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Abstract

In late-eighteenth-century Dublin, options were limited for an expanding
reading public who wished to consult quality printed works. During this period
of the Anglican Ascendancy, membership to institutional libraries or
participation in associational activities was largely limited to elites and those
from the Established Church. The Dublin Library Society provided a public
reference library service without restrictions of confession, connection,
elections, or status—with admission based only on ability to pay the initial two-

guinea charge (and one thereafter).

Using hitherto neglected primary sources, particularly contemporary
newspapers, this thesis will examine the origins of the Dublin Library, public
reaction towards it, and its position promoting cultural patriotism and
inclusivity in public library service provision in late-eighteenth-century Dublin.
Also, a detailed prosopographical analysis of the library’s founding subscribers,
specifically for their occupational backgrounds and associational activities, will
show that the library represented a cross-section of Dublin’s reading public and
help identify the social and cultural milieu in the capital. Through a combination
of historical and prosopographical research on the library and its members,
this study aims to contribute to both library history and the wider fields of
social, cultural, and urban history of Dublin. The library was founded amidst a
backdrop of Irish patriotism evidenced by the achievement of legislative
independence from Britain. Dubliners expressed their patriotism through
participation in clubs and societies that promoted Irish cultural, commercial,
political, and social improvement and self-sufficiency. Further Enlightenment
ideals of toleration and intellectual cultivation were embodied in these
associations. By the end of this examination, the Dublin Library Society will be
regarded not only as significant in the expansion of Dublin’s literary public

sphere, but also a noteworthy location of the Irish Enlightenment in the capital.

Keywords: Dublin Library Society, Dublin, eighteenth century, public libraries,

subscription libraries, cultural patriotism, associational culture, Enlightenment
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Chapter 1: Introduction

In 1799, a Dublin barrister voiced his opposition to a pamphlet advocating
Union between Ireland and Great Britain. First, he delivered a speech at a
meeting of the legal fraternity. Inspired by the approbation of his peers, the
lawyer sought a wider dissemination of his views through the publication of his
first political pamphlet.’ On his motive, ‘a sense of Public Duty was the deciding
principle, which has induced me to launch my Frigate of Patriotism into the Sea

of Public Opinion’.?

Before this burst of political activism, George Barnes was not a celebrated
pamphleteer, nor had he been an active member of political societies. By all
accounts, this naval officer-turned-barrister was an otherwise unremarkable
Dublin professional, who simply decided to express his feelings on Union and
its implications for Ireland through the medium of print. Throughout this
ninety-nine-page pamphlet are footnoted bibliographical references—often
citing volume and page numbers—to numerous political and historical works
that Barnes had consulted to support his arguments. He cited such luminaries
as Burke, Blackstone, Goldsmith, Hume, and Locke, and referred to the Irish
statutes in his work. From this, the library historian would wonder where
Barnes conducted his research. It could have been from within the confines of
his private library. Although not a member of any institutional library, he might
have been acquainted with a fellow of Trinity College Dublin for brief access to
the college library. Or perhaps he was lucky enough to find such contemporary
works as Edmund Burke's Reflections on the Revolution in France at the public
library of Archbishop Narcissus Marsh. In this case, however, Barnes revealed
the location of his researches in a note at the end of his preface: ‘That the

correctness of my quotations may be the more easily ascertained by the Public,

1 According to the ESTC, George Barnes authored one pamphlet in 1798: George Barnes, Strictures on "An
Account of the Proceedings of the Acting Governors of the House of Industry," by George Barnes, Esq.
Barrister at Law, and a Member of the Corporation Instituted for the Relief of the Poor, &c. Submitted with
Deference to the Lord Chancellor, and Lords Committee of Charity (Dublin: Printed by J. Chambers, No. 5,
Abbey-Street, 1798).

2 George Barnes, The Rights of the Imperial Crown of Ireland Asserted and Maintained, Against Edward
Cooke...The Second Edition, With Additions (Dublin: Printed for W. Gilbert, 1799), [iii].
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I have preferred the editions to the books quoted, which are in the Dublin

Library, Eustace-street, to all others’.?

Important Irish institutional libraries such as Trinity College Dublin (1592), the
(Royal) Dublin Society (1731), and the Royal Irish Academy (1785) have
facilitated Irish academic, literary and scientific production throughout the
nation’s modern history. While the first two had been flourishing earlier, from
the late-1780s onwards the Royal Irish Academy joined them during a time of
heightened pride in Irish legislative independence. But the Irish nation would
have to wait until the establishment of the National Library of Ireland, in 1877,
for a free and inclusive repository that welcomed an expanded reading public.
In that ninety-year gap, many Dubliners like Barnes found an interim solution
at the Dublin Library Society in Eustace Street in 1791:

This institution recommends itself to every patriotic and enlightened
mind; and, if carried on with spirit and liberality, will redound much to
the credit of this city, as it tends to diffuse knowledge, excite literary
curiosity, and facilitate literary exertions, by supplying the means of
information to men, who may be possessed of talents, tho’ not of
opulence.?
Such a library would have suited someone like Barnes, who, as it happened,
served on its inaugural library committee in 1791. Judging by his donation to
the Dublin Library of ten volumes on a variety of subjects, he had likely kept a
modest private library. However, the range of quality works available—at hours
convenient to the daytime professional—suited him and evidently aided his
‘literary exertions’. This is a study of the origins and impact of the Dublin
Library Society in the first decade of its establishment. It was an institution
that did not discriminate on confessional grounds during a time of sectarian
strife throughout Ireland. Crucially, in a city swept by patriotic fervour, the
Dublin Library was a hitherto unrecognised locus of the Enlightenment public
sphere in late-eighteenth-century Dublin, and many of its founding members
were involved in other associations that advanced the cause of Ireland during

this time.

3 Barnes. The Rights of the Imperial Crown of Ireland Asserted and Maintained, iv. Dublin Library Society
founding members are highlighted in bold throughout this study.

4 DLs, Catalogue, 1792, iv.
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There are opposite views whether research into the Dublin Library Society is
justified. On the one hand, it only existed for ninety years while other libraries
in Dublin (Marsh’s Library and the libraries of Trinity College, the Royal Dublin
Society and the Royal Irish Academy)—all established before the Dublin Library
Society—surely have benefited from greater attention due to their remaining
in operation today. Together with the Linen Hall Library in Belfast, these
libraries have each been the subject of full-length studies, enriched by extant
institutional, archival sources such as visitor books, minute books, ledgers, and
registers.® The National Library of Ireland, established from a foundational
transfer of a sizable portion of the Royal Dublin Society library’s holdings in
1877, has also been the subject of numerous publications that continue to
materialise from centenaries of significant events ranging from the fictional
wanderings of Leopold Bloom to the library’s place within Ireland’s struggle for

independence.®

Almost no early manuscript-source evidence of the operation of the Dublin
Library Society exists before 1822. Therefore, twentieth-century descriptions
of this library have relied chiefly on nineteenth-century histories and guides of
Dublin. Although John Bruce Howell uncovered the society’s extant laws and
regulations from 1822, it may well have been the consensus among library
historians that because the Dublin Library Society morphed into a ‘billiards
society’ in its final years, perhaps it did not deserve any further attention other

than consignment to essentially a footnote in Irish library history.’

> Muriel McCarthy, Marsh’s Library: All Graduates and Gentlemen (Dublin: Four Courts Press, 2003); Muriel
McCarthy and Ann Simmons, eds., The Making of Marsh’s Library: Learning, Politics and Religion in Ireland,
1650-1750 (Dublin: Four Courts Press, 2004); Muriel McCarthy and Ann Simmons, eds., Marsh’s Library -
A Mirror on the World: Law, Learning and Libraries, 1650-1750. (Dublin: Four Courts Press, 2009); Peter
Fox, Trinity College Library Dublin: A History (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2014); Henry F.
Berry, A History of the Royal Dublin Society (London: Longman, 1915); T. O Raifeartaigh, The Royal Irish
Academy: A Bicentennial History, 1785-1985 (Dublin: The Academy, 1985); Bernadette Cunningham and
Siobhan Fitzpatrick, eds., Treasures of the Royal Irish Academy Library (Dublin: Royal Irish Academy, 2009);
John Killen, A History of the Linen Hall Library, 1788-1988 (Belfast: Linen Hall Library, 1990).

6 Gerard Long, A Twinge of Recollection: The National Library of Ireland in 1904 and Thereabouts (Dublin:
National Library of Ireland, 2005); Felix Larkin, ed., Librarians, Poets and Scholars: A Festschrift for Dénal

O’Luanaigh (Dublin: Four Courts Press, 2007).

7 J. Warburton, J. Whitelaw, and Robert Walsh, History of the City of Dublin, From the Earliest Accounts to
the Present Time, 2 vols. (London: Bulmer & Co., 1818); The Picture of Dublin for 1811: Being a Description
of the City and a Correct Guide (Dublin: Printed for the Proprietor by J. and J. Carrick, [1811]); Howell,
Dublin Library Society. Even the Cambridge History of Libraries in Britain and Ireland (2006) merely
identified the Dublin Library’s establishment in 1791: James Raven, “Libraries for Sociability: The Advance
of the Subscription Library,” in CHLBI 2, 246.
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On the other hand, ninety years is a long time. Surely, interest could be piqued
by the question of rudimentary public library provision in Dublin before the
National Library and rates-supported public libraries came on the scene.
Numerous studies, primarily concerned with the burgeoning print culture in
eighteenth-century Ireland, have materialised on the history of books,
newspapers, readers, and the print trade in Ireland.® Most have touched on
the Dublin Library at some point, acknowledging noteworthy books and
booksellers associated with it.° Another area of interest was the eighteenth-
century expansion of the reading public in accordance with the availability of
print. Indeed, the library historian must be interested in exploring public access

to print, in tandem with studies on private libraries.

Intriguingly, the final decade of the eighteenth century was a period of
significant social and political upheaval in Irish history. The establishment of a
public subscription library at the beginning of this decade would accordingly
deserve some consideration from the social and political historian, especially
when a complete list of the library’s founding subscribers exists.'® In one
instance, an article analysing two poems in an anthology of eighteenth-century
Irish poetry referred to the editor being ‘associated with a strange organisation
known as the Dublin Library Society’. A contemporary example has an
informant to the authorities in Dublin referring to the Dublin Library as a
‘rendezvous’ for leading Irish radicals during their revolutionary phase.
Therefore, the library as a venue in the social and political setting of
eighteenth-century Dublin attracts themes outside library history—previously
identified by its ‘institutional anchorage’—and justifies an exploration into an
example of how ‘libraries construct society’. Hence, the story of George Barnes
leaves both the library and social historian intrigued about the social

composition of this ‘lost library’.*

8 See the literature review, from p. 25.

o Maire Kennedy, “The Domestic and International Trade of an Eighteenth-Century Dublin Bookseller: John
Archer (1782-1810)" Dublin Historical Record 49, no. 2 (Autumn 1996): 94-105; Maire Kennedy, ““Book
mad’: The Sale of Books by Auction in Eighteenth-Century Dublin,” Dublin Historical Record 54, no. 1 (Spring
2001): 48-71; Richard C. Cole, "Community Lending Libraries in Eighteenth-Century Ireland,” Library
Quarterly 44, no. 2 (April 1974): 111-123; Richard Cargill Cole, Irish Booksellers and English Writers, 1740-
1800 (London: Mansell, 1986).

10 DLS, Catalogue, 1792, x-xxiv.

1 Andrew Carpenter, “A Verse Confrontation in Late-Eighteenth-Century Ireland,” Eighteenth-Century
Ireland / Iris an dé Chultdr 25 (2010): 36; Francis Higgins to Edward Cooke, 7 March 1798, in Bartlett,
Revolutionary Dublin, 227-228; Alistair Black, “Information and Modernity: The History of Information and
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Already, a recent study of Irish associational culture has opened up further
areas of interest.’® The editors of Clubs and Societies in Eighteenth-Century
Ireland remark that their volume is the first of its kind from a solely Irish
perspective but concluded that despite providing a much-needed overview of
the societies, there was much more ‘forensic scrutiny of individual societies’
needed and an investigation of their participants.'®* Consequently, a study of
the Dublin Library Society and its founding members in the first years of its
operation will fill a gap in our understanding of early public libraries in Dublin,
and contribute to the social and urban history of the capital in the latter part

of the long eighteenth century.

It is entirely possible that the Dublin Library Society has not received sufficient
attention as a significant Irish public library because it was not free to the
public, nor was it awarded royal chartership or enshrined by a parliamentary
statute. Indeed, scant attention was paid to the Dublin Library in the 1848-49
Report on Public Libraries in Dublin, essentially because access could not be
gained ‘freely’: one had to pay to use it.’* However, in exploring ways of
enhancing services to the public, the libraries they centred on were
restrictive—although free from monetary obligation—or were institutional
libraries that allowed non-members only in exceptional circumstances. Marsh’s
Library, while established by Act of Parliament (1707) as ‘a publick library for
ever’, limited its entrants to chiefly Anglican gentlemen and scholars. Even
students at Trinity College found it difficult to freely consult library material.
Meanwhile, membership to the Royal Dublin Society and the Royal Irish
Academy required proposers, nominations, and elections, followed by
prohibitive dues. Consequently, if one could not visit these libraries, access to

print was limited largely to ephemeral and light reading in Dublin coffee houses

The Eclipse of Library History,” Library History 14 (May 1998): 39; Jonathan Rose, “Alternative Futures for
Library History,” Libraries & Culture 38, no. 1 (Winter 2003): 53-54; Mark Towsey, “"Book Use and Sociability
in Lost Libraries of the Eighteenth Century: Towards a Union Catalogue,” in Flavia Bruni and Andrew
Pettegree, eds., Lost Books: Reconstructing the Print World of Pre-Industrial Europe (Leiden: Brill, 2016),
417-418.

12 James Kelly and Martyn Powell, eds., Clubs and Societies in Eighteenth-Century Ireland (Dublin: Four
Courts Press, 2010). Peter Clark briefly addresses Irish associational culture in Peter Clark, British Clubs and
Societies: 1580-1800: The Origins of an Associational World (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000).

13 James Kelly and Martyn J. Powell, “Introduction’, in Clubs and Societies, 35.

14 Great Britain. Report from the Select Committee on Public Libraries; Together with the Proceedings of
the Committee, Minutes of Evidence, and Appendix ([London]: Ordered by the House of Commons to be
Printed, 23 July 1849), 161.
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and circulating libraries. Therefore, it will be argued, despite the initial
monetary charge of two guineas (and one annually thereafter), the Dublin
Library Society was relatively more ‘public’ than most other libraries in Dublin

at the time.

Importantly, contemporary English examples of voluntary associationalism
have shown that the subscription library acted as ‘both a social adhesive and
a social emollient’, while it facilitated the dissemination of ‘new cultural,
scientific and political ideas’.’® In eighteenth-century Ireland, the Anglican
Ascendancy—supported by an institutionalised penal code—enabled the
dominance of the ruling classes from the Established Church. This ensured the
exclusion of most Catholics and Dissenters from participating in formal
associational venues in the Dublin public sphere or, Ascendancy public sphere.
However, towards the end of the century, the Irish capital’s first voluntary,
non-proprietary subscription library opened its doors to almost anyone who
could afford the fee—regardless of class or religious persuasion—amidst the
emergence of the middle and professional classes, while sectarian divisions
continued in the city and throughout the country.'® Therefore, by investigating
who these 310 founding members were, and whether they had among them
other affiliations, more can be learned of the composition of this library founded
during a period of immense political and social activity. What becomes clear is
that several of its members belonged to other important institutions, largely
associated with promoting Ireland’s literary and historical culture, economic
self-sufficiency, and varying forms of independence. Earlier forms of Irish
patriotism centred on the drive by the Anglo-Irish to resist English
encroachment into their affairs while separating themselves from the native
Irish. This evolved into a movement wherein Anglican antiquaries identified
themselves with Ireland’s ancient past. Coupled with this was a growing sense
of Irishness, distinct from other parts of the composite monarchy across the

Irish Sea.!” Studies in Irish art, music, literature, history, and science were

15 David Allan, “Politeness and the Politics of Culture: An Intellectual History of the Eighteenth-Century
Subscription Library,” LIH 29, no. 3 (September 2013): 167; Towsey, “"Book Use and Sociability in Lost
Libraries of the Eighteenth Century,” 415.

16 Although there was no explicit regulation, no evidence of women as members has come to light.

17 Clare O'Halloran, Golden Ages and Barbarous Nations: Antiquarian Debate and Cultural Politics in Ireland,
c.1750-1800 (Cork: Cork University Press, 2004), 6.
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actively encouraged and disseminated for the cultivation and improvement of
the Irish people ‘ever more aware of the political significance of their
activities’.'® Many expressed their support for this Irish cultural patriotism
through membership of such enlightened societies as the Dublin Society and
the Royal Irish Academy, and the Dublin Library continued this practice as a

more inclusive promoter.

Indeed, Enlightenment ideals of improvement, democracy, and toleration were
at the fore in the establishment of these institutions during a period in which
Dublin’s public sphere shifted away from the limited, exclusive, official realm
to a diverse, expansive, unofficial one. While the Dublin Society and the Royal
Irish Academy embodied this gradual shift, the Dublin Library represented a
natural continuation in the evolution of enlightened moves towards greater
public participation in societies. In a library context, greater public access to
quality print—unhindered by restrictions of connection or confession—enabled
a greater diversity of Dubliners to benefit from public library provision in the

late-eighteenth century.

Understandably, the absence of institutional, archival documents from the
Dublin Library’s early years has possibly discouraged library historians from
further examination of its origins. However, the use of other primary-source
material, chiefly in the form of contemporary newspapers, will result in an
alternative history of the Dublin Library, showing its origins based on patriotic
and Enlightenment principles. Moreover, a prosopographical study of its
founding members and their associational connections will reveal more about

the library’s early composition than hitherto attempted.

Aims and Objectives

Although the Dublin Library Society lasted until 1881, this examination will only
focus on the first decade of its existence but will also address public perception
of it in the first few decades of the nineteenth century. Any attempt to make

this a complete history of the library would lessen the attention given to those

18 Martyn J. Powell, The Politics of Consumption in Eighteenth-Century Ireland (Basingstoke: Palgrave
Macmillan, 2005), 75.
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early years of which there is much less extant, institutional documentary
evidence. Also, while purposely framing this library as a venue of a varied form
of Enlightenment in Ireland, attention to Enlightenment texts will be limited.
Rather, the library itself, and the founding membership, are the subjects of
analysis. Therefore, the central aim of this project is:

e To examine the origins and motives of the Dublin Library Society, the
public perception of its utility, and its place within society in late-
eighteenth-century Dublin.

This will be achieved by implementing the following objectives:

e To study the environment in which the Dublin Library Society was
founded, exploring themes of patriotism, improvement and
Enlightenment in the literary public sphere of eighteenth-century Dublin.

e To provide a detailed account of the formation of the Dublin Library
Society, using hitherto neglected primary sources.

e To examine the composition of the founding members of the Dublin
Library through an analysis of their occupations and associational
activities, by way of a prosopographical research process.

e To investigate public reaction to the establishment of the Dublin Library
and assess its societal impact, in the late-eighteenth and early-
nineteenth centuries, as an enlightened, cross-confessional and

inclusive public institution.

Recurring themes of cultural patriotism, associational activity, and
Enlightenment principles are identified within the historical and
prosopographical research methods employed to reach these objectives.
Dublin was awash with national pride after legislative independence from
Britain was realised. A thriving print trade coincided with an active culture of
associational life in the capital, and it was in this setting that the Dublin Library
Society was formed. Therefore, an exploration of the library and its founding
members—especially in the context of their relationships amongst each other
and their participation in the wider associational culture within Dublin—will

highlight the Dublin Library as a promoter of cultural patriotism and a location
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within Dublin’s ‘Enlightened public sphere’ in the eighteenth century.!® By the
end, this institution will be viewed as a contemporary cross-section of Dublin
society, and an example of early cross-confessional cooperation during the
country’s political and religious upheaval, thereby demonstrating this research
undertaking as a useful contribution to the social and political history of Dublin.
Also, as a contribution to library history, when relative ease of access is
considered, the Dublin Library filled the gap of public library service provision
until the arrival of the National Library of Ireland and rates-supported public

libraries.

Structure of Dissertation

Chapter 2 will be a review of what has been written on the Dublin Library
Society thus far. To date, what is known comes largely from nineteenth-
century histories and guidebooks. Yet for a library that lasted almost a century,
drawing over 300 subscribers upon its establishment, then up to 1,200, twenty
years later, it remains somewhat puzzling that there is scant mention of it in
recent library histories, and indeed, social and urban histories. To examine the
library from a different angle, Chapter 3 will focus on the methodological
approaches to this study. Greater reliance on primary sources such as
newspapers has resulted in a different version of events leading up to the
establishment of the library. Also, the use of a prosopographical approach will
help explain how a greater understanding of the members themselves—their
occupations and affiliations—can exemplify certain shifts in demographic
participation in cultural activities. The first two chapters in the second part will
provide a thematic background before an introduction to the Dublin Library
Society. Chapter 4 begins with a survey of Irish history and historiography and
includes an assessment of the defining characteristics within Irish history. A
brief overview of literacy and education highlights the divide along confessional
lines in eighteenth-century Ireland. Early Enlightenment principles also

enmeshed with attitudes towards Ireland’s relationship with Britain. Chapter 5

19 James van Horn Melton explains his preference of ‘Enlightened public sphere’ to Jirgen Habermas’ use of
‘bourgeois’ public sphere, to more accurately highlight the advancement of the middling classes in the
eighteenth century. This also takes into account the inspiration drawn from the Enlightenment through the
practice of sociability, inclusivity, and—in the case of Ireland, especially—cross-confessional
associationalism: James van Horn Melton, Rise of the Public in Enlightenment Europe (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2001), 10-11. For further explanation of Melton’s ‘Enlightened public sphere’,
see p. 42.
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continues the contextual analysis of the environment in which the Dublin
Library was established. Coffee houses—supported by a thriving print trade—
acted as early information centres with important and ephemeral news and
reading material demanded by an expanding public. Circulating libraries also
provided a book-rental service during the eighteenth century, and radical
reading societies served the lower social orders. This sets the scene for Chapter
6: an examination of the origins of the Dublin Library Society and public
reaction to the arrival of a subscription library to compliment the other

intellectual institutions in the city.

Chapter 7 introduces the committees and members by their professions,
providing empirical evidence of a broader representation of membership than
other contemporary societies in Dublin. Chapter 8 examines Dublin Library
founding members’ participation in other associational activity chiefly
concurrent to their involvement with the library. This will help to identify
commonalities and relationships among the members and establish a
connection between the Dublin Library and other clubs and societies within a
movement of cultural patriotism in eighteenth-century Dublin. Chapter 9 will
outline examples of the Dublin Library as a venue for the promotion of
Enlightenment ideals in a sectarian environment. The concluding chapter will
provide a summary before examples of original contributions to knowledge
highlight the significance of the Dublin Library in Irish library history and in the
broader fields of social and cultural history in late-eighteenth-century Dublin.
Finally, two appending prosopographies of the library’s 310 founding
subscribers will support the text and provide descriptions of the members, their

occupations, associational participation and relationships with other members.
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Chapter 2: Literature Review

As outlined above, the study of the Dublin Library Society and its members
remains an under-researched topic within Irish library history. Much of what
has been written about the library originates from nineteenth-century sources,
namely guides and histories of Dublin. Where there is mention of the Dublin
Library, largely brief descriptions have simply confirmed its identification as
one of three Irish voluntary subscription libraries (Belfast in 1788 and Cork in
1792) set up in the late-eighteenth century. In a sense, this perhaps hinted to
interested researchers that a greater understanding of the library has been
wanting. On a larger scale, it remains that a publication devoted to Irish library
history itself has yet to be undertaken.! What follows is a review of what is
known and written on the establishment of the Dublin Library Society from the
nineteenth century onwards, including literature on the related environment in
which the public subscription library was established. Contemporary primary
sources will feature in the methodological approaches in the succeeding
chapter. First, an overview of the multi-faceted historical umbrella under which
this study sits will further strengthen its justification as a worthwhile

contribution to library history and the wider field of Irish historiography.

Beyond Library History

Recent debates in the field of library history relate to the approaches taken in
this investigation. As will be discussed below, previous studies of this institution
have chiefly relied on a library history angle: that is, the history of the library
itself. However, the dearth of institutional documentation on the library’s early
years has thwarted any attempts at fresh analyses, using the same approach.
It was clear that further work in this area needed a re-evaluation of methods
and interpretations surrounding a study of this eighteenth-century subscription
library. Before exploring the relevant literature, a look at current arguments

involving the direction of library history will help explain the approaches taken

1 In her ambitious History of Literacy and Libraries in Ireland, Mary Casteleyn provided a brief survey of two
rather involved topics. Coverage of the Dublin Library Society is largely limited to its affairs in the nineteenth
century, from the 1820s onwards, when the library was already well established. Although useful for
preliminary research into Irish library history, there are only four bibliographical references in the endnotes
despite a detailed bibliography: Mary Casteleyn, A History of Literacy and Libraries in Ireland: The Long
Traced Pedigree (Aldershot: Gower, 1984), 236-242.
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here to provide a new interpretation of the Dublin Library and its impact on the

social and political environment in which it flourished for nine decades.

In a 1995 essay in the academic journal Library History (as it was known at
the time), Alistair Black called for a ‘new library history’ in response to the
gradual elimination of library history from the study of librarianship in
universities. He recognised that library historians have in the past tended ‘to
describe and chronicle, rather than theorise and interpret’. Other sub-fields
within history needed to be embraced in library history research so that a study
of a library should not simply include some contextual history, but that there
should be an inquiry into whether the historical study of libraries could add to
social history, among other sub-fields. Black followed up his contention with
another article on the notion of library history positioning itself as a ‘sub-set’
of a more appealing ‘information history’.? Here, he argued that the focus on
library history as merely a history of an institution has hindered further analysis

of, and exposure to, wider historical perspectives.

Black’s articles stimulated debate within the fields of book history and library
and information history, with Donald G. Davis, Jr. and Jon Arvid Aho presenting
several options for the future. Importantly, the authors took exception to
Black’s portrayal of library history as being burdened by its ‘institutional
anchorage’ and preferred to project the library as ‘an institutional presence
within society’. Hence, library historians could focus on a particular library with
a view to studying its impact on ‘cultural and intellectual transmission’ within
a society. As will be presented, a prosopographical approach as part of new
research on the Dublin Library Society—wherein its founding members are
studied—has furnished the means to examine the social and cultural milieu of
eighteenth-century Dublin. It is this ‘social penetration of library culture’ that
warrants greater attention to be paid to library history within the wider field of
social and—especially for the Dublin Library—political history. Indeed, before
advocating the creation of a multi-disciplinary field of book studies, Jonathan

Rose endorsed library history as ‘intellectual history’ after questioning the

2 Alistair Black, “"New Methodologies in Library History: A Manifesto for the ‘New’ Library History,” Library
History 11 (1995): 76-77; 80; 84-85; Black, “Information and Modernity,” 39.
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sincerity of information historians in accommodating library history in modern
historiography. In the case of the Dublin Library and its impact on eighteenth-
century society, ‘historical conversations’ are addressed within social, cultural,

religious, and political historiography.?

The outcome of this debate is evident in how Black and Rose envisaged these
disciplinary links. Black noted that library historians should ‘reach out to wider
history, but wider history should be encouraged to embrace us’. Acknowledging
this, Rose stated that we have already witnessed the contributions by library
historians to historiography: ‘Since at least the 1940s, library historians have
been explaining how society constructs libraries: now they are explaining how
libraries construct society’.? Thus, this history of the Dublin Library is not
hampered by any institutional burden; rather, it is an example of how the
investigation of a library encourages a wider historiographical study. Returning
to the barrister George Barnes, access to the Dublin Library allowed him to
compose and publish his political treatise for public dissemination at the end
of the eighteenth century. Indeed, his stated objective was to contribute to the
wider public debate on Union with Britain. With the thought in mind that he
conducted his research in a library composed of members from all confessions,
this study will shift from the conventional ‘describe and chronicle” approach to
an exploration of how the library helped to shape societal and political attitudes
through its adoption and promotion of inclusivity in an otherwise largely
sectarian environment. The following review of relevant literature will justify
the need for the fresh approaches discussed by Black, Davis Jr. and Aho, and

Rose.

Library and Book Histories
The above debate on the past and future of library history is played out in the
following examination of literature on the Dublin Library, over the years. Past

histories of eighteenth-century libraries in the British Isles have not adequately

3 Donald G. Davis, Jr. and Jon Arvid Aho, “Whither Library History? A Critical Essay on Black’s Model for the
Future of Library History, With Some Additional Options,” Library History 17 (March 2001): 21-37; Black,
“Information and Modernity,” 39; Davis and Aho, “Whither Library History?,” 25; Towsey, “Book Use and
Sociability in Lost Libraries of the Eighteenth Century,” 433; Rose, “Alternative Futures for Library History,”
51; 53; 57.

4 Black, "New Methodologies,” 80; Rose, “Alternative Futures for Library History,” 53-54; Towsey, “Book
Use and Sociability in Lost Libraries of the Eighteenth Century,” 437.
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addressed Ireland. Thomas Kelly’s history of libraries in Great Britain (1966)
did not claim to address Irish libraries but identified two (King’s Inns and Trinity
College Dublin) after Union with Britain in 1801. The three-volume set,
Cambridge History of Libraries in Britain and Ireland, included several articles
that somewhat anecdotally and extraneously addressed Irish libraries. For the
second most-populated city in the British Isles, the simple naming of the Dublin
Library Society as an example of a Dublin subscription library did not make for

any insightful original contribution regarding this library.>

Contextually, James Raven provides a relevant examination of the nature of
subscription library provision, and Joanna Innes analyses the place of the
public library within eighteenth-century culture and society. ® The third
volume’s relative strength in addressing Irish libraries after 1850 shows that
greater attention is paid to libraries about which there are sufficient, extant
sources.’ Nonetheless, Robin Alston remarked that the overall project was
admirable for assembling ‘what is known about the history of libraries in Britain’
but concluded that the contributors could have been pressed to produce
‘evidence based on original research’.® In fairness, the editors of the first
volume, suggesting that their publication could be regarded as complimentary
to the Oxford History of the Irish Book, acknowledged the lack of attention
towards Irish library history.’ This was indeed the case, especially since an
example of library provision during Ireland’s sectarian history included the
execution for treason of the librarian of the Linen Hall Library in Belfast in
1803.'° However, through the employment of new approaches, a study of the
Dublin Library Society can add to our understanding of the nation’s complex

political situation.

> Thomas Kelly, Early Public Libraries: A History of Public Libraries in Great Britain Before 1850 (London:
Library Association, 1966), 169; Raven, “Libraries for Sociability,” 243, 246.

6 Ibid., 241-263; Joanna Innes, “Libraries in Context: Social, Cultural and Intellectual Background,” in CHLBI
2, 285-300.

/ Alistair Black and Peter Hoare, “Introduction: Sources and Methodologies for the History of Libraries in the
Modern Era,” in CHLBI 3, 1-6. For Ireland, see Moran and Quinn, “The Irish Library Scene,” in CHLBI 3, 253-
265; and Gerard Long, “The National Library of Ireland,” in CHLBI 3, 266-275.

8 Robin Alston, “Review Article: The Cambridge History of Libraries in Britain and Ireland,” The Library: The
Transactions of the Bibliographical Society, 7" series, 8, no. 3 (September 2007): 336.

o Elisabeth Leedham-Green and Teresa Webber, “Introduction,” in The Cambridge History of Libraries in
Britain and Ireland, Volume I, To 1640 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006), 9.

10 Giles Mandelbrote and K.A. Manley, “Introduction: The Changing World of Libraries—From Cloister to
Hearth,” in CHLBI 2, 3.
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Importantly, the Cambridge History of Libraries has no doubt inspired several
projects of greater specificity in English and Scottish contexts.!' Furthermore,
as Elisabeth Leedham-Green and Theresa Webber had been anticipating, it has
provided valuable British context for the study of another discipline connected
to Irish library history: the history of the book. Two volumes of the Oxford
History of the Irish Book feature substantial evidence of library activity in
Ireland in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.? However, for 250 years
leading up to the end of the eighteenth century, as one might expect, private
libraries are prominently examined within aspects of the print trade in various
‘cultures of print’.!® Encouragingly, in the third volume, the Dublin Library
Society receives more than an identification and recognition of its year of
establishment (1791). In her essay, Deanna Rankin provides examples of
patriotism within the Irish print trade, citing one of the Dublin Library’s
founding regulations that, where possible, Irish imprints were to be procured
over British ones.'* Alas, that is the only reference to the Dublin Library in that

volume.

The fourth volume of the Oxford History of the Irish Book (1800-1891) devotes
a subsection of five essays on ‘Libraries and Reading’, indicating the connection
of library and book histories.'® Of note, Clara Cullen, who had previously
examined the state of Irish library provision during the 1848-1849 House of

Commons report on public libraries, describes the Dublin Library Society as

1 For example, in a subscription library context: David Allan, A Nation of Readers: The Lending Library in
Georgian England (London: British Library, 2008); K.A. Manley, Books, Borrowers, and Shareholders:
Scottish Circulating Libraries Before 1825: A Survey and Listing (Edinburgh: Edinburgh Bibliographical
Society, 2012); John Crawford, “The Community Library in Scottish History,” IFLA Journal 28, issue 5-6
(October 2002): 245-255; Mark Towsey, “Reading the Scottish Enlightenment: Libraries, Readers and
Intellectual Culture in Provincial Scotland, c.1750-c.1820,” PhD diss., St. Andrew’s University, 2007; Mark
Towsey, “'Store their Minds with Much Valuable Knowledge’: Agricultural Improvement at the Selkirk
Subscription Library, 1799-1814," Journal for Eighteenth-Century Studies 38, no. 4 (2015): 569-584;
Rebecca Bowd, “Useful Knowledge or Polite Learning? A Reappraisal of Approaches to Subscription Library
History,” LIH 29, no. 3 (September 2013): 182-195.

12 Brian Walker and Robert Welch, general eds., The Oxford History of the Irish Book (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2006-2011). Of this set, the relevant volumes are OHIB 3 and OHIB 4.

13 Raymond Gillespie and Andrew Hadfield, “Introduction: The English Language Book in Ireland, c.1550-
1800,” in OHIB 3, 6.

14 beanna Rankin, “Historical Writing, 1700-1800,” in OHIB 3, 285.

15 OHIB 4. In their introduction to the third volume of OHIB, Gillespie and Hadfield discuss the ‘changing
histories of the book’, reminding readers of Robert Darnton’s ‘communications circuit’ in relation to the
production, distribution and dissemination of print: Gillespie and Hadfield, “Introduction: The English
Language Book in Ireland, c.1550-1800", in OHIB 3, 4-5. Darnton also includes libraries and book clubs,
along with purchasers and borrowers, as part of the reception and dissemination phase in the circuit: Robert
Darnton, “"What is the History of Books?” in David Finkelstein and Alistair McCleery, eds., The Book History
Reader (London: Routledge, 2002), 11-12.

29



one of the popular ‘reading spaces in Dublin’.'® Gerard Long, surveying Irish
institutional collections, also draws attention to the Dublin Library, some of
whose founding members were affiliated with Trinity College Dublin and the
Royal Irish Academy, but who wished to independently ‘establish a scholarly

library in the sciences and literature’.!’

Like the Cambridge library history undertaking, the Oxford Irish book history
project paid more attention to Irish libraries in the nineteenth-century than in
the eighteenth-century. However, Dublin coffee houses, circulating libraries
and their connection with the print trade have received greater coverage than
the Dublin Library, chiefly in library history and Dublin local history journals.
For this study, they are contextually important because they provided an early,
rudimentary public library service before the Dublin Library. Moreover, their
impact on eighteenth-century society has garnered attention from researchers

of library history and other fields of historical study.

Unlike their London counterparts, no evidence exists that Dublin coffee houses
acted as early lending libraries.® Rather, they were early information centres
that made available to the public all types of printed products from auction
catalogues to newspapers to parliament votes.'® Many of these items were
printed on the premises and coffee house proprietors often combined their

beverage businesses with the production and dissemination of print, in addition

16 Cullen, “Dublin’s Nineteenth-Century ‘Public’ Libraries,” Library History 23 (March 2007): 49-61; Cullen,
“Reading Spaces in Dublin,” in OHIB 4, 274-280.

7 Gerard Long, “Institutional Libraries and Private Collections,” in OHIB 4, 286. Also of note, Roisin Higgins
examines the phenomenon of political reading rooms set up by an Irish newspaper advocating the repeal of
the Act of Union: Roisin Higgins, “The Nation Reading Rooms,” in OHIB 4, 262-273.

18 For London coffee house libraries, see Markman Ellis, “Coffee-House Libraries in Mid-Eighteenth Century
London,” The Library: The Transactions of the Bibliographical Society, 7*" series, 10, no. 1 (March 2009): 3-
40; Markman Ellis, Coffee-House Library Short-Title Catalogue, accessed 22 November 2016,
http://www.bibsoc.org.uk/sites/www.bibsoc.org.uk/files/Coffee%20house%?20libraries%20short%?20title%
20catalogue%2008.pdf; Paul Kaufman, “Coffee Houses as Reading Centres,” in Libraries and Their Users,
115-127; and George S. McCue, “Libraries of the London Coffeehouses,” Library Quarterly 4, no. 4 (October
1934): 624-627.

19 For coffee houses and the print trade in Dublin, see Hyder Abbas, ™A Fund of entertaining and useful
Information’: Coffee Houses, Early Public Libraries, and the Print Trade in Eighteenth-Century Dublin,” LIH
30, no. 1 (February 2014): 41-61; Kennedy, “'Book mad’: The Sale of Books by Auction in Eighteenth-
Century Dublin,” 48-71; “Dublin’s Coffee Houses of the Eighteenth Century,” Dublin Historical Record 63,
no. 1 (Spring 2010): 29-38; “Politicks, coffee and news’: The Dublin Book Trade in the Eighteenth Century,”
Dublin Historical Record 34, no. 1 (Spring 2005): 76-85. For English coffee houses and the public sphere,
see Steve Pincus, “Coffee politicians does create’: Coffeehouses and Restoration Political Culture,” Journal
of Modern History 67, no. 4 (December 1995): 807-834; Brian Cowan, “The Rise of the Coffeehouse
Reconsidered,” Historical Journal 47, no. 1 (2004): 21-46; Brian Cowan, The Social Life of Coffee: The Rise
of the British Coffeehouse (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2005).
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to the hosting of auctions and other book sales.?® The Dublin book trade
benefited from Ireland being outside the British Copyright Act (1709), and as

a result, a lucrative reprint trade developed.?

Despite the emergence of circulating libraries from 1735 and the inclusion of
novels and romances catering largely to women, demand for quality material
eventually increased. ?> Circulating library keepers, most of whom were
booksellers doubling as book lenders, gradually included more histories and
polite literature in their loan stock and advertised as such. Richard Cole noted
that Vincent Dowling’s advertisement for his Apollo Circulating Library listed a
whole range of subjects.? It would seem, therefore, that Dubliners were not
only content with literary entertainments but demanded quality, intellectual
reading material in an environment graced by the Enlightenment that had been

sweeping through Britain and continental Europe.

Dublin Library Society

Established in 1791, the Dublin Library Society operated in the capital’s city
centre as a voluntary subscription library for ninety years. Understandably,
contemporary descriptions of it as a public library venue appeared in several
histories and guidebooks of Dublin in the nineteenth century.?* In particular,
two include substantial entries on the Dublin Library and have been the chief

primary sources for subsequent descriptions in secondary sources up to

20 Abbas, ™A Fund of entertaining and useful Information’,” 42-46. For coffee house proprietors who were
members of the print trade, see M. Pollard, Dictionary of Members of the Dublin Book Trade, 1550-1800
(Oxford: Bibliographical Society, 2000).

21 Cole, Irish Booksellers and English Writers; M. Pollard, Dublin’s Trade in Books, 1550-1800: Lyell
Lectures, 1986-1987 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1989); Richard B. Sher, The Enlightenment & the Book:
Scottish Authors & Their Publishers in Eighteenth-Century Britain, Ireland, and America (Chicago: University
of Chicago Press, 2006), especially Chapter 7: “The Rise and Fall of Irish Printing,” 444-502.

22 For studies on Dublin circulating libraries and other subscription libraries, see Cole, "Community Lending
Libraries in Eighteenth-Century Ireland”. A belated publication of a 1952 PhD thesis also covers “Aspects of
Bookselling”: James W. Phillips, Printing and Bookselling in Dublin: A Bibliographical Enquiry (Dublin: Irish
Academic Press, 1998), 86-91. Also, see Abbas, ™A Fund of entertaining and useful Information’,” 47-56;
Abbas, “Coffee Houses, Early ‘Public’ Libraries and the Print Trade in Eighteenth-Century Dublin,” 78-119;
and Mairead Treanor, “The Circulating Library and the Diffusion of Information in Mid-to-Late Eighteenth
Century Dublin” (MLIS diss., University College Dublin, 2004). For British context with some Irish content,
see K.A. Manley, “"Booksellers, Peruke-Makers, and Rabbit Merchants: The Growth of Circulating Libraries in
the Eighteenth Century,” in Robin Myers et al., eds., Libraries and the Book Trade: The Formation of
Collections from the Sixteenth to the Twentieth Century (New Castle, DE: Oak Knoll Press, 2000), 29-50.

z Cole, “Community Lending Libraries in Eighteenth-Century Ireland,” 114-115, citing the Hibernian
Journal, 22 January 1794.

