Furnishing the Colonial Mind.  Book Ownership in British India, 1780-1850

In recent years, historians have paid increasing attention to the role of consumer culture in the development and maintenance of British rule in India.  Clothing, crockery, wine and even musical instruments have all been examined as vehicles through which Anglo-Indians sought to negotiate the twin pressures of colonial life and metropolitan norms.
  As yet, however, little work has been done upon the literary culture of British India, despite the evident significance of books both as expressions of British culture and as guides for life in India.  Trade records in fact suggest the existence of a robust demand for European books in the three Presidencies.  In 1795-96, Bengal’s private trade of imported books from Europe was valued at c. £7,840 (78,402 Sicca rupees), a figure that exceeded the combined import value of European drugs and medicines, looking glasses, and port wine.  Six years later, books continued to compose a significant sector of privately traded goods, surpassing the combined value of imported fowling pieces, millinery, and Queen’s ware.
  


Probate inventories confirm Anglo-Indian consumers’ substantial engagement with the culture of the book.  Though such records are notoriously problematic, over-representing affluent men of mature years and becoming increasingly scarce in England after the early eighteenth century, these difficulties are not so great for British India.
  Their bias towards men of property mirrors the composition of the Anglo-Indian population itself, while high mortality rates from cholera, venereal diseases, liver complaints and a plethora of fevers – not to mention warfare – ensured that these men died in substantial numbers on the subcontinent throughout the life cycle.
  Perhaps most significantly, the Company’s commercial identity and the Anglo-Indian community’s determination to translate its Oriental riches into real property in Britain ensured that Anglo-Indian probate records from this period survive in great number and diversity.


The data on Anglo-Indian book ownership in the three Presidencies derive from a total of 477 probate inventories, drawn from four sample periods taken at twenty-year intervals (1780-82, 1802-04, 1824-26, and 1846-48).
  Bengal, the so-called ‘British bridgehead’ and the seat of Company authority in India, unsurprisingly dominates the data, providing 356 inventories – nearly three quarters of the sample.  A further 112 were filed in Madras, and only 9 in Bombay.


The nature and format of the information contained in these inventories makes quantitative analysis a difficult affair.  Books figure here in impressive numbers and variety, but their presence is registered under a frustrating profusion of rubrics.  In some inventories, individual volumes appear by title, while in others (or, indeed, at times elsewhere in the same record) they are designated instead by author.  And if many records scrupulously itemize individual volumes, many other titles are collected under generic headings such as ‘Voltaire’s Works’, ‘The History of England’, or ‘a box of Bibles’.  Two complementary strategies were adopted to address this.  First, a master list of 125 individual titles or collective groups (such as ‘French dictionaries’ and ‘Shakespeare’s Works’) was generated, with each incidence of a specified title or group being counted; secondly, three categories of Anglo-Indian ‘reading genres’, the ‘Old Canon’, ‘Enlightenment’, and ‘Romanticism’ were created and counted.  The master list allowed detailed consideration of specified works over time and place, while broader patterns of book ownership were identified through the reading genres.

Table 1 – Most frequently counted titles, each sample period

	
	1780-82

Title                 n
	1802-04

Title                     n
	1824-26

Title                   n
	1846-48

Title                  n

	1
	Pope Works   (37)


	Bible                   (70)
	Bible               (191)
	Bible               (125)

	2
	Bible              (30)


	Latin Dict.          (50)
	French Dict.    (140)
	Hindi Dict.      (106)

	3
	Persian Dict   (23)


	French Dict.       (48)
	Persian Dict.   (119)
	French Dict     (69)

	4
	Shakespeare   (21)


	Persian Dict.       (28)
	Hindi Dict.      (118)
	Latin Dict.       (61)

	5
	Spectator        (19)


	Hindi Dict.          (27)
	Scott Wks       (114)
	Shakespeare     (50)

	6
	Johnson Dict  (19)


	Johnson Dict.      (26)
	Latin Dict.      (106)
	Greek Dict.      (43)

