imported papers brought by incoming vessels from London and Amsterdam. Perhaps for those less well connected than Sewall it was different: Campbell's paper had a more important role bringing the news to subscribers in the smaller outlying settlements around Boston. The arrival of competing papers brought different perspectives, and a certain loosening of elite domination of news. But in places like Boston, word of mouth communication, closely bound to the credit and reputation of the teller, remained at the heart of news communication throughout the colonial period.

The Amateur Newshound
 

By the mid-eighteenth century the Dutch Republic had lost something of its early lustre. It no longer inspired fear for the ruthlessness of its command of international trade, or awe at its sudden rise to the first rank of European powers. But it was still a marvellously sophisticated and ingenious society; and it still possessed one of Europe's most highly developed news markets. Each of its largest cities was served by a regular paper, some now long established. The Oprechte Haerlemsche Courant was the direct descendant of the paper established in the mid seventeenth century. Between 1650 and 1750 its circulation had expanded tenfold, to about 4,300 subscriptions for its thrice-weekly issues; the Amsterdamsche Courant sold about 6,000.26 These were impressive figures for the publisher, though perhaps less so when one considers the size of the population and the lack of local competition. Each of the ten Dutch papers published in the mid-eighteenth century enjoyed a local monopoly, protected and regulated by the local authorities. Such competition as there was came from overlapping markets: half of the Haerlemsche Courant’s print run was sold through its Amsterdam distributor.

The vibrancy of Dutch news culture emerged from a long and distinguished tradition of pamphlet production, significantly more uninhibited in its approach to public affairs in one of the most urbanised, literate and bourgeois of European societies. There was no better place to be a lover, an amateur, of news; and there was none more ardent than Jan de Boer.

Jan de Boer was a clerk.27 He spent three days a week working in the office of a vintner, an occupation that left him plenty of time for other activities. He was clearly in relatively leisured circumstances. He paid decent levels of tax, and possessed a small house in Haarlem that he was able to let rent free to ‘destitute persons’. De Boer was also a Catholic, a member of a minority Church that attracted some disapproval but whose members were generally left to practise their religion in peace. But de Boer was very aware that they owed this protection to the local magistrate, and a section of the population wished them no good.

De Boer's news diary is very unusual. Unlike the documents left by Wallington or Sewall it contained very little autobiographical material. De Boer seldom wrote about everyday activities: he devoted his energies entirely to chronicling the news. He began his diary at a moment of political crisis: the appointment of William IV as Stadtholder, and the tax riots of 1748 that allowed William to entrench his power. De Boer continued it for twelve years before laying aside his beautifully presented volume, for which he had prepared a highly decorated title-page. Although he applied all his professional skills to crafting his book it was not intended for wider circulation. As soon as it was concluded de Boer put it away in a locked cupboard with his other manuscripts. He got his wish: the news chronicle remains an unpublished manuscript to this day.28

De Boer wrote up his chronicle most days. Apart from the news that came to him by word of mouth, he also included reports from written sources, many of which he pasted into the volume at the appropriate places. De Boer was a gifted news-gatherer; he had the instincts of a true reporter. On a day when two ringleaders of the thwarted tax riot were to be executed, de Boer made sure he arrived early at Dam Square, so he could study the exact disposition. He was convinced that the arrangements made to marshal the crowd, with narrow entry and exit points, would lead to trouble, and so it proved. The huge crowd proved unmanageable, shots were fired and in the rush to escape many were crushed to death. Even in this tragedy de Boer could congratulate himself on the quality of his reporting: ‘I know that there was no-one else who had observed the events as closely and deliberately as I and who had immediately made notes on it all.’29

De Boer was also an avid reader of newspapers. He was a regular reader of the Amsterdamsche Courant, but the ’s Gravenhaegse Courant was cited in his diary almost as frequently. Because the two papers were published on alternate days (Tuesday, Thursday and Saturday locally, Monday, Wednesday and Friday in The Hague), readers with subscriptions to both could in effect purchase a daily paper. During times of particular excitement de Boer could also get hold of other papers: the Leidse Courant, and papers from Haarlem, Rotterdam and Groningen. Most could be purchased in one or other of the Amsterdam bookshops. De Boer also read and collected pamphlets. The Doelist riots led to a search for scapegoats for current economic ills, and a number of pamphlets openly questioned whether Catholics could be loyal Dutch citizens. De Boer was both a contributor to and an observer of this debate: his poem De Patria went through several editions, as he noted with considerable pride. Pamphlets were often purchased from street vendors, and sometimes offered to de Boer by friends who had obtained something known to be disapproved of by the magistrates. The generally law-abiding de Boer enjoyed the frisson that attended the trade in semi-clandestine, if not particularly dangerous, books.