24 For example: Picture of Dublin for 1811, 171; and John James McGregor, New Picture of Dublin:
Comprehending a History of the City... (Dublin: Printed for A.M. Graham, 1821), 229.
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present times. First, John Warburton, James Whitelaw, and Robert Walsh
produced their sizable two-volume History of the City of Dublin in 1818. They
emphasised that prior to 1791, Dubliners longed for a centrally located public
library with convenient opening hours, stocked with a variety of quality reading
matter, and open to ‘all without discrimination, except those of conduct and
character’. The authors related that meetings held in the bookseller John
Archer’s shop in Dame Street evolved into a society in which ‘any respectable
person’ who could pay the annual subscription was admitted. To accommodate
such rapidly increasing numbers, the society decided to move to rooms in
Eustace Street where they remained until another relocation to a purpose-built
facility at Burgh Quay (no date was given), close to the main thoroughfare
joining the north and south sides of the River Liffey. With an impressive
selection of reading material and liberal opening hours and terms of admission,
‘the arrangements of this society are such as those of an institution intended
to promote a taste for literature in a country ought to be’. The authors noted
that by 1818, the library had almost 1,200 members. In his 1948 essay on
proprietary libraries in England, Frank Beckwith referred to Warburton et al.
while noting the Dublin Library’s relatively open policy of membership: ‘an
unusually comprehensive widening of the gates, perhaps meaning, however,
that it opened them a little more widely than the neighbouring Trinity library,

limited as that was to graduates and none other’.?

The second, oft-cited, nineteenth-century history of the capital was John
Gilbert’s three-volume set based on the city’s geographical areas—effectively
a street-by-street chronicle of Dublin.?® Gilbert paid special attention to coffee
houses and their proprietors, members of the print trade and their shops in the
city, various illustrious and significant persons who inhabited the capital, and
numerous clubs and societies that convened in the city centre. The author
described John Archer’s bookshop at 80 Dame Street as ‘the rendezvous of the
literary men of Dublin during the last ten years of the eighteenth century’. After

turning onto Eustace Street, the author revealed that the preliminary meeting

25 J. Warburton, J. Whitelaw and Robert Walsh, History of the City of Dublin, from the Earliest Accounts to
the Present Time, vol. 2 (London: Bulmer & Co., 1818), 942-943; Frank Beckwith, “The Eighteenth-Century
Proprietary Library in England,” Journal of Documentation 3, issue 2 (1947): 86-87, 98. Beckwith also
acknowledged that libraries in Hull and Dublin both had generous opening hours: ibid., 93.

26 1 1. Gilbert, A History of the City of Dublin, 3 vols. (Dublin: James Duffy, 1861).
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for the formation of the Dublin Library Society took place at Archer’s on the
evening of 10 May 1791. Another meeting at the Royal Irish Academy on 21
May resulted in the selection of the inaugural committee of twenty-one. In June
1791, the auctioneer James Vallance, at 6 Eustace Street, provided them with
apartments ‘consisting of a first-floor with two rooms, furnished with shelves,
and connected by a sufficiently commodious passage’.?” Although stating that
the principal architect of the Dublin Library was the chemist Richard Kirwan,
two prominent members of the Dublin book trade—a bookseller and an
auctioneer—had a hand in the early setup of the Dublin Library Society.*®
Gilbert concluded his section on Eustace Street and the Dublin Library by

providing the date (April 1809) of the library’s move to Burgh Quay.?’

Both Warburton et al. and Gilbert usefully chronicled institutions like the Dublin
Library in their histories, opening the door to library historians to explore them
further. However, until John Bruce Howell in 1985 (examined below),
subsequent library histories did not significantly add to our knowledge of this
subscription library. Perhaps this was due to a contentment among library
historians to simply identify and provide a brief description before moving on
to the next institution. But taking into consideration the political and religious
environment of eighteenth-century Dublin, the authors’ comment in 1818 that
the library was cross-confessional in composition should have invited further
analysis, especially since an extant, printed catalogue from 1792 listed all 310
founding subscribers.3® An examination of their backgrounds can contribute to

an assessment of this library’s impact on society in Dublin, in that period.

To a great extent, Paul Kaufman has been influential in a revival of library
history in the 1960s. A considerable amount of recent research has built on
what he had explored in several essays. Ranging from coffee house libraries to
cathedral libraries, with settings all over England, Scotland, Wales, and Ireland,

Kaufman’s 1969 publication, Libraries and Their Users, brought together his

27 Gilbert, A History of the City of Dublin, 2:278; 314-315.

28 For both John Archer and James Vallance and their roles in the Dublin book trade, see Kennedy, “The
Domestic and International Trade of an Eighteenth-Century Dublin Bookseller,” 94-105; and Kennedy,
"“Book mad”: The Sale of Books by Auction in Eighteenth-Century Dublin,” 48-71.

29 Gilbert, A History of the City of Dublin, 2:315.
30 bis, catalogue, 1792, xi-xxiv.
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collection of articles in one volume, where similarities and contrasts abound.
In his essay from 1963, "Community Libraries of Ireland and Wales,” Kaufman
noted the uniqueness of the Dublin Library Society’s establishment as a strictly
reference library until 1817 when a lending library was introduced. 3!
Acknowledging the sectarian character of eighteenth-century Irish history, he
added that it was ‘highly significant that one of the society’s laws prohibited
either religious or political discussion within its precincts!”3?> Here, the
environment in which the Dublin Library operated is acknowledged but not

pursued as an avenue of interest within the broader field of Irish history.

Kaufman noted that he used Gilbert as a principal source to describe the Dublin
Library. He also referred to a brief essay in the Short Papers of the
Bibliographical Society of America, by Alexander MacWilliam, on the Dublin
Library. MacWilliam recounted Gilbert’s description but added an excerpt from
a paper delivered by the librarian of the Dublin Library, James O'Neill Mackle,
in 1862.% Mackle’s lecture was on the life of the library’s founder, Richard
Kirwan. According to Mackle, it was on 10 May 1791 that Kirwan called together
‘two or three friends—men of congenial minds’. Meeting in a room above John
Archer’s shop, Kirwan ‘took the chair, and submitted his plan, which was
approved of, and his next step was to appeal to the public spirit and taste of
the city’. Mackle reported that eleven days later, on 21 May, forty-five others
had joined the scheme and a meeting was held in the Royal Irish Academy to
elect the Dublin Library’s first committee of twenty-one. Despite the
unquestioned leadership of Kirwan, the chemist deferred to the uncontested
election of the respected Earl of Charlemont as their President. But in
adulation, Mackle stressed Kirwan’s ‘labour and zeal’ in the library’s
establishment, ‘and under his fostering hand it grew up strong and healthy’.
Even well after the library was dissolved in 1881, MacWilliam commended the

Dublin Library’s legacy as ‘a Society which was in active being for the greater

31 Paul Kaufman, "Community Libraries of Ireland and Wales,” in Libraries and their Users, 174. However,
a Dublin Library sub-committee announced the establishment of a circulating library service in 1815:
Freeman’s Journal, 29 September 1815, for which see p. 154.

32 Kaufman, "Community Libraries of Ireland and Wales,” 185, n. 12.

33 James O’Neill Mackle, Reminiscences of the Life of Dr. Richard Kirwan: A Lecture Delivered 12th May,
1862, in the Dublin Library, D'Olier Street, by James O'Neill Mackle, Esq., Librarian and Secretary (Dublin:
R.D Webb and Son, 1862).
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part of a century, and which must have had an educative value difficult to over-

estimate’.3*

In 1974, Richard Cole added to Kaufman’s work on Irish library history with an
article on community libraries in eighteenth-century Ireland. This time,
through a perusal of eighteenth-century newspaper advertisements, Cole
identified another eighteen circulating libraries throughout Ireland. He also
expanded on John Archer’s General Book-Repository, which he considered a
literary society more than a lending library or reading society. Referring to
Kaufman and several (aforementioned) nineteenth-century Dublin histories,
Cole also regarded the General Book-Repository as the predecessor of the
Dublin Library Society. His descriptions of newly identified Dublin circulating
libraries and public libraries in Armagh and Belfast added to the corpus of
knowledge and demonstrated that this part of the British Isles could be
included as a participant in the development of community libraries at this
time.3 However, neither Cole nor Kaufman, having identified the significance
of Irish commercial circulating libraries preceding the establishment of
subscription libraries in Ireland, pursued further examination of the Dublin
Library Society itself. Rather, Cole transferred his attention to the Irish book
trade with an important monograph, Irish Booksellers and English Writers,
1740-1800, exploring the nature of the Irish reprint trade—booksellers,

collectors and the types of books involved.3®

A brief, 1985 pamphlet remains the only publication to date dedicated to the
history of the Dublin Library Society.?” During his studies at the University of
Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, John Bruce Howell came across a manuscript
dating back to 1822, which remains the earliest extant original documentation

from the Dublin Library.®® Using a list of subscribers from the printed 1792

34 Mackle, Reminiscences of the Life of Dr. Richard Kirwan, 7; Alexander MacWilliam, “The Dublin Library
Society, 1791-1882,” Short Papers of the Bibliographical Society of Ireland 11, no. 6 (1925): 125.

= Cole, "Community Lending Libraries in Eighteenth-Century Ireland,” 111; 115; 122-23.

36 Cole, Irish Booksellers and English Writers.

37 Howell, A History of the Dublin Library Society, 1791-1881.

38 pLs, Laws, 1822. Howell’s PhD thesis in Library and Information Science (1984), and his lifelong
specialisation, was in the field of African libraries and bibliography (Yvette Scheven et al., African-Related
Theses and Dissertations, University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, 1921-1988 (Urbana-Champaign:
University of Illinois, 1989), accessed 19 November 2016,
https://www.library.illinois.edu/ias/wp-content/uploads/sites/20/2016/12/dissertations1921-1988.pdf.
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Dublin Library Society catalogue, Howell gave brief descriptions of some of the
library’s committeemen, highlighting the more prominent and noted Irishmen
in society at the time. While only six of the twenty-one pages of text are
devoted to the first decade of the library’s existence, it nonetheless provided
an important—and long overdue—overview of this voluntary subscription
library ‘founded in 1791 because there was no adequate library service for
intellectuals and the middle class in the city’. Equally significant an observation
was Howell’'s comment that the library was non-sectarian throughout its
existence. Moreover, through his identification of many Royal Irish Academy
members who played a prominent role in the leadership of the fledgling library,
Howell cogently posited: ‘It is in this extension of intellectual thought, in a
manner consistent with the ideas of the Enlightenment, that makes the
society’s existence important for the history of Irish thought and institutions’.*
Howell’s pamphlet, though, covering the library’s entire ninety-year history,
could not have included an elaboration on this as the majority of the work
covered the library’s operation in the nineteenth century. Consequently,
further research on the origins of the library and its composition of membership

could develop from Howell’s effort.*°

Therefore, this study intends to utilise the
rich resource of the contemporary newspaper to concentrate on those hitherto
unexplored early years and subsequent public reception. Combined with a
prosopographical approach for the composition of the members, this ‘new
library history’ will incorporate investigations in social, religious and political
history to provide a fresh interpretation of the history of the Dublin Library and

its role in Irish society, thereby building on Howell’s astute conjecture.

The last publication to address the Dublin Library Society appeared in a volume
of essays on associational culture in Ireland. Johanna Archbold’s “"Book Clubs
and Reading Societies in the Late Eighteenth Century” developed from the work
of J.R.R. Adams, Kaufman, and Cole, and also incorporated elements of social

and political history through the identification of members from various

39 Howell, Dublin Library Society, v; 6.

40 A 1987 review of Howell’'s pamphlet suggested a ‘revised and enlarged second edition”: Norma Jessop,
“Reviewed Work: A History of the Dublin Library Society, 1791-1881 by John Bruce Howell”, Irish University
Review 17, no. 1, Thomas Murphy Issue (Spring, 1987): 152.
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libraries in Ireland. ' Also highlighting the Dublin Library’s non-sectarian
character, Archbold noted the ‘considerable crossover in the memberships of
these societies’ that ‘contributed to the intellectual importance and
atmosphere’ of the library.*? In fact, much of the section in her essay devoted
to the Dublin Library depicted the diversity of its members by providing a
sample of such occupational backgrounds as city alderman, schoolmaster,
brewer, physician, clergymen, and Trinity College fellows. Once again,
gradually increasing interest in this library from a social history perspective is
at play here. Additionally, Archbold’s comment that the Dublin Library
‘complemented those learned institutions whose libraries functioned in a more
restricted fashion’ indicates the rather neglected significance of this library as
a public library service provider from the late-eighteenth century until the
arrival of the National Library of Ireland (1877) and rates-supported public
libraries in Dublin (1884).

The ‘Public’ in Context

Any study of library history is inevitably confronted with the confusion over
interpretations of various terms in the absence of universally accepted
standards. Variations abound, for instance, when defining types and categories
of libraries. The idea of a cathedral library is clear—but not when it is also
considered an institutional library.*® An institutional library, in the context used
here, refers to anything from a university library, like Trinity College Dublin
Library, to a society library, such as the Dublin Society or the Royal Irish
Academy. For this study, complex definitions of book clubs, book societies,
reading clubs, and reading societies will be left to others to resolve.** The
Dublin circulating libraries discussed below were all commercial, for-profit

businesses set up on a subscription basis.*> Unlike the other Dublin private

41 Archbold, “Book Clubs and Reading Societies in the Late Eighteenth Century,” in Clubs and Societies,
138-162. For book clubs and reading societies in Ulster, see J.R.R. Adams, The Printed Word and the
Common Man: Popular Culture in Ulster, 1700-1900 (Belfast: Institute of Irish Studies, Queen’s University
of Belfast, 1987).

42 Archbold, "Book Clubs and Reading Societies in the Late Eighteenth Century,” 156.

43 Kelly, Early Public Libraries, 241. For cathedral libraries in an Irish context, see Raymond Gillespie, “Irish
Cathedral Libraries Before 1700,” in Charles Benson and Siobhan Fitzpatrick, eds., 'That woman!’: Studies
in Irish Bibliography: A Festschrift for Mary ‘Paul’ Pollard (Dublin: Lilliput Press, 2005), 176-192.

44 Allan, A Nation of Readers, 28-29; Kelly, Early Public Libraries, 242-243; Paul Kaufman, “English Book
Clubs and their Social Import,” in Libraries and Their Users, 36-64; Manley, Books, Borrowers, and
Shareholders, 119-123; Adams, The Printed Word and the Common, 23-41.

4> Kelly preferred this description of circulating libraries: Kelly, Early Public Libraries, 243.
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subscription libraries, also considered below, the Dublin Library Society was a
non-profit institution. It has been recently suggested that because it did not
start out as a lending library, it should be classified as a ‘reading society rather
than a private subscription library’.*® This is problematic, as it would suggest
an emphasis on its members collectively reading and discussing selected
material rather than any notion of the place as a reference library for research
based on convenient and liberal terms of access. Another salient point here is
that the emphasis was on establishing a permanent ‘library’ of books,
pamphlets, journals and other reference material found in an academic library
or a (future) national library or central public library.*’ It is certainly true that
despite being a non-profit, non-proprietary subscription library, the Dublin
Library, by its monetary admission requirement, should understandably be
regarded as a private subscription library. However, a distinction should be
made between the Dublin Library and other contemporary private subscription
libraries, especially when considering further library service provision for
eighteenth-century Dubliners. First, essential clarification must be addressed

on several terms and concepts used below centring on the word ‘public’.

The term ‘private’ when used to describe libraries has generally referred to
those belonging to individuals. However, understandably, while coffee houses
and circulating libraries facilitated a wider reading public, subscription libraries
that limited membership to those who paid admission fees have been known
as ‘private subscription libraries’.*® Recent research into Dublin’s circulating
and subscription library scene resulted in a taxonomy largely based on the
subscription charges and whether or not a space was provided for readers to
gather for reading and discussion on the premises.*® However, further research
into the Dublin Library Society has warranted a reconsideration of these

criteria. Paul Kaufman, David Allan, and Keith Manley have all explored at some

46 Archbold, "Book Clubs and Reading Societies in the Late Eighteenth Century,” 158.
47 Allan, A Nation of Readers, 29; DLS, Catalogue, 1792, iii-iv.

48 Kelly, Early Public Libraries, 242; Mark Towsey, “Reading the Scottish Enlightenment,” 67; K.A. Manley,
“Jeremy Bentham has Been Banned: Contention and Censorship in Private Subscription Libraries before
1825,” LIH 29, no. 3 (September 2013): 170-181. David Allan also highlights the difficulties of library
nomenclature, especially when considering the variety of names given to subscription libraries in Georgian
England: Allan, A Nation of Readers, 63-64.

49 Bernard Dornin, Anthony Gerna, and Richard White are three examples of Dublin subscription libraries
that contrasted with most Dublin circulating libraries that loaned books to be read elsewhere: Abbas, ™A
Fund of entertaining and useful Information’,” 51-55.
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point, the usefulness of the ‘catch-all appellation’ of the ‘community library’.°
This, indeed, would be an ideal way of differentiating the Dublin Library from
its fellow, private subscription libraries. Alas, it did not have a lending library
until 1815. Therefore, library historians may object to its classification as a
community library, given that past studies of community libraries have
highlighted their book-lending facilities within their communities as a logical
criterion.®® Also, although it will be posited that the Dublin Library acted as a
public reference library—available to more of the urban community than most
other libraries in Dublin at the time—calling it a ‘community library’ somewhat
ignores the idea of the structured associational format of the non-proprietary
subscription library, in which the members, through their annual fees,

contribute towards the purchase of library materials.>?

From here, the debate returns to the concept of ‘public’ in an eighteenth-
century library context before addressing it from a wider historical and
philosophical perspective. Public libraries, as are familiarly known today, refer
to the rates-supported ones that appeared in Dublin in 1884, enabled by the
Irish Public Libraries Act (1855).%® These were accessible to all, free of charge
and without barriers of status, connections, or religious persuasion. However,
in an eighteenth-century context, very few libraries could be regarded as
accessible to all. They tended to be private libraries bequeathed to the state
or the city.> For example, in Dublin, the private library of the Anglican
Archbishop Narcissus Marsh was donated to the state and established as a
‘Publick Library for Ever’ in 1707 by Act of Parliament. However, although

Marsh left instructions defining the ‘public’ that would benefit from his

50 Paul Kaufman, “The Community Library: A Chapter in English Social History,” in Libraries and Their Users,
188-222; Allan, A Nation of Readers, 14-15; Manley, Books, Borrowers, and Shareholders, 11-17; K.A.
Manley, “Scottish Circulating and Subscription Libraries as Community Libraries,” Library History 19
(November 2003): 185-194.

>1 Freeman’s Journal, 29 September 1815. Allan, A Nation of Readers, 15. The National Library of Ireland
was established in 1877 and, although it was not a lending library, it acted as a free, community reference
library until rate-supported public libraries appeared in Dublin in 1884: Long, “Institutional Libraries and
Private Collections,” 283-285.

52 Allan, A Nation of Readers, 15; Kelly, Early Public Libraries, 242.

>3 Catherine Moran and Pearl Quinn, “The Irish Library Scene,” in CHLBI 3, 253; Clara Cullen, ™'Dublin is
also in great need of a library which shall be at once accessible to the public and contain a good supply of
modern and foreign books’: Dublin’s Nineteenth-Century ‘Public’ Libraries,” Library History 23 (March 2007):
49-61.

>4 Thomas Kelly refers to the British Museum Library, dating from 1753, as a publicly financed library: Kelly,
Early Public Libraries, 13.
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munificence, the governors and guardians limited admission to ‘All Graduates
and Gentlemen’.> Also, as will be highlighted below, Marsh’s Library was an
Anglican institution in the age of Anglican domination over Dissenters and a
Catholic majority. Therefore, further restrictions on access would have
significantly reduced the meaning of ‘public’ and ‘All Graduates and Gentlemen’

in this regard.

Similarly, Matthew Yeo notes that Humphrey Chetham’s seventeenth-century
bequest of his private collection to the city of Manchester for the foundation of
a public library was not meant for the public, as much as it referred to ‘public
service’ or the public institutions of the state.®® Herein lies the early
interpretation of the ‘public authority’ of state institutions and a private realm
of individuals ‘assembled into a public body’ that German philosopher, Jirgen
Habermas regarded as the ‘bourgeois public sphere’.>” By the late-eighteenth
century, ‘public’, in a library history context, was widely referred to by
booksellers, circulating library keepers, and subscription libraries in newspaper

advertisements and notices, to mean the reading public.>®

In The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere, Habermas identified the
development of this nascent public realm—separate from that of the state—
where an expanded print culture and higher literacy levels contributed to the
rise of coffee houses and salons as venues for reading and discourse.* His
discussion of these themes—as well as the composition of participants within
this eighteenth-century ‘bourgeois’ literary public sphere—has attracted the
attention of those involved in library, information, and book histories, as well

as social and intellectual history.®° In his analysis of serial print in eighteenth-

>5 McCarthy, Marsh’s Library: All Graduates and Gentlemen, 43; 45.
56 Matthew Yeo, The Acquisition of Books by Chetham’s Library, 1655-1700 (Leiden: Brill, 2011), 4-5.

>7 Jirgen Habermas, “The Public Sphere,” in Frank Webster, ed., The Information Society Reader, 352. For
commentary on Habermas’s arguments, see Craig Calhoun, ed., Habermas and the Public Sphere
(Cambridge, MA: M.L.T. Press, 1992). For an analysis of Habermas and the term ‘public’, see Melton, Rise
of the Public, 3-15; and in an information studies context, see Frank Webster, Theories of the Information
Society, 3™ ed. (London: Routledge, 2006), 161-202.

58 Joanna Innes, “Libraries in Context: Social, Cultural and Intellectual Background,” in CHLBI 2, 297;
Kaufman, “The Community Library: A Chapter in English Social History,” 218-221.

> Jurgen Habermas, The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere: An Inquiry into a Category of
Bourgeois Society (Cambridge, MA: M.L.T. Press, 1991); Craig Calhoun, "Habermas and the Public Sphere,”
in Craig Calhoun, ed., Habermas and the Public Sphere, 8-9.

60 Allan, A Nation of Readers, 224-230; Webster, Theories of the Information Society, 163-167; Michael
Harris, “Locating the Serial: Some Ideas about the Position of the Serial in Relation to the Eighteenth-
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century England, Michael Harris described Habermas’s model as ‘empirically
weak’ and his chronology to be somewhat ‘shaky’.®' Acknowledging the
diversity of members in voluntary subscription libraries in Georgian England,
David Allan found that ‘bourgeoisie’ would have to be defined ‘so loosely that
the term would lose most of its meaning as a tool for precise social
classification’. 2 For his part, Habermas’s overview, using examples of
Germany, France, and Britain, could not have applied to every setting. Rather,
for this study, some of the dynamics that he outlined in other theatres occurred
in the eighteenth-century Dublin public sphere, in which the Dublin Library was

situated.

First, however, there are cogently relevant points to Habermas, in relation to
the Dublin Library Society’s diverse occupational representation and its location
within Dublin’s public sphere. On the early makings of the bourgeois public
sphere, Habermas described officials from the ‘administrative apparatus of the
state’ joined by ‘doctors, pastors, officers, professors, and scholars’. Added to
them was the rising merchant class of bankers and manufacturers: ‘the real
carrier of the public, which from the outset was a reading public’. Urban
locations for this literary public included coffee houses, salons, and ‘table
societies’. Commercial reading societies emerged, giving a wider public access
to ‘culture products’ at a price. These were joined by ‘private reading societies’
whose members ‘elected their executive committee according to bylaws, voted
on the acceptance of new members by majority and generally dealt with
disputes in parliamentary fashion’. Although there were no elections for Dublin
Library subscribers, there are parallels with Habermas: ‘at the close of the
eighteenth century the public of the educated strata expanded to include strata
of the self-employed petty bourgeoisie’. These were shopkeepers and
tradesmen who, Habermas continued, also participated in associational culture
through ‘trade societies which took the form of reading societies. In many
cases, they were branches of the bourgeois reading societies’.®®* As will be

shown, the Dublin Library Society’s diverse occupational composition was

Century Print Culture,” in Eleanor F. Shevlin, ed., The History of the Book in the West: 1700-1800, vol. 3
(Farnham: Ashgate, 2010), 407-409; Melton, Rise of the Public, 3-15.

61 Harris, “Locating the Serial,” 409.
62 Allan, A Nation of Readers, 225.
63 Habermas, Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere, 23; 30; 71-72; 165.
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representative of a cross-section of Dublin’s reading public in the late-
eighteenth century. It will also be contended that the voluntary subscription
library represented an extension of the literary public sphere that began with
the Dublin Society and the Royal Irish Academy. In this case, Habermas’s point
about ‘trade’ and ‘bourgeois’ reading societies is not without similarities when

examining eighteenth-century Dublin public libraries.

The participation of the nobility—as a form of aristocratic activism—and the
incorporation of tradesmen and shopkeepers into the literary public sphere
made the ‘bourgeois’ label problematic for the same reason that David Allan
had suggested. ® Importantly, the early-eighteenth-century Dublin public
sphere was essentially an Ascendancy public sphere reserved for adherents of
the Established Church. Due to a range of penal laws, Catholics and most
Dissenters were excluded from participation until later in the century when
Enlightenment attitudes of toleration, civility, and improvement introduced
cross-confessional fraternisation in the Irish associational world. James van
Horn Melton’s preference for the term ‘Enlightened public sphere’, therefore,
appears more appropriate than ‘bourgeois’, when discussing the Dublin Library.
For Melton, the Enlightened public sphere ‘fostered more inclusive practices of
sociability, and by widening the sphere of discussion and debate it did have
the potential to challenge the prerogatives of traditionally dominant institutions
and elites’.®> As will also be discussed, the Dublin Library was open to
Anglicans, Catholics, and Dissenters alike. Therefore, in a sectarian
environment, it acted as Dublin’s de facto early public library in the late-
eighteenth century and into the next, until the arrival of the National Library
of Ireland and the free public libraries as are known today. Moreover, many of
its members also promoted Enlightenment ideals through their participation in

other associational activities. For these reasons, the term ‘public subscription

64 Allan, A Nation of Readers, 225. Peter Clark explains aristocratic activism as reflecting ‘the growth of
new-style personal nobility in Georgian Britain, a world in which peers were obliged to present an image of
openness and accessibility, to provide leadership rather than authority’: Clark, British Clubs and Societies,
253. The Earl of Charlemont was a key Irish example of this through his support of the library without
exercising authority over the institution despite being named its first President.

85 Melton, Rise of the Public, 11.
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library’ is preferred for the Dublin Library, differentiating it from the other

short-lived private subscription libraries in Dublin.®®

Two exceptions make it inaccurate to suggest that this was a public library in
the modern-day sense. First, while female readers were the target market for
circulating libraries, there is no evidence of female membership to the Dublin
Library Society.®” For what it is worth, there is no mention of rules forbidding
women either.®® While there is substantial evidence of female participation in
British subscription libraries, almost none exists for eighteenth-century
Dublin. ® Mdire Kennedy has suggested this had more to do with the
unappealing formality of the subscription library compared with the circulating
library; however, further exploration into this would stray from the aims of this
project.”® It is important to note, though, that this was a reference library
without a lending library until 1815. Any perusal of books had to be conducted
onsite, raising questions of contemporary social mores.”! Second, the initial
admission fee of two guineas (and one guinea thereafter) excluded those on
lower incomes. Of course, participation in this enlightened, literary public
sphere suggests possessing the knowledge to read, thus excluding a large

portion of Dublin’s poorer classes.”?

66 Hyder Abbas, “Coffee Houses, Early ‘Public’ Libraries and the Print Trade in Eighteenth-Century Dublin”
(MSc. ILS, Robert Gordon University, 2011), 100-119; Abbas, ™A Fund of entertaining and useful
Information’,” 54-55.

67 For women permitted to view an exhibition of prints in the library, in the company of a male subscriber,
see p. 148.

68 Peter Clark notes: ‘In some societies, such as the Dalkeith library society in Scotland, women were
specifically prohibited from office-holding’: Clark, British Clubs and Societies, 200-201.

Allan, A Nation of Readers, 78-82. Toby Barnard notes that it is inconclusive that women read in Marsh’s
Library, although Muriel McCarthy suggests that Jonathan Swift may have invited female writers from his
literary circle to the library: Toby Barnard, “Libraries and Collectors, 1700-1800,” in OHIB 3, 132; McCarthy,
Marsh’s Library: All Graduates and Gentlemen, 98-99. Women were allowed into the Dublin Mechanics’
Institution in 1839: Clara Cullen, “"Reading Spaces in Dublin,” in OHIB 4, 278. Outside the capital, women
were admitted to the Belfast Reading Society and the Cork Subscription Library: Casteleyn, A History of
Literacy and Libraries in Ireland, 104.

70 Maire Kennedy, “Women and Reading in Eighteenth-Century Ireland,” in Bernadette Cunningham and
Maire Kennedy, eds., The Experience of Reading: Irish Historical Perspectives (Dublin: Rare Books Group of
the Library Association of Ireland, 1999), 83. This remains an under-researched topic, perhaps due to
greater attention paid to reading experiences rather than female involvement in formal library societies. See
Bernadette Cunningham and Maire Kennedy, eds., The Experience of Reading: Irish Historical Perspectives.

71 For women in Dublin society and their restrictions within Dublin masculine associations, see Dickson,
Dublin, 155; and Powell, The Politics of Consumption, 50-56, 75-89, and 102-116.

72 Melton, Rise of the Public, 117. This study will concentrate solely on English, as it was the dominant
language in Dublin among both the native Irish and the Anglo-Irish, especially in commerce and trade. Toby
Barnard identified the necessity of literacy in English: ‘The urgency of earning bread in an inhospitable
environment and of engaging with the processes of law and government increased the pressures to learn
English. These incentives help to explain the better provision of schooling, which in turn gradually improved
levels of literacy, especially in the larger towns. The gulf widened between those able, if they chose, to
cooperate with the new English order and to participate fully in trade and law and those who, because of
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Associational Culture

The Dublin Library Society appeared in 1791 amidst a period of increased public
participation in library societies across the British Isles. This was partly due to
the popularity of clubs and societies in general, characteristic of the practice of
polite sociability with the promotion of intellectual discourse, improvement,
and civic pride. ”® Johanna Archbold’s aforementioned piece on reading
societies was one chapter in a long-overdue volume that brought together
research on Irish associational culture, Clubs and Societies in Eighteenth-
Century Ireland.”* Inspired by Peter Clark’s work on the British associational
world,”® contributors to the Irish version provided fresh analyses of well-known
institutions, such as the Dublin Society and the Royal Irish Academy, and
introduced readers to the lesser-known ones. Themes of sociability,
improvement, and patriotism were promoted by these societies and their
members actively participated in the expanding public sphere of eighteenth-

century Ireland.

From a British perspective (with numerous Irish examples throughout), Clark’s
thematic approach to associational life, the societies themselves, and their
functions, has a particular relevance for this study. He illustrates the clear
patterns and trends that occurred in London and spread throughout the British
Isles. For example, the rise of the wealthy merchants, manufacturers, and
bankers into the upper classes and, in some cases, marrying into gentry
families. Concurrently, the professional classes of doctors and lawyers also
contributed to the changing composition of British and Irish society.
Membership in societies allowed these men to establish networks and
relationships, often to further their careers and to potentially increase their

connections with others whose paths they would not normally have crossed.

the language that they spoke and lack of literacy, were athwart these worlds’: Toby Barnard, “Print Culture,
1700-1800,” in OHIB 3, 34-35. lan McBride also notes: ‘Already by the 1690s, advanced literacy was
common among middling sorts, including skilled craftsmen and traders, supplying the booksellers with their
market’: McBride, Eighteenth-Century Ireland, 302. Irish was widely spoken and read in rural Ireland. For
studies in Gaelic print culture, see James Kelly and Ciaran Mac Murchaidh, eds., Irish and English: Essays
on the Irish Linguistic and Cultural Frontier, 1600-1900 (Dublin: Four Courts Press, 2012).

73 Raven, “Libraries for Sociability, 241-263; James Kelly & Martyn J. Powell, “Introduction,” in Clubs and
Societies, 21.

4 James Kelly and Martyn J. Powell, eds., Clubs and Societies in Eighteenth-Century Ireland (Dublin: Four
Courts Press, 2010).

73 Peter Clark, British Clubs and Societies, 1580-1800: The Origins of an Associational World (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2001).
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In addition, civic and national pride played a part in participation in societies,

as did—in cultural societies—a passion for learning and knowledge.

Complementing Clark’s analysis of British associational life, Clubs and Societies
in Eighteenth-Century Ireland featured essays on individual societies and
subject-related ones, such as charitable, commercial, and political bodies.
These are all relevant for this study of the Dublin Library and its members,
many who belonged to one or several of these societies. Moreover, as Archbold
suggested, the Dublin Library was part of the intellectual life and cultural fabric
of eighteenth-century Dublin. Indeed, as will be argued, this short-lived
institution represented a gradual ease of access to quality reading material,
facilitating those members of other intellectual societies such as the Dublin
Society and the Royal Irish Academy. Conversely, those who were not
members of these two societies also benefitted from the Dublin Library’s
provision of a library service to an expanding reading public. Therefore, a study
of those contemporary, improving, political, commercial, or charitable
societies, in which Dublin Library founding members participated in significant
numbers, can contribute to an increased understanding of the library’s

membership within the wider Irish society.

Social historian Toby Barnard added to the corpus of literature on one of the
oldest existing societies in Ireland, the Royal Dublin Society (1731; commonly
known as the Dublin Society before and after its chartership in 1750) with an
essay on improving societies.”® Tracing the society from its origins, Barnard
highlights its promotion of ‘practical patriotism’ and ‘economic nationalism’ to
counter the influence of and reliance on British goods amidst sluggish Irish
economic conditions. However, despite its enlightened qualities, it remained a
predominantly Protestant institution: ‘There is little evidence that the Dublin
Society opened up a public sphere to those hitherto excluded from it; rather it

enlarged the outlets for sociable and philanthropic associations among

76 Toby Barnard, “The Dublin Society and Other Improving Societies, 1731-85,” in Clubs and Societies, 53-
88. Also, see James Livesey, “"Dublin Society in Eighteenth-Century Irish Political Thought,” Historical Journal
47, issue 3 (September 2004), 615-640; and James Livesey, “A Kingdom of Cosmopolitan Improvers: The
Dublin Society, 1731-1798,” in Koen Stapelbroek and Jani Marjanen, eds., The Rise of Economic Societies
in the Eighteenth Century (Basingstoke: Palgrave MacMillan, 2012), 52-72.
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prosperous Protestant men’.”” Nonetheless, many of its members also became
founding members of the Dublin Library in 1791 and continued to promote
cultural patriotism in a cross-confessional setting. In doing so, the Dublin
Library was much more representative of Dublin’s social and cultural milieu in

the eighteenth century.

Michael Brown’s most recent study on the Irish Enlightenment’® (discussed
below) follows his numerous contributions to publications on the European
Enlightenment and Marsh’s Library.”® For Clubs and Societies in Eighteenth-
Century Ireland, he combined his interest in the Irish Enlightenment debate
with the origins and foundation of the Royal Irish Academy. Through a tracing
of its history and a perusal of the preface to the Academy’s first Transactions,
Brown strengthened his argument of the presence of an Irish Enlightenment
embodied by the Academy. For Brown, the emphasis on intellectual
contributions in science, polite literature, and the antiquities indicated an
enlightened advancement away from any political or religious influences.
Irrespective of the concern that the royal charter and overwhelming dominance
of Anglican membership (of the first thirty-eight, only two were Catholic)
diminished this thesis, ‘the Academy gestured in the direction of creating an
Enlightenment counter-public, and rather than replicate the public projected
by the state, subverted it by prioritizing mental achievement over political

status’.®

Political societies in eighteenth-century Ireland were most prominent in the
years before and after 1784, when Irish legislative independence from Britain
was achieved and the struggle to maintain it continued. James Kelly and Ultan
Gillen each contribute essays on influential societies such as the Monks of the
Order of St. Patrick (Monks of the Screw), the Whig Club, and the Whigs of the

77 Barnard, “The Dublin Society and Other Improving Societies,” 53; 63; 88.
78 Michael Brown, The Irish Enlightenment (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2016).

79 Michael Brown, “Was there an Irish Enlightenment? The Case of the Anglicans,” in Richard Butterwick,
Simon Davies and Gabriel Sdnchez Espinosa (eds.), Peripheries of the Enlightenment, SVEC 2008, no. 1
(Oxford: Voltaire Foundation, 2008), 49-64; Michael Brown, “The Location of Learning in Mid-Eighteenth-
Century Ireland,” in McCarthy and Simmons, eds., Marsh’s Library—A Mirror on the World: Law, Learning
and Libraries, 1650-1750, 104-126.

80 Michael Brown, “Configuring the Irish Enlightenment: Reading the Transactions of the Royal Irish
Academy,” in Clubs and Societies, 163-178; 167.
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Capital.®! All were decidedly patriotic in their advocacy of Irish concerns in
trade and constitutional rights, however differing were their views on the
degree of Irish independence that should be pursued. Many members from
these societies became founding members of the Dublin Library. Therefore, an
examination of these societies in Chapter 8 will add to our understanding of
the library and its members in the politically charged atmosphere leading up
to the 1798 Rebellion.

Two other essays on Irish associational culture are of relevance to this study.
James Kelly examines the role within Irish society of charitable institutions,
citing examples of assistance to certain groups such as the ‘Irish Musical Fund
for infirm musicians’ and the Society for Distressed Roomkeepers (also known
as the Society for the Relief of Sick and Indigent Roomkeepers). He also notes
the ‘Literary Teacher Society’ for distressed teachers and their families. Known
earlier as the Abecedarian Society, many of its founding and later members
joined the Dublin Library at its inception. In the other article, Lisa Marie Griffith
provides the background for two commercial entities related to this study: the
Ouzel Galley Society and the Dublin Chamber of Commerce.?? Together with
the Bank of Ireland, these three institutions had as members a significant
number of influential merchants and bankers who actively supported, and

participated in, social and cultural endeavours in Dublin.

The dissemination of print—especially through pamphlets, newspapers and
advertisements—played a large part in shaping public opinion. It also
contributed to increased public awareness of issues, and certainly encouraged
participation in those societies pursuing Irish intellectual advancement, self-
sufficiency, and commercial and legislative independence. Therefore, a
collective study of several Irish societies—to which many Dublin Library
founding members belonged—reveals clear evidence of a blossoming of
associational activity, promotion of social, cultural, commercial, and political

awareness, civic pride, and a national consciousness that contributes to the

81 James Kelly, “Elite Political Clubs, 1770-1800,” in Clubs and Societies, 264-289; Ultan Gillen, “Opposition
Political Clubs and Societies, 1790-98,” in Clubs and Societies, 290-311.

82 Kelly, “Charitable Societies: Their Genesis and Development, 1720-1800,” in Clubs and Societies, 100;
Lisa Marie Griffith, "Dublin’s Commercial Clubs,” in Clubs and Societies, 109-125.
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understanding of the social milieu in eighteenth-century Dublin. It is through
a prosopographical approach that the dynamics of associational culture can

help explain who these subscription library founding members were.?3

The Enlightenment in Ireland

In Dublin, where this examination will focus, Enlightenment ideals permeated
the city’s clubs and societies, especially the Dublin Society and the Royal Irish
Academy of which a substantial amount has been written.®* Both—as well as
Marsh’s Library—remain in existence today with bicentennial and tercentennial
occasions resulting in a burst of publications of institutional histories
celebrating milestones in associational and intellectual activity. ® The
eighteenth-century coffee house has been recognised as a ‘location of learning’
in a shift away from the official public sphere of such Anglican institutions as
Archbishop Marsh’s Library and Trinity College Dublin to an unofficial one where
the dissemination of print and enlightened discourse were encouraged.® The
coffee house has also been regarded as an important venue for the growth of
civil society ‘before Enlightenment writers such as David Hume and Adam
Ferguson [...] theorized its significance’.®” However, despite the conviviality
and sociability of the eighteenth-century coffee house, James van Horn Melton
has noted that notwithstanding its reputation as ‘an arena of the Enlightened
public sphere’, there was not as much social mixing of the classes as had been

previously romanticised.®®

8 Gillen, “Opposition Political Clubs and Societies,” 310; Towsey, “"Book Use and Sociability in Lost Libraries
of the Eighteenth Century,” 433.

84 Livesey, “Dublin Society in Eighteenth-Century Irish Political Thought”; and Livesey, “A Kingdom of
Cosmopolitan Improvers: The Dublin Society, 1731-1798"; Brown, “Was There an Irish Enlightenment? The
Case of the Anglicans”; Brown, “Configuring the Irish Enlightenment.”

85 James Meenan and Desmond Clarke, eds., RDS, The Royal Dublin Society, 1731-1981 (Dublin: Gill and
Macmillan, 1981); O Raifeartaigh, The Royal Irish Academy: A Bicentennial History, 1785-1985; McCarthy,
Marsh’s Library: All Graduates and Gentlemen; McCarthy and Simmons, eds., The Making of Marsh’s Library;
McCarthy and Simmons, eds., Marsh’s Library: A Mirror on the World: Law, Learning and Libraries, 1650-
1750; W.E. Vaughan, ed., The Old Library, Trinity College Dublin: 1712-2012 (Dublin: Four Courts Press,
2013). For other works on Trinity College Dublin, see Vincent Kinane and Anne Walsh, eds., Essays on the
History of Trinity College Library Dublin (Dublin: Four Courts Press, 2000); and Fox, Trinity College Library
Dublin. For Belfast, see Killen, A History of the Linen Hall Library, 1788-1988. Occasionally, a venerable
institution could attract attention for the wrong reasons. For the controversy surrounding the sale of their
non-legal books, see Colum Kenny, King’s Inns and the Battle of the Books, 1972: Cultural Controversy at
A Dublin Library (Dublin: Four Courts Press, 2002).