	7
	French Dict    (17)


	Greek Dict          (21)
	Shakespeare     (68)
	Scott Wks        (43)

	8
	Tristram Shandy 

                       (14)
	Shakespeare        (20)
	Johnson Dict.   (60)
	Byron Wks      (36)

	9
	Hume History (11)  
	Other Non-Ori Dict       

                           (20)
	Greek Dict.      (48)
	Johnson Dict.  (32)

	10
	Swift Works   (11)    
	Voltaire               (17)
	Other Non-Ori Dict  

                        (47)
	Persian Dict.   (26)

	11
	Sentimental Journey             (9)
	Arabic Dict         (16)
	Pope’s Works  (44)
	Bengali Dict    (23)

	12
	Voltaire Works (9)
	Sir William Jones Works                 (16)
	Sir William Jones Works              (44)
	Italian Dict      (23)

	13
	Montesquieu Works       

                          (9)
	Spectator             (15)
	Paley Works    (40)
	Paley Works    (21)

	14
	Dow, History of Hindustan          (8)
	Hume History     (14)
	Spectator          (40)
	Other Oriental Dict 

                         (19)

	15
	Burns, Justice of the Peace           (8)
	The Seasons        (13)
	Byron Works, minus listed      (38)
	Pope Works      (19)

	16
	Commentaries   (8)
	Commentaries     (12)
	Arabic Dict       (34)
	Other Non-Oriental Dict                   (18)

	17
	Portuguese Dict (8)
	Swift Works        (11)
	Quarterly Review 

                          (33)
	Don Juan           (16)

	18
	Latin Dict          (7)
	Italian Dict          (11)
	Edinburgh Review 

                          (32)
	Virgil Works      (15)

	19
	Paradise Lost/Found        (7)
	Portuguese Dict   (10)
	Commentaries   (31)
	Urdu Dict           (15)

	20
	Chesterfield, Letters                (7)
	Pope’s Works      (10)
	Italian Dict        (28)
	Burns Works      (14)


See Appendix for master list of works counted.  The data in this table are drawn from all three of the Presidencies, with the exception of 1780-82, which includes only Bengal and Madras.  
Although it clearly underestimates Anglo-Indian book ownership, the sample effectively counters contemporary profiles of readership that underline the disproportionate significance on the subcontinent of works ‘of a light and desultory description’.  As you can see, the inventories are dominated by dictionaries and grammars – yet they also document extensive Anglo-Indian ownership of Enlightenment philosophy and history, of literary classics, and of Romantic fiction and poetry.
  The profile of book ownership is especially noteworthy for the salience and persistence of Old Canon works, with the proportion of inventories possessing at least one title from the aggregated group ranging between 70% and 80%. 

Table 2 – Number and proportion of inventories containing books from the three reading genres
	
	1780-82

n           %
	1802-04

n           %
	1824-26

n           %
	1846-48

n            %

	Old Canon, 1 or more
	43      (70.5%)
	75     (78.1%)
	163    (79.1%)
	91      (79.8%)

	Old Canon, 3 or more
	10      (16.4%)
	12     (12.5%)
	38      (18.4%)
	19      (16.7%)

	Enlightenment, 1 or more
	24      (39.3%)
	30     (31.3%)
	69      (33.5%)
	23      (20.2%)

	Enlightenment, 3 or more
	5        (8.2%)
	6       (6.3%)
	12      (5.8%)
	4        (3.5%)

	Romantic, 1 or more
	1        (1.6%)
	4       (4.2%)
	77      (37.4%)
	45      (39.5%)

	Romantic, 3 or more
	0         (0%)
	0        (0%)
	9        (4.4%)
	9        (7.9%)

	Total inventories with counted books
	61    
	96    
	206   
	114   


Literature from the Enlightenment group is well represented, particularly in the 1780-82 and 1824-26 samples.  Ownership of ‘Romantic’ literature is also significant, but this genre penetrates the inventories only in the 1824-26 sample, after the rise of Byron and Scott, who make up the vast bulk of the aggregated scores.  