Because de Boer notes so carefully where he obtained his news, we are able to anatomise with some accuracy the news networks to which an engaged but not privileged citizen had access in eighteenth-century Amsterdam. The results are very revealing. In 1748, for instance, de Boer noted the source of 179 news stories that he wrote up in his chronicle. Of these, one-fifth were events he witnessed himself, and a further 40 per cent were stories that he had heard from third parties. Less than 40 per cent of his news came from the reading of printed matter. This was a particularly turbulent year in Amsterdam politics, but even in a year when most of the notable events occurred elsewhere, like the Lisbon earthquake in 1755, fewer than half of his reports emanated from printed sources.30 Even among the printed matter, newspapers were far from the predominant source of news. If we examine the pieces that de Boer inserted into his news chronicle, most came from other types of printed media: pamphlets, government publications, and a few engraved pictures. Despite its heritage as one of the first centres of the newspaper trade in the seventeenth century (at one point, remember, the city had nine competing papers), newspapers played a relatively modest role in the news world of eighteenth-century Amsterdam.

Disgusted of Sneek
 

Why, for even so devoted a follower of news as Jan de Boer, were newspapers still such an unsatisfactory source of news in the mid-eighteenth century? In the Dutch Republic the exuberant, innovative newspaper world inherited from the seventeenth century had actually become more restrictive. Each city allowed only one paper. In return for its monopoly the paper paid a considerable fee, and the editors were careful not to compromise their investment by publishing anything of which the magistrates might disapprove. The self-imposed restraints that governed the contents of newspapers were not blown away by the great late century revolutions. In both France and the Low Countries the nineteenth century witnessed a retreat to a familiar, more conservative pattern of reporting. In this respect the contentious political cultures of Britain and America were very much the exception. More typical is this editorial notice in the Leidsche Courant, the paper of the leading intellectual centre of the Dutch Republic, published in 1785:


Since a newspaper is meant to publish news events, and print official documents, and is not designed to be a collection of contesting articles, we kindly request our contributors not to bother us with this kind of copy.31



 

Dutch readers did wish to take part in political debate. But this was largely confined to pamphlets and a new class of political journals. The newspapers, privileged, cautious and profitable, remained inviolate. In the nineteenth century coverage of domestic news would expand, to become the core business of newspapers. But in the eighteenth century this had not been achieved.

Dutch newspapers were resolute in their refusal to publicise local political controversies. A letter of the Frisian patriots in 1786 was published in every Dutch newspaper except Friesland's own newspaper, the Leeuwarder Courant. The paper, conscious of its vulnerability to local government disapproval and the removal of its lucrative privileges, contented itself instead with reprinting provincial ordinances: such as a ban on fruit baskets from the town of Sneek (apparently they were smaller than those used in the rest of Friesland, and customers could be given short measure).32

This seems an absurd banality, though the tradition of the mundane and parochial still lives on in many a local newspaper. But it does draw attention to the extent to which governments were still the direct source of a large part of the newspapers’ copy. Even at the end of the eighteenth century official publications remained a crucial conduit of news and information. This was last discussed in this book as an element of the expanding sixteenth-century news market, when governments across Europe began to pump out printed proclamations and ordinances, both as broadsheets and in pamphlet form.33 But this did not end with the arrival of new commercial forms of news publication. From the seventeenth century excerpts and entire texts of official publications were simply absorbed into serial news publications. And governments continued to issue their ordinances in traditional ways, posted up in public places and cried out on the market square. In an age before universal literacy such verbal publication continued to play an important role in the dissemination of news.