86 Brown, “Location of Learning in Mid-Eighteenth-Century Ireland.”
87 Cowan, Social Life of Coffee, 192.

88 Melton, Rise of the Public, 249; Aytoun Ellis, The Penny Universities: A History of the Coffee-Houses
(London: Secker & Warburg, 1956), xv.
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But it has been duly summarised and analysed that coffee houses and various
types of public libraries and reading societies, in general, have been regarded
as significant venues for the opportunity to access, disseminate, and discuss
works by ‘Enlightenment authors’ that were reprinted or imported.® In
comparing Dublin and Edinburgh, Richard Sher wrote: ‘Dublin far surpassed
Edinburgh in numbers of inhabitants, bookshops, and imprints, and its access
to the American market was growing. Yet Dublin never hosted a broad-based
Irish Enlightenment, the way that Edinburgh became a center for authors of
the Scottish Enlightenment’.®® Leaving aside this assertion for a moment,
Enlightenment works from Scotland, England and continental Europe
nevertheless appeared on shelves of private and public libraries across Ireland
and may well have been instrumental in shaping views of significant groups
and individuals in eighteenth-century political and cultural thought. °*
Surprisingly then, for an institution that has been noted in the primary sources
for its inclusiveness, toleration of faith, democratic values, and improving
qualities, there is little or no reference in the secondary literature to the Dublin
Library Society as an example of an Enlightenment venue in eighteenth-
century Ireland. Yet, when contemporary newspapers are examined, the
Dublin Library appears as an exemplary bastion of Enlightenment ideals,
especially after rebellions across the country in 1798 destroyed any advances

made in bridging the sectarian divide.

Michael Brown'’s recent history of the Irish Enlightenment argues that, contrary
to sectarian policies of penal laws ensuring a minority Anglican domination over
the Dissenting and Catholic majority (among other factors), Ireland ‘was a
vigorous and controversial participant in the transcontinental experiment of

creating a modern world’ characterised by civility, democracy and secularism.

89 Ultédn Gillen, “Varieties of Enlightenment: The Enlightenment and Irish Political Culture in the Age of
Revolutions,” in Richard Butterwick, Simon Davies and Gabriel Sadnchez Espinosa (eds.), Peripheries of the
Enlightenment, SVEC 2008, no. 1 (Oxford: Voltaire Foundation, 2008), 164; Ellis, “Coffee-House Libraries
in Mid-Eighteenth-Century London,” 6, 23-40; Allan, A Nation of Readers; Towsey, “Reading the Scottish
Enlightenment”; Killen, A History of the Linen Hall Library, 1788-1988. The third volume of the Cambridge
History of Libraries in Britain and Ireland has two sections titled: “Enlightening the Masses: The Public Library
as Concept and Reality”; and “Libraries for National Needs: Library Provision in the Public Sphere in the
Countries of the British Isles”: CHLBI 3, vii-ix.

90 Sher, Enlightenment & the Book, 500.

o Maire Kennedy, “Reading the Enlightenment in Eighteenth-Century Ireland,” Eighteenth-Century Studies
45, no. 3 (Spring 2012): 355-378; Jim Smyth, “Wolfe Tone’s Library: The United Irishmen and
‘Enlightenment’,” Eighteenth-Century Studies 45, no. 3 (Spring 2012): 423-435; Kevin Whelan, “The United
Irishmen, Enlightenment, and Popular Culture,” in Dickson et al., The United Irishmen, 296.
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Chronologically, Brown examines eighteenth-century Irish history through an
analysis of the Irish Enlightenment as a movement and idea in three phases:
religious (1688-ca. 1730), social (ca. 1730-ca. 1760), and political (ca. 1760-
1798). For Brown, ‘the study of one aspect of Irish intellectual life provokes a
wider cultural history of the country’. For this study on the Dublin Library
amidst the intellectual and social history of eighteenth-century Dublin, Brown’s
work is important, especially since its identification of venues of Enlightenment
in Ireland include the sociability within an ‘unofficial public sphere’, or ‘literary
public sphere’ of coffee houses and circulating libraries in Dublin, and the social
and political characteristics of Enlightenment ideals found in associational

activity, particularly in the Royal Dublin Society and the Royal Irish Academy.??

In a chapter titled ‘The Enlightened Counter Public’, Brown extends Ireland’s
Social Enlightenment to the period between 1730 and 1780, characterised by
a wealth of intellectual activity and public participation—in many instances,
cross-confessional—within a literary public sphere that operated alongside the
official public sphere of the church and state represented by such institutions

|.93

as Marsh’s Library, Trinity College, and the Theatre Roya Coffee houses and

bookshops—closely linked to the burgeoning print trade—represented Dublin’s
unofficial public sphere (arenas of ‘social mixing’ and ‘informal sociability’),
with Brown mapping this geographical area within Dublin’s city centre:

In many ways, the coffeehouses, taverns, and bookshops of the capital
city identify the heart of the Irish Enlightenment. If the culture of
Enlightenment can be found anywhere in midcentury, it is to be found
in the handful of streets between Dame Street and the Liffey, and from
Fishamble Street down the Hill to Eustace Street. It was here that the
clearinghouse for information and ideas was centred. Ideas flooded in
from the port or were carried in from the countryside, to be weighed,
measured, and redistributed in the coffee houses, taverns and
bookshops of the neighbourhood.**

Brown then contrasts the ‘reserved and sheltered retreat’ of Marsh’s Library
with the bustling competition among circulating libraries that emerged from
their expanded bookselling businesses. Citing Cole’s 1974 article on Irish

community libraries, he identified John Archer’s 1788 General Book-Repository

92 Brown, Irish Enlightenment, 3-7; 10-14, 21, 159, 305; 10; 210-304.
93 Ibid., 212-219; Brown, “Location of Learning in Mid-Eighteenth-Century Ireland,” 107-108.
94 Brown, Irish Enlightenment, 241; 229.
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as having ‘acted more like a club than a library’. Following on, Brown noted
that Hope Circulating Library was founded in 1796. In concluding the
subsection, he noted: ‘Although these establishments were often ephemeral
and limited in their scope, they represented a challenge to the market which
Marsh’s initially monopolised; a common experience for the official public

sphere in midcentury’.®®

Continuing with subscription libraries identified by Brown in locating the Irish
Enlightenment, the Cork Library Society (1792) is mentioned as an example of
a venue within the provincial ‘counter-public sphere’. The Belfast Reading
Society (1788), later known as the Belfast Society for the Promotion of
Knowledge (1792), was noteworthy for its ‘social mixing’ bringing together the
working classes and the middle orders.’® However, despite significant attention
devoted to coffee houses and early public libraries in eighteenth-century
Dublin—certainly more than any other publication from a discipline other than
library history—there is no reference at all to the Dublin Library Society (1791).
Brown noted Archer’s General Book-Repository in 1788, and he highlighted
Eustace Street as an area within the ‘heart of the Enlightenment’, yet the
Dublin Library (at 6 Eustace Street, a few doors in from Dame Street) went
unnoticed. Despite its ninety-year history and lack of extant institutional
documentation of its operations (minutes of meetings, admissions registers,
etc.), this omission is perplexing, given the lack of the same in regards to the
coffee houses, circulating and subscription libraries mentioned. Furthermore,
in terms of longevity, the Dublin Library outlived most of the cited

establishments.

Staying within the broad category of the Social Enlightenment, Brown turns to
Irish associational activity marked by cross-confessional relationships and
tinged with patriotism:

The club was an ambition and a location; an agenda and rendezvous.
Clubs provided the Enlightenment with a means of determining and
implementing a course of action. They provided the Enlightenment with
social capital, bringing together unrelated actors for shared, commonly
non-political ends. The ambition of many of these heterogeneous

%3 Ibid., 219-220.
% 1bid., 233; 263.
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associations was the common weal, beginning with the desire to make
Irish society a more pleasant community in which to live; allowing
divisions of the political past to be softened and the wounds of
confessional conflict to be healed by mutual correspondence,
collaboration, and cooperation.®’
Associations such as the Royal Dublin Society and the Royal Irish Academy
represented these Enlightenment ideals of civility, improvement, secularism
and toleration. However, of the Dublin Society’s royal charter, Brown notes
that the ‘cost was a submission to political fortune and a loss of institutional
flexibility’. Similarly, for the Royal Irish Academy, he notes the ‘intervention

and oversight’ by Dublin Castle in a period of political instability.*®

As for interconfessional sociability, Catholics were not able to become full
members of the Dublin Society but were eligible to receive awards in
competitions. In the case of the Royal Irish Academy, its evidence of cross-
confessional inclusivity is noted by the inclusion of two Roman Catholics in the
second round of membership admission. Another Catholic, Theobald
McKenna, and a Presbyterian, William Drennan, also were admitted later;
but despite this, the Academy remained a predominantly Anglican institution

during this time.*°

Also, in a chapter titled ‘Communities of Interest’, Brown explores the
endeavours of charitable societies, mercantile institutions, and the Catholic
Committee, in Ireland’s Social Enlightenment. In subsequent chapters, he
traces a ‘Political Enlightenment’ with the emergence of radical societies like
the United Irishmen calling for legislative reform, then republican
independence. For Brown, this represented the gradual retrenchment of
opposing sides and ultimately the collapse of civil society in 1798.1%° However,
the work conducted in this investigation of a library institution—incorporating
approaches and angles from several areas within the study of Irish history—

will highlight the Dublin Library as evidence that Brown’s Irish Enlightenment

7 Ibid., 252-253.

%8 Ibid., 261; 304.

9 Ibid., 250-251 & 259; 304; Brown, “Configuring an Irish Enlightenment,” 167.
100 Brown, Irish Enlightenment, 282-300; 439.
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did not fade among the library’s members and in public opinion after 1798 and

into the nineteenth century.

Brown’s reasons for excluding the Dublin Library Society as a location of the
Irish Enlightenment are unclear. It is possible that it did not fall within one of
his delineated categories but rather represented the Social Enlightenment
ethos despite its chronological establishment during the Political
Enlightenment—when the Enlightenment project began to fragment and
ultimately disintegrate with the 1798 Rebellion. The United Irish movement
was key to this politicisation of the public sphere and Brown argues that the
last quarter of the eighteenth century represented a ‘shift away from a literary
mode’. However, Brown referred to the Royal Irish Academy as part of both
the Social and Political phases of the Irish Enlightenment. Similarly, he states
that Marsh’s Library was ‘caught between two generations of the
Enlightenment’, with its holdings representing the official public sphere,
supported by the church and state, while its public library provision

represented a venue for the advancement of the ‘literary public sphere’.*®

As will be posited below, deeper analysis of the early years of the Dublin Library
Society and its members signifies that this institution did exemplify a location
of both of Brown’s Social and Political Enlightenments, even surviving the
latter’s fragmentation and destruction beyond 1798 and well into the late-
nineteenth century. The following holistic historiographical examination of the
Dublin Library in eighteenth-century Dublin will show that the Irish
Enlightenment that Brown has identified as coming to a halt in 1798, continued
in the form of this voluntary subscription library. Free from the obligations and
oversight that accompanied royal chartership, it was a significant provider of a
public library service to an expanding, literary public and a more balanced
example of interconfessional sociability than the Dublin Society and the Royal
Irish Academy. Nonetheless, Brown’s examination of eighteenth-century coffee
houses, public libraries and societies—to which many Dublin Library founding

members belonged—as evidence of locations of the Irish Enlightenment,

101 1hid., 250; 304; Brown, “Location of Learning in Mid-Eighteenth-Century Ireland,” 106-107, 126.
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further strengthens the contention that the Dublin Library deserves greater

attention.

Conclusion

The secondary literature examined here represents what has been written on
the Dublin Library Society over the years. In some cases, there are also
examples where one would have expected more original research on the Dublin
Library, and some, conspicuously, where there is none. The fields of library
history and book history both have benefitted from multi-volume projects but,
clearly, an Irish version of David Allan’s work on the lending libraries of
England, and works by Keith Manley and Mark Towsey on Scottish circulating
and subscription libraries, would be useful to future researchers in Irish library
history.'%> However, most studies on the Dublin Library have been examined
from a conventional library history framework, whereby historical context is
provided to ‘describe and chronicle’ the institution. Through an investigation of
available primary sources and an examination of the library’s founding
members, greater emphasis is now placed on social and political history to
show how the Dublin Library managed to ‘construct society’ in eighteenth-

century Dublin.'®

Considerable work has been undertaken on Irish associational activity. Many
societies, to which several Dublin Library founder members belonged, have
been addressed in Clubs and Societies in Eighteenth-Century Ireland.
Together with Michael Brown’s 2016 project on the identification and mapping
of an Irish Enlightenment, both have investigated Irish social and political
history to uncover a thriving culture of active participation in societies, not only
for reasons of sociability or networking, but for purposes of improvement and
patriotism. % Surprisingly, Brown did not include the Dublin Library in his

assessment of the destruction of the Irish Enlightenment in the 1790s. Had he

102 Allan, A Nation of Readers; Manley, Books, Borrowers, and Shareholders; Towsey, “Reading the Scottish
Enlightenment.”

103 Black, "New Methodologies in Library History,” 80; Rose, “Alternative Futures for Library History,” 54.
104 .

Clubs and Societies.
105 Brown, Irish Enlightenment.
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done so, it may well have provided him with an example of where the

Enlightenment survived after 1798.

As for studies in Irish history, surveys of eighteenth-century Ireland, urban
histories of Dublin, and thematic histories have provided a clearer picture of
the environment within which the Dublin Library was formed.'°® Notably, Clare
O’Halloran focuses on eighteenth-century Irish antiquarian efforts to link
Ireland’s ancient past to contemporary political culture. Her investigation is
relevant to this study as she outlines Irish cultural patriotism through the work
of Catholic and Protestant antiquaries ‘driven by similar needs to produce
works which would validate the rights of their respective religious
communities’. Importantly, some also saw their ‘desired validations to be
compatible and even mutually enhancing, and an indication that Ireland had
moved beyond a past riven by sectarian tensions’, and to distinguish her
culture as separate from Britain. After focusing on the Royal Irish Academy,
O’Halloran ultimately concludes that political tensions at the end of the century
were too much for the ‘antiquarian enterprise’ and sectarian divisions
hardened.!?” Therefore, by engaging with O’Halloran’s work, the impact of
Dublin’s first voluntary subscription library can be assessed in the context of

the political environment in which it managed to survive.

Additionally, some founding members of the Dublin Library were Irishmen
prominent enough to have biographies written about them—either full, multi-
volume works or articles in recent journals, such as the Dublin Historical Record
or Eighteenth-Century Ireland. Only a few, however, mention the Dublin
Library Society, but are nonetheless fruitful for learning more about individuals’
backgrounds, motivations and, in some cases, connections with other Dublin

Library members.'%

106 McBride, Eighteenth-Century Ireland; Dickson, Dublin; Dickson et al., United Irishmen; Bartlett,
Revolutionary Dublin; Jim Smyth, The Men of No Property: Irish Radicals and Popular Politics in the Late
Eighteenth Century (Basingstoke: Macmillan Press, 1998); Patrick Fagan, Catholics in a Protestant Country:
The Papist Constituency in Eighteenth-Century Dublin (Dublin: Four Courts Press, 1998); Powell, Politics of
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of Ireland 126 (1996): 152-166.
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Certainly, the absence of an in-depth examination of the Dublin Library in the
field of library history—beyond mere identification—is as puzzling as the
absence of its existence as a public institution in the social histories of
eighteenth-century Dublin. % Consequently, the intention of the following
examination is to present the library as an important subject within eighteenth-
century Irish library history, while emphasising its significance as part of the
cultural fabric of Irish society in the late-eighteenth century and well into the
nineteenth. Greater emphasis on primary sources—many of which have
hitherto not been used—will provide an enhanced interpretation of the early
history of this institution. These, along with the approaches used for
implementing this project, will be discussed in the following methodological

examination.

109 Dickson, Dublin; McBride, Eighteenth-Century Ireland; Powell, Politics of Consumption. Constantia
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Chapter 3: Methodology

At the back of John T. Gilbert’s History of the City of Dublin (1861) there is an
eight-page list of sources from where the author—Librarian of the Royal Irish
Academy, at the time of writing—gathered information on a multitude of
subjects. For his brief description of the Dublin Library and its founding
members, Gilbert referred to the ‘Records of the Dublin Library Society, MSS'.}
Written in the mid-nineteenth century, while the library was still in operation,
these manuscripts likely would have been held there, and therefore accessible.
In 1925, forty-four years after the Dublin Library ceased operation, Alexander
MacWilliam composed a short essay on it but noted that he was unable to
locate the manuscripts.? Those records could have enabled MacWilliam, and
those after him, to produce a more detailed examination of this eighteenth-
century Dublin subscription library. Unfortunately, they remain lost and the
earliest extant manuscript from the library is an annotated volume of laws and
regulations from 1822.3 The loss of such early, unique, institutional
documentation has resulted in an incomplete and somewhat hazy

interpretation of the library’s early years.

However, this dissertation—based on historical research—will provide a clearer
picture using sources and methods hitherto not employed in previous literature
on the library. This section will address the research methodologies used to
examine the early years of the Dublin Library and its founding members. An
initial introduction to the appropriate research methods will be followed by a
summary of the primary and tertiary sources used to extract the research data.
This will be succeeded by a detailed description of the application of the data
collected from the primary sources to the methodological approaches. There
will also be an examination of the systematic processing of the data required
to carry out this investigation. Finally, issues in the methodological

procedures—Ilimitations and parameters—will be discussed.

1 Gilbert, History of the City of Dublin, vol. 2, viii [Authorities].

2 Alexander MacWilliam, “The Dublin Library Society, 1791-1882,” Short Papers of the Bibliographical
Society of Ireland 11, no. 6 (1925): 121-131; Kaufman, "Community Libraries of Ireland and Wales,” 185.

3 bLs, Laws, 1822.
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Research Methods

This study is a historical investigation concerning the operation and
membership of the Dublin Library Society (1791), chiefly in the last decade of
the eighteenth century. As mentioned in the Literature Review, most of what
has been written on the Dublin Library has come from nineteenth-century
sources—not contemporary to this timeframe. A robust examination of the
secondary sources had resulted in some key entry points: previously consulted
primary sources, such as newspapers. In some cases, the perusal of certain
newspaper titles and dates provided from the secondary sources had resulted
in the further discovery of previously unreported public library activity.
However, while most of the secondary sources had repeatedly used the same
entry points, a thorough study of a selection of contemporary Dublin
newspapers marked the beginning of a focus on these primary sources, using

historical research methods.

All primary sources used for this historical research project were evaluated for
their authenticity, reliability, content, and production. In the case of Irish
newspapers, for instance, the Freeman’s Journal, despite its previous platform
reflected in its name, was in the pay of the governing authorities towards the
end of the eighteenth century, rendering much of its news simply government
propaganda. Therefore, external and internal criticism, when examining the
sources, has helped the researcher steer through the interpretations of
historical evidence, sometimes clouded with bias but, in the absence of

absolute historical truth, is often not without its significance.*

The broadly chronological narrative of the dissertation is divided between
historiography and prosopography. In the construction of an alternative history
of the origins of the Dublin Library, a chronological narrative is combined with
the analysis of various themes in Irish contemporary society. In other words,
the events leading up to the establishment of the Dublin Library are outlined,

together with a study of associational culture and ideas centred on cultural

4 W.H. McDowell, Historical Research: A Guide (London: Longman, 2002), 109-114; Arthur Marwick, The
Nature of History, 3™ rev. ed. (Basingstoke: Macmillan Education, 1989), 221-223; John Tosh, The Pursuit
of History: Aims, Methods and New Directions in the Study of Modern History, 5" ed. (Harlow: Pearson
Education, 2010), 124-130; Robert Munter, The History of the Irish Newspaper, 1685-1760 (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1967), 188; Bartlett, Revolutionary Dublin, 18; Tosh, Pursuit of History, 130.
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patriotism, the Enlightenment and the expansion of the public sphere in
eighteenth-century Dublin.® Through a prosopographical study of the founding
members of the Dublin Library—and their affiliations with other societies—
more can be learned about the composition of the library than previously
explored. Therefore, the employment of historiographical and prosopographical
methods represents a significant shift in approach to library history than
approaches taken in the relevant literature discussed in the previous chapter.
Here, the library and its founding members become part of a hitherto
unexplored examination of the social and cultural fabric of eighteenth-century
Dublin.

It is now essential to elaborate on the prosopographical approach. Often used
in social history, prosopography can be regarded as a sub-discipline within this
particular vein of historical research, bringing together ‘all relevant
biographical data of groups of persons in a systematic and stereotypical way’.®
Where biographical research is concerned with both internal (personal) and
external (non-personal) information of usually noteworthy individuals,
prosopographical research focuses on primarily the external qualities of largely
unremarkable, ‘ordinary’ individuals. Konrad Verboven et al. explain:
‘Prosopography is not interested in the unique but in the average, the general
and the “commonness” in the life histories of more or less large numbers of
individuals’.” It has often been referred to as ‘collective biography’, involving
the ‘investigation of the common background characteristics of a group of
actors in history by means of a collective study of their lives’.® Lately, however,
some have disagreed with the term, ‘collective biography’. Like Lawrence
Stone, K.S.B. Keats-Rohan regards such works as the Dictionary of National
Biography or the Complete Peerage as collective biographies.’ Rather, Keats-

Rohan suggests, prosopographical research entails ‘the amassing of

> This methodological approach is detailed in: Tosh, Pursuit of History, 130-131.

6 Konrad Verboven, Myriam Carlier, and Jan Dumolyn, “A Short Manual to the Art of Prosopography,” in
K.S.B. Keats-Rohan, ed., Prosopography Approaches and Applications: A Handbook (Oxford: Unit for
Prosopographical Research, Linacre College, University of Oxford, 2007), accessed 3 December 2016,
http://prosopography.modhist.ox.ac.uk/images/01%?20Verboven%20pdf.pdf, 37.

/ Verboven et al., “Art of Prosopography,” 37.

8 Lawrence Stone, “Prosopography,” Daedalus 100, no. 1, Historical Studies Today (Winter 1971): 46.

o Stone, “Prosopography,” 49; K.S.B. Keats-Rohan, “Biography, Identity and Names: Understanding the
Pursuit of the Individual in Prosopography,” in Keats-Rohan, ed., Prosopography Approaches, accessed 3
December 2016 http://prosopography.modhist.ox.ac.uk/images/06%20KKR.pdf.pdf, 143.
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biographical details about individual persons with the sole aim of studying them
as members of groups’. It involves gathering and organising data from
disparate sources in the attempt to learn more about a group of people—
especially those whose lives have not already been documented, or for which
there is little readily sourced information. Prosopography, therefore, is ‘closely
connected to the problem of scarcity of historical data’.'® For the first time, all
310 names that appeared on the list of founding members of the Dublin Library
Society have been researched chiefly for their occupations and social
backgrounds to gain further insight about the *hidden history’ of this institution.
Recent explanations of the views of prosopographers highlight the relevance
of the prosopographical approach for this study: ‘Much of this hidden history is
revealed by identifying the public offices held by prosopographical subjects,
and hence prosopography is also directly concerned with the history of

institutions’.?

In addition, Verboven et al. emphasise that the systematic organisation of
scarce, relevant data could add further significance ‘by revealing connections
and patterns influencing historical processes. 2> Therefore, collective
biographies such as the Dictionary of Irish Biography and the Complete
Peerage ‘provide the raw materials for prosopographers’ for compiling
biographical information towards a contribution to a history of a group or
institution. This distinction is important and relevant to note. C.R. Robinson
explains:

Whereas biography is about exemplary or otherwise distinctive
individuals, prosopography compiles and organises those items of
biographical data that mark an individual’s belonging to a group.
Biographies accentuate the individual;, prosopographies make
individuals members.*?

Therefore, a prosopographical approach is ideal for what is essentially an

institutional history of a library and its founding members. The scarcity of

10 Verboven et al., “Art of Prosopography,” 36.

1 Karl Ferdinand Werner, “L'apport de la prosopographie a I'histoire sociale des élites,” in K.S.B. Keats-
Rohan ed., Family Trees and the Roots of Politics: The Prosopography of Britain and France from the Tenth
to the Twelfth Century (Woodbridge: Boydell Press, 1997), cited in Modern History Research Unit, University
of Oxford, “Prosopography: Definition,” Modern History Research Unit, University of Oxford, “Prosopography
Research,” accessed 3 December 2016, http://prosopography.modhist.ox.ac.uk/prosopdefinition.htm.

12 Verboven et al., “Art of Prosopography,” 37.

13 Chase F. Robinson, Islamic Historiography (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 66, quoted
from Keats-Rohan, “Biography, Identity and Names,” 141, n. 10.
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biographical data on the 310 members—only forty-nine appear in the
Dictionary of Irish Biography—necessitates a prosopographical approach to
gain further insight into the institution as part of the associational world in the

eighteenth century and, therefore, to contribute to Irish historiography.

Regarding the founding members of the Dublin Library, the intention of
employing a prosopographical approach is to examine primarily the
occupations and social backgrounds of the members, as well as their affiliations
to other institutions and possible connections to other members. As this is just
one part of the dissertation—and not a full-length prosopographical
investigation—Ilimitations had to be imposed. Consequently, there is very little
genealogical analysis. A preliminary attempt, a time-consuming and often
frustratingly labyrinthine affair, did not yield sufficiently relevant results to
justify an exhaustive exercise. However, some family connections from the
secondary and tertiary sources have been useful, highlighting, of course, the

benefit of genealogical research to the prosopographical method.

This section introduced the most appropriate methodological approaches for
addressing the challenges of gaining further insight into an eighteenth-century
Dublin subscription library and its founding members. The following will detail
the main primary and tertiary sources used before examining the

implementation of the research methods for this study.

Primary and Tertiary Sources

One of the reasons why the Dublin Library Society has been ignored over the
years in the field of Irish library history is due to the lack of extant, primary
institutional sources. In its 1822 manuscript detailing the library’s laws and
regulations, there are references to a proposal book (for prospective
acquisitions), an accounts ledger, and twenty-four volumes of library journals.
(These, presumably, would have been the manuscripts to which Gilbert
referred.) None of these have resurfaced since the library’s demise in 1881.
Another setback, this time for all researchers of Irish history, was the
destruction by fire of the Irish Public Record Office, housed in the Four Courts
building in Dublin, during the Irish Civil War in 1922: ‘seven centuries in the

making, the central archives of English governance in Ireland were lost in a
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couple of hours’.'* It is unclear, however, if anything of direct relevance to the
Dublin Library would have been held there but certainly information on
founding members of the Dublin Library would have. Alternatively, this study
has relied on the following primary and tertiary sources to overcome the loss

of such important public and institutional records.

As this is an examination of the early years of the Dublin Library, three extant
literary productions of the library are of relevance. The manuscript, Laws and
Regulations of the Dublin Library Society was started in 1822 but includes
annotated cross-references from the library’s (lost) journals to rules dating
back to May 1791, as well as annotations and addenda up to 15 June 1861."
Unfortunately, there is no reference to any member of the library, nor is there
any indication of how the library was formed. However, its importance lies in
the gradual shaping of the laws and the democratic structure to which the
library adhered, in keeping with similar subscription libraries elsewhere in
Ireland and Britain.'® The other two works are the printed catalogues of the
Dublin Library Society in 1792 and 1806.!" Importantly, the 1792 catalogue
includes a full list of the first 310 members. This was the starting point for the
prosopographical analysis. Additionally, this catalogue contains a list of the first
committee and officers of the Dublin Library Society, the main rules and
regulations, a list of donors and their donations, and the catalogue itself, in
alphabetical order by title—not subject. These were all vital in understanding
more about the beginnings of Dublin’s first library society. The 1806 catalogue
only contains the titles of the volumes in the library, in subject order and
volume size within. The two catalogues were compared to ascertain the

classification of titles based on subject categories and to determine whether

14 DLS, Laws, 1822, 40; Dickson, Dublin, xi. Important demographic, civil and ecclesiastical records were
kept there: Caitriona Crowe, “Ruin of Public Record Office Marked Loss of Great Archive,” Irish Times, 30
June 2012, accessed 3 December 2016,
https://www.irishtimes.com/opinion/ruin-of-public-record-office-marked-loss-of-great-archive-1.1069843.
15 DLS, Laws, 1822. There is also another manuscript from 1863 at the National Library of Ireland. After its
perusal, it was found to be of no use for this dissertation as it focuses on largely the last decade of the
eighteenth century: Dublin Library Society, Laws and Regulations of the Dublin Library Society, Revised
(Dublin, 1863).

16 Allan, A Nation of Readers, 83.

17 DLS, Catalogue, 1792; DLS, Catalogue, 1806. Other extant catalogues are from 1810, 1823 (lending
library), and 1857: Dublin Library Society, Catalogue of the Books Belonging to the Dublin Library Society
(Dublin: Printed by Thomas Burnside, 1810); Dublin Library Society, Catalogue of the Books in the Lending
Departments of the Dublin Library Society. To the 1°* of August, 1823 (Dublin: Printed by N. Kelly, 1823);
Dublin Library Society, Catalogue of the Library of the Dublin Library Society and Hibernian Athenaeum
(Dublin: Printed by J.M. O'Toole, 1857).
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there was a subject emphasis in the library’s acquisitions in its first fifteen
years of existence. Additionally, after determining the totals, the library’s
holdings grew from 319 volumes in 1792 to 1,842 titles by 1806. Therefore,
an examination of them can reveal more of the direction in which the library

intended to strengthen its collections.

In the absence of further institutional documentation, extant contemporary
newspapers have been vital for a reconstruction of the establishment of the
Dublin Library and for assessing public reaction to it. The library itself used
newspapers to promote further membership, inform the public of its progress,
and announce upcoming general meetings for its members. Despite this,
newspaper research on this library has been largely ignored. In the only recent
publication specifically about the library, Howell’'s 1985 History of the Dublin
Library Society, 1791-1881, newspaper references are from 1881 and 1882—
addressing the closure and dispersal of the library. As mentioned, the decision
to examine several newspapers in the years leading up to, and after, the
establishment of the Dublin Library, has resulted in substantial historical
evidence supporting the claim that this is an under-researched topic and
newspapers an under-used resource. Similarly, Martyn Powell observed a
previous neglect for this primary source, noting, ‘the most surprising absentee
from Irish work on consumption is newspapers’. Inaccuracies and omissions in
finding aids have also played a part. The intrepid library historian Paul Kaufman
had to reconcile with identifying only three circulating libraries after following
an index of eighteenth-century Dublin newspapers at the National Library of
Ireland that failed to include numerous others. A decade later, Richard Cole
ignored the list, carried out his own examination of the papers, and discovered

considerably more evidence of library activity than Kaufman.®

Newspapers have been used as important primary sources for publications on
book history, especially regarding book sales and auctions. The eighteenth
century saw an explosion of newspaper titles. This was a lucrative business,

especially for the coffee house proprietor who printed his newspaper at his

18 Howell, Dublin Library Society, 30 & 32; Powell, Politics of Consumption, 2; Kaufman, “Community
Libraries of Ireland and Wales,” 173; Cole, "Community Lending Libraries in Eighteenth-Century Ireland,”
111-112.
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premises where he would also host book auctions. Importantly, several Dublin
papers carried pages of advertisements for bookshops and other commercial
libraries. The burgeoning print trade and public demand for print were subjects
of letters to the editor and news-pieces themselves. With the growth of local
news—as opposed to imported news from London and abroad—newspapers
reported on the latest social and cultural additions to a city that would populate
with parliamentarians during session and country gentlemen during the winter

months.*°

The Freeman’s Journal (1763) began as ‘the first patriotick channel of popular
intelligence’, a proponent of the Whig-Volunteer movement that sought greater
legislative independence for Ireland. However, by 1782, the paper was taken
over by Francis Higgins who turned it into a propaganda organ of the
authorities at Dublin Castle and effectively did away with its status as a
popular, patriotic newspaper. The three newspapers that contained the
greatest amount of historical evidence in relation to the Dublin Library—and,
for that matter, booksellers and commercial libraries—are the Dublin Chronicle,
the Dublin Evening Post, and the Hibernian Journal. All three were regarded as
non-sectarian, patriotic (i.e. in support of reformers in parliament) newspapers
with a sizable amount of space devoted to the promotion of literature. Indeed,
these papers, along with several others, were part of a literary and political
culture that promoted—and occasionally criticised—the activities of clubs and

societies in eighteenth-century Dublin.?°

Although the digitisation of newspapers has made access much easier,
unfortunately, this has not yet applied to eighteenth-century Irish newspapers.
For those that have been digitised and proprietary access is possible, optical
character recognition (OCR) has allowed the researcher to focus on chosen

keyword searches, thereby avoiding having to skim through pages upon pages

19 Cole, Irish Booksellers and English Writers; Kennedy, ““Book mad’: The Sale of Books by Auction in
Eighteenth-Century Dublin,” 48; Abbas, ™A Fund of entertaining and useful Information’,” 42-46; McBride,
Eighteenth-Century Ireland, 111; Dickson, Dublin, 154.

20 james Kelly, “Political Publishing, 1700-1800,” in OHIB 3, 227-229, citing Freeman’s Journal, 13 August
1773; Bartlett, Revolutionary Dublin, 18; Douglas Simes, “Ireland, 1760-1820s,” in Hannah Barker and
Simon Burrows, eds., Press, Politics and the Public Sphere in Europe and North America, 1760-1820
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002), 121; E. Magennis, “Lucas and Patriotism in Mid-Eighteenth
Century Ireland,” Irish Journal of Medical Science 184 (2015), 549; Dickson, Dublin, 205; Gillen, “"Opposition
Political Clubs and Societies,” 310.
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of minute text. However, the technology is not as reliable with old newspapers,
with text often difficult to recognise either from fading or too much ink.
Although the Freeman’s Journal has been digitised in its entirety, it contains
very little in the way of historical data on the Dublin Library.?* Most of the
newspapers, in which there is an abundance of relevant historical evidence,
have yet to be digitised and have been examined using the conventional
medium of microfilm. Time-consuming and exhausting, their availability in this
format is still far more convenient and less-cumbersome than the hardcopy

originals.??

While newspapers were integral to the examination of the origins of the Dublin
Library, prosopographical research on its 310 founding members required
several primary and tertiary sources. Yearly almanacs and directories were
important and reliable reference works, providing names, addresses, and
occupations of eighteenth-century Dubliners. The Treble Almanack, consisting
of the Gentlemen and Citizens’ Almanack, English Registry, and Wilson’s Dublin
Directory, was a contemporary ‘quick-information’ source, much like the
almanacs and telephone books of the twentieth century. For David Dickson,
the appearance of Peter Wilson’s Dublin Directory in 1751, and annually
thereafter, ‘was a sign of the complexity and scale that Dublin’s business world
had reached, for apart from London, no other city in the British world saw this
kind of regular publication for some decades’.?* As well as identifying names of
Dublin Library founding members in sections for merchants, traders, lawyers,
and physicians (to name a few), the directories in the 1790s also provided

sections with lists of members belonging to various clubs and societies.

Other sources used in identifying founding Dublin Library members were the
Alumni Dublinenses (AD) and the King’s Inns Admissions Papers (KIAP); these
are lists of students of Trinity College Dublin and/or members of the legal body

for law students, King’s Inns, respectively.?* Similarly, the Dictionary of Irish

2 The conspicuous absence of news on the Dublin Library may well reveal something about the newspaper
as well. For a discussion of newspapers, see p. 69-71.

22 The National Library of Ireland holds the bulk of the newspapers examined in this dissertation.
23 bickson, Dublin, 177.
24 AD; KIAP.
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Architects database lists architects, builders, and other tradesmen related to
the construction of houses and buildings across Ireland.?®> An ongoing, online,
tertiary-source project of the Royal Dublin Society aims to provide brief
biographies of past members of the society, founded in 1731. Several members
of the Dublin Library appear in the database and their biographies, where
available, list the members’ proposers for election into the society. %
Unfortunately, the Royal Irish Academy’s Membership Certificates project,
where past members’ documents are available online, starts from 1838; but
their minute book from the Academy’s early years is extant.?” However, Dublin
directories for the years 1791 and 1792 contain sections on the Dublin Society

and the Royal Irish Academy, with lists of their members.

Mary Pollard’s Dictionary of Members of the Dublin Book Trade, 1550-1800 is
an exhaustive reference, relevant for circulating library activity and for
gathering information on the twenty-one members of the print trade who were
Dublin Library founding members. Prosopographies of members of two Irish
political societies, the Catholic Committee and the Dublin Society of United
Irishmen have also been useful for revealing further associational activity.
Similarly, the Rebellion Papers, held in the National Archives of Ireland, include
documents in relation to the surveillance by Dublin Castle of agitators leading
up to and after the 1798 Rebellion. These include letters from informers and

informants to Dublin Castle that mention Dublin Library members.?®

Finally, the long-awaited project of a Dictionary of Irish Biography (DIB) has
been a benefit to researchers of Irish history who had previously relied on the
Oxford Dictionary of National Biography (ODNB)—and before that, the
Dictionary of National Biography (DNB) for Irish content. John Bruce Howell, in
1985, had to rely on the latter for references to the first Dublin Library

25 Irish Architectural Archive, Dictionary of Irish Architects, 1720-1940, accessed 30 November 2016,

http://www.dia.ie.
26 pps.

27 Royal Irish Academy, RIA Minute Book, vol. 1. Information gathered during visits to the Royal Irish
Academy in June 2016.

28 Pollard, Dictionary; C.). Woods, “The Personnel of the Catholic Convention, 1792-3,” Archivium
Hibernicum 57 (2003): 26-76; R.B. McDowell, “Personnel of the Dublin Society of United Irishmen, 1791-
4,” Irish Historical Studies 2, no. 5 (March 1940): 12-53; Rebellion Papers, RP/620, National Archives of
Ireland, Dublin; Bartlett, Revolutionary Dublin; McDowell, “Proceedings of the Dublin Society of United
Irishmen,” Analecta Hibernica 17 (1949): 1, 3-5, 7-143.
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committee of twenty-one, yielding him only eight entries. Today, from the two
committees of 1791 and 1792, the ODNB has entries for thirteen Dublin Library
committeemen while the DIB is a little more helpful (for this researcher) with
sixteen from a total of thirty-eight. The Dublin Library is not mentioned in any
of the entries in either dictionary—unsurprisingly, since mention of library
membership was surely not as important to the conventional biographer. But
the former numbers are significant as they appear to indicate that—especially
in the case of the DIB—many of the biographies of these committee members

have been under-researched.?

Historical Research Process

This section will describe the research process executed for this dissertation.
Before examining in detail the two main research approaches involved here, a
comparison of library catalogues has facilitated further understanding of the
subject areas where the Dublin Library Society had endeavoured to strengthen.
In the absence of institutional records, especially the proposal book in which
members were encouraged to enter their desired acquisitions, two
contemporary printed catalogues, published in 1792 and 1806, remain the only
extant primary sources with which to work. The 1792 catalogue has two
sections relevant to this research process: a list of donors and the titles they
gifted to the library; and the library catalogue itself. The latter is numbered 1-
319, but is in alphabetical order by author, not by subject, with an abbreviated
title and size, as well as location and year of publication for each record.
Catalogue entries of donated titles are conveniently marked with an asterisk;
therefore, 195 donations from 319 titles shows that there were 124 purchases

in the library’s first year.°

However, any further analysis of the library’s early holdings required a
classification system to be imposed on this catalogue. Helpfully, the 1806
catalogue was divided into sixteen subject categories. These had sub-sections

based on size and abbreviated author-title entries (not in alphabetical order)

29 Howell, Dublin Library Society, 3-4; DIB; ODNB.

30 If they were not asterisked, the humber of donations could have been determined from the separate list
of donations.
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as well as locations and years of publication within.3! Subject categories were
then allocated to all 319 titles from the 1792 catalogue using the 1806
catalogue subjects. Numbers of titles were then tallied for each subject area.
Figures from the 195 donations separated by subject show which categories
the donors strengthened with their gifts, thereby setting the foundation for a
potential purchase strategy. The purchases classified into subjects revealed
which areas of study the library intended to strengthen. Therefore, the
combined figures by subject allow for a better understanding of the motives of
acquisition for the library’s members, in the absence of archival records from

the institution.

The shortcoming of the 1806 catalogue is that it is not enumerated. Once the
figure of 1,148 book titles was tallied, a comparison could be made between
the holdings in the first catalogue and those in the second. Statistical data from
this analysis of the subject categories could also be synthesised and their
significance explored. Altogether, the study of these catalogues, as will be
shown, has resulted in conclusions supporting the contention that this
subscription library acted as a public reference library in the late-eighteenth

and early nineteenth centuries.

Here, attention focuses on the historical research process, using the
aforementioned primary and tertiary sources, supported by relevant secondary
sources. A robust and thorough examination of the secondary sources was
carried out at the beginning of the research project. Originally, the intent was
to work on a broader investigation of early public libraries in Dublin. Previous
aims and objectives reflected this. However, the perusal of those primary
sources—in other words, entry points—from the secondary works on the Dublin
Library revealed an absence of newspaper references to this subscription
library throughout the 1790s.3? The line of thinking went, if Cole were to have
uncovered fifteen more circulating libraries than Kaufman by simply skimming
the newspapers for library activity, then there must be in those newspapers,

at the very least, a notice of a newly established public subscription library in

31 pLs, catalogue, 1806.

32 Keith Manley discusses the battles between the Dublin Library Society and the newspaper and periodical
press from 1813 and later: Manley, “Jeremy Bentham has Been Banned,” 179-180.

68



Dublin. All previous sources, including the nineteenth-century histories of
Dublin (the earliest being 1811), acknowledged that the Dublin Library had
been established in May 1791.

