Frederick Douglass, Copyright, and the British Press, 1845-47
Alexis Easley

Abstract
In 1845, Frederick Douglass established his copyright to the Narrative of the Life in the United States
in order to receive just remuneration for his work. Yet Douglass also relied on a lack of international
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abridged, and plagiarised his Narrative in articles and reviews. These forms of reuse were conventional
in the publishing world of the 1840s, yet when viewed from a modern perspective, they seem to echo
the exploitative practices associated with the American slave system.
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Introduction
What did it mean for Frederick Douglass to claim copyright protection for his work when his
own government defined him as property? In 1845, his first autobiography, Narrative of the
Life, was published by the Boston Anti-Slavery Office. The act of publishing a book not only
enabled Douglass to achieve the celebrity status necessary to play a major role in the abolitionist
movement as a writer and orator but also to claim ownership of his own story. The full title of
Douglass’s autobiography – Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, an American Slave,
Written by Himself – immediately signalled Douglass’s ownership of the text. The phrase
“written by himself” distinguished Douglass’s autobiography from slave narratives that were
co-authored, ghost written, or transcribed from oral testimony (Goddu 2014: 151). The ultimate
marker of Douglass’s ownership of the text was the copyright statement inserted after the title
page. In the first American edition, this statement reads, “Entered, according to Act of
Congress, in the year 1845, by Frederick Douglass, in the Clerk’s Office of the District Court
of Massachusetts” (Douglass 1845: ii). Such a statement was required by the 1831 United States
Copyright Act, which guaranteed authors exclusive rights to their intellectual property for
twenty-eight years from the date of publication, with the option of renewal for an additional
fourteen years. The law stated that protection would be extended to “any person or persons,
being a citizen or citizens of the United States, or resident therein” (“Copy-right” 1831: 188).
Slaves and former slaves clearly were “residents” of their country, even if they were not allowed
to own property and were denied the rights of citizenship; thus, Frederick Douglass could
legally claim copyright for his work, even if he could not, in 1845, legally claim the right to his
person. If, as Charles T. Davis and Henry Louis Gates, Jr. have argued, “the slave narrative
represents the attempts of blacks to write themselves into being,” then for Douglass a copyright
notice seems to have served as a legal marker of this literary self-assertion, even if the law
provided no protection for the author himself (1985: xxiii). To present himself as a person and
thus the legal copyright holder of a literary work implicitly supported his argument within the
Narrative itself that he and other slaves deserved freedom and the full rights of citizenship.
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Even if the Narrative was free to circulate without the domestic threat of literary piracy,
Douglass’s body was still subject to seizure under state and federal law. Consequently, soon
after the Narrative appeared in print, Douglass fled to Great Britain on a twenty-month lecture
tour. It was not, however, the American edition of the Narrative that he sold at the conclusion
of each lecture. He and his abolitionist collaborators commissioned an Irish edition that
appeared in September 1845, just one month after Douglass’s arrival in Great Britain. While
this edition was not protected from piracy due to a lack of international copyright law,1
its appearance under an Irish imprint seems to have discouraged British publishers from printing
unauthorised versions of Douglass’s text.2 The book’s content nonetheless still recirculated
through reviews and excerpts in British periodicals and newspapers. Douglass undoubtedly
benefited from the publicity created by these periodical publications, which enabled his
Narrative to reach readers in the hundreds of thousands. Periodicals that summarised, abridged,
reprinted, excerpted, and recontextualised his Narrative did so in innovative ways that made
his work appealing and relevant to British readerships. Indeed, conventional reviewing
practices of the time, which freely excerpted copyright-protected texts, produced a wide variety
of secondary “authors,” who capitalised on Douglass’s fame while helping to promote his
abolitionist message in the periodical press. Yet when viewed from a modern perspective, these
practices seem to echo themes of appropriation, dispossession, and racism associated with the
American slave system. Reviews of slave narratives, while legal and ubiquitous in the 1840s,
resonated with the other, more explicitly racist, forms of discourse in the British periodical and
newspaper press. In this essay, I explore five reviews of Douglass’s Narrative and public
appearances during his lecture tour in Great Britain, highlighting the ways in which periodicals
and newspapers promoted Douglass’s text while adapting its content for their own commercial
and ideological ends. Douglass’s work was subject to the same conventions of adaptation and
reprinting that other American authors encountered when working in a transatlantic context;
however, these conventions affected him differently than they did his white, privileged
counterparts. Even periodicals and newspapers dedicated to the abolitionist cause appropriated
his voice, experiences, and literary labour in ways that inadvertently reinforced the racist
ideology of the time period.

Reviewing and Adapting the Narrative in the British Press
Douglass’s lecture tour took place during a time of unprecedented innovation and change in the
newspaper and periodical press. After reductions in the taxes on print, the number of
weekly papers, penny periodicals, and family magazines increased significantly, producing
the first mass-market readerships and the fast circulation of news. Periodicals published
a variety of serials and short-form content designed to construct and address the needs of
emerging mass-market readerships, especially artisan and lower-middle-class family
audiences. As Mark Turner notes, the “compression” of longer texts into short-form content
“enabled the expansion of print and the processes of production, dissemination, and
consumption connected to it” (2020: 292). As Douglass clearly understood, new media were
1