For the new classes of readers newspapers were unsatisfactory in other ways. Right up until the end of the eighteenth century, newspapers were wholly unillustrated. Those who wanted to obtain a visual representation of great events had, like Jan de Boer, to buy engravings or woodcuts as separate sheets. This intermittently vibrant market helped those who followed the news to create a picture of great events.34 But the illustrated sheets had then to be combined with the narrative account in the newspaper or pamphlet by the purchasers themselves. The striking, dramatic juxtaposition of words and pictures artfully deployed in the painting of news stories still lay in the future.

Customers also worried about the accuracy of the newspapers. In 1757 de Boer was trying to keep up with reports of the war between Prussia and Austria. Although he followed the news closely, he was bewildered by contradictory reports: ‘How one is to reconcile all these different reports is quite beyond me, and I shall leave it to those wiser than myself.’35 The real problem was that news from faraway places, which still dominated the newspapers’ pages, was so slow to arrive. In this respect there was no great improvement in the provision of the news from the seventeenth to the nineteenth centuries. Groningen papers were actually more up-to-date in their coverage of news stories in 1750 than they would be in 1800.36 The truth was that once the European postal network had been completed in the mid-seventeenth century, nothing much further could be done to speed the news. It would require the major technological innovations of the nineteenth century, the telegraph and the railways, to bring significant change. At that point the results were spectacular. In 1823 foreign news took an average of eighteen days to reach the Leeuwarder Courant. Fifty years later this was reduced to four.37

Did this matter? In one sense news is fresh to anyone who hears or reads it for the first time. Its value as a recreational or didactic text is not reduced by the time it takes in transit; if it is an older tale refreshed it does not need to be new at all to make its point. This is true for many of the new consumers of news in this book, but certainly not for opinion formers for whom speed of transmission had always been critical. For them, just as four hundred years previously, access to reliable sources of news was a central attribute of power, and they continued to look beyond the newspapers to procure it.

The Itch Grown a Disease
 

Between the fourteenth and the eighteenth centuries the number of those who had regular access to news had expanded enormously. The news media were slow to adapt to this changing public, particularly in their tone and style. It is important to remember that professional news services made their debut in an age when the word ‘client’ described the producer, not the potential purchaser. A news man offered himself to a great nobleman or prince in much the same way that a poet would present his sonnets, or an artist a portrait, in the hope of reward. Even when this service was monetised, the tone in which news writers tendered for custom was very much that of a tradesman plying his wares.38 This tradition of clientage was maintained through to the eighteenth century when paid hands like Daniel Defoe or Samuel Johnson wrote in return for pensions or salaries; or indeed in the long, languid and pampered career of the Paris Gazetteer, his respectful and undemanding hymns to royal prerogatives protected from competition by royal monopoly.

In a similar way the style of newswriting adhered stubbornly to that developed to inform and brief Europe's ruling classes. News evolved from confidential briefings, to commercial newsletters, and then became embedded in the first newspapers, without substantial change in style or organisation. One could argue that the new generations of readers who bought these papers would be flattered to be treated to information that had previously passed only among the secret counsels of the governing classes. Perhaps they were; but they would have been hard put to understand it. Newspaper men recognised no duty to explain. If readers chose to have these reports of foreign politics explained to them, or indeed if they wanted to find out what was going on in areas more relevant to their own lives, they were forced to rely on traditional mechanisms of news distribution, primarily conversation.

So much news and most interpretation and analysis were conveyed by word of mouth. This indifference to the real-life experience of the reader, or construction of an imagined reader, continued into the lofty classical allusions of Jean-Paul Marat in the French Revolution. To the end of our period news men give a distinct impression that they are more concerned to earn the approbation of their social superiors, or their fellow writers, than of their hard-pressed readers. News was writer, rather than public, centred. The reader is obliged to take it or leave it; they must buck up and keep up.

The remarkable thing is that so many of Europe's citizens did choose to enter this esoteric world of printed news. ‘You cannot imagine,’ wrote John Cooper in 1667, ‘to what a disease the itch of news is grown.’ The medical analogy is telling; for many news had become one of the necessities of life.39 That in times of great events they should purchase pamphlets is less surprising. The need for explanations, exhortations or tokens of fidelity provides sufficient explanation of the huge pamphlet surges that accompany all great events in this period. More surprising is the desire to take a regular diet of news even in times, as the newspapers would sometimes disarmingly confess, when there really was none.