An extensive search through late-eighteenth-century Dublin newspapers was
conducted while completing an article based on a master’s thesis.>? This
resulted in quite substantial findings in relation to the initial plans of
establishing the Dublin Library Society. Although only a difference of a month,
an issue of the Dublin Chronicle on 12 April 1791 reported that plans were
already afoot to create the—already named—Dublin Library Society. Continued
research resulted in the discovery of an earlier date of its genesis. 3
Furthermore, the tone of the official advertisements, as well as the
commentary and opinions emanating from the newspapers and their readers,
suggested that patriotic, enlightened motives and civic pride were at play in
the formation of this library service. Therefore, together with a list of the 310
founding subscribers, it was then concluded that enough historical evidence
existed to focus on an examination of the early years of the Dublin Library and

its members within the social and cultural milieu of eighteenth-century Dublin.

Clearly, as Martyn Powell and Richard Cole have suggested, contemporary
newspapers were an untapped resource for evidence when verifying historical
records, identifying and assessing societal issues, and importantly, gauging
public opinion. Caveats applied, however. In his work on consumption, Powell
warned that the ‘gnashing of teeth by patriotic editors and correspondents did
not always reflect broader consumer attitudes’. Conversely, Cole has shown
that newspaper editors, and the booksellers who gave them lucrative
advertising revenue, were successful in shaping public opinion through the
promotion of the Irish print (and reprint) trade with their ‘Buy Irish’

campaigns.>®

It is this obsession with patriotism that reverberates throughout newspaper

reportage and advertisements in the eighteenth-century Dublin press aimed at

33 Abbas, “A Fund of entertaining and useful Information,” 41-61.
34 See p. 139-141.
35 Powell, Politics of Consumption, 2; Cole, Irish Booksellers and English Writers, 14 & 22-39.
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the reading public. These papers were highly politicised, especially towards the
end of the eighteenth century when several newspapers were in the pay of the
governing authorities at Dublin Castle.?® Opposition newspapers, such as the
Dublin Chronicle, Dublin Evening Post, and the Hibernian Journal considered
themselves patriotic promoters of greater legislative independence from
Britain, a fairer balance of trade, and a relaxation of the penal laws on
Dissenters and Catholics. These expressions of democratic values and
toleration counteracted the government-subsidised conservative newspapers,
such as the Freeman’s Journal and Faulkner’s Dublin Journal who considered a
patriot to be loyal to the government. They denounced the opposition and their
newspapers as seditious and unruly. Historical research methods of
triangulation and external and internal source criticism were applied to
investigate the motivations of certain newspapers, not for an analysis of
interpretations of political history, but to determine why the opposition,
‘patriot’ papers included notices and news on the Dublin Library, while the
conservative papers did not. Therefore, the validity and authenticity of
reportage on the Dublin Library is not in question, other than a reminder of the
typical, eighteenth-century, exaggerated expressions of patriotic valour that

graced the pages of opposition papers.®’

After all, this is a relatively uncontroversial subject, compared with
international affairs and domestic unrest. On the other side, the conspicuous
absence of attention paid to the Dublin Library from the conservative press
could be regarded almost as noteworthy and indicative of their opinions than
if there were reports of criticism. This is not to say that these government-
sponsored newspapers did not encourage cultural innovation locally. The
Freeman’s Journal’s editorial in praise of public libraries in Paris concluded that

the same should be established in Dublin for the benefit of the people. Such is

36 This was vice versa as well. In his book, Padhraig Higgins highlights the politicisation of the Irish public:
‘The density of Irish political culture was also closely related to the distribution and consumption of print. As
with any study of Irish political culture in the eighteenth century, my analysis relies extensively on
contemporary newspapers. The culture of print was an inclusive instrument of politicisation”: Padhraig
Higgins, A Nation of Politicians: Gender, Patriotism, and Political Culture in Late Eighteenth-Century Ireland
(Madison, WI: University of Wisconsin Press, 2010), 9. Also, see R.B. MacDowell, “Irish Newspapers in the
Eighteenth Century,” The Crane Bag 8, no. 2 (1984): 40-43.

37 For an analysis of validity and reliability of newspapers as legitimate primary sources, see Roberto
Franzosi, “The Press as a Source of Socio-Historical Data: Issues in the Methodology of Data Collection from
Newspapers,” Historical Methods 20, no. 1 (Winter 1987): 5-7.
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an example of attempts made by these eighteenth-century newspapers on

behalf of the people, for the public good.3®

On those eighteenth-century news commentaries and advertisements that
effusively praised the efforts of booksellers and libraries as patriotic promoters
of the Irish nation, their exaggerations must not be ignored entirely. For, this
was a period of increased public participation in promoting Ireland culturally
and economically. Progressive, Enlightenment thought abroad was rubbing off
on the periphery, and it is noteworthy that the founders of the Dublin Library
said as much in their introduction to the 1792 catalogue, when they

recommended their institution ‘to every patriotic and enlightened mind’.%

This statement reflects the library’s mission of appealing to like-minds. From
a methodological perspective, it is also exemplary for stressing that such
eighteenth-century quotations in their original form are preferred to
paraphrasing in order to preserve and highlight the contemporary emotions of
the commentators and advertisers. It is also important to preserve this
unaltered style of eighteenth-century passionate prose, with its boldness of
lofty expectations and hopes that the Dublin Library will patriotically serve the
Irish people in their learning and improvement towards a more prosperous
Irish nation, distinct from the British.*® It should also be noted here that the
newspaper proprietors themselves saw their efforts, and those who ran other
periodical publications, as vital in reaching out to an expanding reading public:

Perhaps nothing has more essentially contributed to the general
improvement of this country than those periodical publications which are
communicated so extensively amongst all ranks of people; and contain
such subjects of useful information as tend to enlarge the ideas and
rectify the opinions of men.*

While the exaggeration is evident, producers of newspapers and other

periodicals were undeniably instrumental in the mass dissemination of

38 Freeman’s Journal, 3 May 1786.

39 Gillen, “Varieties of Enlightenment”; DLS, Catalogue, 1792, iv.
40 Brown, Irish Enlightenment, 10.

41 Dublin Chronicle, 28 January 1792.
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information products during a reading revolution that occurred in eighteenth-

century Ireland.*

In addition to the motives of newspapers and their editors in expressing and
shaping public opinion, a measured approach to understanding the
complexities of Irish political history—as far as it relates to the social and
cultural history of Dublin—requires attention to the general historiography of
Irish modern history. This is discussed in Chapter 4, but it is important to note
here that this is included for contextual purposes only and not as an analysis

of arguments and approaches among historians.*?

Prosopographical Research Process

Throughout the dissertation, there has been a heavy reliance on identifying the
founding members of the Dublin Library and assessing their involvement within
the cultural and social milieu of eighteenth-century Dublin. A list of founding
subscribers in the 1792 catalogue was the starting point to conduct a
prosopographical analysis. The catalogue was available as early as 16 March
1792, ten days before the election of the second committee and officers for
that year. This explains why the first committee (1791)—not the second—is
listed near the front of the 1792 catalogue.** As mentioned, the primary
purpose for this approach was to discover the occupational and social
backgrounds of the members, their affiliation with other associational bodies,
and any relationships or connections—in addition to library membership—that

could lead to a better understanding of the overall composition.

Initially, the intention was to focus solely on the first two library committees—
a total of thirty-eight committeemen and officers. It was anticipated that a
prosopography of these two early committees might help explain why these
men were selected, and, indeed, who they were. The first source used was the
Dictionary of Irish Biography (DIB), in which sixteen of the thirty-eight had
entries. The Oxford Dictionary of National Biography (ODNB)—previously the

42 McBride, Eighteenth-Century Ireland, 63.

43 For recent comments on Irish historiography, particularly for interpretations of the 1798 Irish Rebellion,
see ibid., 413.

44 publin Chronicle, 17 March 1792; DLS, Catalogue, 1792, x.
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Dictionary of National Biography—had entries for thirteen of the same sixteen
members. None of the entries mentioned the Dublin Library Society. Adequate
biographies—some full-length, some journal essays—have been written about
those sixteen Dublin Library committeemen and officers in the DIB.*> However,
the remaining twenty-two would prove much more challenging. Therefore, of
the thirty-eight, at this point, it was clear that a prosopographical analysis of
these men would first require a system involving the perusal of numerous
primary and tertiary sources to extract the relevant data, and the criteria for

what to extract needed to be devised beforehand.

First, the thirty-eight names from the two committees were listed in
alphabetical order in an Excel spreadsheet. The names were recorded in
precisely the same manner as the 1791 list and the library’s notice for the 1792
committee was included in at least three Dublin newspapers. For example,
beside Arthur Browne’s name were letters indicating some of his credentials:
‘Arthur Browne, L.L.D., S.F.T.C.D., M.R.I.A". Immediately, he is recognised as
Doctor of Law, Senior Fellow of Trinity College Dublin, and Member of the Royal
Irish Academy. In the case of Theobald McKenna (M.D., M.R.I.A.), he is
identified as a physician and a member of the Royal Irish Academy.*® These
two are examples of simple, straightforward identification of two main
historical questions posed by this prosopography: occupation and associational
activity. There were strong connections between the committeemen of the
Dublin Library and the Royal Irish Academy, and the latter’s reputation as a
respectable intellectual body is evident by the inclusion of ‘M.R.I.A.” next to

those who were affiliated with it.

In most cases, however, there was no occupational indication. Joseph Cooper
Walker had ‘Esq., M.R.I.A." next to his name, indicating that he was a member
of the Royal Irish Academy but with no discernible occupational title. It was
clear that he was not a physician, TCD fellow, or, for that matter, a Member of

Parliament (M.P.). In this case, his DIB entry describes him as a clerk in the

4> From the thirty-eight, only John Archer, bookseller to the Dublin Library Society, has been the subject a
biographical essay despite having no dedicated entry in the Dictionary of Irish Biography; see Kennedy, “The
Domestic and International Trade of an Eighteenth-Century Dublin Bookseller,” 94-105.

46 bLs, catalogue, 1792, x.
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Court of Exchequer at the Treasury Office in Dublin Castle. This is matched
with the same name and occupation in a Dublin directory for the year 1792.%
That he was designated with an honorific of ‘Esq.” indicates his respectability
in the community. Indeed, his Royal Irish Academy membership suggests that
there was more to the man than simply being a civil servant. Further research
revealed that he was a distinguished antiquarian, aesthete, and author. For
the twenty-two of the thirty-eight without DIB entries, the Dublin directories
for 1792 were examined for matching names. With separate listings for
physicians, lawyers, merchants and traders, this primary source was useful for
identifying these committeemen in their respective occupational categories.
For example, ‘James Bradish, Esq.’ appears as a Dublin Library Society
Committee member for 1792. The inclusion of ‘Esquire’ usually connotes either
a landed gentleman or one of the respectable professions (other than M.D.,
M.P., F.T.C.D., etc.).*® In Bradish’s case, he appears in a list of attorneys in a
1792 Dublin directory: ‘Bradish (James), K.C.E. [King’s Bench, Common-Pleas,
Exchequer], Solicitor-in-Chancery, Aungier-street’. ** In this same list of
attorneys are colleagues George Barnes, Colley Grattan, and John
Fullerton—all fellow Dublin Library Committee members. Already, a pattern
has emerged of these attorneys—all Solicitors in Chancery, save Barnes—
participating in the Dublin Library Society through their subscription and
subsequent election to its committee, and, by extension, associational activity

in eighteenth-century Dublin.

However, questions remained unanswered as to their link to the Dublin Library.
At this point, the historical data extracted from the Dublin directories were
inserted into separate columns in the prosopography spreadsheet with the
names of the two Dublin Library committees. Each column represented a detail
relating to each member that, when combined, could provide a short
biographical sketch with specific prosopographical characteristics that could
add to further knowledge of the composition of the library’s committeemen.
Birthdates and death dates were recorded, wherever possible. To limit the

number of occupational categories, a column was allocated for broad

47 pIB; Watson, Almanack, 1792, 59.
48 An explanation of ‘Esq.” in the context of eighteenth-century Dublin is discussed on p. 187.
49 wop 1792, 119.
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categories that included any related occupations. For instance, ‘Legal’ was used
as an occupational category for barristers and attorneys; the ‘Medical’ category
consisted of physicians, surgeons, and apothecaries. Separate columns were
used for marking which members were involved in clubs and societies such as
the Dublin Society, the Royal Irish Academy, the Catholic Committee, the
United Irishmen, and the charitable Abecedarian Society, to name a few. For
context, addresses were recorded, as were any other information linking one
committeeman with another. For example, Samuel Walker and Joseph
Cooper Walker were brothers and both served on the inaugural library
committee in 1791.°° Also, a biographical entry in the DIB revealed that J.C.
Walker, Edward Ledwich, and the Earl of Charlemont (first president of the
Dublin Library) were all active in the Royal Irish Academy and as part of a
‘literary circle’ of friends.”! All these types of historical and biographical facts
were inserted into the relevant spreadsheet columns and research was
conducted to determine primarily the composition of the committees by the
broad occupational categories of Academic, Clerical, Legal, Medical, Mercantile,
Gentlemen, and others. Also, statistics were used to show how many were
members of particular societies. This was supported by such relevant
research—where possible—on who proposed whom into those societies that
required proposers for admission by ballot. For instance, a physician, William
Drennan proposed a brewer, John Sweetman for membership into the
Dublin Society of United Irishmen in November 1792.°% Drennan was President
of the United Irishmen at the time, and both he and Sweetman served together

on the Dublin Library Committee for the same year.

This is known because of extant proceedings and lists of the Dublin Society of
United Irishmen, a political organisation that advocated greater legislative, and
later, republican independence from Britain. Formed six months after the
establishment of the Dublin Library, an informer to Dublin Castle documented
occurrences of the meetings and, importantly, the proposers and candidates

for admission to the political club. The historian R.B. McDowell compiled a

50 Nevin, “Joseph Cooper Walker, 1761-1810,” 152-153.

>1 Rosemary Richey, “Walker, Joseph Cooper,” in James McGuire and James Quinn, eds., Dictionary of Irish
Biography, 9:702-703.

52 McDowell, “Proceedings,” 40.
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prosopography of these members from 1791 to 1794. Through this, and from
other research, five Dublin Library committeemen were members of the Dublin
United Irishmen, with another two affiliated at some point.>®> However, upon
the discovery that an additional twenty-seven founding members of the Dublin
Library were also identified as members of the Dublin United Irishmen
(bringing the confirmed total to 32)—second only to the Royal Irish Academy
(35), in terms of other societies—the idea of enlarging the prosopographical
analysis to include all founding members from the 1792 Dublin Library Society
list was thought to carry greater overall significance for understanding the
composition of the library’s entire membership. Although a formidable
challenge, it has resulted in a complete prosopographical analysis of
occupational breakdown and associational activity. McDowell noted the
importance of such an undertaking in his rationale for the United Irishmen list:

About the other political clubs of this period we can discover only a few
fragmentary facts. But the Dublin Society of United Irishmen contained
several men with literary leanings, and what is even more important,
met in the capital, at a time when the government, owing to events
abroad, was particularly anxious to know what was going on in left-wing
circles.”*

In his list of 425 United Irish members, McDowell identified their occupations,
addresses, dates of admission, and other relevant information. Significantly,
he highlighted the large number of members from the cloth trade, and a sizable
number of professionals (including fifty-six lawyers) who joined the society.
Through the identification of occupations and backgrounds, McDowell could
conclude that the composition was primarily middle-class and that a significant
portion were advocates promoting Irish national interests, including fairer
terms of trade with Britain and beyond. > Caution was exercised in the
matching of names from these documents with the Dublin Library Society list.
For example, Matthew Young, a woollen-draper in Francis Street is listed as a

United Irishman and therefore not the same Rev. Matthew Young from

>3 McDowell, “Personnel,” 12-53. Members were: William Drennan, Lewis Lyons, Theobald McKenna, William
James MacNeven, and John Sweetman. Richard Kirwan was said to have joined in 1795 and Joseph Pollock
reportedly attended at least one meeting but did not join. For Dublin Library members who were Dublin
United Irishmen, see p. 230-245.

>4 McDowell, “Personnel,” 12.

>3 McDowell, “Personnel,” 15-17. There were also fourteen members from the print trade in this list: ibid.,
15. When isolating ‘intellectuals’ within the society, McDowell combined ‘the legal and medical elements’
with the booksellers and ‘a few miscellaneous individuals’ to reach the number of ninety-nine: ibid, 16.
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Trinity College Dublin.*® However, physicians Henry Kennedy and Walter Wade
in the United Irishmen list were likely the same Henry Kennedy, M.D. and
Walter Wade, M.D. that appear in the Dublin Library list, especially since they
both appear as members of the College of Physicians in the Dublin directory
for 1792.>

Recently, C.]J. Woods compiled a prosopography of delegates to the Catholic
Convention, a meeting of Irish Catholic political leaders who represented the
Catholic Committee, the political group who pressed for relaxation and removal
of penal laws enforced on Catholics and Dissenters by the minority Anglican
ruling class. The surviving “"Minute Book of the Catholic Committee, 1773-92"
provides evidence of participation in this society by future Dublin Library
members. Woods also noted that the composition of this society was drawn
largely from middle class Dubliners but stressed that the term ‘merchant’ could
loosely refer to small businessmen or owners of large-scale business
interests.>® All these lists were used to extract data on Dublin Library founding
members who were members of such political societies as the United Irishmen
and the Catholic Committee. In the case of ‘Mr’ Lewis Lyons, his name is
included in a list of members of the charitable Abecedarian Society, for aid of
distressed schoolteachers, but he does not appear, nor is his occupation
evident, in the Dublin directories for 1791 or 1792. However, both
prosopographies identified him as a schoolmaster in Arran Quay, Dublin.*
Therefore, as Woods has noted, prosopographies of one institution could
stimulate and enhance further research by providing information on lesser-
known individuals hidden or absent in the conventional sources.®® Accordingly,
these prosopographies have acted as templates for those that appear in the

appendices below.

%% Ibid., 53; DLS Catalogue, 1792, x.
>7 McDowell, “Personnel,” 38 & 51; DLS, Catalogue, 1792, xviii & xxiii; WDD 1792, 132.

58 Woods, “Catholic Convention”; Edwards, “Catholic Committee”; Woods, “Catholic Convention,” 28-30;
Smyth, Men of No Property, 141.

59 McDowell, “Personnel,” 39; Woods, “Catholic Convention,” 57. Dublin Library Society founding members,
Sisson Putland Darling, John McCrea, and Samuel Whyte, are all identified as schoolmasters in a section
titled ‘Merchants & Traders’ in WDD 1792, 67, 34, 103 (respectively).

60 McDowell’s research in 1940 of newspapers in the 1780s resulted in his discovery of an advertisement by
Lyons of the opening of his school in 1787: McDowell, “Personnel,” 39, citing Dublin Evening Post, 6
September 1787. For Lyons, McDowell (repeated by Woods) makes the only reference to the Dublin Library
Society, noting that he was: *‘Member of committee of Dublin Literary Society’: ibid, 39; Woods, “Catholic
Convention,” 57.
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Other lists, such as the Trinity College Dublin Alumni Dublinenses and the
King’s Inns Admission Papers, were used to corroborate any information
already obtained from the directories and elsewhere, or, for that matter, when
individuals could not be identified from the directories. They also provided
further useful information such as dates of birth and death, as well as years of
study. These were also invaluable to prove that the students in these lists were
indeed the same persons that appeared on the Dublin Library list. For instance,
George Barnes is a common name. He appears as ‘George Barnes, Esq.’ in the
1792 Dublin Library members list and is recorded as an attorney in a Dublin
directory of the same year. The honorific ‘Esq.’ given by the Dublin Library fits
the designated, respectable legal profession. Added confirmation that this was
the same George Barnes came from two other sources. First is an entry in the
King’s Inns Admission Papers that, in addition to revealing that he was the son
of a barrister, gives his year of birth (1767), entry to the English inns in 1791,
and his admission to the bar in 1795. The second source is from inscriptions in
a book that Barnes donated to the Dublin Library Society in June 1791: ‘A
present to the Dublin Library from Mr. George June 14th 1791’; and ‘Ex libris
George Barnes 1767’. Therefore, it can be asserted that George Barnes, Esq.
was initially an attorney at the time of the publication of the 1792 directory
and that his birth year in the King’s Inns records matches that of the inscription
in his book donation to the subscription library of which he was a founding
committee member. Also, from the title page of his Rights of the Imperial

Crown of Ireland Asserted and Maintained (1799), he is noted as a barrister.5!

Any explanation of the use of '‘Esq.’” next to the name of a Dublin Library
founding member could be aided by equal attention paid to the use of ‘Mr’
before the name. McDowell notes that ‘Esq.” was used for the ‘respectable
members of the middle class’. However, this is somewhat problematic as by
the end of the eighteenth century, well-respected and prosperous businessmen

like booksellers John Archer and Richard Edward Mercier could well have

61 KIAP, 20. The book was Louis de Bougainville's Voyage to Falkland’s Islands...: Rulon-Miller Books [Online
Sales Catalogue Entry For] The History of a Voyage to the Malouine (or Falkland) Islands, Made in 1763 and
1764 ... Translated from Dom Pernety's Historical Journal, Written in French. The Second Edition, accessed
2 October 2017, https://www.rulon.com/pages/books/26328/antoine-joseph-pernety/the-history-of-a-
voyage-to-the-malouine-or-falkland-islands-made-in-1763-and-1764-in-order-to-form-a. An entry for this
donation from Barnes appears in DLS, Catalogue, 1792, xxv; Barnes, Rights of the Imperial Crown of Ireland
Asserted and Maintained.
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deserved that honorific, in its late-eighteenth-century usage. Archer was the
first bookseller to the Dublin Library and Mercier was the elected secretary. It
is possible that shopkeepers (*Mr’) were separated from merchants (‘Esq.”)
using these devices. Yet, anomalies occur, as while most merchants were
designated with ‘Esq.’, Bartholomew Maziere, the owner of Bartholomew
Maziere & Co., Merchants, was listed with ‘Mr’ rather than ‘Esq.’ in the Dublin
Library list. Rare occupations also posed challenges. When attempting to
establish the profession of ‘Mr’ Thomas Harding, M.R.I.A., he was finally
located in the ‘Merchants and Traders’ section of a Dublin directory: ‘Harding
(Thomas) Mathematician, Trinity-place’, explaining the puzzlement of his
election to a premier academic society in Ireland without the social designation

of ‘Esq.’ like most of his peers.®?

Faced with the challenge of homonyms in different primary and tertiary
sources, without any further indication of definitively identifying the desired
individual, the prosopographer can take context into account. However, the
range of occupations of founding members of the Dublin Library makes it
difficult to identify the correct one simply on context. For instance, there are
three men named William Allen contemporary to the foundation of the Dublin
Library Society. One is ‘Inspector of Tobacco, Wine & Porter Merchants’ and
another is an attorney. The third is a print seller.®® There would be nothing out
of the ordinary in any three of these occupations, as there are several other
civil servants, attorneys, and members of the print trade who subscribed to
the Dublin Library. However, given that the 1792 Dublin Library list
consistently regarded members of the print trade as ‘Mr’, and that civil servants
and attorneys were listed as ‘Esq.’, it is more likely that William Allen, map and

print-seller, was the most accurate of the three.

Reliance on a single printed list of the Dublin Library founding members has its
obstacles in the form of typographical errors or imperfections. The names of
the committeemen and officers are repeated in the contemporary newspapers

but the entire list of founding members was not. Therefore, it can be time-

62 McDowell, “Personnel,” 17; WDD 1792, 72; DLS, Catalogue, 1792, xix; WDD 1792, 51. For an explanation
of ‘Esq.” as it pertains to gentlemen, see p. 187.

63 Verboven et al., “Art of Prosopography,” 58; WDD 1792, 118, 13; Pollard, Dictionary, 6-7.
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consuming when one searches for a name that is misspelled in the first place.
For example, perhaps the result of an imperfection in the ink, Edward Sohan
in the printed list appears to be ‘Mr Edward Soban’. However, Soban is an
unattested surname. As it turned out, in other primary sources, there was an
apothecary named Edward Sohan who shared a business with a fellow Dublin
Library founding member, Mr William Lionel Jenkins, called Jenkins &
Sohan, Apothecaries (6 College Green). The Sentimental and Masonic
Magazine listed Edward Sohan as a warden of a Masonic lodge in Palace Street,
Dublin and he was also implicated in the harbouring of a fugitive United

Irishman in 1798, based on files kept at Dublin Castle on subversive activity.®*

The most reliable tertiary source for identifying members of the Dublin print
trade in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries is Mary Pollard’s Dictionary
of Members of the Dublin Book Trade, 1550-1800. This was used for identifying
all the Dublin Library founding members who toiled in the print trade as
drawing masters, booksellers, newspaper proprietors, and circulating library
keepers, to name a few. It was also invaluable for recording business
partnerships. For instance, both John Archer and William Jones worked for
Luke White during the latter’'s bookselling phase. Archer and Jones both
acquired the celebrated library of Denis Daly in 1792 and commissioned James
Vallance to sell the books at auction in rooms at Vallance’s house, 6 Eustace

Street—also the home of the Dublin Library Society.®®

Another example of a business partnership discovered among Dublin Library
founding subscribers was that of Randal McAllister and Arthur Grueber who
became partners after Grueber’s apprenticeship with Luke White ended.
Grueber and McAllister parted just months before they joined the Dublin
Library, with McAllister later forming a joint publishing venture with another
bookseller James Moore. Grueber, who later became Librarian of the Dublin
Library Society (1807-1820), published Edward Ledwich’s Antiquities of

64 DLS, Catalogue, 1792, 22; Verboven et al., “Art of Prosopography,” 61-62; WDD 1792, 56; Registry of
Deeds Project Ireland. Registry of Irish Deeds, Memorial no. 334589, 30 March 1798, accessed 29 January
2017, http://irishdeedsindex.net/index.html; Sentimental and Masonic Magazine, April 1794, 294; “County
of the City of Dublin. Examination of Edward Sohan of No. 156 Great Britain Street, in the County of the
said City, Apothecary,” Rebellion Papers, 620/37/162, National Archives of Ireland, Dublin.

®5 pollard, Dictionary, 11-12.
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Ireland at the end of 1789.% Pollard’s work also incorporated relationships
between bookseller/publisher and author, and these are included in this study

where both (or all) parties were Dublin Library members.

John Archer also employed Richard Edward Mercier in his bookselling
business before the latter started his own. This was around the time of the
beginning of the Dublin Library Society and Archer was chosen as bookseller
to the library and Mercier elected secretary. Mercier, a Huguenot, called his
business Mercier & Co., with a silent partner, identified by Pollard as John
Dumoulin (also Huguenot), but with no reference to his occupation.®” Only
Dumoulin’s wife, ‘Pollina’ was listed as a boarding-school mistress in the Dublin
directories.®® The business connection between Mercier and Dumoulin (and the
latter’'s occupation) can be explained through information provided in the
King’s Inns Admissions Papers on the Dumoulins’ son, John Franklin: ‘3™ son
of John, Dublin, wine merchant, and Pauline Mercier’, sister of the bookseller.®®
Hence, the extraction of historical data from various sources, once analysed
and synthesised, can allow one to explain the connection between two fellow
Dublin Library members—in this case, Mercier and Dumoulin. The Iatter
(discussed below) was also involved with his wife in the Abecedarian Society
(for distressed schoolteachers) along with several other Dublin Library
founding members. Therefore, one can draw the conclusion that many of these
members were familiar with each other as they engaged in associational
activity in eighteenth-century Dublin. In the case of Dumoulin, his motivation
for joining the library likely had more to do with his interest in books and his
support for his brother-in-law and business partner, than the fact that he was

a wine merchant.

Unfortunately, connections such as these were not as frequent and clear as
any researcher would desire. James Bradish was one of twenty-eight
attorneys who joined the Dublin Library Society at the same time. He was

elected to the 1792 committee along with fellow attorneys, Colley Grattan, and

%6 1bid., 261-262.

67 The name of the bookselling business was changed to Richard Mercier & Co. in 1793: ibid., 173.
%8 oD 1792, 39.

69 k1ap, 146.
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John Fullerton—all Solicitors in Chancery.”® Apart from that, not much else was
gathered in terms of biographical data on Bradish. Thomas Archdeakon, Jr.
was another committeeman about whom very little is known. Archdeakon was
an artist and engraver, having worked on a publication by Samuel Whyte.”*
It is curious then how these committeemen were not necessarily prominent in

society yet both were elected to committees of the Dublin Library.

As part of the historical research into the Dublin Library, John Archer’s General
Book-Repository has been regarded as the forerunner to the idea of the
subscription library (discussed below). Set up above his shop, this was a sort
of literary meeting-place for locals. There is no information on the composition
of this group but Archer did have a loyal group of subscribers to his numerous
publications—often Dublin reprints of London imprints. In the eighteenth
century, publication by subscription was a popular procedure, with the
purchaser leaving a deposit in advance to cover the cost of publication. The
buyer often would be familiar with the bookseller/publisher as a regular
customer or friend. In some cases, subscription lists indicated familiarity
between the author and the subscribers. In her study of the readership of
books in eighteenth-century Ireland, Maire Kennedy found that these lists were
‘usually not a random collection of names; the persons tended to be linked in
one or more ways’. A study of three subscription lists around the time of the
establishment of the Dublin Library Society reveals that Archdeakon Jr.,
Bradish, Dumoulin, Fullerton and Grattan were all active subscribers to Archer’s
publications.”® This will be discussed in detail below but it is possible that an
analysis of subscription lists from this period could shed light on the

participation of some Dublin Library members who were less-prominent in

70 yibernian Journal, 2 April 1792; WDD 1792, 119-123.

71 Samuel Whyte, A Collection of Poems on Various Subjects, Including the Theatre: A Didactic Essay,
(Dublin: Printed for Robert Marchbank, 1792), viii.

72 Maire Kennedy, “The Readership of Books in Ireland, 1700-1800,” Revue LISA/LISA E-Journal [Online]
III, no. 1 (2005): 41. The lists examined were in: Thomas Pennant, Some Account of London, 3™ ed. (Dublin:
Printed for John Archer, 1791); Luis de Camoéns and William Julius Mickle, The Lusiad: Or, the Discovery of
India. An Epic Poem. Translated From the Original Portuguese of Luis De Camoéns, 3™ ed. (Dublin: Printed
by Graisberry and Campbell, for John Archer, 1791); and Philip Yorke Hardwicke, et al. Athenian Letters,
Or, the Epistolary Correspondence of an Agent of the King of Persia, Residing At Athens During the
Peloponnesian War: Containing the History of the Times, in Dispatches to the Ministers of State At the
Persian Court: Besides Letters On Various Subjects between Him and His Friends (Dublin: John Archer,
1792).
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Dublin’s eighteenth-century associational world but had developed

relationships with other sections of society through this publication procedure.

As mentioned above, some societies admitted new members only after two
proposers put forward their names for election. The recording of proposers,
therefore, has been extremely useful and reliable in determining relationships
and connections among members of these societies. The Dublin Library did not
require proposers or elections for admission (only elections at the committee
and officer level) but the Royal Irish Academy and the Dublin Society did.
Records for the relevant years (1785-1800) are not extant for the Royal Irish
Academy but the Royal Dublin Society’s Past Members Database has been
extensively consulted in this prosopographical research.”®> Wherever records
exist, proposers of past members are included in a member’'s entry in the
appending prosopographies. These have revealed some startling findings that
were otherwise difficult to uncover in the secondary literature, and indeed in
other primary sources. For instance, the successful silk merchant William
Cope was a staunch advocate of the Anglican Ascendancy through
enforcement and maintenance of the oppressive penal laws on Catholics and
Dissenters. He was admitted into the Dublin Society in 1772 and five years
later, proposed Thomas Braughall, a prosperous Catholic silk merchant, into
the Dublin Society. The data gathered, analysed and synthesised from the
primary and tertiary sources again reveals the dynamics of such
prosopographical research. The ascent of the wealthy Dublin merchant
Jeremiah D’Olier in the capital is an example here. From the RDS records,
Cope and Braughall both proposed D’Olier for election to the Dublin Society on
26 January 1792. D'Olier was then appointed as a Director of the Bank of
Ireland in late-March 1792 and elected to the 1792 Dublin Library Society
committee a few days later.” This illustrates the importance of using the

primary and tertiary sources for the prosopographical method to enhance our

73 RDS. Interest in prosopography is growing. The organisers of the Royal Irish Academy Certificates of
Membership project note on their website that ‘the information contained in the extant certificates can inform
us about the composition of the membership over time and can yield other data, e.g. who were the
proposers, were some members more active than others in proposing candidates for election? What were
their affiliations? Who were the movers and shakers? Can the certificates provide us with information about
antiquarian or scientific networks?’ Unfortunately, for this study, at the time of writing, the earliest certificate
uploaded was for 1838: Royal Irish Academy Membership Certificates, 1785-1920, accessed 25 October
2017, https://www.ria.ie/library/library-projects/ria-membership-certificates-1785-1920.

74 RDS; Hibernian Journal, 30 March 1792; Hibernian Journal, 2 April 1792.
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understanding of associational culture and the shaping of the social milieu in

eighteenth-century Dublin.

Conclusion

Using historical research methods, particularly a prosopographical approach,
primary, secondary, and tertiary sources have been consulted to piece together
a history of the origins of the Dublin Library Society and a study of its founding
members. This provides evidence of their participation in associational activity,
as part of the social and cultural environment of eighteenth-century Dublin. In
the absence of minute books, admissions registers and other institutional
documentation, newspapers—a largely neglected primary source—have been
consulted extensively. Other primary and tertiary sources yielded a sizable
amount of historical data that was inserted into an Excel spreadsheet and
matched with the names of the Dublin Library founding members from a list in
the library’s printed catalogue of 1792. Originally, a prosopography was
envisioned only for the first two Dublin Library committees of 1791 and 1792.
A sociogram of these officers and committeemen (p. 164) shows how
connected these members were with one another and with their membership
in the same societies. However, after further research, it was decided that a
more comprehensive picture of the occupational composition and associational
participation of all 310 founding members would give a more complete picture
of the library’s membership, and be a useful contribution to Irish library
history, associational history and the social history of eighteenth-century
Dublin. Although the Dictionary of Irish Biography is still an ongoing project,
to date, only forty-nine out of 310 founding members (16%) have entries.”
By the end of this research process, eight Dublin Library members remained

unidentifiable.

Wherever they existed, connections involving Dublin Library founding
members have been highlighted and explored in the chapters below and in the
appending prosopographies. This is by no means exhaustive or complete. It
must be emphasised that the prosopographical analysis here is not the sole

basis of this historical investigation. Therefore, limitations on the breadth of

7> DIB (online edition), accessed 29-30 October 2016, http://dib.cambridge.org.
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historical questions asked of each Dublin Library member were imposed.
Occupation and associational activity were the two main research objectives in
the prosopography. Determining the occupations of the founding members
would contribute towards a greater understanding of the composition of the
eighteenth-century library. Participation in more than one institution and
connections among Dublin Library founding members through involvement in
other societies were also explored. Greater, in-depth genealogical research
may well have further enhanced this work had prosopography been the focus
of the dissertation. Also, a sociographical exploration into the library’s
members—whereby the relations among different social groups are analysed—
may also have produced significant results.”® Further research in this area
would be useful. However, the combination of historical research on the
establishment of the Dublin Library and a general prosopography of its
members has been intended to place this largely ignored subscription library
in the context of the social and political surroundings in the late-eighteenth
century. Concentration only on one area would reduce the overall aim of the
project. Moreover, the time-period of this study on a library that lasted ninety
years has been intentionally limited to the first decade to focus on its
establishment and founding members. While the range of prosopographical
study includes several years before 1791, concluding observations of the
library’s reputation for cross-confessional inclusivity extends into the

nineteenth century.

Also, a comparative analysis of the library’s first two catalogues resulted in
findings that ultimately support the aim and objectives of this research. A
statistical study of the subject areas has provided more evidence of the
formation of the library as a public reference library facility. Together with
results from the unprecedented combination of historical and prosopographical
methods on the Dublin Library, the findings here will make a significant
contribution to the resurrection of a ‘lost library culture’” from which

‘mainstream’ historiography will benefit.”’

76 Verboven et al., “Art of Prosopography,” 40-41.

7 Towsey, “Book Use and Sociability in Lost Libraries of the Eighteenth Century,” 433-434; Rose,
“Alternative Futures for Library History,” 53.
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Finally, while this dissertation sets out to place the Dublin Library Society as a
venue of the Enlightenment in late-eighteenth-century Ireland, this is not a
study of the arguments for and against the appearance of the Enlightenment
in Ireland, nor is it a study of Enlightenment books available in the library. This
would have enlarged the scope of the overall aim of the project resulting in a
significant shift in subject discipline from library history to the history of ideas
and reading. While related to this study, their inclusion would affect the
concentration on the Dublin Library and its members as a study of its early
years and the public perception of the institution as a key part of the intellectual

and cultural fabric of Dublin at the time.

86



Part Two:

Eighteenth-Century Irish Society
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Chapter 4: Historical Context to 1791

In reviewing the relevant literature, Chapter 2 discussed the merits of
expanding library history to incorporate other areas of historical study. For
instance, by engaging with wider, mainstream history, the investigation of a
library can help identify the cultural milieu of a society. Chapter 3 introduced
the methodological tools used to help widen the scope of a study to explore
that library’s impact on society. This chapter and the next will eschew ‘mere
shallow references to context’ that may have sufficed in a conventional library
history, and explore the relevant historical themes that occurred in Dublin.
Additionally, an examination of early public libraries and the print trade in
Dublin into the last decade of the eighteenth-century will illustrate the
environment in which the Dublin Library was established in 1791. Importantly,
historical coverage continues after the origins of the library are examined, as
part of the role the library and its members played in ‘constructing society’ in

Dublin into the nineteenth century.!

To begin with broad trends in Irish historiography, it is worth noting that the
interpretation of Irish history has encountered a number of stages: from the
‘colonial” of the English conquerors and their Anglican representatives in
Ireland® to the ‘nationalist’ of the conquered, mainly Irish Catholic majority
who eventually won independence in the 1920s.®> In recent years, the ‘New
Historians’ who ‘perpetuated the approach of their Victorian predecessors’,*

were countered by ‘revisionists’ who, not wishing to return to the ‘nationalist’

1 Rose, “Alternative Futures for Library History,” 56; Black, “New Methodologies in Library History,” 80;
Rose, “Alternative Futures for Library History,” 53-54; Towsey, “"Book Use and Sociability in Lost Libraries
of the Eighteenth Century,” 437.

2 A contemporary example being: Sir Richard Musgrave, Memoirs of the Different Rebellions in Ireland...
(Dublin: Printed by Robert Marchbank, 1801), recently the subject of a re-interpretation: James Kelly, Sir
Richard Musgrave, 1746-1818: Ultra-Protestant Ideologue (Dublin: Four Courts Press, 2009). For an
analysis of conflicting interpretations of Irish history along confessional lines, see Brown, Irish
Enlightenment, 323-330.

3 McBride, Eighteenth-Century Ireland, 1. For an Irish nationalistic piece at the time of independence, see
Daniel Corkery, The Hidden Ireland: A Study of Gaelic Munster in the Eighteenth Century (Dublin: M.H. Gill
and Son, 1925); McBride, Eighteenth-Century Ireland, 7-8. For a recent overview of Irish historiography,
see D. George Boyce and Alan O'Day (eds.) The Making of Modern Irish History: Revisionism and the
Revisionist Controversy (London: Routledge, 1996), particularly S.J. Connolly, “Eighteenth-Century Ireland:
Colony or ancien régime?”, 15-33.

4 McBride, Eighteenth-Century Ireland, 1. By the ‘New Historians’, McBride refers to the eight-volume project
begun in 1976: A New History of Ireland (Oxford, 1976-1986). A second edition appeared in 2008.
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interpretation, strove to strike a balance among the previous ones.” Finally,
particularly for the eighteenth century, ‘post-revisionists’ and their successors
have sought to right the perceived wrongs of their predecessors through a
more holistic approach, incorporating contemporary writings—English and
Irish, Protestant and Catholic—within a wider European context of the ancien

régime.®

For the eighteenth century, four main characteristics in Irish history—primarily
in Dublin—apply, with regards to the historical context of the establishment of
the Dublin Library Society in 1791. First is the concept of patriotism that,
although its interpretation changed from the fifteenth century to the end of the
eighteenth century, nonetheless continued to be a significant theme
throughout. The second characteristic, the Anglican Ascendancy, is vital in
understanding the relationship among the ruling classes and the ruled in
eighteenth-century Dublin. Two further points—the emergence and
subsequent expansion of the public sphere and Enlightenment ideals—both
helped shape a changing narrative in Georgian Dublin, influenced in part by
trends abroad. All four characteristics gradually coalesced in the eighteenth
century, adding to an understanding of the environment in which the Dublin
Library Society was established and flourished for almost a century. Indeed,
by the end of this study, it will be evident that the Dublin Library was founded
in part to embody these shifting societal attitudes. Before delving into the
historical background, a brief look at education and literacy will provide some
context as to who participated in the expansion of print culture and the

establishment of early public libraries in the eighteenth century.

Literacy and Education

Eighteenth-century Ireland was essentially an Ascendancy public sphere—and
an English-speaking one. The Irish language was spoken among Catholics who
may not necessarily have known how to read and write in their native

language. The Catholic elite and the emerging professional and merchant

> McBride, Eighteenth-Century Ireland, 2-5. McBride cites the start of Irish historical revisionism at the
launch of the academic journal, Irish Historical Studies (1938): McBride, Eighteenth-Century Ireland, 4.