For background on the lack of international copyright law, see Seville (2006: 174-6).
Subsequent English editions printed by Barker (1846) and R. Yorke Clarke (1847) were most likely
authorised by Douglass. John Barker was Douglass’s correspondent and collaborator; see McKivigan
(2009: 264-5). In 1847, R. Yorke Clarke & Co. published the proceedings of Douglass’s “Farewell
Speech” and listed itself among the sponsors charged with collecting subscriptions for the purchase of
a printing press for Douglass’s newspaper, the North Star (1847: 31).
2
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just as important as books or lectures – if not more so – for promoting the abolitionist cause.
Adam Gordon notes, “Reviews, essays, and pamphlets were often better suited to the fastpaced exchange of arguments amid the rapidly evolving slavery debate, as critics for and
against the peculiar institution responded to current events as they transpired” (2020: 213).
This rapid exchange was enabled by advancements in the distribution of news and mail by
steamship. In 1840, the British government contracted with the Cunard shipping company for
fortnightly deliveries of mail from Boston and Halifax. Indeed, the vessel that Douglass took
to Great Britain five years later, the Cambria, was a Cunard ship that also carried the latest
newspapers and correspondence from the United States. The shortening of the time for receipt
of communications made it possible for Douglass and his abolitionist collaborators to publicise
their cause in a time-sensitive way. In 1845-6, Douglass wrote letters recounting his experiences
abroad that were published in William Lloyd Garrison’s Liberator (Kinealy 2018: 1.62-82)
and his Irish publisher, Richard Webb, regularly snipped articles from the Liberator and sent
them to the Daily News and Punch for reprinting (Murray 2020: 135).
In his British lectures, Douglass drew attention to the importance of transatlantic
exchange networks to the abolitionist cause. In his “Farewell Address,” delivered 30 March
1847, he praised “steam navigation, as well as other means of locomotion – the extraordinary
power and rapidity with which intelligence is transmitted from one country to another”
(Blassingame [1847] 1982: 45). Later in the speech, he celebrated the “relaxation of the
restrictive laws upon the commerce of this country,” which included the “influx of British
literature into the United States as well as of American literature into this country”
(Blassingame [1847] 1982: 44-5). As Tom F. Wright observes, Douglass’s lectures demonstrate
his “increasingly sophisticated awareness of reprint pathways,” which “prolonged the life span
of his words and gave to them greater symbolism” (2017: 59).3 The lack of any multi-lateral
international copyright law, especially the lack of any agreement between the United States and
Great Britain, promoted information exchange and enabled the growth of the transatlantic
abolition movement.
Soon after the publication of Douglass’s Narrative in August 1845, excerpts from the text
circulated widely both in the United States and Great Britain. As John Blassingame notes,
“The Narrative was the most widely reviewed of all antebellum black autobiographies”
(2016: xxv). During the late 1840s, summaries and reviews often included long extracts.
The lengthy excerpt, Nicholas Dames observes, was one of the most prominent features
of Victorian reviewing practices from the 1830s to the 1880s (2010: 12). The publication of
extracts in reviews had long been considered fair use, rather than an infringement of copyright
law, since they ostensibly promoted, rather than competed with, the works they mined for
content (Alexander 2010: 182-95). Consequently, reviewing operated according to the
unwritten rules of what Dames calls professional “protocol” (14-15). Reviews were meant to
give readers a taste of the whole text which could then be purchased from a bookseller.
However, lengthy summaries and quotations also served as a reader’s digest of sorts for those
who did not have the time, money, or inclination to purchase the book. In debates over the
1842 British Copyright Bill, proposals were made to clarify the fair use of abridgements

3

For further discussion of Douglass’s use of transatlantic press networks, see chapter 3 of Eckel (2013)
and the introduction to Kinealy (2018).
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of copyrighted texts, but this language did not appear in the final version of the act
(Seville 1999: 246-7). Thus, summaries and lengthy extracts from books continued to be
treated as free content in a wide range of newspapers and periodicals. As we will see, reviewers
assumed a great deal of creative license in adapting, rearranging, and condensing book-length
works, as well as in juxtaposing and recontextualising these extracts in relation to other
journalistic content.
Douglass’s Narrative was particularly appealing to editors of a progressive stamp who
wished to disseminate principles of self-determination among a mass-market readership.
Chambers’s Edinburgh Journal, founded in 1832, often incorporated reviews and biographical
profiles designed to provide models of diligence, bravery, and self-improvement. Douglass’s
Narrative was thus a good fit with the journal’s liberal ideology of individualism.
Appearing on 24 January 1846, just six months into Douglass’s lecture tour, the Chambers’s
review no doubt helped to publicise his book and message, especially given that at the time it
had a circulation of over 74,000. Chambers’s introduced its review of Douglass’s Narrative
with an endorsement, noting that it “bears all the appearance of truth, and must, we conceive,
help considerably to disseminate correct ideas respecting slavery and its attendant evils”
(“Narrative” 1846a: 56). This brief introduction is then followed by two-and-one-half pages of
combined summary and quotation covering all of the chapters of Douglass’s autobiography.
Following the conventions of the review genre, the article includes full publication details for
Douglass’s autobiography in a footnote, but its abridgement of the text also functioned as
stand-alone content – a brief yet harrowing account of one man’s heroic journey toward
freedom. The abridgement and re-contextualisation of Douglass’s story in Chambers’s Journal
depended on the original text yet took on a life of its own as short-form contribution to
a popular journal.
Indeed, on 4 April 1846, the Chambers’s review was reprinted in an American magazine,
Littell’s Living Age, which prefaced its reprint with the following editorial statement in
brackets: “Independently of all interest in the story itself, whether truly given or not, it is
important for us to know what kind of narratives about America are spread through Europe.
This article we copy from Chambers’ Journal. Other notices of the book have appeared in other
papers of less circulation. Taking all together, not less than one million of persons in
Great Britain and Ireland have been excited by the book and its commentators”
(“Narrative” 1846b: 47). With this editorial headnote, Littell’s transforms the Chambers’s
review into “news” about the fast circulation of Douglass’s narrative in Europe. Indeed,
it is concerned less with establishing the veracity of Douglass’s Narrative than with marveling
at its popularity abroad. As Robert J. Scholnick notes, by reprinting the Chambers’s review
Littell’s was furthering the spread of Douglass’s message, introducing it to “American readers
outside the ranks of those who regularly read anti-slavery publications” (2005: 46).
Yet it also functioned as a review of a review that re-contextualised its source material and
imbued it with fresh meaning. With each review, the “owner” of Douglass’s story became more
diffused. The anonymous author of the review in Chambers’s was most likely paid for
summarising Douglass’s text, but under section 18 of the 1842 British Copyright Act, the
copyright holders for the review were the magazine’s proprietors, Robert and William
Chambers. The editors of Littell’s were not obligated under American copyright law to cite
Chambers’s Journal. They most likely did so as a professional courtesy and also as support for
their time-sensitive argument about the Narrative’s “spread through Europe” (47). The “owner”
of the story was thus diffused into various proprietors and reviewers, along with Douglass as
the original author.
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This notion of shared ownership of a text was conventional in reviewing practices of the
1840s, yet when viewed from a modern perspective, it seems to echo the practices of wage theft
described in the Narrative itself. As part of its summary of the autobiography, Chambers’s
includes a lengthy quotation in which Douglass recounts how his master, Hugh Auld,
appropriated the wages he earned from working as a hired-out caulker in the Baltimore
shipyard:
I could see no reason why I should, at the end of each week, pour the reward of my toil into the
purse of my master. When I carried to him my weekly wages, he would, after counting the money,
look me in the face with a robber-like fierceness, and ask, ‘Is this all?’ He was satisfied with
nothing less than the last cent.
“Narrative” 1846a: 58