The answer seems to be that newspapers were valued only partly for what they contained, and at least as much for what they represented. They offered readers a glimpse into a world far beyond the experience of the everyday. A glimpse, indeed, into many worlds: of countries they would never visit; battles they would thankfully never fight; of potentates and princes they would never meet, and who would barely spare them a glance if they did. Such worlds they could sample in works of history or travel narratives, but in the newspapers they were brought to them in an unpredictable miscellany, without narrative, and all for the price of a steak pie or a quart of ale. It was possible to be without the newspaper, but once it was there it quickly became an accoutrement of a polite life; a sign that a citizen had reached a certain place in society from which retreat would be painful. Newspapers had entered the lifeblood of European society. There would be no going back.
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Conclusion
 

IT is easy to see why, for those engulfed by the tumultuous events at the end of the eighteenth century, it seemed that a decisive moment had been reached in the history of communication. The newspaper had come of age. A French revolutionary journalist, Pierre-Louis Roederer, set out the case with admirable clarity in an essay ‘on the different means of communication of ideas among men in society’. Newspapers, he argued,


contained only the latest and most pressing news; they had more readers than books or other forms of printed matter that customers had to seek out in bookstores, because, thanks to hawkers and postmen, newspapers sought out their audiences. Journals had a greater social impact than other media because they were read by all classes and because they reached their audience every day, at the same time … in all public places, and because they were the almost obligatory diet of daily conversation.1



 

News men had endured much in the three centuries since, at the beginning of the sixteenth century, news had first become a commodity. Now they saw the means to achieve not only influence, but dignity. No longer would they be, in their own eyes at least, despised and put-upon tradesmen, but ‘the tribunes of the people’. Here is Camille Desmoulins, writing in Révolutions de France et de Brabant:


Here I am a journalist, and it is a rather fine role. No longer is it a wretched and mercenary profession, enslaved by the government. Today in France, it is the journalist who holds the tablets, the album of the censor, and who inspects the senate, the consuls and the dictator himself.2



 

The sense of unlimited possibilities is palpable, and it captures very well a strand of commentary that continued through the nineteenth century. This would be a great age of newspaper triumphalism. By 1835 an American commentator (naturally a journalist) could ask: ‘What is to prevent a daily newspaper from being made the greatest organ of social life?’ ‘Books have had their day – theatres have had their day – religion has had its day …. A newspaper can be made to take the lead in all these great moments of human thought.’3

This was heady stuff. One can see why the French Revolution, which witnessed the sudden, tumultuous emergence of a voracious press, should have made such an impact on contemporaries. In France the contrast between the controlled press of the Ancien Régime and the freedom of the revolutionary years was particularly stark. But even in their own terms the claims made for the press were somewhat overblown. Was the press really more important than the agitation on the streets, the debates in the National Assembly, or the heated discussions in the Jacobin Club that, for instance, sealed Danton's fate? The Terror was underpinned by Robespierre's control of the Committee of Public Safety, a body of no more than a dozen people.

In this triumphant praise of the periodical press we see strong echoes of the salutations that accompanied the birth of printing in the mid-fifteenth century, and intermittently ever since. Print was widely celebrated by scholars and printers, themselves heavily involved in the new industry, for its transformative role in society. Looking back we can see in those wide-eyed encomia to progress a great deal of false prophecy and rationalised self-interest. It reminds us that of all the technological innovations of that busy era, print was unique in its capacity for self-advertisement. Guns, sailing ships and improvements in navigation were all critical to the European domination of the non-European world, but none could hymn their own achievements in quite the same way.

All of this helps explain why, since the history of news first came to be written, the development of the newspaper has traditionally taken centre stage. The first systematic histories of news were all written during a period when the newspaper was not only the dominant form of news delivery, but appeared likely to remain so. The history of news was to a very large extent, at least before the advent of television, the history of newspapers. The period before the invention of the newspaper is reduced to the status of pre-history.