6 Ibid., 5-18; 412-413. McBride counts himself as a post-revisionist and this is reflected in the series of
which his book is a part: The New Gill History of Ireland (6 vols.).
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classes were proficient in English, especially in Dublin.” For Catholics and
Dissenters, the penal laws restricted education at Trinity College Dublin until
1793. Many of the wealthier Catholics studied abroad, at the Irish colleges
across continental Europe. Catholics were not allowed to practice law (until
1794) but could take up medicine as a vocation after training on the Continent.
Furthermore, Catholics were forbidden to teach in schools but this was not
strictly followed. Given the printing of chapbooks, and other Catholic devotional
works by Catholic booksellers like James Hoey and Thomas McDonnell, the
overall network of production and dissemination suggests that there was
greater demand despite the combined discouragement from the Ascendancy

penal laws and the Catholic Church.

Estimated literacy levels were the highest among Irish Presbyterians—with its
sizable middle class—largely based in Ulster. Education and literacy among the
poorer Protestants in Dublin was almost as low as that of the poorer Catholics.
For Dublin, literacy levels were roughly 65% of males and 45% of females who
could read.® The level of wealth was a significant factor but religion was also
influential as the Catholic approach tended towards orality and to follow the
papal bull Unigenitus (1713) that ‘condemned the proposition that the reading
of scripture was for all’. The Protestant approach, on the other hand, aimed at
urging people to read the scriptures.’ Indeed, there may well have been a hint
of Anglican Ascendancy patriotism in the tone of Archbishop of Armagh, James
Ussher, who seeking to usurp Ireland’s ancient past, posited in the early
seventeenth century that the Protestant Reformation ‘merely restored Irish
Christianity to the purity represented by the bibliocentric and non-Roman
church created by St. Patrick’.*°

/ Maureen Wall, “The Rise of a Catholic Middle Class in Eighteenth-Century Ireland,” Irish Historical Studies
11, no. 42 (September 1958): 91-115; Niall O Ciosain and Clare Hutton, “The History of the Book in Ireland,”
in Michael F. Suarez and H.R. Woudhuysen, eds., The Oxford Companion to the Book (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2010), 194.

8 That is, opposed to simply being able to sign one’s name: O Ciosain, Print and Popular Culture in Ireland,
1750-1850 (Dublin: Lilliput Press, 2010), 39, 57. Official statistics for literacy in the eighteenth century are
not extant due to the destruction of the Public Record Office during the civil war that raged in Dublin in
1922.

9 McBride, Eighteenth-Century Ireland, 57; Gillespie, Reading Ireland: Print, Reading and Social Change in
Early Modern Ireland (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2005), 44. Brian Burch suggests ‘the
problem of language was compounded by religion: much of the educational effort was inextricably tied up
with continuing vain attempts to convert the Catholic Irish to Protestantism’: Brian Burch, “Libraries and
Literacy in Popular Education,” in CHLBI 2, 371-372.

10 Sean Connolly, “Patriotism and Nationalism,” in Alvin Jackson, ed., The Oxford Handbook of Modern Irish
History (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014), 22.

90



By the late-eighteenth century, however, there was support from enlightened
circles for an inclusive education system, with a school in each parish and a
‘great school’ in every county, for the benefit of the children of Ireland and the
greater good of the national project:

Those of less promising abilities are to be instructed in such branches of
useful literature as may best suit their capacities, to fit them for trade,
mechanical avocations, or for the sea, so as that they may have the
advantage of education and theory to enable them to attain the greater
degree of perfection in the practical parts of each. By these means
national poverty and insignificance, the never failing consequences of
ignorance and idleness, will be effectually obviated, while a progressive
improvement in learning, arts, manufactures and commerce, add a daily
increase to the strength and riches of the State. The children of Roman
Catholics, and every other religious description, will be admitted to a
participation of these essential national advantages.'!
For some, however, one of the intentions of the Ascendancy was to purposely
keep the poor busy with work and hardship to block them from any sort of
education, thereby preventing any formation of potentially radical thought.'?
Kevin Whelan notes that Ascendancy conservatives were attached to the ideas
put forth by Bernard Mandeville in his Fable of the Bees, where the ‘knowledge
of the working poor should be confined within the verge of their occupations
and never extend [...] beyond what relates to their calling’ for the maintenance
of order in society.’® An Ascendancy chronicler of the 1798 Rebellion echoed
those sentiments, remarking that if taught, the poor would resort to radical
ideals: ‘Would it improve the morals of the lower class of people to enable them
to read the works of Paine, Volney, Godwin and Thelwal, and the Jacobin prints,

which give wings to treason?’**

Here, the struggles within an eighteenth-century Irish society of Enlightenment
and counter-Enlightenment ideals pervade. Where on one side there is an
advocacy of toleration, civility, and democracy, the other saw the continuation

of intolerance, hierarchy, and colonisation. Even ‘varieties of Enlightenment’

Y publin Evening Post, 7 May 1791.

12 Kevin Whelan, “The Republic in the Village: The Dissemination and Reception of Popular Literature in the
1790s,” in Gerard Long, ed., Books Beyond the Pale: Aspects of the Provincial Book Trade in Ireland Before
1850 (Dublin: Rare Books Group of the Library Association of Ireland, 1996), 106-107, citing The Union
Doctrine, or Poor Man’s Catechism (Dublin, 1798), 6.

13 Whelan, “Republic in the Village,” 128-128, quoting Bernard Mandeville, The Fable of the Bees
(Harmondsworth: Pelican, 1970), 191.

14 Whelan, “Republic in the Village,” 129, quoting Richard Musgrave, Memoirs of the Different Rebellions in
Ireland, Appendix, 826.
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clouded matters surrounding education, wherein the Anglican Church of
Ireland-sponsored practice of removing Catholic children from their families
and placing them in Protestant schools to be raised Anglican was regarded as

an altruistic cultivation of ‘the mind enlightened by instruction’.'

Ascendancy Patriotism

To explain themes of Anglican Ascendancy and varying interpretations of
patriotism, the Anglo-Norman conquest of Ireland in the twelfth century ushers
in the early context here. For despite the invasion by what would eventually
be considered the ‘'Old English’, there was comparably a more benign
assimilation with the Irish in Dublin than when the ‘New English’ arrived in the
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. By the fifteenth century, the Irish
parliament indicated through a declaration that Ireland was ‘corporate of itself’
and bound only by laws made in its own parliament. When combining this early
sigh of independent corporate governance—albeit based on quild
administration—with the lack of sufficient support for the Reformation in
Ireland, there appeared a ‘language of a shared Irishness, transcending long-
standing ethnic divisions’. However, beginning with the plantations of Henry
VIII, straight through to the English Civil War, the ‘New English’, Anglicans
born in England, were pitted against the ‘Old English” and the Gaelic Irish, who
combined, by and large, to form an early confederation: ‘Irishmen united for
God, king and fatherland [...] in defence of an Irish patria with support for pan-
British royalism’. But the execution of Charles I and the later restoration of the
monarchy in 1660 resulted in the emergence of the ‘New English’ as the
dominant Anglican ruling class—essentially five thousand families ruling over
the entire island. ** The Anglican Ascendancy, ensured civil, religious,
administrative, and cultural dominance over both the native Irish and the ‘Old
English’ who despite many of them being Protestant, were regarded as Irish,
and therefore, subordinate to the ‘New English’ settlers. In addition, Scottish

Presbyterians, chiefly in Ulster, as well as other Dissenters (Unitarian,

15 Brown, Irish Enlightenment, 3-8; Gillen, “Varieties of Enlightenment,” 163-180. This was the Incorporated
Society for Promoting English Protestant Schools in Ireland: Brown, Irish Enlightenment, 268-269, quoting
James Trail, A Sermon Preached at Christ Church Cathedral Dublin on the 7" of February 1779 Before the
Incorporated Society (Dublin: G. Perrin, 1779), 2.

16 Dickson, Dublin, 26-27; Connolly, “Patriotism and Nationalism,” 28-29; Denis Kennedy, “The Irish
Opposition, Parliamentary Reform and Public Opinion, 1793-1794," Eighteenth-Century Ireland / Iris an da
chultar 7 (1992): 100.
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Methodist, etc.), were equally marginalised.” Ireland at this time would have
been 80% Catholic and therefore a persecuted majority—an exception to the
European context of persecution of religious minorities.'® While a handful of
Gaelic-Irish and Scottish families converted to the Church of Ireland, the ‘New
English’ Anglicans continued to regard them as the Irish and Scots, thereby
creating within the island of Ireland a ruling elite based not only on confessional
but also on national lines tied to England. For when modern definitions of nation
and nationalism are considered, the Anglican elites considered themselves ‘a
body of people capable of acting collectively and in particular of conferring
authority on political institutions’ and, as will be addressed below when the
Anglicans sought to co-opt ancient Gaelic history as their own, a ‘larger cultural

system capable of uniting the living and the dead’.*®

Shortly after the Glorious Revolution of 1688-1689, the Anglo-Irish were
unhappy with what they regarded as the ‘illegitimate intrusions on their rights’
by the English government who ‘denounced them as “Irishmen” seeking
independence’. By the end of the seventeenth century, writers such as William
Molyneux had enunciated the Ascendancy line that Ireland—meaning the
Anglican elites ruling Ireland—was not a colony of England but an independent
kingdom under the English crown: ‘an arrangement based on ancient consent,
and that the Irish Parliament was thus co-equal with that of Westminster’.?° At
the time, Molyneux’s effort was considered unhelpful. But as interference from
London in Irish affairs increased, he was heralded as a great patriot writer,
championing the cause of another modern construct: colonial nationalism. In
this setting, the settler population sought a collective identity as transplanted
Englishmen who gradually gained a sense of nationalism in that territory, while
excluding the natives of that new homeland. Much of the Anglican elite, then,

found themselves embracing a form of patriotism whereby they considered

17 Therefore, reference to an Anglican rather than Protestant Ascendancy is preferred here.

18 McBride, Eighteenth-Century Ireland, 202. A Catholic propertied class remained and largely gave their
tacit support of the status quo to maintain their local control. This suited the Anglicans, as ‘there are not
enough Protestants in the country to occupy the soil’: John FitzGibbon, Substance of the Speech of the Rt.
Hon. Lord FitzGibbon, Lord Chancellor of Ireland...and the Popery Laws of Ireland (London: W. Miller, 1793),
10, quoted in Brown, Irish Enlightenment, 416.

19 McBride, Eighteenth-Century Ireland, 371, citing David Miller, On Nationality (Oxford: Clarendon Press,
1995), 30, and Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origins and Spread of
Nationalism, 2" ed. (London: Verso, 1991), 9-12.

20 Connolly, “Patriotism and Nationalism,” 31; Dickson, Dublin, 116; William Molyneux, The Case of Ireland
Being Bound by Acts of Parliament in England, Stated (Dublin, 1698).
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themselves the legitimate representatives of Anglican civilisation in Ireland, in
opposition to the encroachment of an overbearing English government that
failed to see them as their equals. Enter Jonathan Swift, and Anglo-Irish
patriotism was depicted as resistance to the English crown on behalf of ‘the
whole people of Ireland’ but actually referring to ‘the true English people of
Ireland’. 2! The other ‘people of Ireland’—Catholics and Dissenters—had
imposed on them a set of penal laws that restricted their freedom of religion
and education, as well as ownership of land and access to administrative
positions—essentially a systematic subjugation and oppression of the majority
of the Irish population to ensure the superiority of the Anglican minority in Irish

society.??

By the 1720s, the English government’s annoyance at the Anglican minority’s
insistence on calling for legislative independence for Ireland over which they
hoped to preside, resulted in the Declaratory Act (1720), which ‘asserted the
right of the Westminster parliament to make laws to bind the People and
Kingdom of Ireland’. Ironically, at this point, the English in Ireland were
angered over the perception of being treated as slaves by the tyrannical English
crown, while they themselves regarded the Irish majority as vastly inferior.
The mood in Ireland over the next few decades shifted from ‘Ascendancy
patriotism’ to a sort of ‘domestic patriotism’ where the Ascendancy elites
governed—again ironically as it turned out, largely free from English
interference—over Ireland, with a drive towards economic and cultural reform

from within.?3

Enlightenment in Eighteenth-Century Dublin

Dublin in the 1720s experienced a print revolution fuelled with patriotic
rhetoric, with pamphlets and newspapers produced as part of a burgeoning
reprint trade (due to Ireland’s exclusion from copyright legislation). This
coincided with the emergence of a public sphere in Ireland where only an

official one had existed. Ian McBride notes that simultaneously the ‘emergence

21 Connolly, “Patriotism and Nationalism,” 32-33.

22 For the penal laws and the Anglican Ascendancy, see McBride, Eighteenth-Century Ireland, 194-214 and
273-311; Fagan, Catholics in a Protestant Country.

23 McBride, Eighteenth-Century Ireland, 29; 286 & 90.
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of a distinctly Irish political culture’ was inculcated in response to the Anglo-
Irish sentiment of being treated as slaves in their own country by England.
Along with the prolific publishing of Swift’'s own works, Molyneux’s pamphlet
had nine reasonably priced editions printed in the eighteenth century,
attracting an expanding readership, and providing a ‘bracing counter-narrative

to the dominant imperial interpretation of Ireland’s constitutional status’.?*

As stated in the Literature Review, Dublin’s public sphere in the early
eighteenth century was dominated by the Ascendancy. However, a semblance
of the Habermasian bourgeois public sphere in Dublin began to emerge after
the rise of the newspaper and the coffee house.?® Access to print influenced
public opinion as well as those serving in parliament. Print runs of Swift's and
Molyneux’s works coincided with the opening of parliamentary sessions and
were ‘clearly designed to furnish members with arguments’. Moreover,
parliamentary debates were available through the newspaper or were simply

reprinted and available in coffee houses for the public to peruse.?®

If a public sphere in Ireland developed from the realm of the dominant
Ascendancy class in a patriotic reaction to their treatment by an encroaching
English government, then its expansion was due in part to the increased
availability of print and the rise of clubs and societies, where memberships
gradually expanded regardless of confessional line. This coincided with the
emergence of Enlightenment thought in the European periphery of Ireland,
somewhat sooner than previously believed.?” Ian McBride and Michael Brown
have recently highlighted early Irish representation in Enlightenment authors

(Francis Hutcheson, John Toland, William Molyneux, and Charles O’Conor).?®

24 Kelly, “Political Publishing, 1550-1700,” 212; McBride, Eighteenth-Century Ireland, 295; Dickson, Dublin,
116.

= For a discussion on Habermas and the public sphere in this context, see above, p. 40-42. Also, see
Webster, Theories of the Information Society, 163-164; and Melton, Rise of the Public, 1-15.

26 McBride, Eighteenth-Century Ireland, 301; Munter, History of the Irish Newspaper, 17; Kelly, “Political
Publishing, 1700-1800,” 218.

27 For the connection of the Enlightenment with the Habermasian public sphere as a forum for reasoned
debate and rational decisions, see Webster, Theories of the Information Society, 164. Melton prefers the
term ‘Enlightened’ to ‘bourgeois’ public sphere: Melton, Rise of the Public, 11.

28 Brown, “"Was there an Irish Enlightenment? The Case of the Anglicans,” 49-64; Brown, “Configuring the
Irish Enlightenment,” 163-178; McBride, Eighteenth-Century Ireland, 51-99; Ian McBride, Scripture Politics:
Presbyterians and Irish Radicalism in the Late Eighteenth Century (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998).
Also, see Ian McBride's chapter, "The Irish Enlightenment and its Enemies,” in McBride, Eighteenth-Century
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When it came to books and reading—tools of Enlightenment principles—by the
eighteenth century, there was certainly a reading revolution in Ireland.
Moreover, many Irish writers identified with Enlightenment authors in their
late-eighteenth century patriotic prose. Therefore, as McBride suggests, ‘the
Irish were not merely consumers of Enlightenment literature, but vigorous
participants in the key debates of the era’.?® The exponential rise in Irish
newspaper titles coupled with the lack of copyright legislation in Ireland,
resulting in a flourishing print trade.®® David Allan and Mark Towsey have
recently studied the settings of England and Scotland (respectively) for the
availability of books—and the practice of reading them—from ‘Enlightenment
authors’.?! Richard B. Sher and Maire Kennedy have identified Enlightenment
texts in Ireland and have shown that the Enlightenment was not simply
confined to the importation of texts from Scotland and the European
continent.?? For the purpose of this study on the Dublin Library Society, the
Enlightenment and the expanded public sphere in Dublin shall be addressed
below in terms of their location within Dublin and the ideals that flourished as
a result, namely those of a shift away from sectarian attitudes enshrined by

the penal laws.>3

Given that this was a different type of Enlightenment—one espoused as a
rationalisation and justification for the Anglican Ascendancy—it becomes
problematic to equate the Irish scene with others in Europe.** For example,
William Molyneux espoused ‘early’ Enlightenment principles to inspire Irish
constitutional independence from Britain—but only within the framework of
Anglican supremacy in Ireland. On one hand, he represented the interests of

the Ascendancy public sphere through his Case of Ireland, Stated, ‘the

Ireland, 51-99. On Francis Hutcheson, see Michael Brown, Francis Hutcheson in Dublin, 1719-1730 (Dublin:
Four Courts Press, 2002).

29 McBride, Eighteenth-Century Ireland, 63.
30 For the origins of the newspaper in Ireland, see Munter, History of the Irish Newspaper.

31 Allan, A Nation of Readers; Allan, “Politeness and the Politics of Culture,” 159-169; Towsey, “Reading the
Scottish Enlightenment.”

32 Sher, Enlightenment & the Book, 443-502; Kennedy, “"Reading the Enlightenment in Eighteenth-Century
Ireland,” 355-378.

3 Gillen, “Varieties of Enlightenment,” 163-182; Brown, “Location of Learning in Mid-Eighteenth-Century
Ireland,” 104-126.

34 Ian McBride’s chapter, “The Irish Enlightenment and its Enemies,” is especially useful: McBride,

Eighteenth-Century Ireland, 51-99. Also, see Brown, Irish Enlightenment, and Gillen, “Varieties of
Enlightenment.”
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handbook of the Irish Protestant elites’. On the other hand, he was one of the
founders of the Dublin Philosophical Society (1683) along with a group of
learned men ‘to discourse of philosophy, mathematicks, and other polite
literature’, in the vein of the ‘table societies’ that Habermas cited as early
bourgeois venues of the public sphere.® Modelled after the Royal Society in
London, Molyneux and his associates held their meetings in a Dublin coffee
house, a popular venue for such societies without dedicated headquarters.3®
Although primarily consisting of Anglican elites, the society nonetheless
represented the beginnings of those Enlightenment ideals promoting public
opinion and society, ‘signifying forms of political community’ apart from the
official sphere of government, towards the ‘natural human urge to collaborate
for mutual benefit’. Moreover, the Dublin coffee house, from its first
appearance in 1664, was an important location of a ‘new informal, or
unacknowledged’ enlightened public sphere as it was not only the unofficial
public disseminator of news, but also a public gathering place for rational (and
surely irrational) discourse.3” Tellingly, to Jonathan Rose’s statement, the
simultaneous weakening of the official public sphere validates the contention

that these venues helped shape a new society within Ascendancy Dublin.

This highlights recent debates about the early wave of Irish Enlightenment
thought, once considered difficult to reconcile with the notion of a public sphere
restricted to the Anglican minority, yet also féted for providing the foundation
for later Enlightenment ideals when the Irish public sphere gradually
abandoned its sectarian restriction and became more inclusive. An early
warning to the English government against its Declaratory Act came with
perhaps an unintentional, but nonetheless significant, shift towards an
enlightened Ireland, with John Toland’s Reasons Most Humbly Offer’d to the
Hon[oura]ble House of Commons (1720), ‘which implied that English

oppression was driving loyal Protestants into a rebellious alliance with papists’.

35 Brown, “Was There An Irish Enlightenment?”, 58; McBride, Eighteenth-Century Ireland, 279; 65;
Habermas, Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere, 30.

36 They had also held their meetings in the less-accessible Trinity College Dublin: Toby Barnard, “'Grand
metropolis’ or ‘The anus of the world’? The Cultural Life of Eighteenth-Century Dublin,” in Peter Clark &
Raymond Gillespie, eds., Two Capitals: London and Dublin, 1500-1840, (Oxford: Published for the British
Academy for Oxford University Press, 2001), 195.

37 McBride, Eighteenth-Century Ireland, 399; Brown, “Location of Learning in Mid-Eighteenth-Century
Ireland,” 107; Kennedy, “Politicks, coffee and news’’; Kennedy, “"Dublin’s Coffee Houses of the Eighteenth
Century”; Abbas, ™A Fund of entertaining and useful Information’,” 42-47.
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Indeed, religious toleration was at the forefront of early Irish Enlightenment
themes. The clergyman, Edward Synge (1691-1762) gave and published a
sermon on religious toleration in 1725. He was a member of the literary and
philosophical group known as the ‘Molesworth Circle’, who met at the home of
Viscount Molesworth (1656-1725), and a friend of Francis Hutcheson (1694-
1746). Slowly, in enlightened circles, the tone shifted from a contempt for the
native Irish to a suspicion of Catholics specifically, followed by a distrust of
‘popery’, with allegiance to Rome seen as the main threat to the security and

governance of Ireland.®®

Throughout the eighteenth century, some enlightened Protestants advocated
a relaxation of the penal laws while a conservative cohort regarded its
maintenance as ‘one way of protecting the Protestant monopoly of the public
sphere in this increasingly complex, increasingly Catholic society’.*® In print,
‘varieties of Enlightenment’ competed for the greater good of Ireland. In his
Letters of Owen Roe O’Nial, the Presbyterian Monks of the Screw and Whig
Club member, Joseph Pollock saw religious toleration as the first step
towards achieving greater Irish independence and prosperity: ‘How far this
would contribute to the happiness, greatness and stability of the state, as it
would afford an asylum and encouragement to arts, industry and virtue’. By
learning to ‘lay aside all rancour of prejudice on account of distinctions either
political or religious’, only then could Ireland release herself from the shackles

of British subjugation.*°

In the last decade of the eighteenth century, some clubs and societies put
forward their radical agendas. The Catholic Committee’s raison d’étre—

together with the Catholic Society of Dublin—was the abolition of the penal

38 McBride, Eighteenth-Century Ireland, 301; Edward Synge, The Case of Toleration Consider’d With Respect
Both to Religion and Civil Government (1725), in McBride, Eighteenth-Century Ireland, 169, 207-209.
Hutcheson’s connections with the *Molesworth Circle’ and the link of the Irish Enlightenment to the Scottish
Enlightenment are mentioned in McBride, 76-84, and Brown, Francis Hutcheson in Dublin, 1719-1730.

39 McBride, Eighteenth-Century Ireland, 217. Dissenters were also divided on the relaxation of penal laws
for Catholics, given the latter’'s huge majority in numbers. Rather, Irish Presbyterians generally saw
themselves as part of a ‘British community” but not English or Irish: McBride, Eighteenth-Century Ireland,
290. Historians differ on this subject. Murray Pittock argues that Irish Dissenters, influenced by their Scottish
brethren, equally resisted a British identity, in favour of a ‘nativist’ and ‘imagined Ireland’: Murray Pittock,
Scottish and Irish Romanticism (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), 102.

40 Gillen, “Varieties of Enlightenment,” 173, quoting Joseph Pollock, Letters of Owen Roe O’Nial (Dublin: W.
Jackson, 1779), 24 & 42.
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laws, all the while advocating, through numerous printed declarations, an end
to sectarianism in favour of cross-confessional unity among the Irish people. A
key member, the physician Theobald McKenna went further than Pollock by
identifying ‘the present enlightened and improving period of society’ as an
opportunity for abolition of the penal laws in their entirety.*! The political
motivations of both phases—Ilegislative independence and revolutionary
republicanism—of the Dublin Society of United Irishmen have been well
documented in the large corpus of Irish historical scholarship.*? There has also
been considerable attention paid to literary and cultural elements of the United
Irishmen.*® It is a combination of these that has led commentators to debate
whether or not the United Irishmen were products of the wider European
Enlightenment, within a delineated Irish Enlightenment.** Another medical
doctor, William Drennan was known for his literary talents, particularly as a
political pamphleteer, and the test and several resolutions of the Dublin United
Irishmen have been attributed to him.* The Ulster Presbyterian Drennan’s
father was Thomas Drennan, friend and associate of Francis Hutcheson, and a
member of the intellectual Molesworth Circle.*® Drennan and Theobald Wolfe
Tone, the leader of the United Irish 1798 Rebellion, identified with
Enlightenment authors such as Hutcheson, Rousseau, Hume, and Locke.
Frustrated with conservative reformers in the Whig Club, William Drennan
blasted that ‘eating and drinking aristocratic society without any fellow-feeling
with the commonality’. Borrowing from Thomas Paine and Hutcheson, he
outlined his plan, based on Freemasonry practices, for the creation of the

\

United Irishmen: ‘...a benevolent conspiracy—a plot for the people—no Whig

Club—no party title—the Brotherhood its name—the Rights of Men and

41 Gillen, “Varieties of Enlightenment,” 178.

42 Particularly, Bartlett, Revolutionary Dublin; Dickson et al., United Irishmen; Marianne Elliott, Wolfe Tone,
2" ed. (Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 2012, Liverpool Scholarship Online, 2013, accessed 16
September 2017, doi: 10.5949/UP09781846317774); and Smyth, Men of No Property.

43 Whelan, “The United Irishmen, the Enlightenment and Popular Culture,” in Dickson et al., United
Irishmen; Mary Helen Thuente, The Harp Re-Strung: The United Irishmen and the Rise of Irish Literary
Nationalism (Syracuse, NY: Syracuse University Press, 1994).

44 Whelan, “The United Irishmen, the Enlightenment and Popular Culture,” 269-275; Gillen, “Varieties of
Enlightenment,” 174-181; Brown, Irish Enlightenment, 423-429.

45 DIB; Ian McBride, “"William Drennan and the Dissenting Tradition,” in Dickson et al., United Irishmen, 49-
50.

46 Smyth, “Wolfe Tone’s Library,” 426; McBride, “William Drennan and the Dissenting Tradition,” 50-59;
McBride, Eighteenth-Century Ireland, 62-63; Brown, Irish Enlightenment, 391.

99



Greatest Happiness of the Greatest Number its end—its general and real

independence to Ireland, and republicanism its particular purpose’.*’

Towards the end of the century, in what Michael Brown describes as a
‘competition over the question of cultural representation of the people’, the
clash of the conservative and moderate interpretations of Enlightenment with
the radical variety led to the fragmentation of Irish society.*® However, as will
be proposed below, all three varieties continued to associate in the public
setting of the Dublin Library Society. Therefore, a study of this voluntary
subscription library where the Enlightenment project continued to flourish will

add to our understanding of the social and political history of Dublin.

Dublin in the Eighteenth Century

Dismissed as a ‘poor man’s version of Bristol’ in the 1640s, Dublin, by 1750,
was a thriving port city—the economic and commercial centre of Ireland and
its political and administrative capital. Dublin Castle was the seat of British rule
and the residence of the Lord Lieutenant, the highest-ranking representative
of the British crown in Ireland. Parliament House, in College Green, across from
the island’s main university, Trinity College, was the country’s legislative
centre. Dublin’s population had reached approximately 125,000, second only
to London. In mid-century, a little less than half were Catholics, whereas in
virtually all other parts of the island, except Ulster, Catholics were in an almost
overwhelming majority. Animosity was rife—regardless of how strictly enforced
were the penal laws—but as Toby Barnard suggests, the demographic realities
suggested a ‘practical co-existence’ chiefly through trade as there was an

increasingly affluent Catholic merchant class at this time.*

As mentioned, there was a substantial rise in the number of newspapers in
Dublin and other parts of Ireland. The pamphlet press was active as well, and

certain segments were becoming increasingly critical of the authorities at

47 William Drennan to Sam McTier, 21 May [1791], in Jean Agnew, ed. The Drennan-McTier Letters, 3 vols.
(Dublin: Women’s History Project, in association with the Irish Manuscripts Commission, 1999), 1:357;
McBride, “"William Drennan and the Dissenting Tradition,” 49; Smyth, “Wolfe Tone’s Library,” 426.

48 Brown, Irish Enlightenment, 436; Gillen, “Varieties of Enlightenment,” 180.

49 Clark, British Clubs and Societies, 146; Dickson, Dublin, 152; 144-145; Barnard, “Grand metropolis’,”
188. Also, see Wall, “Rise of a Catholic Middle Class in Eighteenth-Century Ireland,” 91-115.
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Dublin Castle. As early as the 1750s this vehicle for public dissent alarmed the
viceroy in Dublin to the extent that he had to notify his superiors in London
that ‘the notion of a National Interest, distinct from that of the English
Government in this Kingdom, has been so industriously propagated, that the
infection has spread itself in every part of this country’.*® This was the
beginning of the authoritarian reaction to the expansion of the Irish public
sphere through the arrests of printers and publishers as well as government

sponsorship of certain newspaper titles.

Much of the unrest, particularly in Dublin, was against what was perceived as
unfair trading practices by England. Despite strong exports to England, trade
rules prohibited Ireland from exporting elsewhere. Also, local clothing
manufacturers were angered by cheaper imports of British cloth rather than
the Irish product. Although ‘Buy-Irish’ campaigns had been around since the
beginning of the eighteenth century, they intensified from mid-century onward,
with merchants’ newspaper advertisements declaring their commitment to

domestic patriotism by carrying Irish-made goods.>!

Legislative independence was also on the agenda for many Irish patriots such
as Henry Grattan and the Earl of Charlemont. By 1778, recession in Dublin
and in the rest of Ireland, coupled with fears of a French invasion, caused
considerable unrest, while the Irish authorities, virtually bankrupt and in
disarray, failed to put the population at ease. Volunteer militias were set up
across the country, led by respected peers, and linked to guilds and the legal
professions. The Volunteer movement drew on the earlier ideals of Anglo-Irish
patriotism, with calls for legislative independence within the British crown,
rather than any notion of siding with the American colonists fighting for a
republic.®? Simultaneously, the drive for Catholic emancipation was mobilised
by the reinvigoration of the Catholic Committee in the 1770s, to petition for

the full repeal of the penal laws. Progress was made by the repeal of some

50 McBride, Eighteenth-Century Ireland, 311, quoting from Robert Harris, Politics and the Nation: Britain in
the Mid-Eighteenth Century (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002), 12.

>1 Dickson, Dublin, 186. For an examination of the ‘Buy-Irish’ campaigns and the notion of patriotism in
Irish consumption, see Powell, Politics of Consumption, specifically 181-191.

52 Dickson, Dublin, 197-198; Smyth, Men of No Property, 22; Ian McBride, “The Harp Without the Crown:
Republicanism and Nationalism in the 1790s,” in S.J. Connolly, ed., Political Ideas in Eighteenth-Century
Ireland (Dublin: Four Courts Press, 2000), 159.
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laws but many Irish patriots and Dublin guilds were still not in favour of such
a radical change in their way of life. Henry Grattan, calling for moderate reform
proposed what was essentially an Ascendancy Ireland that would
‘accommodate Catholics within a political nation’. Moreover, the demand of
free trade for Ireland was a rallying patriotic initiative as several of the Irish
Volunteers corps vowed to use only Irish-made cloth for their often-

extravagant uniforms.>3

After winning a measure of free trade from London at the end of 1779, Grattan
lobbied Westminster for legislative independence, citing this new patriot
position of ‘Ireland’s co-equality with Britain under the Crown’. By 1782,
Grattan and the Volunteer movement had shifted the notion of ‘Anglo-Irish’
patriotism to ‘Protestant patriotism’ through the repeal by Westminster of the
Declaratory Act and the termination of Poyning’s Law, which had given the
British Privy Council control over any proposed Irish legislation. Previously,
anti-Catholic legislation could have been rejected by the British Privy Council
if it would have led to embarrassment for a British government aiming for
support from Catholic allies in Europe. Therefore, the cancellation of this clause
freed the Irish parliament from this check. Legislative independence was
therefore seen as a victory for the patriots but resistance to the admission of
full political rights to Catholics meant that this patriotic movement did not serve
an all-inclusive nation. However, in 1782, support from the patriots for Catholic
relief came by the removal of restrictions on education and land ownership,
with David Dickson noting that the ‘supporting rhetoric spoke of enlightenment,

toleration and a new age of civic inclusion’.>*

Culturally, Dubliners tended to look to London and then the Continent for
societal trends. Clubs and societies started appearing in the late-seventeenth
century along with the ubiquitous coffee houses that established themselves
as early public information centres. A thriving theatre scene complimented the
frequent appearance of balls and concerts in the city. Dublin would swell with

parliamentarians when the Houses were sitting, with the average M.P.

>3 Dickson, Dublin, 196; Smyth, Men of No Property, 21; Dickson, Dublin, 199.

>4 Ibid., 205; S.J. Connolly, “Eighteenth-Century Ireland: Colony or ancien régime?”, 16; Fagan, Catholics
in a Protestant Country, 73; Connolly, “Patriotism and Nationalism,” 34; Dickson, Dublin, 205-206.
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spending £1,400 per year. Some wealthy families would accompany their sons
in the capital during the university term. The ‘winter season’, when wealthy
landowners from the country would settle in Dublin during the colder months,
also contributed to the influx of wealth that sought entertainment and

culture.”

In addition to the seasonal urban residents, Dublin was home to the higher
courts of law, academies for the young, hospitals, and schools of surgery and
medicine. After a continental education, Catholics were permitted to practice
the medical profession and by 1762 accounted for a quarter of the listed
doctors in the city. Luxury and essential goods were available in the plethora
of shops lining the city’s narrow lanes and wide thoroughfares, the latter being
part of the urban improvement project, the Wide Streets Commissioners.>®
Major architectural projects were planned and executed, namely the Royal
Exchange, the Four Courts, and the Custom House. As mentioned, Anglo-Irish
trade had booms and recessions but the Dublin merchants and traders were

generally prosperous during the eighteenth century.

The profusion of clubs and societies was another eighteenth-century trend from
London.?’ Many academic, political, charitable, and commercial societies were
successful in attracting members and putting forth platforms and causes that
contributed positively to society. As a number of these societies ([Royal] Dublin
Society [1731], Royal Irish Academy [1785], Dublin Library Society [1791],
and others) will be discussed in later chapters, it is important to emphasise
here the combination of sociability, improvement, and a sense of national and
civic pride that characterised these institutions and their members, akin to the

ideal of cultural nationalism expressed in England with the establishment of

>3 Barnard, “'Grand metropolis’,” 186; McBride, Eighteenth-Century Ireland, 111; Dickson, Dublin, 154. For
the entertainment scene in eighteenth-century Dublin, see Tighearnan Mooney and Fiona White, “The
Gentry’s Winter Season,” in David Dickson, ed., The Gorgeous Mask: Dublin, 1700-1850 (Dublin: Trinity
History Workshop, 1987), 1-16.

56 Dickson, Dublin, 195-196; Clark, British Clubs and Societies, 167. For more on the Wide Streets
Commissioners projects, see Edel Sheridan-Quantz, “The Multi-Centred Metropolis: The Social Topography
of Eighteenth-Century Dublin,” in Clark and Gillespie, eds., Two Capitals, 265-295.

>7 Clark estimates there were approximately 3,000 clubs and societies in London during the eighteenth
century: Clark, British Clubs and Societies, 131. As discussed earlier, the Dublin Philosophical Society was
established in 1683 and is considered the oldest known society of its kind, based in Dublin: Patrick Walsh,
“Club Life in Late Seventeenth- and Early Eighteenth-Century Ireland: In Search of an Associational World,
€.1680-¢.1730,” in Clubs and Societies, 36-49.
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the Society of Antiquaries (1751), the British Museum (1759) and the Royal
Academy (1768). *® Furthermore, these groups moved towards greater
inclusivity, with Anglicans, Catholics and Dissenters participating. In addition,
they represented further examples of the enlargement of the enlightened
public sphere in Dublin as memberships expanded to reflect the growing
influence of the professional and merchant classes as well as the entry into the
public realm (in some societies) of shopkeepers and other tradesmen—
previously omitted sectors in the social hierarchy. From the evidence provided
in the upcoming chapters, the Dublin Library Society endeavoured to exemplify
and influence shifting attitudes of class and confessional inclusivity in

facilitating public access to knowledge in Dublin.

Aristocratic leadership was important for influencing the authorities in Dublin
and Westminster, and membership of peers to a club or society instantly
enhanced its profile. However, a pattern emerged in the late-eighteenth
century where aristocratic influence was gradually deteriorating, or at the very
least, there occurred a parallel influence on public opinion. For example,
Dickson notes a division that formed during demonstrations of the Dublin
Volunteers between the aristocratic Volunteer leaders who marched in their
finery to ‘their Parliament House’, and the ‘small manufacturers and artisans
encouraged and abetted by Kevin Street barristers and guildhall politicians’.>®
Also, inside Parliament House, one of the proposed reforms was to balance
aristocratic control with freeholder representation to loosen the former’s grip
on influence in parliament. This proved to be ultimately unsuccessful, largely
due to intransigence on the part of the ‘conservative patriots’ but as will be
shown, aristocratic influence in other institutions appeared to be on the wane
in late-eighteenth-century Dublin. ®® Moreover, as the chapter below on

associations will highlight, schisms occurred between the conservative/elite

58 McBride, Eighteenth-Century Ireland, 399. For Ireland, see Clubs and Societies. For Britain, see Clark,
British Clubs and Societies.

59 Dickson, Dublin, 200. By ‘Kevin Street’, Dickson is referring to the meeting of an influential political
society that met in a Dublin townhouse in Kevin Street, called the Order of the Monks of St. Patrick (also
known as the Monks of the Screw), composed of parliamentarians and close to fifty barristers. This bears
some significance for while they met as a society, the barristers marched not with the parliamentarians but
with the guild officers and tradesmen. For the Monks of the Screw, see p. 207-208.

60 Dickson, Dublin, 206; Connolly, “Patriotism and Nationalism,” 34.

104



patriots and the moderate-to-radical patriots, especially after the events of

1789 in France and the unheeded call for further reforms.

Conclusion

The intent of this chapter has been to provide a broad historical context for
this study of the Dublin Library Society and its founding members. The
recurring theme of patriotism—and its varying forms—has been one of the key
characteristics throughout modern Irish history. The Anglican Ascendancy and
the enforcement of an exclusionary, sectarian penal code, beginning in the
seventeenth century and throughout the eighteenth century, presided over an
expanding public sphere emboldened by Enlightenment ideas, and diffused
through a thriving print culture. Before examining the Dublin Library, an
overview of this print culture and the library history of Dublin in the eighteenth
century will further enhance an understanding of the environment in which the
Dublin Library was established. Furthermore, the expressions of patriotism
from numerous sectors of the print trade and in the establishment of radical
reading societies add to the notion that Dublin was ‘Patriot Town’ in the latter

two decades of the eighteenth century.®!

61 bickson, Dublin, 201-257.
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Figure 1 (top) & Figure 2 (above; detail of Eustace Street, location of the
Dublin Library Society): A Plan of the City of Dublin [...] 1797 (Courtesy of the
Library of Congress, Geography and Map Division, LCCN 2004626017)1

1 William Faden, Samuel John Neele, A Plan of the City of Dublin: as Surveyed for the Use of the Divisional
Justices to Which Have Been Added Plans of the Canal Harbour and its Junction with the Grand Canal, the
Royal Canal, and Every Projection and Alteration to the Present Time, 1797 (London: W. Faden; Dublin:
Sold by W. Allen & J. Archer, 1797), accessed from the Library of Congress, 21 January 2017,
https://www.loc.gov/item/2004626017/.
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Chapter 5: Eighteenth-Century Dublin Libraries

The bequest of the private library of Archbishop Narcissus Marsh (1638-1713)
to the people of Ireland in the first decade of the eighteenth century could be
regarded as the earliest single display of Irish cultural patriotism in a library
context. However, later in the century, its static holdings and lack of available
contemporary and informational printed matter meant that Dubliners had to
look elsewhere for print. Even those affiliated with the institutional libraries
such as Trinity College Dublin, Dublin Society, and the Royal Irish Academy,
were faced with access constraints. Dublin coffee houses became popular
venues for an expanding reading public. They had a symbiotic relationship with
the print trade in the generation and dissemination of information products in
the eighteenth century. Moreover, as in Britain, the Dublin circulating library
developed from the enterprising bookseller’s inclination to set aside a shelf of
books to lend for a fee.! Soon, several circulating libraries appeared in the city,
in competition with each other. The practice of sociability in Dublin’s literary
and enlightened public sphere led to the opening of reading rooms within
bookshops for the perusal of books, pamphlets and newspapers. In 1791, the
Dublin Library Society combined most of these characteristics with a less-
restrictive membership, and therefore provided Dubliners with almost a
hundred years of public reference library service (and a lending facility from

1815) prior to the arrival of the National Library of Ireland in 1877.

Prior to addressing the origins of the Dublin Library, it is important to highlight
the evolution of public access to print during the enlargement of the literary
public sphere in Dublin, to 1791. Additionally, themes of patriotism and
improvement—developed within the print trade—coincided with a public desire
for an accessible repository of contemporary and quality literature in Georgian
Dublin. Also, for the lower social orders, radical reading societies provided
access to some Enlightenment literature, much to the dismay of those seeking

to restrict exposure to such works. This chapter, then, will explore societal

1 Keith Manley notes that the practice of booksellers lending books in Britain goes as far back as the 1660s
but a separate lending stock within a bookseller’s shop began with Allan Ramsay’s Edinburgh venture in
1725: Keith Manley, “The Road to Camelot: Lotteries, the Circle of Learning and the ‘Circulary’ Library of
Samuel Fancourt,” The Library: The Transactions of the Bibliographical Society, 7" series, vol. 8, no. 4
(December 2007), 399.
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influences of libraries and the print trade in eighteenth-century Dublin to

highlight their impact on shaping and constructing society.?