Lovalerie King argues that Douglass uses this passage to turn the tables on those who cling to
the stereotype of the black thief, instead rebuking them “as complicit in the theft, not only of
his labour but also of the possibility for his full realization of freedom” (2003: 65).
When viewed from a modern perspective, Chambers’s decision to publish this particular
excerpt seems ironic since it, too, was appropriating Douglass’s literary labour without direct
compensation. It perhaps did so with the intention of publicising Douglass’s text, but the review
also functioned as stand-alone content that Chambers’s – and later, Littell’s – could use for their
own editorial and commercial ends. All works published in the 1840s were subject to reviews
and reprintings, and these practices were both legal and ubiquitous in a transatlantic context,
yet from a twenty-first-century perspective, there seems to be more at stake in such
conventional practices for a writer like Frederick Douglass, who relied on a robust transatlantic
print culture to disseminate his abolitionist message but cherished ownership of his own story
and the Narrative itself as a form of compensated literary labour.
While the editors of Chambers’s and Littell’s were careful to include publication details
as part of their reviews of Douglass’s Narrative, this was not always the case in other in other
adaptations of his text. Another magazine of popular progress, the People’s Journal, presented
its summary of the Narrative as a “Memoir of Frederick Douglass” (28 November 1846).
From this title, it is unclear whether the essay is a review of Douglass’s autobiography or
a biography of Douglass written by the signed author of the article, Mary Howitt, a well-known
journalist, poet, and abolitionist.4 Howitt includes excerpts from the Narrative, but she does
not provide the full title or publication details usually included with book reviews. She begins
by imploring the “good, warm-hearted, working men and women of England” to “welcome him
[Douglass] kindly” and “waft across the Atlantic the sighs of your deepest sympathy for the
millions who suffer daily as he has done” (1846: 302). She doesn’t indicate where or when
readers might hear Douglass as part of his British lecture tour, although the journal did, in other
issues, occasionally reference his public appearances in its “annals of progress.” Throughout
her recounting of Douglass’s life, she adopts the voice of a schoolteacher addressing children,
writing early on in the narrative, “The father of the little slave was one Captain Anthony,”

4

For background on Howitt’s relationship with Douglass, see Howitt, Autobiography, vol. 2, pp. 33-4.
The Howitts were instrumental in the effort to raise funds for the purchase of a printing press in support
of Douglass’s newspaper the North Star in 1847 (Clarke 1847: 31). For a discussion of the relationship
between Frederick Douglass and Howitt’s Journal, see chapter 7 of Pettitt (2020).
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and later, “Let us hear what our poor reading and thinking slave says of it [Covey’s farm]”
(302, 304). This patronising tone was characteristic of many biographical profiles published in
magazines of popular progress, which aimed to reach a lower-class family audience, including
children, yet here this tone jars with the content of the article, which includes accounts of
oppression, privation, and torture:
Our little new-born slave, Frederick – for the slave has no surname; that is his master’s
privilege – was, as is customary, separated from his mother soon after he was born; for
the slave must have no affections, any more than the horse or cow.
(302)
The “our” in this passage follows the convention of much writing for children of the time;
however, it also inadvertently echoes the discourses of ownership and paternalism associated
with slavery.
This idea of white ownership is echoed later in the “memoir” when Howitt plagiarises
the language of Douglass’s Narrative. Given the journal’s support of the abolitionist cause,
Howitt perhaps felt justified in presenting Douglass’s words as her own, directly lifting,
for example, Douglass’s painful recollection of how an overseer “used to cut and slash the
women’s heads so horribly” (302) without inserting quotation marks. Casual plagiarism of this
sort was ubiquitous in reviews published in popular journals. However, to a modern reader,
it seems rather ironic that Howitt calls out Douglass’s “owner [who] might take measures for
regaining possession of him” while at the same time taking possession of his language
and story in her “Memoir” (305). By assuming a role as “narrator” of Douglass’s story, Howitt
distances herself from his point of view, yet by plagiarising his words, she blurs the separation
between biographer and autobiographer. She no doubt did so with the best of intentions,
working within the bounds of what, in 1846, was considered appropriate use, yet these
dynamics of identification and distance nonetheless echoed the systems of ownership within
the slave system that she claimed to denounce.
In addition to the reviews of the Narrative that appeared in magazines of popular progress,
there were other, more unconventional adaptations of the autobiography’s content.
On 5 September 1846, midway through Douglass’s British lecture tour, the Exeter Western
Times published a letter to the editor from “Aliquis” prefaced by a statement “strongly”
encouraging readers to purchase Douglass’s Narrative (8). Following the conventions of a
review, Aliquis follows this endorsement with a summary of the first chapter of the
autobiography. However, this summary is uniquely presented in the form of a ninety-four-line
poem. The first two couplets read:
My name was Bailey, born in Tuck-a-hoe,
An heir by birth, of misery and woe,
I would, but am not able, on this page
To leave a record of my birth and age.
(8)