Now, as we re-enter a multi-media environment in which the future of newspapers looks decidedly uncertain, we can take a rather different perspective. As the first chapters of this book have demonstrated, there was plenty of scope for the circulation of news before newspapers, indeed, before the invention of printing. When newspapers made their appearance their progress was halting and uncertain. From the first (and at the time widely celebrated) experiments with a periodical press at the beginning of the seventeenth century, to the decisive breakthrough at the end of the eighteenth, would be a full two hundred years. Even during this time, a period of rapid expansion for the European economy in every way conducive to the development of an ever more sophisticated news market, the coverage of the periodical press was decidedly patchy. Spain lagged a long way behind developments in other countries, and this was also true of Italy, which had been until the end of the sixteenth century the very heart of the world's news market. Rome had no newspaper before the eighteenth century; here, the manuscript newsletters remained at the heart of the city's vibrant marketplace of news.4 In Spain, even the traditional leaders of society pursued their power struggles by paying for the publication of broadsheet libels that could then be distributed on the streets.5 It would not be until the mid-nineteenth century that newspapers established a relatively full coverage in all parts of western Europe.

Why was the advance of the newspaper not more rapid? One reason, it is clear, is that the periodical press was attempting to make its way in a complex communications environment, where news was already disseminated relatively effectively in a large variety of ways, by word of mouth, letter, non-serial print, proclamations, pamphlets and so on. To many consumers newspapers did not seem much of an advance on these well-established conduits of news: indeed, in some respects they represented a retrograde step. To drive this point home we only need to look at what have traditionally been regarded as the defining characteristics of periodical news: periodicity and regularity; contemporaneity; miscellany (presenting many different strands of news) and affordability. We can see that what scholars have described as important advances all had drawbacks when seen through the eyes of contemporary consumers.

First, periodicity. We have seen that the idea of a newspaper, a gather-up of the week's news from many parts of Europe that could be delivered economically to subscribers, initially appeared very attractive. It offered a window onto a sophisticated world of politics and high society previously closed to all but the few. At first it was rather gratifying to be initiated into the complex, exotic world of court life and international diplomacy; but with time it became rather wearing. The constant enumeration of diplomatic manoeuvres, arrivals and departures at court and military campaigns could be repetitive and increasingly mundane: particularly as the significance of these events, if not immediately apparent, was never explained. The apparent virtue of a newspaper, its regularity, became something of a burden.
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18.1 An early issue of a Spanish paper. Despite almost a century since the first newspaper in Germany, the style is still very rudimentary.
 

This was not just a new way of reading the news. To many it involved a total redefinition of the concept of news. Most of those who had followed the news to this point would have done so irregularly. When news piqued their interest they could purchase a pamphlet; they were most likely to do so when, for one reason or other, they felt personally touched by events. Now with the newspapers they were offered an undigested and unexplained miscellany of things that scarcely seemed to concern them at all. Much of it must have been completely baffling.

The extent of this transformation appears more starkly if we look a little more closely at the pamphlets that bore the main burden of reporting contemporary events in the first age of print. Reading these works we get a vivid sense of our ancestors’ fascination with the extraordinary. News pamphlets are filled with disasters, weather catastrophes, heavenly apparitions, strange beasts, battles won, shocking crimes discovered and punished. In contrast, much of what was reported in the newspapers was necessarily routine and unresolved: ships arrive in port, dignitaries arrive at court, share prices rise and fall, generals are appointed and relieved of command. This might have been critical information for those in the circles of power and commerce, but for occasional news readers there was nothing to compare with the sighting of a dragon in Sussex.6

Pamphlets and news broadsheets allowed the discerning reader to dip in and out of the news as they chose. They also reflected accurately one great truth inimical to the periodical press: that news was actually more urgent at some times than others. Two centuries of regular daily papers and news bulletins have trained us out of an appreciation of this. Yet when we turn on a news bulletin and hear, as the first item, that a committee of legislators has reported that some government activity could be accomplished a little bit better, then perhaps we may conclude that our ancestors had a point.