Marsh’s Library

In the preface to a 1739 publication of Sir James Ware’s ecclesiastical history
of Ireland, Sir Walter Harris (1686-1761) wrote of Marsh’s Library: ‘This
curious Repository of Learning, I must thankfully own, I found always open to
me; as indeed it is to all Lovers of Books at the most convenient Hours, without
Delay or Difficulty’.? Apart from the library at Trinity College, Marsh’s would
have been the ideal place to find books and manuscripts on clerical history at
that time. Founded in 1701 and incorporated as a public library by Act of
Parliament in 1707, Marsh’s Library remains the earliest example of a public
library in Ireland, well before the Armagh Public Library was incorporated in
1773.* Archbishop Marsh thought of the idea of a public library after having
experienced, as Provost of Trinity College, the difficulty facing students
obtaining access to books for research. Marsh also lamented the lack of reading
material relevant to the researches of the ‘divines of the city’ and those who
‘come to it about business’.” This would suggest that the library’s strength was
in theology and ecclesiastical history, although, together with three other
collections comprising the entire library in the eighteenth century (the last
bequeathed in 1745), there was also a range of subjects much as one would

find in an extensive private library.

W.N. Osborough sees Marsh as a product of the Anglican movement supporting
education through the Established Church.® Indeed, the explicitly titled 1707

‘Act for settling and preserving a publick library for ever...” opens with Marsh’s

2 Rose, “Alternative Futures for Library History,” 53-54.

3 James Ware, The Whole Works of Sir James Ware Concerning Ireland, Revised and Improved, In Three
Volumes (Dublin: Printed for the Author, by E. Jones, 1739), 1:Tiii].

4 For more on Marsh’s Library, see McCarthy, Marsh’s Library: All Graduates and Gentlemen; McCarthy and
Simmons, eds., The Making of Marsh’s Library; and McCarthy and Simmons, eds., Marsh’s Library: A Mirror
on the World. Also, see Abbas, “Coffee Houses, Early ‘Public’ Libraries and the Print Trade in Eighteenth-
Century Dublin,” 43-53. W.N. Osborough, “6 Anne, chapter 19: ‘settling and preserving a publick library for
ever’,” in McCarthy and Simmons, eds., Marsh’s Library—A Mirror on the World, 59. Richard C. Cole lists the
year for the Armagh library as 1774: "Community Lending Libraries in Eighteenth-Century Ireland,” 118.

> McCarthy, Marsh’s Library: All Graduates and Gentlemen, 41; Richard Mant, History of the Church of
Ireland (London: J.W. Parker, 1840), ii, 111, cited in McCarthy, Marsh’s Library: All Graduates and
Gentlemen, 41.

6 Osborough, “6 Anne, chapter 19: ‘settling and preserving a publick library for ever’,” 60.
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‘generous inclinations’ to the ‘publick good of this Kingdom, for the Propagation
of the true Christian Religion, as by Law Established; and for the
Encouragement of Learning’.” Prior to this, Marsh had written to a colleague
that he wished his library to be ‘well furnished with such books as may render
it useful to all sorts of persons’, significantly specifying subjects apart from
religion.® This was enshrined in the 1707 Act, making it available ‘for the Use
of all Persons’ who adhered to the library’s rules.’ However, in 1713, the
governors of the library limited the permitted entrants to ‘Graduates and
Gentlemen’, possibly to restrict either certain persons of an undesired religion
or social status, or simply those who did not comport themselves in a
gentlemanly manner.'® Yet, there is little or no evidence to suggest that
Catholics were welcome, with the exception of Dr Cornelius Nary (1658-1738),
who donated his New History of the World to the library in 1720.'" While
Barnard stresses that it remains unproven whether Nary read there, the
Catholic priest for the parish of St. Michan, Dublin (1698-1738) is reported to
have spent time researching there while ‘in hiding’ from the authorities charged
with enforcing the penal laws. If this were indeed the case, according to Muriel
McCarthy, it would have been ironic that a Catholic priest was given shelter
and leave to study in the library ‘whose founder was himself responsible for
writing some of the penal laws’.'? Sir Walter Harris (from the preface to Ware,
above) was one of the leading Anglicans calling for the maintenance and
enforcement of the penal laws against Catholics, and by all accounts, at least
for the eighteenth century, Marsh’s Library would have been closer to a ‘proto-

Representative Church Body library’, rather than a public library for all.?

/ Public General Acts, 6 Anne c. 19, “An Act for Settling and Preserving a Publick Library For Ever...” (Dublin:
Printed by Andrew Cook, 1707), 173.

8 Archbishop Marsh to Dr Thomas Smith, 26 January 1703, in Mant, History of the Church of Ireland, ii:
113; Muriel McCarthy, “Introduction,” in McCarthy and Simmons, eds., The Making of Marsh’s Library, 14.
% public General Acts, 6 Anne c. 19, 174.

10 McCarthy, Marsh’s Library: All Graduates and Gentlemen, 45.

1 Cornelius Nary, A New History of the World... (Dublin, 1720), cited in McCarthy, Marsh’s Library: All
Graduates and Gentlemen, 62.

12 Barnard also suggests that Nary and other authors could well have treated Marsh’s as an early legal
deposit library: Toby Barnard, “Marsh’s Library and the Reading Public,” in McCarthy and Simmons, eds.,
The Making of Marsh’s Library, 159; McCarthy, Marsh’s Library: All Graduates and Gentlemen, 62, citing
Nicholas Donnelly, Short Histories of Dublin Parishes (Dublin: Catholic Trust Society of Ireland, 1912),
11:50-55.

13 McBride, Eighteenth-Century Ireland, 196-197; Barnard, “Marsh’s Library and the Reading Public,” 149.
Surviving visitors’ books begin at 1826: McCarthy, Marsh’s Library: All Graduates and Gentlemen, 99.
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A news piece on Marsh’s Library in the Dublin Chronicle (5 January 1792)
‘regretted that so valuable a Repository is so little frequented’. One of the
criticisms of Marsh’s, later in the eighteenth century, was that its holdings
remained static during a century in which upwards of 24,000 books, pamphlets
and newspapers were printed in Dublin. Indeed, an 1811 Dublin guidebook
lamented that because of these restrictions, ‘very few now derive any
advantage from the Doctor’s liberal institution’. Consequently, the wider public
certainly looked elsewhere in their pursuit of print. Michael Brown singles out
the Dublin coffee house as a plausible alternative to Marsh’s Library. Moreover,
he notes a shift from the quasi-official public sphere represented by Marsh’s—
a product of the Ascendancy—to an unofficial, literary public sphere
represented by the coffee houses, where newspapers and other printed
material were available to the wider public for dissemination and discussion.*
This will be explored after a look at the main institutional libraries in

eighteenth-century Dublin.

Institutional Libraries

A few institutions provided a library service to those with affiliations. The
formation of Trinity College Dublin’s library began within the first few decades
of the college’s establishment in 1592 to promote ‘civility, learning and
Protestant piety’. In the time of Archbishop Marsh, fellows or graduate students
were only allowed in the Trinity College library in the presence of the librarian,
between 8am and 10am, then 2pm to 4pm. These terms remained much the
same until the nineteenth century (when in 1817 opening was extended by one
hour) but restrictions were relaxed somewhat for fellows to introduce
‘strangers’ into the library. However, a lending library was introduced in 1762
but, again, the hours were prohibitive (two hours on Tuesdays and Fridays)
and borrowing required a deposit equal to the value of the book.»® As will be
shown below, fifteen students became founding members of the Dublin Library
Society in 1791, and they must have been motivated to do so from the

stringent rules at the College library.

14 Dublin Chronicle, 5 January 1792; Dickson, Dublin, 177-178; Picture of Dublin for 1811, 172; Brown,
“Location of Learning in Mid-Eighteenth-Century Ireland,” 104-126.

15 Fox, Trinity College Library Dublin, 1; 70-71; 93-94 & 147-149.
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Upon its establishment in 1731, the Dublin Society (examined in Chapter 8)
began accumulating manuscripts and printed material for a library. By 1795,
the society’s library held just over 2,100 books, with several valuable donations
and bequests. Access to the library was restricted to members only and even
after formal rules and regulations were implemented in 1811, only professors
were permitted to borrow books for their lectures. The 1811 regulations also
set the library’s opening hours: 8am-5pm and 6pm to sunset, from 25 March
to 29 September; and 9am to sunset in the remainder of the year. In 1835,
plans commenced for the transfer of significant portions of this library for the
foundation of a national library. This did not materialise until 1877, when the

National Library of Ireland was established.®

Like the Dublin Society, access to the Royal Irish Academy’s library was
restricted to its members. The Academy began its collection of books and
manuscripts shortly after its foundation in 1785, and its first librarian was
appointed in 1788 (Rev. Daniel Augustus Beaufort).'” The scientist Richard
Kirwan was appointed Librarian of the Royal Irish Academy on 16 March
1791.'® His plan to establish the Dublin Library Society shortly after his
appointment may well have been influenced by the restrictive access to the
Academy’s library for its members: there was no reading room and members

were allowed to peruse the library shelves only on Mondays.*®

Other libraries worth mentioning are those affiliated with the professions of law
(Society of King’s Inns) and medicine (College of Surgeons and College of
Physicians). All were specialised, occupational libraries restricted to its
members, and as will be shown, the books donated by members of the legal
and medical professions to the Dublin Library Society upon its foundation
indicate an interest in subjects outside their professions. However, as the

Society of King’s Inns library did not begin operation until after 1792, this might

16 Berry, History of the Royal Dublin Society, 170; 176; Long, “Institutional Libraries and Private
Collections,” 283-285. For a House of Commons report, in 1836, exploring the possibility of creating a
national library from the Dublin Society’s holdings, see p. 288.

17 Siobhan Fitzpatrick, “Introduction,” in Cunningham and Fitzpatrick, eds., Treasures of the Royal Irish
Academy Library, iii. Within four decades, the Academy’s holdings were over 4,500 books, manuscripts and
journals: ibid., xi.

18 Royal Irish Academy, RIA Minute Book, vol. 1, 67.

19 Warburton et al., History of the City of Dublin, 2:921.



account for the high number of men from the legal profession (59) that joined
the Dublin Library in 1791.%°

Dubliners who did not belong to Trinity College or the other institutional
libraries were furnished with alternatives to the stagnant holdings of Marsh’s
Library. Coffee houses and circulating libraries—facilitated by the Dublin print
trade—provided a rudimentary public library service to an expanding reading

public in the eighteenth century. Gradually, quality print was made available.

Coffee Houses and the Print Trade

When Dublin’s first coffee house arrived in 1664, the Irish print trade was under
strict government control, with the King’s Printer prohibited to print anything
that the state deemed to be negative towards it. %! Therefore, early-
seventeenth century print was limited to the official public sphere, consisting
of the church and state, and largely of the propaganda sort. However, some
reading material—chiefly religious, but also chronicles, histories and other
subjects—reached a nascent Dublin market that was not lucrative enough for
English booksellers to exploit, other than orders from the library of Trinity
College Dublin. 2 Towards the end of the seventeenth century, the
government’s control of the press diminished, partly due to somewhat lighter
regulation and to the organisation of the printers’, booksellers’” and stationers’
Guild of St. Luke the Evangelist, established in 1670.%

As mentioned above, from the late-seventeenth century onwards, coffee
houses acted as early information and reading centres in Dublin. They supplied
newspapers, pamphlets, periodicals, broadsides, parliamentary votes, shipping
lists, book auction catalogues, and other printed matter for the public to imbibe
with their coffee. The mercantile, legal, and journalistic occupations were
represented in coffee houses that were situated near buildings like the Custom

House and the Royal Exchange, the Four Courts, Dublin Castle, and Parliament

20 Kenny, King’s Inns and the Battle of the Books, 6-10.

2 Kennedy, “Dublin’s Coffee Houses,” 29; Casteleyn, History of Literacy and Libraries in Ireland, 44;
Gillespie, Reading Ireland, 55-74.

22 Gillespie, Reading Ireland, 60; 62-68. Of course, there were numerous private libraries throughout the
country.

23 Ibid., 75-77; Pollard, Dictionary, ix-xv.
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House.?* Newly established societies were often accommodated in the coffee
house—the Dublin Society held its first meetings in the Anne and Grecian
Coffee House, at Essex Bridge, from 1731.%° Significantly, the coffee house was
a public venue for men from a wider range of social orders than previously
congregated in a public place other than the church.?® Newspapers such as the
Dublin Daily Advertiser recognised the potential for wide exposure and were
distributed ‘gratis’ to coffee houses and taverns so that the they ‘may be read
by all degrees of people, to the intent that the advertisements may be
universally seen’.?”” Newspapers, public notices, and pamphlets were read and
discussed in the coffee houses, while news and gossip were extracted from

them and printed in the local papers.?®

The political establishment was often a target for the newspapermen who
frequented coffee houses, evidenced in a letter to a newspaperin 1749: 'l have
a certain Coffee-House Acquaintance, who is utterly ignorant of what passes
at Home, but perfectly conversant in the Politics and News of Constantinople
and Ispahan. He often whispers to me a Paragraph out of a News Paper, to
shew his Erudition and Secrecy, two Requisites for a Politician’. Patriotic
newspapers like the Hibernian Journal, often in trouble with Dublin Castle for
criticising the government, even provided hints to reveal the identity of a coffee
house spy who, at ten guineas per week, was in the Castle’s pay. That
newspaper’s proprietor, Thomas McDonnell, often included examples of
political debates in Dublin’s coffee houses. On one occasion, at the Globe Coffee
House in Essex Street, he denounced a ‘grave Gentleman’ who attacked the
‘impiety of opposing the Measures of Government’, before concluding a year
later that the political debates that transpire at the Globe were ‘very unavailing
to Patriot readers’.?? Such was the significance of the coffee house as a venue

for the dissemination and discussion of information products that it fuelled

24 Abbas, ™A Fund of entertaining and useful Information’,” 42-43.

= Kennedy, "Dublin’s Coffee Houses,” 32. The society moved into its own building in 1767 in Grafton Street:
Gilbert, History of the City of Dublin, 2:23.

26 . . .
There is no evidence suggesting women frequented coffee houses, though many were servers or
proprietors: Markman Ellis, The Coffee House: A Cultural History (London: Phoenix, 2005), 66-67.

27 publin Daily Advertiser, 7 October 1736.
28 publin Daily Advertiser, 19 Nov 1736; Gilbert, History of the City of Dublin, 2:267.

29 The Censor, 17-24 June 1749; Hibernian Journal, 17 January 1772; ibid., 22 January 1772; Hibernian
Journal, 1 January 1773.
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public debate on political issues, indicating a formation of an alternative public
sphere in eighteenth-century Dublin, separate from Parliament House and
Dublin Castle.

The coffee house link with the print trade was not through information
dissemination alone, as many coffee house proprietors had printing presses on
their premises and several produced their own newspapers, public notices and
information sheets.>° For example, Francis Dickson owned the Union Coffee
House, at Cork-Hill, and printed an announcement from London declaring
victory at the Battle of Malplaquet. He reprinted the notice and distributed
copies to other coffee houses but the original print from London was on view
at his coffee establishment.?! Dickson also printed the Votes of the House of
Commons of Ireland for several years and, in 1710, printed them at his coffee
house. Even examples of early grey literature were available. A notice for a
performance in aid of a hospital in George’s Lane concluded: ‘A printed State
of the Hospital from its first Opening, on the 25th of March, 1745, to the 1st
of November, 1750, may be seen at all the Coffee-Houses, and is given Gratis
at said Hospital’.>?

Book auctions were often held in coffee houses and catalogues were available
there for advance perusal—as were the books, in some cases. Also, some books
and pamphlets were sold in coffee houses. An Irish reprint of the fourth edition
of Jonathan Swift’s Tale of a Tub, has the following imprint: ‘Dublin: re-printed;
and are to be sold only at Dick's and Lloyd's Coffee houses, and at the printing-

press in Fishamble Street, 1705".3 Dick’s Coffee House, in Skinner Row—

30 On coffee houses in general, see Ellis, The Coffee House: A Cultural History. For the role of coffee houses
within the print trade, see Abbas, “Coffee Houses, Early ‘Public’ Libraries and the Print Trade in Eighteenth-
Century Dublin,” 54-77; Abbas, ™A Fund of entertaining and useful Information’,” 42-47; Kennedy,
"“'Politicks, coffee and news’”; and Kennedy, “"Dublin’s Coffee Houses.” Also, see Gilbert, A History of the City
of Dublin, 3 vols. On the burgeoning newspaper trade in Dublin, see Munter, History of the Irish Newspaper.

31 Late Last Night the Following Account was Brought Over by an Express Arrived Here from Great Britain.
Windsor-Castle, September 4. 1709. This Morning Arrived Here Lieutenant-Colonel Graham, Being
Dispatched Express from the Duke of Marlborough to Her Majesty, and Brought the Following Letter from
His Grace to the Right Honourable Mr. Secretary Boyle (Published by authority. Printed by J. Tonson, at
Grays-Inn Gate. 1709. Re-printed by Francis Dickson at the Union Coffee-House on Cork-Hill; where the
original print is to be seen, 1709. ESTC T221096); Pollard, Dictionary, 153.

2 Thomas Morell, Judas Maccabeeus. A Sacred Drama. As It Is Performed at the Theatre-Royal in Covent-
Garden. The Musick by Mr. Handel (Dublin: Printed by James Hoey, at the Sign of Mercury, in Skinner-Row,
1751).

3 Kennedy, “'Book mad’: The Sale of Books by Auction in Eighteenth-Century Dublin”; Kennedy, “Politicks,

coffee, and news’”; James W. Phillips, Printing and Bookselling in Dublin, 82-86; Pollard, Dictionary, 367;
Abbas, ™A Fund of entertaining and useful Information’,” 45.



where proprietor Richard Pue published his Pue’s Occurrences—was a popular
venue that exemplified the interconnection of the coffee house with virtually
all functions of the print trade. Unlike London’s eighteenth-century coffee
houses, there is no evidence suggesting that Dick’s, or any other Dublin coffee
houses, acted as lending libraries.®® But a culture of reading and discussion
was facilitated in the coffee house, resulting in a significant expansion of the
reading public to include those from the emerging lower social orders—albeit
where women were excluded.>® With the circulating library, they provided
alternatives within Dublin’s literary public sphere, away from the traditional
church/state axis embodied by the public library of Archbishop Marsh and the
library at Trinity College.3®

Circulating Libraries

Coffee houses were important urban venues for information production and
dissemination in the eighteenth century. Habermas highlighted them as early
informal venues that ‘embraced the wider strata of the middle class, including
craftsmen and shopkeepers’. In a Dublin context, they were ‘locations of
learning’, separate from the official public sphere, in ‘the heart of the Irish
Enlightenment’.?” It is noteworthy, then, that this did not reflect contemporary
public opinion. Overall, advertisements and commentary in praise of the coffee
house as an information repository, an informal venue for unprecedented social
mixing, and a location promoting Enlightenment ideals did not appear in the
eighteenth-century Dublin press. However, towards the end of the century,
buoyed by events abroad, Enlightenment attitudes promoting intellectual
improvement and extensive knowledge were evident in newspaper
advertisements and commentary on Dublin’s commercial libraries and the

booksellers who started them.

34 For London coffee house libraries see Ellis, “"Coffee-House Libraries in Mid-Eighteenth Century London,”;
Ellis, Coffee-House Library Short-Title Catalogue; Paul Kaufman, “Coffee Houses as Reading Centres,” in
Libraries and Their Users, 115-127; and McCue, “Libraries of the London Coffeehouses.”

35 Allan, A Nation of Readers, 224-230; Webster, Theories of the Information Society, 163-164. For a wider
discussion of the public and Jirgen Habermas, see Melton, Rise of the Public, 3-15.

36 Ellis, “Coffee-House Libraries in Mid-Eighteenth-Century London,” 5; Pincus, “Coffee politicians does
create’,” 807-834; Cowan, “The Rise of the Coffeehouse Reconsidered,” 21-46; Brown, “Location of Learning
in Mid-Eighteenth-Century Ireland, 116.”

37 Habermas, Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere, 33; Brown, “Location of Learning in Mid-
Eighteenth-Century Ireland”; Brown, Irish Enlightenment, 229.



The Dublin circulating library emerged from the enterprising practice of a
Catholic bookseller, James Hoey, who in 1735—ten years after they first
appeared in Scotland—set aside a shelf in his shop for ‘Romances and novels
lent to be read’.®® Gradually, Hoey added other, less frivolous subjects, such
as histories, travels and voyages, and polite literature, to his growing
circulating library venture. Rivals appeared on the Dublin scene and within a
few decades, there were circulating libraries all over the city centre. Increased
competition resulted in prices and terms becoming more agreeable to a large
middle class. Booksellers Richard Watts (1754, Skinner Row) and Thomas
Armitage (1762, Draper’s Court) offered terms and prices comparable to Hoey,
while James Williams II (1763, also of Skinner Row) lowered his prices to rival
the others. Favourable rates resulted in an expanding readership. William
Spotswood (1774, 40 College Green) and Stephen Colbert (1775, Stephen
Street) were in competition with each other but Spotswood emphasised his
borrowing rates to ‘be agreeable to every Class of Readers’. Nicholas Butler
(1774, Crane Lane, then Crampton Court) also advertised that his rates were
the lowest in the city: ‘By which Means the Lovers of refined and rational

Amusement may be entertained and improved at a moderate Rate’.*®

Women were excluded as patrons of the Dublin coffee houses but were
targeted by the circulating library keepers as a rather untapped market. John
Mitchell strategically advertised his circulating library in his edition of The
Lady’s Companion (1767), while Thomas Hope (1796, 36 Exchequer Street)
combined his library with his jewellery trade: ‘Union of Ornaments for the mind
and body, best jewellery on one side, novels and histories on the other’. In
1784, ten years after Spotswood’s appeal to ‘every class of readers’, Charles
Brown renamed his circulating library the Grafton-Street Library (93 Grafton
Street), ‘that in the instance and desire of many of the Nobility and Gentry in

the above neighbourhood’, he had ‘opened the most complete and extensive

38 Pollard, Dictionary, 292. On booksellers setting up early circulating libraries, see Kaufman, “The
Community Library: A Chapter in English Social History,” 190; Manley, “Booksellers, Peruke-Makers, and
Rabbit-Merchants,” 32; Manley, “The Road to Camelot,” 398-399.

39 Abbas, ™A Fund of entertaining and useful Information’,” 49; Freeman’s Journal, 28 May 1774; Hibernian
Journal, 2 Nov 1774. Butler sold his library and book business two years later and entered the jewellery
trade. He reappeared as a ‘maker of patriotic Irish sword canes and buttons’, was an active United Irishman
(*a papist and a mad Jacobin’), and became secretary of the radical ‘Strugglers’ Club’, another underground
republican group in Dublin at the end of the eighteenth century: Bartlett, Revolutionary Dublin, 83; Pollard,
Dictionary, 69. For radical reading clubs, see p. 129-130.
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circulating library’ with ‘one hundred copies of every new publication’. Thomas
Jackson acquired Spotswood’s circulating library (which had since moved to 4
Essex Gate, near Parliament Street) in April 1784, and titled his advertisement,
‘Elegant and Entertaining Improvement’, hoping to appeal to Brown’s desired

clientele.*°

Another bookseller, Anthony Gerna, began his career as an Italian translator
and instructor to the nobility as early as 1778, having arrived in Ireland around
1773.*! Ten years later, he opened his ‘Public Library of French Literature’ (31
College Green), in which he also included books in the Spanish and Italian
languages. This circulating library did not last very long as Gerna decided to
sell his library that same year, addressing the nobility and gentry at ‘this
enlightened Period, when the Polite Languages of Europe, are disseminated for
the Intercourse of Knowledge, Elegance of Taste, and Advantage of Science’.
Gerna returned in 1790 with his ‘Cabinet Litteraire’, a sociable library with
foreign newspapers and books in a comfortable setting. The Dublin Chronicle,
perhaps delighted with the advertising revenue, included a piece in its city
news section in praise of Gerna: ‘As this is the first attempt of the kind in this
Kingdom, it is humbly hoped it will be favoured with the Patronage of a learned,

generous and enlightened Nation’.*?

Vincent Dowling titled an advertisement for his Apollo Circulating Library (13
Suffolk Street) ‘Literary Advantage’ and began operation in December 1791
with a range of subjects in addition to French, Greek, and Latin works.** After
moving to 21 Suffolk Street in 1794, Dowling emphasised the quality of his
library to Dublin readers:

This Collection is by no Means confined to mere Novels and Romances,
the usual Furniture of Circulating Libraries, but includes the best Authors

40 Abbas, ™A Fund of entertaining and useful Information’,” 50; William Combe, The Philosopher in Bristol
(Dublin, [1784]).

Pasquale Anfossi and A. Gerna. Il Geloso in Cimento: A New Comic Opera... (Dublin, [1778]), 86; Dublin
Chronicle, 29 January 1791. On Gerna, see Maire Kennedy, French Books in Eighteenth-Century Ireland,
SVEC 2001:7 (Oxford: Voltaire Foundation, 2001), 114-116.

42 Hibernian Journal, 20 February 1788; ibid., 14 April 1788; Dublin Chronicle, 1 January 1791.

43 Morning Post, 15 September 1791. Dublin Castle informer Francis Higgins, of the Freeman’s Journal,
wrote that he had employed Dowling as a parliamentary reporter but discharged him due to his connection
with Catholic Committee leader and United Irishman John Sweetman. Higgins was convinced Dowling was
about to insert ‘a most wicked charge against government relative to Roman Catholic interest’: Francis
Higgins to Edward Cooke, 26 May 1797, in Bartlett, Revolutionary Dublin, 163.



in History, Biography, natural History, Philosophy, Chemistry, Poetry,
Dramatics, Politics, and Belles Lettres.**
Distancing himself further from the average circulating library, he later boasted
a collection of several thousand volumes, and his 1794 advertisement aimed
at the cultivation and improvement of readers:

The Fund of Information and Amusement which this Establishment
presents, must strike every discerning Mind, friendly to the
Improvement of Knowledge and refined Taste, especially in the rising
Generation, while the Terms of Subscription unite the Advantages with
the strictest Economy, and point out a rational and most advantageous
Source of Amusement to those who prefer ‘The Feast of Reason and the
well stored Mind’ before Recreations of a much more expensive and less
advantageous Nature.*

In total, seventeen separate circulating libraries operated in Dublin in the
eighteenth century.*® Together with coffee houses,*” they provided greater
public access to print and were alternatives to Marsh’s Library and the
restrictive institutional libraries and represented a more inclusive, enlightened
public sphere in Dublin.*® As evidenced by advertisements and actions by
members of the print trade, the notion of an enlightened Irish public was

reflected in the business and pleasure of books.

However, the second city of the British Empire lacked a public library where
rare, contemporary, and quality reading material could be consulted. In 1791,
the Dublin Library Society filled that void, regardless of faith and social status
(although two guineas were required to join), at a time when signs of sectarian
unrest and patriotic fervour were gripping the city.* Many of its founding
members and committeemen were prominent players in the initial drive for
legislative independence, and some, eventually, for revolutionary upheaval in
favour of a republic. Before examining the library and its members, a closer

look at themes of patriotism and improvement within Dublin’s literary public

a4 Hibernian Journal, 22 January 1794.
45 Hibernian Journal, 6 June 1794; Brown, Irish Enlightenment, 220.

46 A library passed on to relatives or sold on has been treated as one entry: Hoey, Watts, Armitage, Williams
II, Mitchell, Spotswood/Jackson, Stewart, Butler, Colbert, Latham, Brown, Gerna, Dowling, Hime, Hope,
Twigg, and White: Abbas, “Coffee Houses, Early ‘Public’ Libraries, and the Print Trade,” Appendix 2, 145.

To date, forty-one separate seventeenth- and eighteenth-century Dublin coffee houses have been
identified: ibid., Appendix 1, 145.
48 Brown, Irish Enlightenment, 220.
49 bickson, Dublin, 234.
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sphere will further contextualise the historical environment in which the Dublin

Library was established.

Patriotism and Improvement

The magnitude of the print revolution in Ireland raised fears among some that
an overturning of the entire social order was imminent and that improvement
could be detrimental to society. In 1725, George Faulkner, friend and publisher
of Jonathan Swift, inserted an editorial on the front page of his Dublin Journal
expressing amazement at the power of the newspaper in disseminating news
to a wider public as a means of ‘improving the mind’. However, the object of
scorn was not Protestant or Papist, nor was it critic or supporter of the
government. Rather, it reflected the writer’s disdain for what he saw as an
unintended consequence of this printing phenomenon:

[B]ut the cheapness and easiness of the purchase, for the meaner sort
of people, for whom these sorts of compositions were never intended,
finding they can be learned men at the expence of one penny per week,
never fail to put themselves upon a level with gentlemen in modern
history; the fault of this alluring cheapness has made cobblers and
journeymen taylors as familiar with Stockho/m and Madrid, as with their
own stalls and shopboards.>°
It was determined that the remedy for this problem would be to raise the price
of the newspaper to make it unaffordable for the lower social orders. The
following week, after printing a stern rebuttal from a porter calling himself
‘Timothy Broadshoulder’, Faulkner acknowledged: ‘As I blame Men of Mr
Broadshoulder’s profession for reading too much of what does not concern
them; I must also blame others for reading too little’. He concluded that men
should ‘want that improved reason and that enlightened knowledge, that
should distinguish them from irrational beings’.”* Such was the importance of
the newspaper, that it facilitated an expanded reading public. In identifying the
newspaper as an early vehicle of the ‘print-capitalism’ that assisted the
establishment of a ‘national consciousness’, Benedict Anderson noted Friedrich
Hegel’s later observation that ‘newspapers serve modern man as a substitute

for morning prayers’.>® Faulkner’s ultimate decision to highlight the benefits of

50 Faulkner’s Dublin Journal, 30 March 1725.

>1 Women escaped Faulkner’s criticism but not his condescension: ‘Romances are, and were always the
prerogative of the ladies’: Faulkner’s Dublin Journal, 6 April 1725.

>2 Anderson, Imagined Communities, 34-39.
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his medium reflected the spirit of improvement through the mass

dissemination of print.

In the second half of the eighteenth century, expressions of patriotism blended
with the promotion of improvement and encouragement of reading, aimed at
a wider public through the marketing of an affordable, Irish-made product. As
for other printed matter, the Dublin print trade experienced a boom in what
was largely a reprint trade due to Ireland’s falling outside the 1709 Copyright
Act. This led to an expansion of readers who could afford the cheaper Dublin
reprint over a newly released, expensive London import.>®> However, some
London publishers adjusted quickly and took subscriptions from Irish buyers
for London editions at comparable prices. This prompted the same George
Faulkner, who thirty years earlier had railed against the expansion of the news-
reading public, to launch a patriotic bid to produce his edition for the benefit
of the Irish economy:

All the Money of the Dublin edition will be laid out here among the
Letterfounders, Paper Makers, Printers, Rag-gatherers, and other Poor
People depending on those Branches of Business; whereas any Money
that is subscribed to any foreign Edition will drain this poor Country of
so much Cash, and be a means of destroying the above Manufactures,
and enrich one London bookseller. The Dublin Edition will not only be
better printed and much sooner published than the English one, but be
almost as cheap again; and may not only be a Means of supporting the
above Manufactures in Ireland, but also to frustrate the evil Designs that
have been made to destroy Printing in this nation, many attempts having
been made for that Purpose.®

Such was the importance of the Irish reprint trade on the domestic economy
that there was an uproar in the Dublin newspapers whenever it was reported
that London imprints of English novels were flooding the Irish market to

prevent the production of Irish reprints.> Irish parliamentarians resisted

pressure from the British to extend the 1709 Copyright Act to Ireland, arguing

>3 Abbas, “Coffee Houses, Early ‘Public’ Libraries and the Print Trade,” 41. Until the Importation Act was
passed in 1739, these reprints could legally be exported to England: O Ciosain and Hutton, “History of the
Book in Ireland,” 194; Kennedy, “The Domestic and International Trade of an Eighteenth-Century Dublin
Bookseller,” 94.

>4 Cole, Irish Booksellers and English Writers, 130-131, citing Faulkner’s Dublin Journal, 8 April 1758.

> Powell, Politics of Consumption, 99. For a comprehensive study on the Dublin print trade, see M. Pollard,
Dublin’s Trade in Books, 1550-1800: Lyell Lectures, 1986-1987 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1989). On the
Dublin print trade and the Enlightenment, see Sher, The Enlightenment & the Book, particularly the chapter
titled "The Rise and Fall of Irish Reprinting,” 443-502.
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that it would destroy the Irish economy and bolster Dutch exports to Britain,
without benefiting the British.>®

Significantly, the Irish print trade was not simply about reprinting English
novels cheaply for profit. Many eighteenth-century publishers and printers
prided themselves in producing fine Dublin editions of quality works for the
masses at reasonable prices, often on principles of cultural patriotism,
improvement and wider access. In 1789, John Chambers (5 Abbey Street)
amassed 807 subscribers for his edition of Modern Geography and stated that
he ‘published the work “not more with a view to profit than to prove that this
country has spirit, when encouraged, not only to undertake literary
publications on an English scale of liberality, but even to attempt improvement
thereon”’.>” William Jones (86 Dame Street) opened an advertisement for his
1791 edition of Shakespeare’s Dramatic Works with ‘To the Friends of
Literature in Ireland’.*® His goal was to produce an improved edition by adding
notes and commentary by Samuel Johnson and others but also to include an
illustration by an Irish artist. Jones aimed this edition at the ‘low and middling
ranks’ and to ‘every class of readers’.>® Also aiming at the wider public, Robert
Marchbank (10 Temple Lane) proposed to publish by subscription Samuel
Johnson’s Dictionary in two volumes and fifty-two numbers, at one shilling each
‘To enlarge the Circulation of this Fund of Learning, by facilitating the
Acquisition of a Book so indispensably essential for the Perusal of all Ranks and
Societies of Readers, especially those whose Circumstances do not permit them
to become Purchasers at once of so necessary a Work’. Marchbank also
stressed ‘that the Subscribers’ Names shall be printed, as Patrons of Literature,

and Encouragers of the Arts and Manufacturers of Ireland’.®°

There was an obvious trend among eighteenth-century Irish publishers to
present their products as a demonstration of their patriotism and recognition

of their subscribers as equally validating their support for Irish initiatives.

56 Cole, Irish Booksellers and English Writers, 5.
> 1bid., 21; Pollard, Dictionary, 99.

%8 Morning Post, 26 March 1791.

>9 Cole, Irish Booksellers and English Writers, 20.
60 Hibernian Journal, 22 August 1794.
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Before and after legislative independence from Britain, publications by the likes
of Faulkner, Chambers, Jones, and Marchbank indicated a desire to promote
the Irish publishing industry as at least equal to the British.®! The Catholic
publisher James Moore (45 College Green), also known for his reasonably
priced publication of Thomas Paine’s Rights of Man (with Randal McAllister;
they also proposed Paine as an honorary member of the United Irishmen),
embarked on a colossal production of an eighteen-volume Dublin edition of the
Encyclopaedia Britannica (1790-1801).5% Moore’s undertaking, one of the most
prominent publications in Ireland in the late-eighteenth century, was better
known for its domestic production than its scholarly contents. Moore
emphasised in his first volume that he ‘was the “Printer, Publisher and sole
Proprietor” of the whole work and that he was glad to serve “a discerning and
liberal Nation” of readers’.®® In his prospectus for the second volume, Moore
stated that the ‘work will be printed in superb style, suitable to the spirit and
taste of the Irish Nation’. For those who subscribed, Moore pledged to ‘record
the Patrons of Literature in Ireland, and hand down their names to posterity
as encouragers of a Work of such magnitude and celebrity’. Recognising the
wider range of readership at the time, he concluded the prospectus by stating
the project’'s aim to appeal to the ‘profound Scholar, the accomplished
Gentleman, and the Inquisitive Trader’.®* Understandably, especially given the
advertisements for which he paid to promote his project, nhewspaper articles

praised Moore for his efforts to support the ‘Irish Nation’.®®

Indeed, Irish newspaper proprietors were most appreciative of the revenue

from lengthy advertisements of the Dublin booksellers, whom they regarded

61 Carpenter, “A Verse Confrontation in Late-Eighteenth-Century Ireland,” 38.

62 Pollard, Dictionary, 415. The eighteen volumes consisted of ‘more than 14,500 pages of articles, and 542
copperplates’. There were also two supplements and various sets had volumes 19 and 20 as plates: Frank
A. Kafker and Jeff Loveland, “The Publisher James Moore and His Dublin Edition of the Encyclopaedia
Britannica: A Notable Eighteenth-Century Irish Publication,” Eighteenth-Century Ireland / Iris an da chultar
26 (2011): 115. For Moore and McAllister as proposers of Paine for honorary membership of the United
Irishmen, see p. 236-237.
&3 Johanna Archbold, ™ The most extensive literary publication ever printed in Ireland’: James Moore and
the Publication of the Encyclopaedia Britannica in Ireland, 1790-1797,” in Gillian O’Brien and Finola O’Kane,
eds., Georgian Dublin (Dublin: Four Courts Press, 2008), 187; 182-183.
64 James Moore, Dedicated, By Permission, to the King. This Day Is Published in 4to. By J. Moore, No. 45,
College-Green, Dublin, Vol. II. ... of Encyclopaedia Britannica; ... [Prospectus for the Encyclopaedia
Britannica] (Dublin: James Moore, 1791), copy at National Library of Ireland, Dublin [L.O. Folder 5/1791/1].
> Hibernian Journal, 21 May 1790; Freeman’s Journal, 24 September 1791; Freeman’s Journal, 1 November
1791.
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as true Irish patriots for their role in helping to cultivate the Irish mind. After
attempting his own subscription library for the ‘Literary and Fashionable’ in
1790, Richard White (20 Dame Street) concentrated on his publishing and
bookselling business, taking out several ads in the Dublin Chronicle.®® In an
editorial, the paper’s owner, William Sleater, expressed his admiration for
such esteemed, enlightened disseminators of knowledge in Ireland:

It must be a gratifying circumstance to every Irishman, to observe the
vast progress this nation is making in its commercial importance, and
also, that the minor advantages which await national opulence bear a
proportional increase. To the public spirit and national enterprise
disseminated amongst us, is to be contributed in a considerable degree,
the improvement in Arts, and the progress to refinement, and perhaps
there does not occur an instance of a more rapid advance to perfection
in any given point, than is at this moment evinced in the superior
manner in which the literary publications of this city are at this time
executed. In its immediate consequence, it reflects a high degree of
respectability on the character of the Booksellers, who, wherever
Literature is justly esteemed, must be considered as a respectable order
of men.®’

White was commended for his ‘unprejudiced public spirit” in providing a
commercial service for the common good. Sleater, a prolific publisher in his
own right—almost 160 titles between 1754 and 1800 —also benefitted from
the Irish reprint trade and included a news section in his paper titled ‘Literature’
where he related such news and opinions as the above for the Irish literary
market. Sleater had similar praise for John Archer, whose travels across
Britain and continental Europe in search of books to sell in Ireland was received
as a curiously patriotic gesture. On one occasion, Sleater reported that Archer
had boarded a ship for Holyhead: 'if to promote useful knowledge, and advance
the cause of literature be of real service to a country, every friend to Ireland

must wish him success’.®’

Another newspaper proprietor, John Magee of the Dublin Evening Post,
included similar pieces on the print trade as news stories. For Magee, even the
dispersal of a valuable private library was a national concern. On the death of

Irish politician Henry Flood in 1791, and subsequent ruminations over his will,

86 publin Chronicle, 4 May 1790; Pollard, Dictionary, 607.
87 publin Chronicle, 5 April 1791.

%8 £s1C.

69 Dublin Chronicle, 3 September 1791.
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Magee championed Trinity College as the ideal beneficiary of Flood’s reputable
collection of books and manuscripts. With a yearly endowment for further
acquisitions, the college library had the potential to be ‘the most noble

repository of literary production in the world’ and an honour to Ireland.”

Perhaps the most celebrated sale of an Irish private library in the eighteenth
century was that of Member of Parliament for Galway, Denis Daly, who passed
away in October 1791. Known as ‘an obsessive bibliophile’, Daly collected many
fine first editions and other rarities.”’ After his death, the papers agonised that
this valuable collection would be lost to Britain. In January 1792, the Dublin
Evening Post included a piece in praise of booksellers John Archer and
William Jones for their patriotic rescue of Daly’s books so that they could be
dispersed—and hopefully kept—in Ireland:

It is with the sincerest pleasure we can inform the public, that the
valuable library of the Right Hon. Denis Daly, justly supposed to be one
of the first private collections in Europe, will not be sent out of the
kingdom for sale, as was at first apprehended. The indefatigable
exertions of Mr John Archer and Mr William Jones, booksellers of this
city, have prevented this by becoming purchasers of the whole. This is
one of the many proofs of the rising state of this country, when two
public spirited individuals are to be found to engage in an undertaking
of so extensive a nature, in which we heartily wish them success; and
have but their efforts to extend the literature of their country will meet
with deserved approbation. To this we can add, that the books are now
on the way from Dunsandle to Dublin; when they arrive we hope to be
able to lay before the public further particulars respecting this
interesting literary intelligence.”?

Archer, at this point, was bookseller to the Dublin Library Society and Jones
was a founder member. They purchased the collection from Daly’s family for
£2,300 and published a lengthy catalogue of 1,441 items.”® The Freeman’s
Journal, who rarely reported on the Dublin Library, mistook Archer’s role there
and conjectured: ‘The Dublin Library Society, to whom, we believe, Mr. Archer
is Treasurer, will have an opportunity of purchasing on reasonable terms; and,

in the outset of so useful an institution, it will be of vast advantage, at once,

70 Dublin Evening Post, 8 December 1791; ibid., 20 December 1791. This was a celebrated topic in Ireland
for some time. Flood’s will was contested by his brother who was eventually awarded the estate; Trinity
College did not receive anything: Fox, Trinity College Library Dublin, 104.