As was the case with the reviews in Chambers’s Journal and the People’s Journal, this
adaptation of the Narrative was most likely helpful in publicising Douglass’s lecture tour and
cause. When selecting details from the first chapter of the autobiography to include in his
review-poem, Aliquis emphasises the sensational revelation that the slave system separates
children from their mothers and promotes the sexual exploitation of women:
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The odious law of slavery ordains –
The infant of a slave a slave remains.
The father may be honor’d, rich, and free,
But slaves the mother and the child shall be.
To gratify their lusts such laws they make,
And immolate the race for mammon’s sake!
(8)

Aliquis’s use of italics emphasises the immorality the slave system, which allows the white
father to rape women slaves and disavow his mixed-race children. The fact that the poem
was presented as a letter to the editor might lead us to read it strictly as a creative advertisement
for Douglass’s Narrative. However, for the editors of the Western Times, it clearly also served
as reinforcement of their own editorial position against slavery. In fact, just four pages prior,
the paper published an editorial endorsing William Lloyd Garrison’s and Frederick
Douglass’s abolitionist stance as set out in their lectures in Exeter on 29-30 August 1846.
Douglass’s oratory, it notes, “has excited such deep feelings of indignation against the
American slave owners” (“American Slavery” 1846: 4).
This editorial was followed, two pages later, with a full-page summary of the anti-slavery
meeting, which included local representatives of all religious faiths unified by their “solemn
protest against American slavery” (6). Yet the same issue of the paper included
an advertisement for a performance by a black-face minstrel troupe, the Ethiopian Serenaders,5
at the Royal Subscription Rooms in Exeter on 4-5 September, just days after Douglass’s
and Garrison’s lectures at the same venue. This paid advertisement is followed, three pages
later, with a brief review of the Ethiopian Serenaders’ first performance in Exeter.
This review regales the troupe’s musical skill as well as the “clever mimicry both of voice
and gesture with which they present the negro character before us” (1846: 5).
“The negros of America,” it notes, are “a light-hearted and joyous race, whenever they are
treated with the least kindness,” and they enjoy “song, jest, and dance” to “beguile the brief
intervals of rest from the allotted toil” (5). Such a sentimentalised, inaccurate portrait of slave
life stood in stark contrast to the details of slave life Douglass and Garrison highlighted in their
speeches a few days before, as recounted in the Western Times. In his first speech, for example,
Douglass described the scene of his Aunt Hester’s torture, as recounted in the Narrative,
in which she was stripped and “lash[ed] ... with the bloody cowskin, until the warm blood
dripped in a pool at her feet” (6).
Both the review of the Ethiopian Serenaders performance and the review of Douglass’s
lecture highlight the role of spectators – “those who wish to spend a pleasant evening,
and enjoy a hearty laugh, with a reasonable dash of sentiment” at the minstrel show and
those who are “excited [by] the profoundest sensation” at the abolitionist meeting
(“Ethiopian Serenaders” 1846: 5; “Slavery in America” 1846: 6). That the editors of the
Western Times imagined their readers as potential spectators of both events suggests just how
easily and uncritically they could slide from one mode of representation to the other.
The newspaper nowhere registers the irony of its juxtapositions – either of the end-to-end
abolitionist and minstrelsy events held in the Subscription Rooms or the nearly side-by-side
reviews of these events in its own pages.
5

The Ethiopian Serenaders gave over 400 performances in Great Britain from 1846 to 1847, a period
roughly corresponding with Douglass’s lecture tour (Meer 1999: 149). There were many other active
minstrelsy groups in Britain during the 1840s. For more information on minstrelsy in Victorian Britain,
see, for example, the University of Toronto’s digital Juba Project.
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At first glance, Aliquis’s poem, located on page 8 of the same issue of the Western Times,
seems to support the paper’s abolitionist stance, as reflected in its editorial and account of the
anti-slavery meeting, by highlighting the harsh details selected from Douglass’s Narrative that
echoed examples from his public lectures. In doing so, the poem freely appropriates details of
Douglass’s autobiography while assuming his narrative persona. The final lines of the poem
focus on the scene of torture Douglass had described in his lecture just days before:
From my own aunt heart-rending cries arose
As she receiv’d the lash with heavy blows:
Her naked back, with gashes cover’d o’er,
Until she writhed in agony and gore.
No words nor tears could move his iron heart
Or cause him from his purpose to depart.
(8)