So it is with the other great ‘advances’ introduced with the newspapers. The contemporaneity of newspapers, a recital of the latest despatches from nine or ten of Europe's capitals, represented an abandonment of the customary narrative structure of news. A pamphlet would most usually describe a single event from beginning to end. It would be conditioned by knowledge of how matters had concluded – who had won a battle or how many had died in an earthquake. It could offer proximate causes, explanations and draw lessons. The newspapers in contrast offered what must have seemed like random pieces from a jigsaw, and an incomplete jigsaw at that. Even for regular subscribers there was no guarantee that the outcome of events described would be reported in the following issues. There was no way that editors could know which of the strands of the information reported from Cologne or Vienna would turn out to be important. And they had no way to pursue stories independent of the manuscript newsletters and foreign newspapers from which they constructed their copy: they could not contact their own correspondent in those places, because they did not yet have one.

Confronted with this miscellany of brief reports from Europe's news centres, newspaper readers were offered little help in finding their way to the news of most critical importance. Newspapers had not yet developed the design sophistication, or editorial capacity, to point up the most important stories, or lead their readers into understanding. Because verbatim reports and despatches were regarded as inherently more truthful, newspapers tended to avoid interpolations that would actually have assisted their readers in following the news. This form of editorial guidance was far more likely to be found in pamphlets. As for affordability, in the case of periodicals this was often more apparent than real. Although an individual copy of a newspaper might only cost a couple of pence, a regular subscription represented a more substantial investment. It also required the development of a considerable infrastructure on the part of the publisher so that copies could be delivered to their readers.

All of this helps explain how, despite the undoubted interest in the concept of a newspaper, so many news serials failed; or only succeeded with official subsidy. It is also no surprise that the periodical press flourished most in periods of high political excitement (when of course pamphlet production also rose substantially).

All of this prompts the question why, if newspapers were so testing to new readers, they did finally become an established (and then ultimately a dominant) part of the news infrastructure. Given how indigestible were their contents, we may conclude that the newspapers succeeded partly because of what they represented, rather than what they contained. For the first time the reading public was offered news of a type, and in a form, that had previously only been available to those in the circles of power. If their newspaper was a peepshow, it was a peepshow of the most flattering sort. Even if a country squire in Somerset or a physician in Montpellier had no particular interest in a dynastic crisis in Muscovy, merely to have access to such intelligence conveyed status. Newspapers were a non-essential purchase for those with a degree of disposable income, and it helped that the number of people in this position increased very rapidly in this era. A consumer society is driven as much by fashion as by utility, and in the eighteenth century a newspaper became an important accoutrement of polite society.

Towards the end of this period the newspaper also gained traction by throwing off many of the chaste virtues that had characterised its first century. Here the gradual expansion into the reporting of domestic news was absolutely decisive. This occurred at very different times in different parts of Europe. The competitive and vibrant London news market was unusually precocious in plunging so boldly into the contentious partisan politics of the early eighteenth century. Elsewhere, the development of domestic news reporting was essentially a feature only of the last years of the eighteenth century, and in some places even later.

This undoubtedly made newspapers interesting to an expanding public, who were encouraged to believe that they too could play an informed and active role in political discussion. The arrival, with the great crises of the late eighteenth century, of advocacy journalism also finally dissolved the distinction between news and opinion, and between the newspaper and other forms of writing on current affairs: pamphlets of course, but also the new, and highly respected, political journals. This transformation was not universal; the tradition of political neutrality lived on in many places where a single paper served a local market, and had no wish to alienate a portion of its readers. But the effect was, nonetheless, profound and enduring.
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18.2 An Englishman's delight or news of all sorts. The list of titles on his topmost sheet comprises ten different papers.
 

This transformation came at a cost. If newspapers were to play a direct role in shaping opinion, then statesmen would wish to control them; and journalists, eager above all to secure a competent living, were not always unhappy to be controlled. By 1792 in England the government had bought up half the press.7 The Diary or Woodfall's Register was subsidised by the Treasury throughout its existence for £400 a year. The editor of the more established Morning Herald was confronted in 1790 with the choice of prison or leasing his title to the government, for £600 a year. He chose the latter. Six hundred pounds seems to have been very much the going rate, and enough in 1795 to secure the support of The Times. Other papers, whose political influence was not thought worthy of Treasury subsidies, turned instead to extortion, accepting cash from public figures in return for suppressing disobliging gossip. The London press was an extreme example, but not unique. The press in America, widely praised as a bastion of liberty in revolutionary times, soon earned a bleaker reputation.8 ‘There has been more error propagated from the press in the last ten years than in a hundred years before,’ was the jaundiced judgement of John Adams, second president of the United States, and a frequent victim of press vituperation and ridicule.9