Y pIB; Kelly, “Elite Political Clubs,” 267; Rankin, “Historical Writing,” 282.
72 Dublin Evening Post, 21 January 1792. Daly’s residence was in Dunsandle, Co. Galway.

73 Kennedy, “The Domestic and International Trade of an Eighteenth-Century Dublin Bookseller,” 96;
Rankin, “Historical Writing,” 282.
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and without trouble, to make so useful an acquisition of elegant and useful
learning’.”* Another connection with the Dublin Library was that the auctioneer
for the sale was the same James Vallance who rented out his rooms at 6
Eustace Street to the library. The Daly auction took place in a room on the

same premises.

The sale was set for 1 May 1792 and the preface to the catalogue evinced more
of the patriotic valour from these Irish lovers of literature:

They conceived it would have been, in some degree, disgraceful to the
literary character of their Countrymen, if such a Library as this was
carried out of the kingdom, to enrich the public, or private collections of
other Nations.”

The bidding was fierce, prompting the Earl of Charlemont, in a letter to his
friend Edmond Malone, to regard this as a measure of the Irishman’s
sophistication, discernment, and bibliophilia:

You judged right respecting the sale of our poor friend’s books. They
have, I believe, sold for almost the double of what the family got for
them. During the week of the auction the Dublin world was book mad.
All men bought, they who could and they who could not read, and the
prices were more than London would have afforded. I am glad of it for
two reasons, because Archer is an honest man, and deserved success
for the more than Irish spirit of his enterprise, and because four Scotch
and two English booksellers were disappointed in their impudent
expectation of finding Ireland a land of ignorance, where the best books
might be purchased for a trifle.”®

The Dublin Evening Post, reporting that the sale surpassed previous ones in
the country in terms of prices, echoed Lord Charlemont’s statement about

Archer:

The spirit with which the two gentlemen made the purchase, and the
indefatigable zeal of Mr Archer—one of the gentlemen concerned—to
serve the cause of literature in this country, by bringing into circulation
scarce and valuable books, make their success in this adventure a
matter of pleasure to the public.”’

4 Freeman’s Journal, 21 January 1792.

73 A Catalogue of the Library of the Late Right Honourable Denis Daly... (Dublin: J. Archer and W. Jones,
1792), iii-iv. Of the preface, Deana Rankin notes the ‘proud articulation of the links between the library, the
nation, and democracy’, whether simply a selling pitch or a patriotic approach: Rankin, “Historical Writing,”
283.

76 Lord Charlemont to Edmond Malone, 15 June 1792, Great Britain, Royal Commission on Historical
Manuscripts, The Manuscripts and Correspondence of James, First Earl of Charlemont, vol. 2, 1784-1799,
Historical Manuscripts Commission, Thirteenth Report, Appendix VIII, 193-194; Kennedy, “'‘Book mad’: The
Sale of Books by Auction in Eighteenth-Century Dublin,” 48-49; Rankin, “Historical Writing,” 282-283.

7 Dublin Evening Post, 10 May 1792. Archer and Jones made a profit of ‘nearly £1,200 on the sale’:
Kennedy, “The Domestic and International Trade of an Eighteenth-Century Dublin Bookseller,” 97. The New
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Despite the proximity of the Dublin Library Society to the sale in which the
purchasers of Daly’s collection were founding members (and Archer, the
library’s bookseller), the Dublin Library did not acquire anything at the sale.
Richard Edward Mercier, former apprentice to John Archer, and secretary of
the Dublin Library, purchased at the sale on behalf of Trinity College. From a
study of an annotated copy of the Daly sale catalogue, fifty-three separate
Dublin Library Society founding members purchased books at the sale, with

several making multiple purchases.”®

Another example of the interest in quality reading material comes from an
unlikely medium. One of the sidelines of the Irish stationer was the sale of
lottery tickets. Advertisements for Irish lotteries flooded the front pages of
Dublin’s newspapers from the mid-eighteenth century onward. At the height of
Dublin’s lottery craze, some booksellers doubled as lottery-office keepers and
sold tickets for cash prizes. In 1791, such a commodity were books that an
enterprising bookseller set up a lottery in which they were the prizes.”” One
shilling, therefore, could have netted a grand prize of a book valued at nine
shillings and a tuppence.®® It was called the Literary Lottery and the list of
potential prizes ‘comprehends the most valuable BOOKS in the republic of
letters, and every new work of merit in Divinity, Law, History, &c’.8! Evidently,
this was not a giveaway of frivolous novels and romances. By the end of the
year the office of James Mehain had moved from 75 Aungier Street to 49 Essex
Street, at the corner of Crampton Court—next door to Thomas McDonnell of

the Hibernian Journal (at No. 50). The two may have begun a partnership for

York Public Library copy of the catalogue, annotated with prices and totals, suggests a total of £3,370.6.2
was raised from the sale. If these figures are accurate, they would have netted just over £1,070: Catalogue
of the Library of the Late Right Honourable Denis Daly.., accessed 10 December 2015,
https://catalog.hathitrust.org/Record/012309066/Home, leaf (verso) between 126 and 127, leaf (verso)
between 148 and 149.

78 Pollard, Dictionary, 406; Catalogue of the Library of the Late Right Honourable Denis Daly....

79 Faulkner’s Dublin Journal, 12 May 1791. It is unclear when this type of lottery started but regular
advertisements appeared from 1791. Precedent appears to be scant. In Restoration England, one destitute
gentleman was reported to have parted with his library through a book lottery in the hopes of raising more
than he would at auction: John Ashton, History of English Lotteries: Now for the First Time Written (London:
Leadenhall Press, 1893), 44-45. Keith Manley gives a similar example in Scarborough in 1734: Manley, “The
Road to Camelot,” 405. Phillips dates the combined trade of the bookseller and lottery-office keeper as far
back in Dublin as 1760: Phillips, Printing and Bookselling in Dublin, 89.

80 Faulkner’s Dublin Journal, 14 Jun 1791.

81 Dublin Evening Post, 22 December 1791. Phillips suggested that these would have been from unsold
stock: Phillips, Printing and Bookselling in Dublin, 89.
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the next lottery in June 1792 because the prizes were finer and the ads were
larger:

LITERARY LOTTERY
No. 49, Essex-street,
Corner of Crampton-Court
The Drawing will commence on the 22nd June inst.
Sketch of the plan.
2000 Tickets, at 1s. 1d. each.
500 Prizes, Books of Merit, in all Branches of Literature, viz.
The Encyclopedia Britannica, or General Dictionary of all Arts and
Sciences, 8 vols. 9l. 2s. -- Highest Prize
The Works of Raynal, Goldsmith, Shakespeare, Gibbon, Buffon,
Robertson, Cooper, Moore, White, Adams, &c.
The Travels of Coxe, Brydone, du Patty, Page, Banks, Boswell, &c.
TICKETS selling at 1s. 1d. each
Schemes at large gratis.
Mess. Goodluck and Co. beg Leave to represent that their present
Scheme exceeds, for Variety and Elegance of Selection, any they have
hitherto offered the Public.??

Eight volumes of the Encyclopaedia Britannica, valued at nine pounds and two
shillings, was the grand prize and this could well have been James Moore’s
Dublin edition as he was up to the tenth volume by the end of 1792—the year
in which he completed four volumes.® Also, in addition to the Encyclopaedia,
the lure of authors such as Raynal, Buffon, and Robertson, among others, for
the sacrifice of just over a shilling suggests these books were in relatively high
demand. Indeed, most works by those authors were popular Enlightenment

texts that, although Dublin reprints, held their value in the city’s bookshops.®

In November 1792, Catholic bookseller Bernard Dornin (9 Grafton Street) in
the Hibernian Journal began his address, ‘To the people of Ireland’ and declared
that his intended publication of an Enlightenment author was imminent. Two
months later, upon the release of Voltaire’s Philosophical Dictionary, Dornin’s
exaggeratedly premature optimism was palpable:

At a Time when Liberty, and universal Toleration begins to expand itself
all over Europe; when Bigotry and Superstition are no more; when every
Kind of religious Prejudice seems to have sunk into the Grave with our
Ancestors; when Reason, guided by Philosophy, begins to illumine our

82 pibernian Journal, 13 June 1792.

8 Kafker and Loveland, “The Publisher James Moore and His Dublin Edition of the Encyclopaedia Britannica,”
116.

84 Abbé Raynal, George Buffon, and William Robertson; Kennedy, “Reading the Enlightenment in
Eighteenth-Century Ireland,” 357-360.
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Hemisphere, I have presumed to print this celebrated Work,
unquestionably, the chief d'Ouvre [sic] of Voltaire.®

The tone of Dornin’s language—incorporating into his bookselling a mood of
growing public optimism towards society—encapsulates the expressions of
Enlightenment among members of the Dublin print trade. The above
examination of booksellers and publishers has included noteworthy examples
of the interest in antiquarian books and the demand for quality reading
material—including Enlightenment texts—in Dublin in the Ilate-eighteenth
century. Members of the print trade were proud of their businesses and were
lauded by the newspaper press. Heavily subscribed publications indicate a
significant demand for such important reference works as Johnson’s Dictionary,
the Encyclopaedia Britannica, and Chambers’ Modern Geography—all produced

with ideals of patriotism and improvement in mind.

But there was a limit to these ideals in Ascendancy Ireland. Radical literature,
influenced by the American and French Revolutions, became a threat to the
established social order. Indeed, Thomas Paine was the scourge of the
Ascendancy moderates and conservatives, who identified his influences in the
United Irishmen’s promotion of popular sovereignty, natural and civil rights,
representative government, and universal suffrage.® The Ulster M.P. George
Knox, one of the moderates who sought Catholic emancipation through his
motions in parliament, expressed concern with the attitudes of the people
exposed by such radical literature. Writing to the Marquess of Abercorn, Knox
explained that the north ‘was completely inoculated by Paine who persuades

every man to think himself a legislator and to throw off all respect for his

85 Hibernian Journal, 16 November 1792; Hibernian Journal, 7 January 1793; Voltaire, The Philosophical
Dictionary. From the French of M. de Voltaire. [A new and correct edition.] (Dublin: Printed by Bernard
Dornin, [1793]). Dornin (1762-1837) also opened a ‘Reading Room and Library’ with books, pamphlets,
plays, and periodicals available at his premises on payment of a yearly fee of one guinea. ‘Each Subscriber
may take one Book to his own Home; no second can be taken until the first is returned. The Room is open
on Sunday, and every Day from seven o'Clock till ten at Night': Hibernian Journal, 9 May 1794. Dornin was
a United Irishman but not a member of the Dublin Library in 1791. He left Ireland in 1803 for New York,
then Baltimore in 1809 (where he opened ‘Dornin’s Catholic Library’), and finally Philadelphia. Regarded as
the first Catholic American bookseller, he also printed William James MacNeven’s Pieces of Irish History:
Illustrative of the Condition of the Catholics of Ireland; of the Origin and Progress of the Political System of
the United Irishmen,; and of Their Transactions with the Anglo-Irish Government (New York: Published by
William James MacNeven, 1807): Martin J. Burke, “Irish-American Publishing,” in OHIB 4, 103, citing David
Kaser, Bernard Dornin: America’s First Catholic Bookseller (Philadelphia, 1966).

86 McBride, “The Harp Without the Crown,” 175.
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superiors’.®” In another letter, Knox reported that clubs, generally consisting
of ‘a few tradesmen, the dissenting minister, the attorney’ and an apothecary,
in villages all over Ulster were circulating Paine’s publications, distributed from

Belfast and Dublin.®®

Similar clubs aimed at the lower orders appeared in the capital a little earlier,
such as a ‘sixpenny Jacobin club held in one of the lanes off Castle Street’ in
December 1792, and the Strugglers’ Club, among others. 3 Pamphlets,
newspapers, and Paine’s publications were the principal reading items,
although little else is known of them. However, testimony from members of
radical reading societies revealed the types of reading material available. The
revolutionary John Daly Burk (1776-1808) was expelled from Trinity College
Dublin in April 1794 for denying the Trinity (amongst other dogmas) and went

t.°° While it is not clear

to work in an editing capacity for the Dublin Evening Pos
whether Burk was an official member of the Dublin United Irishmen, he was
nevertheless co-chair of at least one meeting with forty-two United Irishmen,
including Richard McCormick and Thomas Ryan.’! (Burk was a member of
the Strugglers’ Club.) Inspired by such Enlightenment luminaries as Descartes,
Hume, Priestley, and Locke, the banished student, along with a French
embroiderer simply known as Le Blanc, established the Philanthropic and
Telegraphic societies. In August 1796, Francis Higgins reported to Dublin
Castle that the Telegraphic Club met in Ross Lane disguised as the Freemason
Lodge, no. 21, and that they had ‘a private printing press from whence issue

various treasonable production’s [sic]’.??

87 Ibid., quoting George Knox to the Marquess of Abercorn, 14 February 1793 (Public Record Office of
Northern Ireland [PRONI], Abercorn Papers, T.2541/1181/4/12).

88 Whelan, “Republic in the Village,” 107, quoting George Knox to the Marquess of Abercorn, 16 March 1793
(PRONI, Abercorn Papers, T.2541/1181/4/17). For book clubs and reading societies in Ulster, see Adams,
The Printed Word and the Common Man.

89 Smyth, Men of No Property, 147. The Strugglers’ Club was an offshoot of the Dublin Society of United
Irishmen: Brown, Irish Enlightenment, 443. This is an under-researched subject. Names of other such clubs
were: Real United Traders, the Union, the States, the Huguenot, Clady, Cold Bone, Dexter, Druid, Shamrock,
Athenian, Shoe, and Friendly societies: Whelan, “Republic in the Village,” 123; Smyth, Men of No Property,
147.

9% Joseph I. Shulim, “John Daly Burk: Irish Revolutionist and American Patriot,” Transactions of the American
Philosophical Society, New Series, 54, no. 6 (1964): 5-9.

o Francis Higgins to Sackville Hamilton, 16 July 1795, in Bartlett, Revolutionary Dublin, 88.
92 Erancis Higgins to Edward Cooke, 19 August 1796, in Bartlett, Revolutionary Dublin, 96.

129



These clubs were regarded as fronts for revolutionary republican meetings.
When various members appeared at a trial—at which William Cope was a
jurist—of an alleged member of the Defenders (an outlawed group later
associated with the United Irishmen), they were interrogated about the nature
of these clubs.?®> When asked if the purpose of the Philanthropic Society was to
set up a library for the purpose of improvement, William Lawlor, a gilder who
was an informer to Dublin Castle, replied: ‘Burke [Burk] and Le Blanc proposed
reading, writing and learning French, whichever they chose, and they
subscribed to buy paper—but it was a cloak, for if any one came in, they could
do nothing to them, as they were only learning to read and write’.** Lawlor
explained that the society had a rotating presidency and that he was the
treasurer.®® A grocer, Samuel Galland, from Crane Lane stated that he was a
member of a reading society but that its purpose was not to discuss politics
but merely for the ‘information of themselves’. He maintained that the
Philanthropic Society contained newspapers, ‘Goldsmith’s Animated Nature,
Pope’s Works, Chambers’ Dictionary, &c’. Another, a master tailor in Townsend
Street stated he was a member of the Telegraphic Society from early 1794. He
read and discussed with others Paine’s Age of Reason (the ‘vade mecum of the
societies’), but testified that he decided against donating a dictionary of arts

and sciences after hearing Burk’s views on religion.®

Further reports in the Faulkner’s Dublin Journal, linking these Dublin radical
reading societies to the remnants of the outlawed Dublin United Irishmen,
lamented the influence of Paine’s Age of Reason and Rights of Man on the
working classes:

[T]hese doctrines have become unhappily too prevalent in that class of
society most susceptible to their mischievous influence. The younger
part of the tradesmen, and in general the apprentices [...] have in their
leisure hours after work, which should be spent in the society of their
masters or parents, where they might hope to improve in industry and
morality, have now the mischievous alternative of devoting themselves

93 Thomas MacNevin, The Lives and Trials of Archibald Hamilton Rowan, the Rev. William Jackson, the
Defenders, William Orr, Peter Finnerty, and Other Eminent Irishmen (Dublin: J. Duffy, 1846), 311. For the
Defenders, see Thomas Bartlett, “Select Documents XXXVIII: Defenders and Defenderism in 1795,” Irish
Historical Studies 24, no. 95 (May 1985): 373-394.

o4 MacNevin, Lives and Trials of Archibald Hamilton Rowan, 360.

% The Philanthropic Society met at two venues (at least): High Street and Cork Street, the latter being the
residence of a member, Richard Dry: ibid.

%8 Ibid., 382 & 407 (italics have been added here for the book titles).
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to youthful intemperance, or assembling in clubs instituted for the
specious purpose of improvement, under the name of Reading Clubs,
but designed for the corruption of their members.®’
The newspaper argued that these reading clubs (‘*emissaries of sedition’) were
‘preparatory schools’ where ‘not only were the well-known works of Paine, &c.
read, but original Lectures on the same subjects were delivered, and with great
industry transcribed and disseminated throughout the lower orders of the

people’.*®

The reports were not far from the truth, for John Daly Burk, exiled to the United
States, noted that he set up these reading clubs to act as ‘nurseries from which
to procure men of full intellectual growth and patriotism’ with an armed
rebellion as his ultimate goal.®® Burk, Lawlor, and Le Blanc were also members
of the Huguenot Society, composed of tailors, servants, and shoemakers:

At the meetings on the Exchange steps or in Plunkett Street, the society
heard Lawlor read extracts from Volney’s Vision of the French Republic,

while “a motion was made to get more books and papers to enlighten

the boys and everyone was asked what they would like to learn”.?°

As discussed in Chapter 4, to Ascendancy figures like Richard Musgrave,
exposing the working classes to Enlightenment texts—or even simply reading
and writing—threatened both the social and political order.'®! The incendiary
combination of reading, education, patriotism, and revolution, inspired by
events in France, were enough for Musgrave to regard such reading societies

as ‘seminaries of sedition’.!%?

The lower-income segments of Irish society who could not afford the initial

two-guinea payment for the Dublin Library Society could have visited the city’s

97 Faulkner’s Dublin Journal, 5 March 1796.
%8 Faulkner’s Dublin Journal, 5 & 8 March 1796.

9 Whelan, “United Irishmen, the Enlightenment and Popular Culture,” 286, citing John Daly Burk, History

of the Late War in Ireland, With an Account of the United Irish Association (Philadelphia, 1799), 45-46.

100 Whelan, “Republic in the Village,” 124, quoting John Kennedy, 15 March 1796 (Rebellion Papers

620/23/59, National Archives of Ireland, Dublin).

01 Whelan, “Republic in the Village,” 129. Even circulating libraries with light, frivolous texts were just as
threatening to some. David Allan writes: ‘Accordingly, it was often suspected, and was again and again
alleged explicitly by commentators of otherwise disparate viewpoints, that the commercial collections
granted license to those who were least qualified to cope with the serious business of reading and who were
also most likely to be corrupted by contact with indecent or inflammatory material’: Allan, A Nation of

Readers, 120.

102 Whelan, “United Irishmen, the Enlightenment, and Popular Culture,” 281.
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coffee houses to read newspapers, pamphlets and other ephemeral literature.
However, if they were of a rebellious sort, radical societies existed for some
clandestine education and reading of Enlightenment texts other than Paine,
much to the detriment of those conservatives who regarded such improving
endeavours as anathema to the social order of Ascendancy Ireland. Moreover,
attempts by both the government and its critics to shape public opinion in the
1790s eventually led to political divisions that tore Irish society apart by the
end of the century.'® In this context, it will be shown that the Dublin Library
occupied an anomalous position as a proponent of wider public participation—
free from political and religious prejudices—in improvement through
information access and dissemination during a period of increased politicisation

of the public.

Conclusion

Overall, the intent of these last two chapters has been to highlight the historical
background of Irish patriotism and Enlightenment ideals communicated to an
expanding reading public through the burgeoning print trade. This provides the
contemporary context leading into the establishment of the Dublin Library
Society, now the focus for the next chapter, with a subsequent chapter
examining its founding members. Further historical context will be combined
with the succeeding chapter on clubs and societies to which many founding
members of the Dublin Library belonged, before and after 1791. The reasons
for this arrangement are twofold: 1) to introduce the clubs and societies after
the Dublin Library and its members to highlight common associations among
the members with the other contemporary societies; and 2) because clubs and
societies in eighteenth-century Dublin—in which many Dublin Library members
were involved—were directly entwined with events and movements unfolding
in the capital during the 1790s. From there, it will be argued that the Dublin
Library’s place as another location of the city’s enlightened public sphere sat
firmly within the establishment of other examples of cultural patriotism in
Ireland. Importantly, from a historiographical perspective, hew approaches in

the historical study of various types of libraries—public, radical, exclusive, and

103 Brown, Irish Enlightenment, 436.
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inclusive—also contribute to the wider study of the development of society, in

this period.
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Part Three:
The Dublin Library Society
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Chapter 6: Origins of the Dublin Library Society

Previous chapters addressed some of the major themes that encapsulated
modern Irish history leading into the final decade of the eighteenth century. In
terms of rudimentary library service provision, coffee houses gave the public
access to information products. Circulating libraries acted primarily as lending
facilities for fiction and light reading, but gradually improved their collections
to meet demand for quality literature. Although its static holdings and
association with the Established Church lessened its utility for Dublin’s reading
public, Marsh’s Library remained the only public institution that did not require
exclusive membership, as was the case for the libraries of Trinity College,
Dublin Society, and the Royal Irish Academy. Significantly, all were locations

of the Ascendancy public sphere in eighteenth-century Dublin.!

Of the institutional libraries, the Royal Irish Academy (discussed in Chapter 8)
was formed in 1785 by prominent members of the academic, scientific and
antiquarian fields, with regal endorsement and the approbation, support, and
leadership from titled landowners. This occurred in an environment of patriotic
pride after achievements by the Irish Volunteers in gaining legislative
independence from the English crown in 1782. The importance of Ireland—with
Dublin as its capital—among the nations of the world was being forged through
the creation of learned societies that would make valuable contributions to
intellectual output, encouraged by an enlightened world. A measure of
greatness for a nation was through its encouragement of learning in an

expanding public sphere.

The Freeman’s Journal published an editorial on the importance of public
libraries in 1786, using Paris as the exemplary city to which Dublin would do

well to emulate:

1 Similarly, Murray Pittock discusses several Irish societies from the late-seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries, including the Dublin Society and the Royal Irish Academy as a part of the ‘Irish Anglican public
sphere’ that sought to differentiate itself, culturally, from the English: Pittock, Scottish and Irish
Romanticism, 97-98. For debate on whether there existed a native, Catholic public sphere alongside this,
see Corkery, Hidden Ireland; Joep Leersen, Hidden Ireland, Public Sphere (Galway: Arlen House, 2002);
and James Kelly, “Regulating Print: The State and the Control of Print in Eighteenth-Century Ireland,”
Eighteenth-Century Ireland / Iris an da Chultur 23 (2008): 142-174.
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There are a few institutions of any public nature more conducive to the
good of society than the means of liberal knowledge; and as that must
be principally obtained by extensive reading, it seldom falls to the share
of the multitude, as books are so hard to be got. To remedy this, and
give all ranks of people an opportunity of consulting the literary
productions of all countries and all ages, Paris is remarkable, the public
library of that capital being open for the inspection of all those who wish
to inform themselves.?
This, according to the newspaper, reflected France’s prolific literary and
intellectual capability, and that Dubliners would readily accept such an
institution as beneficial to the community and the nation at large.? The article
concluded with a suggestion that while public expenditure was used for the
most frivolous of ventures, the Irish would certainly approve of an allocation
of resources for a repository to house Ireland’s literary and scientific output—
the Royal Irish Academy’s library being a logical venue. The Academy,
however, limited its library’s access to its restrictive membership, while its
hours of availability (Mondays only) and lack of reading room space left many
of its members wanting an alternative. Even those who were fellows of Trinity

College were only able to access their library for a short time every day.*

Demand from the public for access to quality reading material was therefore
considered a patriotic pursuit in late-eighteenth-century Dublin, with
booksellers and newspapers from the print trade promoting library service
provision as a measure of an enlightened and intellectually prosperous society.
This chapter will focus on the establishment of the Dublin Library Society, and
public reception to it, in this environment. Contemporary newspapers reveal
not only an appreciation for a public library utility, but significant support for

the institution as a means for Dubliners to express their cultural patriotism.

John Archer’s General Book-Repository
By this time, John Archer had established himself as one of the most
successful booksellers in the country. Having procured important private

libraries while making regular book-purchasing sojourns to England and the

2 Freemans Journal, 3 May 1786.

3 This could be an example of how Irish newspapers would appeal to local patriots to support initiatives to
bring Ireland up to a level of cultural innovation that existed in other countries.

4 Warburton et al., History of the City of Dublin, 2:921; Carpenter, “A Verse Confrontation in Late-
Eighteenth-Century Ireland,” 36; Fox, Trinity College Library Dublin, 70-71.
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Continent, Archer moved into spacious rooms at 80 Dame Street and opened
his General Book-Repository on 1 December 1788. No expense was spared to
advertise his enormous collection; he published a broadside and took out a
lengthy, front-page advertisement in the local papers informing the public of
his patriotic duty to Ireland:

But at the present juncture, when the dissemination of Knowledge is a
National Pursuit, I should humbly hope that the Pains I have taken, the
heavy Expences I have incurred, and the Collection I have made, will be
found deserving the Patronage of such as regard the advancement of
Literature and the benefit of the Community.’

Undoubtedly through his purchases of private libraries and selective additions
from abroad, Archer’s 20,000-volume collection boasted a vastly superior

range of subjects than any other bookseller in Dublin.®

Delighted with the reception that his venture had received and that he had
attracted the custom of the ‘most exalted Characters in this Nation” Archer
stressed that his collection was particularly extensive in ‘Irish History and
Antiquities, Trade, Agriculture, and Natural History, Architecture, Painting, and
Mathematics, Critical Learning, Coins, &c. &c. &c’—appealing to members of
those learned institutions, the Dublin Society, Royal Irish Academy, and Trinity
College. Though one must not forget that Archer was a bookseller and publisher
(of approximately 100 titles between 1791 and 1800),2 his fitting up of a
spacious room above his shop ‘for the Reception of the Literati’ further
emphasised his desire to attract Irish intellectuals both as clients and,
favourably, his ‘Friends’.® Indeed, a chronicler of Dublin in the mid-nineteenth
century referred to Archer’s shop as ‘the rendezvous of the literary men of

Dublin’ in the last part of the eighteenth century.'® As would be expected, many

> Town,; or Dublin Evening Packet, 6 December 1788; [John Archer], To the Public ... ([Dublin: s.n., 1787]
[i.e. 1788], ESTC N71237 [Imprint conjectured by cataloguer], [National Library of Ireland MS 27,293(1)]).

6 John Archer, A Catalogue of Books (for 1789 ;): Consisting of Above Twenty Thousand Volumes in Most
Languages and Parts of Literature ... Offered for Sale ... 11th Feb., 1789 ... At the Shop of J. Archer, No.
80, Dame-street... (Dublin, 1789). For Archer, see Kennedy, “The Domestic and International Trade of an
Eighteenth-Century Dublin Bookseller,” 94-105. For his trade in French books, see Kennedy, “Nations of the
Mind: French Culture in Ireland and the International Booktrade,” in Michael O’'Dea and Kevin Whelan, eds.,
Nations and Nationalisms: France, Britain, Ireland and the Eighteenth-Century Context, SVEC 335 (Oxford:
Voltaire Foundation, 1995), 147-158; and Kennedy, French Books in Eighteenth-Century Ireland, 117-118.

7 Dublin Chronicle, 10 Feb 1789; Town,; or Dublin Evening Packet, 6 December 1788.

8 Kennedy, “The Domestic and International Trade of an Eighteenth-Century Dublin Bookseller,” 95.
o Dublin Chronicle, 10 Feb 1789; Town,; or Dublin Evening Packet, 6 December 1788.

10 Gilbert, History of the City of Dublin, 2:278.
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members of the college and the learned societies were also consumers—
voracious readers with their own private libraries. Importantly, the hours of
operation for this nascent reading society and shop—10am to 9pm—were far

more convenient than Mondays at the Royal Irish Academy.

This was the age of associational culture where membership to societies and
clubs was all the rage. In Dublin, being part of a group of like-minded
individuals was as much an expression of one’s patriotism as it was a desire
for sociability. Patriotic societies such as the Monks of the Order of St. Patrick
(also known as the Monks of the Screw) and the Whig Club were just as active
in the pursuit of Irish legislative independence as they were of the fermented
grape. Many members of these societies also belonged to the learned
institutions mentioned above. Therefore, Archer’s initiative was yet another

opportunity for like-minded individuals to meet in a more informal setting.

Attempts to establish more overtly commercial reading spaces in Dublin, at
this time, were also seasoned with a patriotic flavour:

As the Importance of Ireland in the Rank of Nations increases, a
Diffusion of general Knowledge and Information seem to be
indispensably requisite. Under this Consideration, the Author of the
present Undertaking, actuated by an earnest Wish to be in some Degree
serviceable in the Country, in which he, though a Foreigner, has now
lived upwards of eighteen Years; with all the Deference of a Man
desirous of meriting the Public Favour, submits the following Plan,
entirely new, to the judgement of a discerning and intelligent Nation.*!
Like Archer, Anthony Gerna’s advertising strategy for his subscription library
(at 31 College Green) offered glimpses of the public mood that reading and
cultivation worked in tandem with national pride as an appealing contemporary
pursuit. By making himself ‘serviceable to the Community’ he was also
combining his business venture with a sense of patriotic duty. Gerna continued
this theme after the establishment of the Dublin Library Society when he
advertised his *Political and Literary Cabinet’ for ‘Gentlemen and Noblemen’ but
also highlighted his holdings of maps, globes, atlases, and several political and

historical works as a ‘useful institution established on the Basis of public

1 Dublin Chronicle, 29 January 1791. Gerna’s ‘Cabinet Litteraire’ originated as his ‘Public Library of French
Literature’, a circulating library in 1788: Hibernian Journal, 20 February 1788.
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Good'.'? As mentioned in the above chapter, this very theme continued to be
exploited by those newspaper proprietors grateful for the continued stream of

advertising revenue from their clients.!3

The Dublin Library Society
It has already been shown that newspaper proprietors expressed and shaped
public opinion through their emphasis on the patriotic and ‘enlightened’ work
of booksellers as disseminators of knowledge for the nation. One week after
his news piece in praise of Richard White and Irish booksellers in general,
William Sleater produced a lengthy notice in his section devoted to literary
news, this time with the subtitle of Dublin’s first non-proprietary subscription
library.'* None of the other Dublin newspapers copied this report for their
papers (as they were wont to do) and hitherto, this is the earliest reference to
the plan of the Dublin Library Society yet uncovered:
LITERATURE
DUBLIN LIBRARY SOCIETY

The establishment of an extensive PUBLIC LIBRARY in a large metropolis
is undeniably a matter of general concern. Dublin has long felt the
inconveniences arising from the want of such an institution, but an effort
has at length been made to remove so material a defect. The DUBLIN
LIBRARY will be established on a plan of the most evident utility to the
Public, and entirely calculated to merit its protection.'?
The lengthy column described in detail the plans and procedures for this new
institution, as well as the principal purpose to purchase rare, expensive books
that warrant being included by the subscribers. Their intention was for a library
suitable for ‘the rising state of this metropolis’. The setting of the subscription

of two guineas at the start, and one guinea per annum thereafter, was a

12 Hibernian Journal, 8 February 1792. Gerna retired from the bookselling and library business in 1795,
when some of his library was auctioned off by James Vallance at 6 Eustace Street (in the same building as
the Dublin Library). His wife, Pauline, operated a boarding school for girls at Belfield, in which students had
access to a library on the premises, comprised of much of what Gerna had advertised during his library
days: Hibernian Journal, 27 July 1795.

13 To give an idea of the costs of these advertisements, Francis Higgins reported in April 1795 that the
Catholic Committee had run up a bill of £741 19s 0d with the Hibernian Journal (run by Catholic Committee
member and United Irishman, Thomas McDonnell): Bartlett, Revolutionary Dublin, 80. Mid-eighteenth-
century rates were roughly two shillings for an average-sized ad and upwards of eight shillings for a lengthy
one: Munter, History of the Irish Newspaper, 63-65.

14 For Sleater’s tribute to Richard White, see p. 123.

15 publin chronicle, 12 April 1791.

139



modest price that was anticipated to appeal to greater numbers. There would
be something for everyone:

The curious will there obtain access to the most various, the learned to
the most important information. The middle orders of society will enjoy
advantages which fortune seemed before to have denied them: and the
highest may find some works which even opulence cannot always
procure.'®

Here, it is useful to reconstruct an alternative chronology of its origins. As
mentioned above, all the literature relating to the Dublin Library Society has
its genesis on 10 May 1791. However, the above news piece in the Dublin
Chronicle was from its 12 April edition. Immediately below the article is another
piece in a section devoted to small bits of Dublin news:

We have the pleasure to inform our numerous readers, that a number
of gentlemen have formed a plan for establishing a public Library in this
city, upon an enlarged scale. As this has been an object long wished for,
and the advantages arising from so spirited an undertaking so obvious,
that it cannot fail of meeting with such encouragement from the lovers
of literature as will render it worthy of the increasing greatness of this
metropolis.'’

No other clues were given as to the exact date of this meeting. But a column,
in the form of a letter to the editor in the Dublin Evening Post of 3 November
1791 indicates 22 March 1791 as the date when the same gentlemen who
gathered regularly in Archer’s General Book-Repository to read and discuss
books, pamphlets, newspapers, and philosophical transactions, also considered
the idea of starting a public subscription library. Another report described a
meeting of ‘a half dozen gentlemen to establish a literary Asylum from
professional toil and the fatigue of trade’.'® They agreed to collect ‘with the
greatest diligence from amongst their friends, those whose names could add
weight to their undertaking’ and gained Archer’s kind permission to *hang up a
proposal for a library in his shop’ seeking names of interested potential

members.*® As reported in the Dublin Chronicle in April, a general meeting

16 Dublin Chronicle, 12 April 1791. The membership fee for the Royal Irish Academy in 1785 was £5 5s per
annum: Charles O’Conor, “Origins of the Royal Irish Academy,” Studies: An Irish Quarterly Review 38, no.
151 (September 1949): 336. In 1818, initial admission was five guineas and two guineas per annum:
Warburton et al., History of the City of Dublin, 2:921.

7 bublin chronicle, 12 April 1791.
18 Dublin Evening Post, 3 November 1791; Hibernian Journal, 17 August 1791.
19 Dublin Evening Post, 3 November 1791.
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would be announced ‘once a hundred names are subscribed’.?® Owing to
Archer’s ‘great assiduity in procuring them subscribers’,?! they reached their
target seven weeks later and a meeting on 10 May—hosted by Archer—resulted
in an announcement in the Dublin newspapers of the first official meeting of
the Dublin Library Society for 21 May 1791.

Very little is known of the meeting on 10 May other than what has been related
from nineteenth-century histories that describe Richard Kirwan chairing a
meeting of ‘interested individuals’ and ‘men of congenial minds’ who met to
draw up plans for the Dublin Library.?? In actuality, the six individuals and their
friends or associates who ‘could add weight to their undertaking’, comprised
one-fifth of those who lent their signatures to the list in Archer’s. They met to
review and finalise the set of rules and regulations (discussed below) drawn up
in March, including the adoption of procedures that were similar to those in
operation at the Royal Irish Academy, whereby a committee of twenty-one, a
secretary and a treasurer would be elected by the members themselves. In
other words, those ‘interested individuals’ present at the 10 May meeting
appear to have been the original twenty-one, for at the official meeting of 21
May ‘the members at large paid those gentlemen with whom it [the plan of the
library] originated, the highest compliment they had in their power, by

returning them on the Committee’.?®

Having reached their goal of one hundred expressions of interest, the very first
official meeting of the city’s newest intellectual venture was held in the Royal
Irish Academy. The first official notice from the Dublin Library appeared in the
Dublin Chronicle and Dublin Evening Post on 19 May, and in the Hibernian
Journal the following day:
DUBLIN LIBRARY SOCIETY
THE DUBLIN LIBRARY SOCIETY will meet at the House of the Royal Irish

Academy, on Saturday next, the 21st inst. at two o'Clock precisely, to
pay their Subscriptions, elect a Committee, and transact other business.

20 bublin Chronicle, 12 April 1791.

2 Dublin Evening Post, 3 November 1791.

22 Mackle, Reminiscences of the Life of Dr. Richard Kirwan, 7.
z Dublin Evening Post, 3 November 1791.
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Renowned scientist and founding member of the Royal Irish Academy, Richard
Kirwan—who was appointed Librarian of the Academy on 16 March 1791%*—
was the chief architect of the Dublin Library scheme, and his influence may
well have helped secure accommodation at the Academy’s spacious rooms in
Grafton Street that Archer’s shop could not offer. A month later, another notice
from the library for a meeting set for 21 June appeared on 18 June, regarding
‘particular business’, this time '‘By the order of the Committee, Richard Edward
Mercier, Sec., June 16, 1791’.?° But one day before the meeting, Thomas
McDonnell, proprietor of the Hibernian Journal, and founding member of the
Dublin Library, had already announced what was due to be discussed at the
meeting the following day: ‘A house has been taken within these few days past
in Eustace-street, for the accommodation of the members of the Dublin Library
Society; an institution that promises to be of the greatest utility to the literati

1 26

of this kingdom’.

Both McDonnell and Sleater, also a founding member of the library and
proprietor of the Dublin Chronicle, were active in promoting the new
subscription library in their papers and would have been privy to meeting
agendas and any news materialising from them. Moreover, their reportage
(including John Magee in the Dublin Evening Post) reflected their papers’ views
of the principles which they wished their countrymen to forge:

The subscription to the Dublin Library Society, we find, is filling rapidly;
and surely too much praise cannot be given to those truly patriotic
gentlemen, who intend making such bequests as must insure a
permanency to so laudable an institution.?’

The plan for Dublin’s first public subscription library was evidently considered
newsworthy for the Dublin literary scene; but the continuing pattern of
connecting it with patriotic sentiment was equally significant. Indeed, the

library’s announcement of its official opening indicates this connection:

24 Royal Irish Academy, RIA Minute Book, vol. 1, 67.
25 publin Evening Post, 18 June 1791.

26 Hibernian Journal, 20 June 1791. In his 1862 lecture, Richard Mackle mentioned 30 June as the day of
the meeting at which Nicholas Lawless, 1°* Baron Cloncurry, was instrumental in organising the
procurement of James Vallance’s rooms in 6 Eustace Street: Mackle, Reminiscences of the Life of Dr. Richard
Kirwan, 7. The Dublin Library occupied the first floor, formerly the residence of the eminent Dr George
Cleghorn, whose nephew, James Cleghorn, was a founding Dublin Library member: Dublin Evening Post,
11 Aug 1791; Gilbert, History of the City of Dublin, 2:314.

27 Hibernian Journal, 27 June 1791.
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DUBLIN LIBRARY SOCIETY

The Committee of the Dublin Library Society inform the Members that
their Rooms (No. 6, Eustace-street) will be opened for their Reception
on Monday the 15th instant.

They beg Leave, at the same time, once more to call the Attention of
the Public to this infant Institution, and to solicit that Patronage which
its Importance and Utility will, they trust, be acknowledged to merit.
Calculated at once for private Gratification and public Improvement, it
has an equal Claim on their Patriotism and their Taste; and under the
Influence of this double Motive it is hoped, that the Friends of Learning
and of Ireland, will manifest a generous Emulation in Support of an
Attempt, made to promote the Diffusion of useful Knowledge, by
facilitating the perusal of valuable Books.?®
The same notice gave the terms (one guinea admission and one guinea
annually), the hours of operation (‘every Day, from 10 o'Clock in the Forenoon
till 4 in the Afternoon, and from 6 in the Evening till 10 at Night’), and a list of
the twenty-one committee members for 1791, in addition to the elected

treasurer, William Cope.?’

One of the original twenty-one, Richard Edward Mercier, was also secretary
of the library and his name appears on many of its early information notices.
The connection with Archer’s bookselling business is clear. For, as Archer was
one of the founding members of the Dublin Library—and his shop having been
the venue of its genesis—he was unanimously elected bookseller to the Library.
Mercier was his protégé, who continued to work out of Archer’s shop, accepting
applications for Dublin Library membership at 80 Dame Street rather than 6
Eustace Street.>° Watchful eyes were on the library, with its organisation in the
early years under considerable scrutiny, in the hopes that it would be a
successful and incorruptible addition—free from private gain—to Dublin’s
cultural landscape. Therefore, the closeness of Archer’s bookselling business
with the operation of a non-profit library society was a concern from the start
as a meeting was held on 25 August 1791 ‘to consider of the Propriety of
empowering the Committee to accept of a Proposal made by Mr. Archer,

Bookseller, to the Society, to furnish a certain Value of Books on Credit; or of

28 publin Evening Post, 13 August 1791.
29 Ipid.
30 1pid.
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any other Mode of procuring an immediate Supply of Books for the Use of the
Library’.** However, Archer’s tenure ended the following year when the Dublin
Evening Post reassured the public of the library’s integrity:

The salutary resolutions brought forward last Monday at the general
meeting of the Dublin-Library-Society, most effectually remove every
suspicion from the public mind of that institution, having originated in
any scheme of private emolument. On its first formation, Mr John Archer
was unanimously chosen book-seller to the Society; but, finding that
many entertained the opinion of its having been set on foot for the
advancement of his interest, and apprehending that such an opinion, if
suffered to prevail, must necessarily overturn it, he has, with a liberality
that does him honour, voluntarily given up his appointment, claiming
the custom of the Library, only so long as he is found to supply it on the
most reasonable terms: a preference however, to be given to the
publishers of any particular work.>?