In this passage, Aliquis freely plagiarises the Narrative, mixing quotation with summary of
Douglass’s original passage, which read:
I have often been awakened at the dawn of day by the most heart-rending shrieks of an own aunt
of mine, whom he [Anthony] used to tie up to a joist, and whip upon her naked back till she was
literally covered with blood. No words, no tears, no prayers, from his gory victim, seemed to
move his iron heart from its bloody purpose.
([1845] 2016: 15-16; italics mine)

Aliquis lifts the most sensationalist words and phrases from Douglass’s account, condensing
them into rhymed couplets set in iambic pentameter. In doing so, Aliquis not only simplifies
the scenes from Douglass’ chapter but creates a sing-song effect with simple end-rhymes.
Aliquis essentially sets the original text to music, creating a stark contrast between the poem’s
structure and content, while also evoking minstrelsy entertainments. This echoes the patronising
tone of Mary Howitt’s “Memoir,” which similarly created a jarring juxtaposition between the
harsh content of Douglass’s account and her own patronising mode of delivery.
Aliquis no doubt justified such alterations based on the fact that his overall intent in lifting
and adapting Douglass’s language was to encourage readers to purchase a copy of the
Narrative. Placed in the Western Times just after Douglass’s well-attended public performances
in Exeter, the poem might very well have prompted increased local sale of the book.
Yet the poem also draws attention to itself as a form of black-face appropriation.
While Mary Howitt plagiarised Douglass’s phrase “used to cut and slash the women’s heads so
horribly,” Aliquis places these words in quotation marks, writing:
I suffer’d from a cruel overseer –
A savage monster, who would curse and swear,
With heavy cudgel and a cowskin – he
Would “slash the women’s heads” most “horribly,”
With unrelenting heart the master too
This cruel work would diligently pursue.
(8)

By inserting quotation marks, Aliquis creates a sense of distance between his voice and his
voicing of Frederick Douglass, thus emphasising that such sensational detail is not his own
invention. In this moment, the poem’s status as a black-face performance comes suddenly into
view. Aliquis performs as Douglass but reminds readers that he is “borrowing” this material,
and thus, like the Ethiopian Serenaders, he performs blackness in part for the entertainment
of the paper’s readers.
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Just two pages earlier, in the editorial account of the abolitionist meeting in Exeter,
a reporter describes Douglass’s inversion of the idea of black-face performance when
mimicking the persona of a white American preacher. The article notes that Douglass does so
in order to draw attention to the hypocrisy and “miserable twaddle” religious leaders preach in
support of slavery (“Slavery in America” 1846: 6). The reporter describes the opening
of Douglass’s performance this way: “He then buttoned up his coat, twisted his countenance
into a grave and canting aspect, and with a most inimitable tone of voice, and a genuine Yankee
twang, gave the following sermon amidst shouts of laughter” (6). Douglass then proceeds to
perform as the religious hypocrite, arguing that God decreed that slaves should be obedient
to their masters along with other “humbug palmed off on the poor slave as the blessed gospel
of Jesus Christ” (6). Douglass’s performance produces laughter, an emotional response that is
intended to inspire action – a repudiation of the American slave system. In this way, Douglass
turns the tables on those who adopt or enjoy black-face performance as a form of entertainment,
suggesting that whites who claim to represent the interests of slaves are oppressors
whose actions are both ridiculous and unsupportable.
That the Western Times – and Aliquis’s review-poem – could simultaneously support
Frederick Douglass’s abolitionism and satiric performance of white hypocrisy while at the same
time endorsing and mimicking black-face performance is unsurprising. The racist logic of
the time traded in such contradictions. Indeed, even as Douglass seemed to garner support for
his abolitionist stance, his message was continually undermined by racist representations in
the British press and on the stage. As Sarah Meer observes, “At the very moment of Douglass’s
achievements in Britain, popular entertainments were offering simplistic or exploitative
pictures of black people and evading the issue of slavery altogether” (1999: 142).6
Well aware of these competing systems of racial representation, Douglass in other contexts
criticised the popularity of minstrelsy and explicitly called out newspapers that employed
degrading stereotypes when describing his own public performances (Kinealy 2018: 1.22-3).7
In one lecture, for example, Douglass called out the Cork Constitution for referring to him
“an excellent specimen of the Negro,” which, he fumed, sounded “like a good advertisement
from a slave journal” (“Editorial” [1845] 2018: 198).
From the beginning of his British lecture tour, Douglass was protective of his
public image. This was first shown in his battle with Richard Webb over the frontispiece portrait
for the 1846 edition of the Narrative (McKivigan 2009: 79-81). As Christine Kinealy points
out, Douglass “was aware of the importance of creating a positive visual impact” (2018: 1.12).
Yet visual representations of his public lectures and appearances were impossible to control.
On 15 August 1846, the Illustrated London News, in its review of the World Temperance
Convention, included a thumbnail image of Douglass as part of a group portrait of the
convention delegates (Figure 1). In the portrait, Douglass’s formal dress and attentive
expression suggest that he is just one of many likeminded temperance advocates. Yet the fact
that he is the only person of colour in the group emphasises his difference from the “norm.”

6

See also chapter 2 of Murray (2020).
Douglass’s response to minstrelsy is also discussed in chapter 2 of Dickerson (2008) and in Meer
(1999).
7
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Figure 1. “World Temperance Convention.” 1846. Illustrated London News (15 August): 109.
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Figure 2. Frontispiece Portrait, Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, an American Slave, Written by
Himself. 1845. Boston: Anti-Slavery Society. Courtesy of HathiTrust.