Thomas Jefferson, his one-time friend and ultimate nemesis, of course dis-agreed. Jefferson's famous declaration on the question, ‘were it left to me to decide whether we should have a government without newspapers or newspapers without a government I should not hesitate for a moment to prefer the latter’, was more of a rhetorical device than a proposal for action. But its spirit strongly animated the work of the Founding Fathers and saw its monument in the first amendment to the American constitution, guaranteeing freedom of the press.

There is little doubt that in this period the news media, and the news market, were both entering a new phase of their development. What, finally, was the contribution of the preceding four centuries to preparing this new world? Even before the vast acceleration of change in the last part of the eighteenth century, the news world of 1750 was palpably different from that of 1400 or 1500. This change was underpinned by three critical developments in European society. First was the movement, in contemporary thinking, from an emphasis on divine to human agency in the explanation of events. This was by no means complete. Western society was still overwhelmingly populated by believers, who continued to seek God's Providence in events. ‘It is God that has done it, therefore what can I say,’ was the response of one soldier in the Continental Army to the British victory at New York in 1776.10 But there is a palpable shift from the pamphlet literature of the sixteenth century, where virtually every event could be framed as a parable of God's Providence, to the more dispassionate reporting in the routine despatches of eighteenth-century newspapers.

Second, and not unconnected with this, was the increasing emphasis on timeliness in the reporting and reception of news. Previously, when people looked to the news for the key to eternal verities, contemporaneity had been a much less urgent concern. An account of a flood, murder, or diabolical possession could be as pungent whether it occurred last week or some time ago, whether locally or in some distant region. Its moral force was in this respect timeless. But when news was regarded less as a key to God's purpose and more as a catalyst for action, then timeliness became critical. In the eighteenth-century clash of empires that provided so much of the copy for newspapers, this sense of urgency became far more evident, and also helped spur the progressive improvements of the infrastructure that underpinned the increasing density of news communication. Throughout the period under study the postal network made a series of giant leaps forward: first with the completion of the transcontinental European post; then with the addition of new branch lines. The rise of the north European trading empires in turn stimulated a concerted effort to repair the chronic deficiencies of the English and French postal networks, and ultimately to extend these improvements across the Atlantic.11

Governments had always been aware that knowledge was power. One of the first acts of the Massachusetts Assembly after the outbreak of the revolutionary conflicts was to set up a whole network of new post offices up-state. Control of the communications network was one aspect of the war in which the insurgents enjoyed total supremacy; in a long defensive war it was potentially decisive.12

Finally we should not underestimate the importance of the sheer volume of news in circulation. This was experienced in Europe as a series of surges: the first pamphlet fury of the Reformation; the later political convulsions of the Paris League, the British Civil Wars and the Fronde; the baptism of fire for news print in the Thirty Years War; the birth of party politics in England; the American and French Revolutions. This allowed European society to experience not only the expansion of access to new markets, but also the persuasive power of volume and repetition. Benjamin Franklin, one of the most perceptive and analytical minds to observe the power of contemporary reporting (his first career was as a printer), reflected openly on the potency of an orchestrated press campaign:


The facility with which the same truths may be repeatedly enforced by placing them daily in different lights in newspapers which are everywhere read, gives a great chance of establishing them … . It is not only right to strike when the iron is hot, it may be very practicable to heat it by continually striking.13



 

With these three developments the building blocks were in place for the dramatic developments in the nineteenth-century news market. It was then, and only then, that the daily newspaper became the predominant instrument of news distribution. In North America the number of newspapers increased between 1790 and 1800 from 99 to 230. This represented not only the emergence of a reading public, but a deliberate act on the part of the Founding Fathers to create an informed citizenry. In this case the federal government provided a powerful financial inducement by offering the newspapers highly privileged access to the postal network to ensure economical and timely distribution.14 In continental Europe the development of the press was more uneven; but by the middle of the new century the daily newspaper had largely superseded the weekly or bi-weekly paper as the predominant form.