The Freeman’s Journal took a rather critical swipe at Archer, taking pleasure
in his being deprived of a ‘monopolizing jobb’ but the paper also saw this as a

positive for the public image of the library.>?

Further scrutiny from the newspapers arose from the selection of a librarian.
Four days before the library’s opening, an editorial expressed concern that such
an important establishment had yet to elect a keeper. This was emphasised as
a choice not to be taken lightly, as its ‘future character and success’ depended
on it: ‘the qualities he should possess are considerable learning, correct taste
and extensive knowledge of books. Without these he will disgrace them and
injure the institution’. So important was this selection that a letter ‘For the
Hibernian Journal to the Members of the Dublin Library’ from ‘Hibernicus’
appealed to those with the power of the vote to choose wisely and elect a
librarian whose conduct will exemplify the library as a ‘bright example of the

taste and patriotism of Irishmen’.>*

The same letter, however, revealed an intriguing insight into the motives of
the members to appoint a librarian unaffiliated with a religious profession and

equally unfazed by religious norms. Hibernicus cleverly combined the choice of

31 libernian Journal, 24 August 1791.

32 publin Evening Post, 7 July 1792.

33 Freeman’s Journal, 28 June 1792.

34 Dublin Evening Post, 11 August 1791; Hibernian Journal, 17 August 1791.
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a suitable librarian with the notion of working on Sundays, as the library was
open to the public on that day. He railed against those who objected to the
library being open on the Sabbath and who wished ‘to elect a gentleman to
that office, whose other vocations render an attendance on Sundays
impracticable’. The writer implored the members not to choose a person ‘who
cannot bestow an attendance on those hours for which you are already pledged
to the public’. Hence, the elected individual would manage the Dublin Library
free from any religious affectation, in keeping with a non-sectarian ethos and

pledge to keep religion out of the library.

On 22 August 1791, the members of the Dublin Library Society unanimously
elected Joshua Edkins as their librarian. Edkins, who was possibly the author
of the letter from Hibernicus,? had compiled a collection of Irish poetry and
prose in 1789 and 1790 to great acclaim and was a well-respected literary
figure constantly promoting Irish literature—past and contemporary. The
position of librarian suited him well, for it provided the opportunity of work in
a literary environment, both in terms of books and the many writers who were
members. The salary of £30 per annum was pegged to the number of
subscribers (at this point, just over 300). Once their numbers reached 500,
the librarian’s salary would rise to £50. A ceiling of £100 for 1000 subscribers
would then be in effect. This contrasts with the salaries of subscription
librarians in the English towns of Bradford, Halifax and Lancaster, and in
Belfast, where yearly salaries were lower up to and beyond 1800.3% In
comparison, a skilled craftsman in Dublin would have been earning between
£30 and £45 in 1791.%” Unlike some libraries that provided accommodation for
their keepers, Edkins continued to live in Aungier Street, very close to the

library’s Eustace Street location.3®

35 For an explanation of this, see p. 261-262.

36 Allan, A Nation of Readers, 91; Beckwith, “The Eighteenth-Century Proprietary Library in England,” 91;
Daphne Roberts and Bob Duckett, "The Bradford Library and Literary Society, 1774-1980," Library History
22 (November 2006): 216. At Belfast, the librarian’s salary was £30 per annum in 1793, and 30 guineas per
annum by 1808: Jack Magee, “The Linen Hall Library: The First Hundred Years,” The Linen Hall Review 5,
no. 2 (Summer 1988): 9; John Anderson, History of the Belfast Library and Society for Promoting Knowledge
(Belfast: McCaw, Stevenson and Orr, 1888), 13, 31, 41.

37 Fergus A. D’Arcy, “Wages of Skilled Workers in the Dublin Building Industry, 1667-1918,” Saothar 15
(1990): 21-25.

38 Salaries for librarians in the British universities and the British Museum were considerably higher, for
which see P.S. Morrish, “Library Management in the Pre-Professional Age,” in CHLBI 2, 484.
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That the progress of this fledgling library was scrutinised in the press gives an
indication of its immediate importance in Dublin society. This was a new
venture for most of the reading public who perhaps could only have relied on
Marsh’s Library. As mentioned, Trinity College, Dublin Society and the Royal
Irish Academy had libraries with limited entry even to its members. Although
the circulating libraries could offer literary entertainment and some quality
works, the establishment of this library meant greater access to rare,
expensive, and useful reference literature. For the press, this reflected the
evolution of increased public exposure to print begun by the newspapers
themselves. Coupled with the notion that this was emblematic of Dublin’s
enhanced stature as a world city, editorials and letters sang the praises of the
institution and its founding members:

The Dublin Library Society is an institution that merits in a high degree
the approbation and encouragement of the public, and much praise is
due to the formers of the scheme. There is in fact but one public Library,
that of St. Sepulchre's [Marsh’s], in Dublin; for the College Library,
though deservedly in the highest estimation both for the quantity and
quality of its contents, is confined to those gentlemen who have, or are
members of that learned seminary. But the general diffusion of valuable
knowledge, especially in great cities, is not perhaps promoted by
anything more than the establishment of public Libraries, where men of
a studious turn may have opportunities of consulting authors of the first
character, but the high price of whose works keep them mostly out of
the hands of common purchasers. The gentlemen, therefore, who have
set forward such an institution, deserve the thanks of the community;
and we trust that liberal men will patronize and contribute to, what
intelligent men have so usefully planned.*

Similarly, the Dublin Chronicle proudly reported on the Dublin Library that the
‘highest expectations were to be formed of the benefit to be derived from the

establishment of a Public Library in this city, nor have they been

disappointed’.*

The same paper echoed those sentiments of other newspapers in highlighting
its approval of the availability of transactions from the major international
philosophical societies as a mark of distinction—enhanced, of course, by those

from Ireland’s own Royal Irish Academy—for Dublin as a truly international city

39 publin Evening Post, 16 August 1791.
40 publin Chronicle, 27 October 1791.
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amidst an age of European Enlightenment.*! The paper also provided an
additional inducement for membership: ‘the opportunity offered by no other
Library in this city, of admiring the beauties of that superb publication,
Boydell's Shakespeare, the first number of which is now to be seen by
subscribers, at their library in Eustace-street’.*” The publication of Boydell’s
engravings caused a stir in the book world, with booksellers enthusiastically
advertising their arrival from London to rave reviews from the Dublin papers.*?
A letter to the ‘Proprietors’ of the Dublin Evening Post expressed gratitude for
the establishment of the Dublin Library and its promotion of such cultural
activities as public access to quality literature and exhibitions. Written either
by a woman or in the guise of a woman, ‘Amelia’ expressed her delight and
national pride in what had occurred in Dublin these last few months:

As your paper has uniformly been the harbinger of every thing which
could in the smallest degree exalt the name of Ireland among the
nations of Europe, or tend to disseminate knowledge, and diffuse
patriotism through the land, allow me a female, with a heart beating
high in its country’s cause, to give a short history of the rise and
progress of that most useful society—the DUBLIN LIBRARY.**

After describing the library’s origins (related above) Amelia identified the
founding committee members’ admirable duty to the nation: ‘At the very first,
they began patriotically, by making it a point of honour, that each should make
a present of some book or books to the Library; this has been productive of a
very good effect, several of the members at large have followed their example’.
The writer highlighted the availability in this new public library of the most
recent editions of English and French encyclopaedias and the philosophical
transactions from European, American, and Asian academies and that ‘the
unlearned as well as the learned, may peruse all the Historians of any merit,

and various books on trade and belle lettres’.*

41 On the significance of the Royal Irish Academy’s Transactions in Enlightenment Ireland, see Brown,
“Configuring the Irish Enlightenment,” in Clubs and Societies, 163-178.

42 bublin Chronicle, 27 October 1791.

43 Dublin Evening Post, 28 April 1792. Boydell’'s commissions of engravings often were associated with a
mood of national pride in England: Celina Fox, “"Boydell’'s Shakespeare,” Print Quarterly 32, no. 3 (2015):
318-319; and R. Dias, Exhibiting Englishness: John Boydell’s Shakespeare Gallery and the Formation of a
National Aesthetic (New Haven, CT and London: Yale University Press, 2013).

a4 Dublin Evening Post, 3 November 1791.
*> Ibid
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Here, the topic switched to the display of Boydell's Shakespeare, and some
interesting insights into the exhibition details and restrictive admission for
women emerge. Anticipating large public interest in the print exhibition, the
library committee ruled on 27 October 1791 that those gentlemen who are not
members of the library must instantly pay the subscription fee. Only on
Mondays and Thursdays can members ‘introduce ladies to see the prints,’
prompting the writer’s appeal to the founding members of the library:

Now Gentlemen permit me to ask you, if those gallant men do not
deserve all the praise I have bestowed on them. I assure you if I were
a Poet, T would crowd your paper with odes to their praise; but alas
notwithstanding their gallantry, I cannot see the prints, for tho’ I have
two dozen lovers, so unpatriotic are they that not one of them is a
member, and I vow thus publicly, that he who first becomes a
subscriber, shall have me.
AMELIA . *®
The dearth of references to female involvement in the library—in fact, this is
the only reference to women—invites one to entertain the notion that this letter
could well have been written by a woman. However, the admission of having
multiple ‘lovers’ was outside the realm of contemporary social norms. The cynic
would believe that the proprietor of the Dublin Evening Post, John Magee, while
not a Dublin Library member, wrote the letter in gratification of having profited
from the advertising revenue from the library’s notices. However, that the
paper was closely linked to literary circles, it could well be that either Magee
or another whimsical male reader was expressing his own genuine feelings that
although in admiration of the institution, relaxed admission to view an

exhibition—especially for females—would be appreciated.*’

The above has shown that, heading into 1792, there was positive public
reception for the establishment of this cultural institution. Indeed, from
Amelia’s despair at having known no one who is a subscriber, membership to
this library society was regarded as an expression of one’s patriotism.
Moreover, despite the lack of liberality towards female participation, the

relatively less restrictive criteria for admission to this library—without

46 Ibid. The inspiration for the name may have come from the popular, eponymous novel by Henry Fielding
which addressed issues of female inclusion in education and was readily available at most circulating
libraries: Henry Fielding, Amelia. In Four Volumes (Dublin: Printed for G. Risk et al., 1752).

47 Of course, it could also be inferred that, given the absence of a drive for female inclusivity, this could
only have been a call for more subscribers.
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proposers, elections and expensive fees—in the heart of the bustling city, made
it an attractive public venue that would enhance Dublin’s cultural scene and
reflect its members’ dedication to the advancement of the Irish nation within
the framework of Ireland’s political and legislative independence from Great
Britain. To ensure stability and Ilongevity, the planners used their
organisational experience from other societies for this nascent public library,

to be examined here.

Dublin Library Society Regulations, Books, and Readers

In addition to interest from like-minded individuals, this voluntary subscription
library needed a solid organisational structure and a collections policy to attract
enough readers to subscribe. A set of eighteen laws of the Dublin Library
Society were drawn up in March 1791, ratified in May of that year, and
published in the 1792 catalogue.*® The first four covered the criteria for
admission: two guineas at the beginning and one annually thereafter, with an
alternative ten-guinea payment or a donation of books worth fifteen guineas
entitling lifetime membership. Another rule implemented in July 1792 gave
lifetime memberships to those who subscribed for fifteen consecutive years.*
A list in 1812 indicated that of forty-two founder members, twenty-nine were
lifetime members, suggesting that they continued their subscription for
twenty-two consecutive years, while thirteen had taken a hiatus at some
point.>® The next eight regulations centred on the procedures of meetings and
elections of an executive comprising a president, four vice-presidents and a
committee of twenty-one members. The structures of democratic, corporate
governance here mirrored those of other contemporary Irish societies,
especially the Royal Irish Academy, and were characteristic of other
associational structures of subscriber democracy set up in subscription libraries
and other voluntary societies in Britain.”! Indeed, the entire plan of the library

emphasised the idea of empowering private individuals to further a public

48 Dublin Evening Post, 3 November 1791; DLS, Laws, 1822; DLS, Catalogue, 1792, v-ix. Other laws were
added over time.

49 bLs, Laws, 1822, 2.

50 Dublin Library Society, Members of the Dublin Library Society: Thus Marked M.L. Members for Life. - V.P.

Vice-President. - C. Committee - C.A. Committee of Accounts ([Dublin]: Burnside, 2 January 1812), copy at
National Library of Ireland, Dublin, EPH F524.

>1 Allan, A Nation of Readers, 64; R.]. Morris, “Voluntary Societies and British Urban Elites, 1780-1850: An
Analysis,” Historical Journal 26, issue 1 (March 1983): 110.
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cause, where an amalgamation of resources would benefit the larger reading
community. Where circulating libraries were profit-making institutions, the
organisers assured the public that ‘every view towards private emolument is
excluded from the design’. The promotion of a public library funded by its paid
subscribers also included the noble act of donating books, whereby donors
could ‘still enjoy the use of them, united to a more ample collection than
individuals generally possess’. As it happened, this call for a collaborative
collection resulted in donations comprising sixty-one per cent of titles in the

first catalogue.®

The librarian was charged with the authority to ensure all members had paid
their fees and to keep a copy of the minutes from the society’s proceedings
available to the members for examination. A proposal book also maintained for
the members to suggest books for the library to purchase. The final two articles
stipulated that this was to be solely a reference library (a lending library was
organised in 1815) with liberal opening hours of 10am to 4pm, then 6pm to
10pm, every day of the week. Comparatively, Marsh’s Library was open from

11am to 3pm from Monday to Saturday.>>

One other article was codified in the Dublin Library Society’s rules and
regulations: ‘No British copy of any book is to be purchased, if an Irish edition
of equal utility can be procured’.>® This was instituted to support the Irish print
industry and trade in keeping with the spirit of '‘Buy-Irish’ campaigns that
lasted throughout the eighteenth century in Ireland. As described earlier, the
mid-eighteenth century brought about a movement among Dubliners—inspired
by Ascendancy figures like Swift—to challenge the British in manufacturing,

and indeed cultural accomplishments. > Irish fashion and the arts were

52 pLs, Catalogue, 1792, iii-iv; xxv-xI.

>3 It has been repeated that the lending library was established in 1817: Kaufman, "Community Libraries of
Ireland and Wales,” 174; Howell, Dublin Library Society, 9-10. However, a sub-committee of the Dublin
Library published a report in a Dublin newspaper that the decision was taken to open a circulating library as
early as 1815: Freeman’s Journal, 29 September 1815. A separate catalogue of the lending library within
the Dublin Library was issued in 1823: Dublin Library Society, A Catalogue of the Books in the Lending
Departments of the Dublin Library Society, D'Olier-Street: To the 1st of August, 1823 (Dublin: N. Kelly,
1823); WDD 1792, 137. The hours of the Dublin Library were adjusted over time: at one point from 8am
until 11pm in 1835, but with a reduction in the Sunday opening time to noon in 1848: DLS, Laws, 1822,
chapter 9, sections 3, 5-7.

>4 bLs, catalogue, 1792, ix; DLS, Laws, 1822, chapter 9, section 1, 42.

> Cole, Irish Booksellers and English Writers, 14; Powell, Politics of Consumption, 181-187; 75; Barnard,
“‘Grand Metropolis’,” 186.
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promoted for domestic consumption.*® William Drennan, presiding over the
Dublin Society of United Irishmen in 1793, called for his group ‘to confine
ourselves to the exclusive use of Irish manufacture’.>” Moreover, not only did
the Dublin Library strive to appeal to ‘every patriotic and enlightened mind’,
but also to give business to the twenty members of the Dublin print trade who
were founding subscribers. Indeed, statistics from the 1792 catalogue suggest
the founding members, themselves, had the same idea. From the 319 initial
titles, 195 were donations from forty-seven founding members. Sixty-nine had
Dublin imprints, comparing admirably with seventy-two from London.
However, of the purchases, sixty-six were London publications—more than
double the twenty-nine from Dublin.*® Understandably, London would have
been the publishing centre for many of the rare and expensive works that the

library aimed to procure.

Despite the political overtones in the library’s patriotic preference of an Irish
imprint to a British one, support for Irish cultural and industrial initiatives was
the primary objective. Indeed, all official library notices made no attempt at
raising political issues. Although later newspaper reports insisted the library
was ‘strictly Republican in its Constitution’, there is no evidence to suggest that
this was the case.*® Perhaps it was the perception in conservative, pro-Union
papers that the Dublin Library was open to anyone—Anglican, Catholic, or
Dissenter—who had two guineas to spare, and therefore, not under Anglican
Ascendancy influence. But with a crown over a harp as its crest (Figure 3,
below), the library institution itself could hardly have been accused of being
constitutionally republican, notwithstanding some of its members belonging to

the republican phase of the United Irishmen.®°

56 Powell, Politics of Consumption, 75-80.

>’ Ibid., 186, quoting the National Evening Star, 23 March 1793.

58 DLS, Catalogue, 1792, iv; xxv-xI, 1-31.

> Freeman’s Journal, 3 February 1812. Conversely, the Belfast Reading Society, in its resolutions inserted
in the newspapers, was explicit its call to end the penal laws: ‘That Ireland can never deserve the name of
a free State, while a great majority of her Inhabitants enjoy the rights of Citizens in so partial a manner;
while they are totally governed by the will of others; in a word, while they are unjustly excluded from all

share in the making and the administration of the Laws under which they live’: Dublin Evening Post, 2
February 1792. For the Dublin Library’s answer to claims of political/religious bias, see p. 262-267.

60 On members of the Dublin Library Society as United Irishmen, see Table 19, p. 233.
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Figure 3: Dublin Library Society Crest®!

Also, His Majesty’s naval and army officers stationed in the city were welcomed
at a lower rate of one guinea per annum from 1809. Finally, the Dublin Library
was forced to publicly respond to several enquiries for the use of its rooms ‘for
purposes foreign to the objects of its Institution’. After a meeting on 14 March
1811, the library inserted a notice in each Dublin newspaper: ‘That this Society,
being unconnected with any political objects whatever, has uniformly rejected
such applications’.®? A resolution to this extent was added in 1826:

That the Dublin Library Society, established for the communication of
useful knowledge, has wisely discouraged the introduction of political
discussion as detrimental to the interests and foreign to the object of its
institution. That the Librarian be directed to adopt such means as he
may deem most effectual to prevent documents or papers unconnected
with the Society, or likely to create any exhibition of political feeling or
discussion from being introduced into the rooms of the Society.®?

Notably, of the donations to the Dublin Library Society by its founding members
in the first year, bookseller John Archer donated Thomas Paine’s Rights of

Man II.°* However, the polemical political treatise was not included in the

library’s catalogue, presumably to avoid controversy.

61 John Plaw, Sketches for Country Houses, Villas, and Rural Dwellings (London, 1803), held at Farmleigh
House, Phoenix Park, Dublin. Image reproduced with kind permission from the database, British Armorial
Bindings, maintained by the University of Toronto and the Bibliographical Society of London, accessed 25
January 2017, http://armorial.library.utoronto.ca/sites/default/files/IDUB001 s1.jpg.

62 bLs, Laws, 1822, 47; Freeman’s Journal, 18 February 1809; ibid., 15 March 1811.
83 bLs, Laws, 1822, 73.
64 bLs, catalogue, 1792, xxviii.
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Of the fifty-four donors, six were individuals who were not actual subscribers,
with at least two from London. The Royal Irish Academy donated the first three
volumes of its Transactions after a motion was presented in October 1791 at
an Academy meeting by William Watson, and signed by the Earl of
Charlemont, to gift them to the newly founded library. Other academy and
society transactions and memoirs from London, Manchester, Edinburgh, Paris,
Philadelphia, and Calcutta were added to the library’s serial holdings. The
acquisition of ongoing publications such as reviews and parliamentary
transactions and registers indicated the beginnings of the Dublin Library’s place
as a public repository of record. The Earl of Charlemont donated a set of
thirteen volumes (and two volumes of indices) of the Journals of the Irish
House of Commons (1613-1764). One of the founding members, newspaper
proprietor William Sleater, donated all previous issues of his Dublin
Chronicle, dating back to 1787, and the library later acquired several volumes

of the Faulkner’s Dublin Journal dating back as far as 1750.%°

A record of all fifty-four donors and their donations is also included in the 1792
Dublin Library catalogue. Not only are the titles (and book sizes) recorded next
to the donors’ names, the donated titles are also marked with an asterisk in
the catalogue. Each item in the catalogue is listed alphabetically by author and
numbered 1 to 319, with an abbreviated title, place and year of publication, as
well as the size. There is no separation by subject, so one would have had to
browse by author to see what was there. However, the unnumbered 1806
catalogue, containing 1,842 titles (including 694 pamphlets), was separated
into subject sections and size within (though, not in alphabetical order within

size).%®

After imposing the same subject classification system from the 1806 catalogue
to the 1792 books, an analysis of the library’s acquisitions over a fifteen-year
period revealed that ‘History & Antiquities’ represented just over a quarter

(26%) of the library’s holdings in the first year, outnumbering the next two

65 Royal Irish Academy, RIA Minute Book, volume 1, 73 (29 October 1791); DLS, Catalogue, 1792, xxxvii;
ibid., xxxiii & 9; Richard Robert Madden, The History of Irish Periodical Literature, From the End of the 17%
To the Middle of the 19" Century... (London: T.C. Newby, 1867), 2:3.

%6 bLs, catalogue, 1792, iii-xl; DLS, Catalogue, 1806.
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highest subjects combined, ‘Theology and Ecclesiastical History’ (by fifty) and
‘Geographies, Voyages & Travels’. The fourth category consisted of dictionaries
in several languages (such as Francgois Alberti’s Dictionnaire Italiano-Francese,
et Francois-Italien), subject dictionaries (marine, medical, music, etc.), and
major contemporary encyclopaedias; for example, fifty-eight volumes of
L’Encyclopédie d’Yverdon (1770). These, as well as specialist reference works
such as the Catalogi Librorum Manuscriptorum Angliae et Hiberniae (Oxford,
1697) and Christopher Saxius’ Onomasticon Literarium (6 vols., 1775-1778),
indicate that this was no ordinary public subscription library. It must be re-
emphasised that this was not a lending library. Accordingly, the collection was
formed based on the idea that rare and important works in these useful or
specialist subjects could be procured for perusal on the premises. The valued
utility—and sociability—of a reference library facility was explained by a Dublin
Library sub-committee report in 1815, when they decided to create a
circulating library separate from the existing library:

They [the founders in 1791] had not then the means of purchasing two
Libraries—and it being obvious that to distribute the books of the one
they were employed in collecting, would remove the chief attraction
which brought the Members together, they prudently determined that
the Library should always continue on their shelves, in order that every
member may be sure of finding there the book he was desirous to
consult.®’

As Table 1 (below) indicates, there were no novels in the library, and this may
account for the relatively small holdings compared to established English

libraries such as Bristol, Leeds, or Liverpool.®®

Table 1: Dublin Library Society 1792 & 1806 Catalogues by Subject

No. of titles | Increase
Subject 1792 | 1806
History & Antiquities 83 188 +105
Theology & Ecclesiastical History 33 82 +49
Geographies, Voyages & Travels 31 127 +96
Dictionaries, Grammars & Catalogues 28 46 +18

67 Freeman’s Journal, 29 September 1815.

68 Allan, A Nation of Readers, 97. Although, Rebecca Bowd notes that the ‘relative absence of modern novels’
at the Leeds Library reflected the middle classes’ preference for ‘serious literature’: Bowd, “Useful Knowledge
or Polite Learning? A Reappraisal of Approaches to Subscription Library History,” 188. Incidentally, one of
the library’s donations included a 1781 catalogue of books from the Liverpool Library Society: DLS,
Catalogue, 1792, 32.
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Poetry, Prose & Drama 27 75 +48
Miscellanies 23 152 +129
Greek & Latin Classics and Translations 14 37 +23
Law, Constitution & Politics 14 129 +115
Natural History, Chemistry, Botany, etc. 12 42 +30
Transactions, etc. of Learned Societies 10 24 +14
Biographies 9 69 +60
Reviews and Magazines 9 44 +35
Arts, Trade & Commerce 8 63 +55
Mathematics and Natural Philosophy 7 21 +14
Anatomy, Physiology, Surgery, Medicine,

etc. 6 19 +13
Ethics, Metaphysics & Logic 5 17 +12
Total number of titles 319 | 1,148 +829

Another significant point of analysis for the holdings of this newly established
library was to determine how many titles from each subject were donated and
how many were bought. This would give an idea as to which subjects were
targeted for purchase. The quality of works given by the fifty-four donors
suggests that the librarian, Joshua Edkins, may well have vetted the donations,
possibly turning away books that were not suitable for the overall collection.®®
After separating the donated titles in each subject category (they were marked
with an asterisk in the catalogue entries), the difference between the donations

and the total in each category was the number of acquisitions by purchase

(Table 2).7°

Table 2: Dublin Library Society 1792 Holdings by Donation &

Purchase
No.
of
Subject titles | Donations | Purchases
History & Antiquities 83 41 42
Theology & Ecclesiastical History 33 24 9
Geographies, Voyages & Travels 31 18 13
Dictionaries, Grammars & Catalogues 28 12 16
Poetry, Prose & Drama 27 22 5
Miscellanies 23 20 3
Greek & Latin Classics and
Translations 14 14 0

69 It appears duplicates were accepted as two members each donated a copy of John Rutty’s important

Natural History of the County of Dublin, 2 vols.: DLS, Catalogue, 1792, xxviii-xxix.

70 Newspapers in the 1806 catalogue were included in ‘Law, Constitution, and Politicks’ rather than ‘Reviews,

Magazines, &c.’: DLS, Catalogue, 1806, 26.
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Law, Constitution & Politics 14 8 5
Natural History, Chemistry, Botany,

etc. 12 8 4
Transactions, etc. of Learned

Societies 10 4 6
Biographies 9 8 1
Reviews, Magazines, &c. 9 1 9
Arts, Trade & Commerce 8 5 3
Mathematics and Natural Philosophy 7 3 4
Anatomy, Physiology, Surgery,

Medicine, etc. 6 5 1
Ethics, Metaphysics & Logic 5 2 3
Total 319 195 124

I

Although the largest number of donations were from the ‘History & Antiquities
category, the library doubled its holdings in that subject, accounting for just
over a third (34%) of overall purchases that year. After receiving twenty-four
donations of titles related to religion, a mere nine were purchased. Evidently,
this subject was not high on the list of priorities. However, a clear sign of their
remit as a public reference library was the purchase of sixteen further titles in

‘Dictionaries, Grammars & Catalogues’.”

Table 1 also shows the total number of acquisitions by subject in the 1806
Dublin Library catalogue. Once again, ‘History & Antiquities’ received a
substantial increase, as did ‘Geographies, Voyages & Travels’. The considerable
rise in ‘Miscellanies’, from twenty-three to 152, is puzzling. The titles in this
category ranged from the miscellany (compilations of poetry and verse) to the
miscellaneous—in many cases, where the books did not go into any other
categories. However, upon scanning almost five pages of these ‘Miscellanies’,
many of them could well have been inserted into other given subject areas,

thereby reducing its overall total.”?

History and antiquities were popular subjects with these members, given
renewed interest in Ireland’s ancient past—especially among the Ascendancy

classes—as part of a wave of cultural patriotism in the latter part of the

71 One of which was the aforementioned ‘Saxii, Christophori, Onomasticon Literarium, 6 vols. 8vo. Trajecti
ad Rhenum, 1775-1788": DLS, Catalogue, 1792, 23.

72 bLs, Catalogue, 1806, 51-56.
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eighteenth century.”® But by 1806, the subject of Union with Britain was such
a hotly contested topic that books relating to ‘Law, Constitution & Politics’ rose
from a mere fourteen to 129—an increase of 115 over that period when Ireland
lost its legislative independence and was incorporated into the United Kingdom
of Great Britain and Ireland.’* Moreover, these statistics do not include the 694
titles in the library’s collection of pamphlets, 170 of which (in twelve volumes,
plus another twenty unbound) are titled ‘Pamphlets For and Against Union’.””
Several of these pamphlets and books would have come from donations by
Dublin Library members. By 1795, upwards of five hundred donations had been
received by the library.”® There was also a Proposal Book in which members
wrote suggestions for purchases; the committee would then decide on the
acquisitions at their next meeting.”’ In the fifteen years after the establishment
of the Dublin Library, its holdings increased to a total of 1,842 titles, including
pamphlets.”® By 1810, this figure had reached close to 2,400.7°

As mentioned in the introduction, Dublin Library founding committee member
George Barnes published a pamphlet of almost one hundred pages, in which
he cited twenty works from the holdings of the Dublin Library, for public
scrutiny.®® With the absence of sign-in books and registers it is difficult to
determine what was read by whom—uvirtually impossible when it comes to a
reference library with no lending system. However, this gives some indication
as to the importance of the Dublin Library to people of middle-class or even
unconventional academic backgrounds (i.e. not studying theology or
philosophy, science or classics) who otherwise would not have had access to

such material elsewhere and, therefore, unable to effectively contribute to

73 O’Halloran, Golden Ages and Barbarous Nations. For this, see p. 253.
74 D. George Boyce, Nineteenth-Century Ireland: Search for Stability (Dublin: Gill & Macmillan, 2005), 1.

73 Other subject areas in the pamphlet collection by 1806 are: ‘Pamphlets, Miscellaneous’; ‘Pamphlets on
Irish Affairs’; ‘Pamphlets on French Affairs’; ‘Pamphlets on Roman Catholic Question’; and simply
‘Pamphlets’: DLS, Catalogue, 1806, 31-46.

76 City and Country Calendar; or Irish Court Registry, For the Year of Our Lord, 1795 (Dublin: N. Kelly,
1795), 259.

7 DLS, Catalogue, 1792, ix. This Proposal Book (not in existence), may have been used as a comments
book, as a rule was entered on 2 July 1792 stating: ‘That any matter written in the Proposal Book except
the proposal of books, be signed by the writer’: DLS, Laws, 1822, 49.

8 These figures have all referred to number of titles and not the number of volumes.

79 Dublin Library Society, Catalogue of Books Belonging to the Dublin Library Society (Dublin: Printed by
Thomas Burnside, 1810). This may reflect the number of books only, rather than books and pamphlets
combined.

80 Barnes, The Rights of the Imperial Crown of Ireland Asserted and Maintained, iv.

157



contemporary public discourse. As addressed above, their remit was to
establish a public library, ‘where men of a studious turn may have opportunities
of consulting authors of the first character, but the high price of whose works

keep them mostly out of the hands of common purchasers’.®!

One of those men became one of Ireland’s greatest historical figures. Known
as the Liberator for his battle for Catholic emancipation, Daniel O’Connell
(1775-1847) kept a journal in his early days, while studying law in England.
He noted books he either purchased or borrowed at a circulating library, such
as Gibbon’s History of the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire and Adam
Smith’s Wealth of Nations.® He was later renowned for his oratorical
eloquence, a talent perfected by his voracious reading. While in London, he
subscribed to a circulating library to ‘relax my mind with the study of History
and the Belles Lettres, objects absolutely necessary for every person who has
occasion to speak in public, as they enlarge the ideas, and afford that strength
and solidity of speech which are requisite for every public speaker’.®? O’Connell
settled in Dublin in May 1796 and took out a subscription to the Dublin Library
Society on 6 December, the same year:

Wednesday, December 7th, 1796. - I yesterday subscribed to the Dublin
Library, in Eustace Street. I paid two guineas—a great sum of money for
me. But I think I shall have very ample value for it. I mean to spend
four days in the week in it there. I am at present engaged in reading
Whitaker's History of Manchester and Henry's History of England.?

In his journal, O’'Connell continued to record works he perused in the library

such as Bayle's Dictionnaire Philosophique et Critique, select entries from

81 Dublin Evening Post, 16 August 1791. Similarly, Rebecca Bowd looks at ‘ongoing professional

development’ when examining references to several books in the Leeds Medical Library in works by the
library’s founders in Bowd, “Useful Knowledge or Polite Learning? A Reappraisal of Approaches to

Subscription Library History,” 186-187.

82 O’Connell mentions ‘Cawthorne’s Library’ from where he borrowed books: Daniel O’Connell, Daniel

O’Connell, His Early Life and Journal, 1795-1802, ed. Arthur Houston (London: Sir I. Pitman, 1906), 106 (5
January 1796). This is likely ‘Cawthorn’s British [Circulating] Library’: Robin Alston’s Library History
Database, accessed 10 September 2016, https://www.scribd.com/doc/63097781/Robin-Alston-Library-
History-England.

8 Daniel O’Connell, The Correspondence of Daniel O’Connell, ed. Maurice O’Connell (Dublin: Irish University
Press for the Irish Manuscripts Commission, 1972-1977), 1:14 (Daniel O’Connell to his uncle, 11 March
1794).

84 C.J. Woods, “Historical Revision: Was O’Connell a United Irishman?” Irish Historical Studies 35, no. 138
(November 2006): 175; Daniel O'Connell, “"O’Connell: His Diary From 1792 to 1802, and Letters. Now for
the First Time Published. Part III,” The Irish Monthly 10, no. 109 (July 1882): 450-451; O’Connell, Daniel
O’Connell, His Early Life and Journal, 129 (7 December 1796).
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Diderot’s Encyclopédie, and the Encyclopaedia Britannica.®® Four days after
subscribing, the library met with his approval:
I spend the greater part of the day in the library. In the perusal of a
favorite author I feel not the time slip away. Was the library to remain
open till one o'clock, I am sure I should frequently be there at that hour.
As it strikes ten, I am forced, very reluctantly, to leave it.%¢
O’Connell was able to return to Gibbon at the Dublin Library: ‘The closing of
the library prevented me from finishing the 18th chapter of Gibbon, vol. 2nd.
Two pages remain unread’. Here, the meticulousness of the diarist allows for a
preciously rare observation of interest in the Dublin Library, given the paucity
of documentation. But alongside the example of George Barnes, and the
newspaper reports praising the library, it is reasonable to conclude that the
Dublin Library was a well-used public utility in late-eighteenth-century Dublin.
Indeed, as early as the beginning of 1792, it was listed in the Dublin directory
under ‘Public Offices and Buildings’, along with the rest of Dublin’s civic

institutions.®”

Conclusion

The intent of this chapter has been to provide an alternative account of the
origins of the Dublin Library Society. Previous literature on the Dublin library
simply summarised the library’s establishment as a ‘meeting of congenial
minds’ who gathered at John Archer’s bookshop in May 1791. However,
through an exhaustive investigation using contemporary newspaper reports,
notices, and advertisements, a clearer, detailed account has emerged.
Emboldened by the achievement of legislative independence from Britain in
1782 and the establishment of the Royal Irish Academy in 1785, a spirit of
patriotism was in the air in Dublin. Learning and cultivation were linked to the
prosperity of the nation and the intellectual and cultural affectations of an
emerging metropolis. Members of the book trade were féted for their literary
endeavours, whether it was the provision of reading material for sale or
circulation (at a price). The public demand for print was indeed felt to such an

extent that Dubliners not affiliated with institutional libraries required access

85 Ibid., 133-135.
86 1bid., 137 (10 December 1796); O'Connell, “0’Connell: His Diary From 1792 to 1802,” 451.
87 O’Connell, Daniel O’Connell, His Early Life and Journal, 146 ([22] December 1796); WDD 1792, 10.
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to a well-stocked public library with rare and contemporary works. Booksellers
such as John Archer and Anthony Gerna sought to capitalise on these
sensibilities, offering their library services to the public as a national and civic

duty.

A thorough analysis of eighteenth-century newspapers, has facilitated the
compilation of a far more detailed account of the beginnings of the Dublin
Library Society than has hitherto been related. The scientist Richard Kirwan,
who along with the Earl of Charlemont had hosted meetings of the literati at
his house, was appointed Librarian of the Royal Irish Academy (of which Lord
Charlemont was president) on 16 March 1791. Six days later, a meeting at
Archer’s General Book-Repository, where several other members of Dublin’s
literary community had been wont to gather, resulted in the formation of a
plan for a public, non-proprietary subscription library, based on liberal
principles. Those men who met on 10 May to finalise plans for the library were
rewarded for their endeavours by being elected on 21 May as the Dublin
Library’s first officers and committee of twenty-one. This helps to explain the
rather eclectic composition of the library’s first committee (to be explored
below). Also, the uptake in interest was swift, with all eyes on the library’s
proper organisation to ensure its permanency as an enlightened, inclusive

institution for an expanding reading public.

The library benefitted from a substantial number of donations from its
members in 1791 and 1792, enabling purchases to further strengthen subject
areas such as ‘History & Antiquities’ and its section on dictionaries,
encyclopaedias, and other quick-reference material. By 1806, after the turmoil
of the 1798 Rebellion and the 1801 Act of Union, there was understandably a
considerable increase in items related to ‘Law, Constitution & Politics’.
Pamphlets were collected assiduously and, in keeping with national and
academic repositories, the Dublin Library took up the role as a public reference

research library from the late-eighteenth century and into the nineteenth.

It is noteworthy here to re-emphasise that the primary sources show that
public demand for launching this library had been growing steadily over the

years prior to 1791. Motivations for a public subscription library in Dublin were
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connected to the spirit of cultural patriotism and associational activity in Dublin
at the time, after the establishment of Irish legislative independence. Indeed,
as will be shown below, the library’s advertisements and the newspaper
editorials and stories on the launch of the library, attracted many members
involved in other patriotic and national endeavours. Moreover, religion, class
or connections were not barriers to admission; the initial fee of two guineas,
and one annually thereafter, enabled the middle orders of Dublin society—
albeit entirely male—to access, with relative ease, reading material hitherto
largely restricted to institutional libraries. Subsequent chapters will highlight
the broad spectrum of membership, in terms of occupation and association,
and note many relationships among the founding members, beginning with the

first two library committees.
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Chapter 7: Dublin Library Society Founding
Members

Central to an understanding of the origins of a public subscription library are
its founding members. The absence of early documentation pertaining to the
Dublin Library Society has made it difficult to determine the motives of these
individuals for organising a library in Dublin. Through contemporary
newspapers and some historical sources, the researcher has some
understanding of the functions and procedures of the library, and a general
explanation of the society’s goals and aspirations. But without minute books,
registers, or ledgers from the library, it has been challenging to find out more—
specifically, who these founding members were. The chief primary source is
the 1792 Catalogue of Books Belonging to the Dublin Library Society, also
containing the society’s first laws and, crucially, a list of the 310 founding
subscribers, including the first committee members and officers.’ While prior
attention? briefly had been paid to only those committee members who were
later mentioned in Gilbert’s History of the City of Dublin and in the Dictionary
of National Biography, this chapter and the appendices will show that
prosopographical research into the founding members has led to a better
understanding of the composition of the library’s early membership.
Importantly, an analysis of the early subscribers will further strengthen the
argument that the Dublin Library acted as a conduit for increased availability
of quality reading material to a wider Irish public, based on principles of

inclusion in a patriotic context.

Collectively, the library issued the following statement of its motives in the
introduction to its catalogue:

This institution recommends itself to every patriotic and enlightened
mind; and, if carried on with spirit and liberality, will redound much to
the credit of this city, as it tends to diffuse knowledge, excite literary
curiosity, and facilitate literary exertions, by supplying the means of
information to men, who may be possessed of talents, tho’ not of
opulence.?

! bLs, catalogue, 1792.
2 Howell, Dublin Library Society; Gilbert, History of the City of Dublin, 2:314-315.
3 bLs, catalogue, 1792, iv.
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In other words, Dublin—and indeed Ireland—would benefit from the
establishment of a library that serves those who can afford the initial admission
of two guineas (and one thereafter). This would substantially increase the
membership as opposed to procedures in other societies by which prospective
members—often illustrious—would be recommended and elected for entry to
the Dublin Society and the Royal Irish Academy (for which there were also
substantial fees). For the first time in Dublin, access to quality, contemporary
reading material was not based on membership of the elite. As will be shown,
the founding subscribers represented a cross-section of the emerging
expanded public where the peer shared the same membership privileges as
the tradesman. An examination of the 1791 and 1792 committees and officers
will be followed by an overview of the remaining founding members. Where
this chapter largely focuses on prosopographical work involving occupations,
Chapter 8 will concentrate on the associational connections of these founding
members. However, connections among the committeemen and officers will be
addressed here, aided by a sociogram on the following page (164). As
mentioned, both chapters are supported by prosopographies in the appendices,
where can be found entries for those names emphasised in bold type in the

text.

Dublin Library Society Committees and Officers, 1791-1792

The first Dublin Library Society catalogue has a list of the 1791 committee
members and officers preceding the list of subscribers. In March 1792, a new
committee was formed and listed in the newspapers, after the catalogue was
published. What set the latter committee apart was the addition of an
executive: the unanimous choice of the Earl of Charlemont as President of
the Dublin Library, followed by the election of four vice-presidents, Richard
Kirwan, Matthew Young, Arthur Browne, and the M.P. Charles O’Neil. In
addition, eleven new committee members were elected rather than the seven

as was stated in the library’s laws and regulations.*

4 DLs, catalogue, 1792, vi.
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This brings the total humber of committeemen and officers from the library’s
first two years (May 1791 and March 1792) to thirty-eight. The sociogram
above (p. 164) includes all of them—thirty-seven on the perimeter and John
Archer (General Book-Repository) in the middle—largely sorted by their
occupations. The academic, clerical, legal, and medical professions, along with
the print trade, total twenty-seven from this group, with eleven other

occupational backgrounds, including one peer.>

The sociogram is a tool used primarily in sociography, wherein certain social
groups and networks are targeted and analysed within a historical and
sociological framework. Here, it is used to illustrate the social network
connections among committeemen and officers of the Dublin Library that form
this target group.® Not only are their occupational networks highlighted, but
their associational connections are also evident, with many linked to the six
formal societies in the middle of the sociogram and Archer, who opened his
General Book-Repository in December 1788, hosting literary discussions and

receiving subscriptions for publication<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>