This sense of difference is reinforced by the inclusion of an inset close-up portrait that
echoes the iconography of the frontispiece portrait in the Narrative (Figure 2), highlighting
Douglass’s formal dress and confident gaze. Intriguingly, this inset portrait is juxtaposed with
an illustration of a statue depicting Father Theobald Matthew, a famous temperance advocate.
The whiteness of the statue in the illustration stands in stark contrast to the engraver’s depiction
of Douglass’s dark skin tone. The fact that the accompanying text misspells Douglass’s name
as “Douglas” and incorrectly reports that he was “formerly a Virginian slave” suggests that the
reporter was less interested in getting the facts of Douglass’s story straight than in taking
advantage of his sensational appearance as the only black man at the World Temperance
Convention (“World” 1846: 109). The text of the article disapproves of the notion that
“3,000,000 of his brethren were excluded from all participation in abstinence societies, merely
on account of their colour” (109). However, as Sarah Meer points out, the Illustrated London
News published positive reviews of minstrel shows and racist representations of “African
Curiosities” elsewhere in its pages (1999: 142-3). The article and its surrounding context thus
reflect broader contradictions in representations of race in the British press. In the Illustrated
London News, Douglass was at once a hero and spectacle, a cultural insider and racialised other.
The appearance of Aliquis’s poem in the Western Times and the portraits of Douglass in the
Illustrated London News suggested just how tenuous a line was drawn between abolitionist
advocacy and what Meer calls “imperial spectacle” in the popular press (1999: 143).
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Serialisation of the Narrative in the London Journal
A more sustained appropriation of Douglass’s Narrative appeared in the London Journal as a
five-part series from 10 July to 7 August 1847. At the time, the journal had a circulation of
about 100,000 and was one of the most often read periodicals in the United Kingdom.
As previously noted, lengthy reviews with long extracts were standard practice during the
1840s. As John Blassingame notes, “reviews [of the Narrative] exceeding 3,000 words were
not unusual” (2016: xxv).8 However, the London Journal went a step further than the typical
long review, reprinting approximately 50 percent of the original text and rearranging plot
segments in order to maximise their dramatic effect. Suspenseful sequences such as Douglass’s
confrontation with Edward Covey are quoted at length, whereas digressions such as his famous
passage on slave music are omitted entirely. This creative adaptation was undoubtedly intended
to make the Narrative a better fit with the other contents of the Journal, which, as Andrew King
notes, was well known as the purveyor of a “highly commercial” style of serial fiction
emphasising “complex plots of many characters, rapid action, extreme emotion and always a
final re-establishment of moral equilibrium” (2009).
Indeed, when Douglass’s narrative first appeared, the London Journal was midway
through its serialisation of an abridged translation of Alexandre Dumas’s Count of Monte Cristo
(retitled Monte Christo, 25 April 1846 – 18 December 1847).9 When the London Journal’s
editor, John Wilson Ross, published first instalment of Douglass’s Narrative, he placed it four
pages before the latest part of Monte Christo, perhaps hoping to spark interest in the new serial.
In the next three issues, the order of the two serials was reversed, with Monte Christo appearing
regularly on page 6 and the Narrative on pages 14, 9, and 10, respectively. However, the final
instalment of the Narrative was located on page 3 of the Journal and the next part of
Monte Christo was delayed until 14 August, giving the concluding number of Douglass’s
Narrative special emphasis. The two serials’ focus on imprisonment and escape, as well as
their focus on non-British locales, made them a resonant pairing for the four weeks they
appeared nearly side-by-side in the London Journal. However, unlike the abridged version of
Monte Christo, the serialisation of Douglass’s Narrative was presented as a review.
The publication details are cited in a note at the bottom of the first page of the serial, and the
first instalment begins with a short paragraph recommending the Narrative as “a book that
everybody should read” (“Narrative” 10 July 1847: 294). The preface then reinforces
the veracity of the narrative, which has been authenticated by “letters from [William Lloyd]
Garrison and [Wendell] Phillips” (294). The fact that the writer chooses to omit these letters
from the serial, along with Frederick Douglass’s long appendix on religious hypocrisy in
the American south, demonstrates a process of selection clearly aimed at privileging the
narrative’s story above its discursive commentary. The London Journal offers little evaluation
or analysis of the text, instead presenting it, like Monte Christo, as a gripping account
of adventure and heroism.

8

Blassingame’s introduction to the critical edition of the Narrative (2016) provides a useful overview
of the text’s critical reception in America and Great Britain. “The overwhelming majority of antebellum
critics found much to praise in the Narrative,” he concludes (xxxix).
9
For discussion of the London Journal’s frequent abridgement and reprinting of French fiction in serial
form, see James (1963) and King (2004). As King notes, John Wilson Ross also “openly lifted massive
amounts of material from London publications” (2004: 62).
ISSN: 2632-4253 (online)

56

Victorian Popular Fictions

Volume 3: Issue 2 (Autumn 2021)