These nineteenth-century developments were made possible by two further critical technological innovations: the invention of the steam-press and the substitution of wood pulp for rag-based paper. ‘Steam-powered knowledge’ propelled the capacities of the daily edition, which had reached an effective ceiling of 3,000 copies in the hand-press era, to many multiples of this figure.15 Paper based on wood pulp permitted the exploitation of a new and abundant resource. The impact of these technological developments was compounded by the approach to something closer to universal literacy, at least among the urban populations that were the most important consumers of news. This in turn encouraged a heightened political activism among the previously unenfranchised, a great driver of demand for newspapers. It also encouraged the profound diversification of papers in terms of subject matter and content, as newspapers began to feed the appetite for information and diversion across a whole range of cultural and recreational activities. In this way newspapers became both longer and qualitatively different from anything that had come before.

This, the great age of the newspaper, would last for a century and a half, a period when the contest for power within Europe's nations gave impetus to the long struggle for democracy, and the contests between rival powers sowed the seeds of the catastrophic warfare of the twentieth century. In these conflicts, too, newspapers would play their part, but no longer as monopoly providers. As European ingenuity designed ever more destructive weaponry and ideologies, so too the march of science created new competitors for news print: first radio, then television. As these new media became embedded in society they swiftly demonstrated their potential for the distribution of news. They too had to be shaped and manipulated by those to whom the control of information was a crucial attribute of power. But it was only with the arrival of digital media that the role of printed news in this evolving ecology would seriously be questioned.

The dominant role of print in the delivery of prompt, regular digests of news can no longer be taken for granted. Put in this context, the age of the newspaper seems comparatively fleeting, rather than, as it was when the first histories of news were written, the natural order of things. Still less does the newspaper appear, as its admirers would once have seen it, as an instrument of empowerment and emancipation that represented the natural culmination of the civilising process.16

Living as we now do through the uncertainties of the evolving and unstable multi-media world that characterises the early twenty-first century, it is perhaps easier to see why a similar variety of news delivery would have seemed utterly appropriate to the four centuries that have been the central concern of this book. The arrival of print in the mid-fifteenth century offered many new opportunities; but it had to make its way in a world where networks for the distribution of news had already been developed: networks with standards, conventions and social freight with which those in circles of power were fully conversant. In the centuries that followed print disrupted and then reshaped this infrastructure, bringing new customers into the circle of news but without fully superseding the established norms. The news media of this era presented every bit as much a multi-media phenomenon as our own. It is that which gives this period its particular fascination.
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Wharton, Thomas Lord (i)


Whigs (i), (ii), (iii), (iv), (v)


Whisperer
(i)


Whiston, James (i)


White Mountain, battle of (1620) (i)


Whitechapel (i)


Wick, Johann Jacob (i), (ii)


Widley, George (i)


Wigan (i)


Wilkes, John (i), (ii), (iii)


Willard, Samuel (i)


William IV, Prince of Orange (i)


William of Orange (i)


William of Orange, later William III of England (i), (ii)


Williamson, Joseph (i), (ii), (iii)


Winkelhofer, Christoph (i)


witchcraft (i)


Witt, Cornelis de (i)


Witt, Jan de (i)


Wittenberg (i), (ii)


Wittstock, battle of (1636) (i)


Wöchentliche Newe Hambürger Zeitung (Rostock) (i)


Wöchentliche Zeitung (Hamburg) (i)


Wolfenbüttel (i)


Wolfenbüttel-Braunschweig, Duke of (i)


Wolsey, Cardinal Thomas (i)


woodcuts (i), (ii), (iii), (iv), (v), (vi), (vii), (viii)


Woodfall, Henry (i)


Woodfall, Henry Sampson (i)


Worcester (i), (ii)


Worms (i)


Diet of (1521) (i)


Württemberg (i), (ii)


York (i), (ii), (iii)


Zeitungs Lust und Nutz
(i)


Zurich (i), (ii), (iii), (iv), (v)
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