Even if the serialisation of the Narrative was meant to provide sensational entertainment,
it nonetheless also reinforced the London Journal’s implicit argument against slavery.
In addition to juxtaposing Douglass’s serial with Monte Christo, John Wilson Ross also
serialised it in tandem with “Memoir of the Life and Times of Daniel O’Connell” (19 June 1847
– 18 September 1847), which highlighted the great statesman’s foundational work in British
abolitionism. Ross also published fiction that seemed to support the abolitionist cause. Just two
months before the serialisation of Douglass’s Narrative began, he published a short story,
“The Maroons’ Cave, or Mat the Maroon. – A Negro Tale,” by Percy B. St. John, describing
the adventures of a fugitive slave who heroically saves his former master, a British loyalist,
from his Yankee pursuers during the Revolutionary War. In exchange, the former master
awards all of his slaves manumission papers in honour of “the noble and forgiving souls of
Mat the Maroon, and his gentle wife” (183). While the story offers stereotyped portraits of
Mat and his wife, it nonetheless registered the journal’s interest in promoting admiration and
empathy for fugitive slaves. This portrayal would be followed by the true story of a
fugitive slave – Douglass’s Narrative – just two months later. Even though the London Journal
seemed to support abolition, it was nonetheless careful not to present itself as being overly
politicised. In an answer to a correspondent who criticised the British officers of the state, Ross
gruffly replies, “We profess to hold ourselves aloof from all political disquisition” (14 August
1847: 384). This was not entirely true. Ross seemed to view fiction and auto/biographical
narratives as useful vehicles for conveying abolitionist principles without seeming to take an
overtly political stance. Yet in the case of Frederick Douglass’s Narrative, the reviewer
carefully rearranged and trimmed the narrative to suit a diverse readership – to meet the interests
of an apolitical audience in search of gripping entertainment while at the same time reaching
out to those who might be receptive to an abolitionist argument.
All instalments of Douglass’s Narrative in the London Journal do include the “written
by himself” portion of the book’s title in the heading, but the reviewer’s reshuffling and
abridging of the text reflects the more collaborative model of authorship associated with the
periodical press. A close look at the changes introduced in the process of adaptation reveals
the complex and creative ways collaborative authorship was defined in the 1840s. Through the
process of adapting Douglass’s Narrative for serialisation, the reviewer omits the eleven
chapter division in the original text and reorganises it into five serial parts. When abridging
material, the reviewer carefully omits references to the text’s original chapter divisions.
For example, when merging chapters 1 and 2 into the first serial part, the reviewer carefully
cuts away a sentence in the original text referencing a chapter break. Douglass’s original
passage reads, “It was here that I witnessed the bloody transaction recorded in the first chapter;
and as I received my first impressions of slavery on this plantation, I will give some description
of it, and of slavery as it there existed” ([1845] 2016: 17). This sentence was no doubt omitted
because it referenced Douglass’s original chapter design, but it might also have been cut
because it served as a narrative intrusion – meta-language that pulled readers out of the story in
order to provide structural signposting. Without this sentence, the paragraph stays within the
narrative time frame and captivating story of Douglass’s childhood on the Lloyd plantation.
The most radical change the reviewer introduced when adapting the Narrative into serial
parts was to rearrange chapters and scenes for dramatic effect (Table 1). Chapter 4, describing
the violent actions of slave masters and plantation overseers, is taken from its original sequence
and moved to the second instalment of the serial. Sensational episodes in chapters 6 and 7 –
detailing the transformation of Sophia Auld from kind mistress to cruel censor and describing
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the means by which Douglass learned to read on the streets of Baltimore – are likewise taken
out of their original sequence and relocated in the second serial part. The reviewer provides
some justification for this reshuffling, noting in a brief introductory paragraph that
the author’s “opinions and anecdotes” are arranged in order to depict the “horrors” of slavery
(17 July 1847: 318). As Aliyyah I. Abdur-Rahman points out, scenes of violence in slave
narratives “express the pain of bodily dispossession and social/racial subjection” yet also meet
readers’ desire for “voyeuristic consumption” (2014: 236). In the London Journal, the reference
to the horrors of slavery serves as an incitement to read on – both for those who empathise with
the abolitionist cause and those who might simply desire sensational entertainment.
Instalment

Date

Pages

1
2
3
4
5

10 July 1847
17 July 1847
24 July 1847
31 July 1847
7 August 1847

294-6
318-19
329-31
346-8
355-6

Parts of Douglass’s Narrative included in abridged
form
Chapters 1-3, 5-8 (prefaces omitted)
Chapters 3, 4, 6, and 7
Chapter 9 and the first half of Chapter 10
The second half of Chapter 10
Chapter 11 (appendix omitted)

Table 1: Organisation of Serial Parts of Frederick Douglass’s Narrative in the London Journal.

By abridging paragraphs and inserting paragraph breaks, the London Journal reviewer also
emphasises sensational elements of the narrative. For example, the reviewer omits most of the
first paragraph of the Narrative, shortening it to the bare facts of Douglass’s birth and his lack
of knowledge of his birthday. This propels readers more quickly to the sensational revelation,
“My father was a white man. He was admitted to be such by all I ever heard speak of my
parentage” (“Narrative” 10 July 1847: 294). The excerpt omits the rest of this paragraph and
the next from Douglass’s text, finally landing on another sensational statement that originally
appeared mid-paragraph: “I do not recollect ever seeing my mother by light of day” (294).
By relocating this sentence to the beginning of the paragraph, the reviewer emphasises its
sensational interest, making its key revelation more accessible to busy readers. The reviewer
strategically omits sentences mid-paragraph to achieve this same effect. For example,
in Chapter 8 of the original text, Douglass describes the distress he and others felt when the
slaves were divided up as part of his late master’s estate, writing:
In addition to the pain of separation, there was the horrid dread of falling into the hands of
Master Andrew. He was known to us all as being a most cruel wretch, – a common drunkard,
who had, by his reckless mismanagement and profligate dissipation, already wasted a large
portion of his father’s property.
([1845] 2016: 40)

In the abridged version of this scene published in the London Journal, the reviewer omits the
second sentence above and jumps forward to an phrase further down the page in the original
text: “In addition to the pain of separation, there was the horrid dread of falling into the hands
of Master Andrew; a man who, but a few days before, to give me a sample of his bloody
disposition, took my little brother by the throat, threw him on the ground, and with the heel of
his boot stamped upon his head till the blood gushed from his nose and ears – was well
calculated to make me anxious as to my fate” (“Narrative” 10 July 1847: 296). In this way,
the reviewer emphasises the gory details associated with Anthony’s behaviour, as expressed in
a series of vivid and devastating verb phrases. In the process, the reviewer omits important
details about Andrew’s profligacy and the fears expressed by the slaves, who “might as well be
sold at once to the Georgia traders” (Douglass [1845] 2016: 40).
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When constructing serial parts, the reviewer for the London Journal was careful to
end each instalment with a sensational passage or cliffhanger. The first instalment ends
suspensefully with the ending of Douglass’s original Chapter 8, where he is sailing from
St.
Michael’s to Baltimore. The passage reads, “My determination to run away was again revived.
I resolved to wait only so long as the offering of a favorable opportunity. When that came,
I was determined to be off” (“Narrative” 10 July 1847: 296). In the third serial instalment,
the reviewer closes with the suspenseful moment midway through Chapter 10 of the original
Narrative when Douglass has returned to Edward Covey’s farm after being sent back by his
master Thomas Auld. The serial instalment ends with him waiting in the woods, “having the
alternative before me, – to go home and be whipped to death, or stay in the woods and be starved
to death” (“Narrative” 24 July 1847: 331). The readers of Douglass’s original Narrative
need only read on to the next paragraph to discover his fate, but the readers of the London
Journal must wait a week for the next serial part. When the fourth instalment appeared,
it began with the reviewer subtly justifying his manipulation of the original text:
“we present our readers with several of the most exciting incidents in the life of Douglass”
which present him in the “light of a hero” (“Narrative” 31 July 1847: 346). The reviewer,
rather than Douglass himself, thus becomes the focalising point of view through which the
meanings of the text and its “hero” can be morally understood. The ending of this fourth serial
part corresponds with the conclusion to Douglass’s Chapter 10, which recounts the incident
in which Douglass accuses Hugh Auld of theft for appropriating his weekly wages from
working in the Baltimore shipyard. Once again, it is unlikely that the reviewer was aware
of the irony of quoting this particular passage from the Narrative. After all, the practice of
abridgement – of both whole books as fiction serials and parts of books through reviewing –
was so commonplace as to be unremarkable.
Even though the reviewer, when abridging the Narrative, was careful to highlight its
sensational episodes and to create suspenseful serial endings, he nevertheless omits some of the
most shocking passages in the original text. For example, while the review does include
the introduction to the episode in which Master Anthony whips Douglass’s Aunt Hester, he cuts
the scene short just before Douglass’s sentence “I remember the first time I ever witnessed this
horrible exhibition,” thus omitting the most horrific descriptions of his aunt’s torture
([1845] 2016: 16). Such a truncation might have been necessary for economy – after all the
serial part in which the episode appeared included the abridged parts of seven chapters.
But it is also likely that the gory details of the whipping episode were beyond the pale of a
periodical like the London Journal, which must carefully negotiate the grey area between penny
blood and family magazine. While graphic details were necessary in a text that aimed to shock
readers with the horrors of slavery, prompting them to take action in support of the abolitionist
cause, they did not necessary translate seamlessly into a reconstructed “heroic” serial aimed
in part on providing leisure entertainment for a family audience.

Conclusion
Meredith L. McGill, in her important study, American Literature and the Culture of Reprinting,
1834-53, reminds us “that the republication of foreign works and particular kinds of domestic
texts was perfectly legal; it was not a violation of law or custom, but a cultural norm”
(2003: 3). Viewed from one perspective, copyright law was a means of protecting the rights of
authors to their intellectual property and ensuring just remuneration for their literary labour, but
it also defined a set “period of time at the close of which this text is transformed from an odd
kind of private property into a part of the public domain” (9). In this sense, copyright marked
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the limits, as much as the rights, associated with individual authorship. The robust cultures of
transatlantic reprinting, reviewing, and information exchange likewise defined the limits of
literary works as intellectual property, instead functioning in a collaborative mode, wherein
editor, reviewer, and author share ownership of the text yet receive different access to
remuneration in return. The robust culture of reviewing and reprinting was inseparable from
the proliferation of newspapers and periodicals on both sides of the Atlantic, which relied on
original and borrowed content in order to fill their weekly columns. For Frederick Douglass
and other abolitionists working in a transatlantic context, this new media environment was
instrumental in spreading knowledge about the wrongs of the American slave system and for
garnering international support for their cause.
However, as a fugitive slave, and after October 1846, a freed slave, Douglass’s
engagement with international print culture was distinctly different than that of his white
counterparts. There was more at stake for Douglass in terms of asserting his right to intellectual
property since the rights of citizenship and to his own body had been denied to him. Viewed
from a modern perspective, the appropriation of Douglass’s intellectual property by a whitecontrolled periodical and newspaper press contained echoes of the slave system Douglass had
escaped. The newspapers and periodicals that appropriated the Narrative without offering pay
– while at the same time praising its abolitionist message about the immorality of wage theft –
were oblivious to the irony of their editorial position. It is important to note that I have found
no evidence that Douglass was aware of this irony, either. Immersed in the conventions of the
print culture of his day, he may not have come across the particular reviews of his work I discuss
in this essay, or he may have found such adaptations unremarkable because they were so
ubiquitous. The irony associated with the theft of Douglass’s intellectual property is only visible
from a distance of years, when we, as researchers, recover the forgotten reprinting histories of
American slave narratives in the transatlantic press. By studying a wide range of newspapers
and periodicals, we can recover the complex ways copyrighted forms of authorship were
assumed, complicated, and undermined and how they intersected with other fields of
representation and the law, including the American slave system.
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