Private writings by Anglo-Indians can begin to put some flesh on these statistical bones.  Recording the passage to India and the establishment there of new communities of British readers, the significance of books in colonial social and emotional life is made manifest.  Compelled to live at close quarters with complete strangers for months on end, many a young Anglo Indian turned to books for consolation and companionship.  When the Company Writer John Elliot, a younger son of the first Earl Minto, sailed to India in 1805, his reading regime initially focused on Roman history and the Asian Miscellany.  Neither subject captured Elliot’s youthful imagination: as he wrote unhappily to his father, ‘I have not been able to make any way in the Asian Miscellany, for of all the dull books I ever read I think it is the dullest’.  Fortunately Elliot’s reading was not limited to the contents of his own shipboard library.  ‘I read a good part of Thomsons [sic] Seasons today and like them tremendously’, his letter continued, ‘I think that some of the passages are finer than anything I ever read I borrowed it from Hanbury one of the [other] writers a very goodnatured gentlemanly kind of fellow’.
  

Anglo-Indian literary pursuits often entailed this kind of communal and collaborative engagement with texts.  When William Prinsep sailed to India as a merchant in 1817, he joined a reading community on board ship whose tastes ranged topically from the English classics to popular science and Eastern cultures. A desire for self-improvement fuelled the collective reading practices of Prinsep and his shipmates, who cheerfully pooled the resources of their small libraries.  Lieutenant George Parkyns ‘was of good family & in manners quite a Gentleman’, Prinsep later recalled in his memoir.  ‘Feeling a want of general knowledge, he was bent on reading hard during the voyage on subjects connected with Eastern Countries’.  This masculine reading circle provided the nuclear core for a wider shipboard community engaged in literary and scientific pursuits.  ‘Readings from Shakespeare were the delight of us all’, Prinsep observed, but the ‘most interesting lectures’ of the ship’s surgeon ‘on the dissection of the eyes of sheep & of the fish he caught’ were also welcomed by his fellow passengers.
  Nor was reading a passive practice, restricted to printed texts published by distant or unknown authors.  Posted near Seringapatam in 1799, Thomas Munro was joined by a fellow officer from the Scottish Borders.  ‘John Malcolm…was sitting in my tent yesterday talking of you, and several other old acquaintances at home whom I had almost forgotten’, he wrote to his sister in Glasgow:

The Tales of other times naturally turned our deep and grave thoughts towards Poetry.  He read some of his own productions.  I could not meet him with any of my own, but I took the field against him in great force supported by Mrs Grants [sic] verse and some scraps of yours….

Described as a pitched battle between poetic combatants that issued ‘naturally’ from their shared national heritage, this encounter clearly worked in Munro’s letter as evidence of his continued literary and emotional connection with kith and kin at home.  


Yet while Anglo-Indians’ reading practices sought to maintain ties to loved ones in Britain, and to prevent estrangement from metropolitan norms, the evidence of their book ownership points to inevitable discontinuities – particularly with regard to language texts, to dictionaries and grammars, which clearly reflects the significance of language acquisition to political and economic power.
  Dictionaries and grammars dominate the inventories as a whole: only the Bible is more ubiquitous, and only Shakespeare, Scott and (to a lesser degree) Pope achieve a comparable presence across the period from 1780 

Table 3 – Counts of dictionaries, all presidencies, all periods

	
	1780-82

n            %
	1802-04

n            %
	1824-26

n           %
	1846-48

n           %

	Persian/Sanskrit
	23        (6.5%)
	28        (4.2%)
	119      (5.7%)
	26       (2.4%)

	French
	17        (4.8%)
	48        (7.1%)
	140      (6.8%)
	69       (6.4%)

	Latin
	7          (1.9%)
	50        (7.4%)
	106      (5.1%)
	61       (5.6%)

	Greek
	1          (0.3%)
	21        (3.1%)
	48        (2.3%)
	43       (3.9%)

	Johnson
	19        (5.4%)
	26        (3.9%)
	60        (2.9%)
	32       (2.9%)

	Arabic
	4          (1.1%)
	16        (2.4%)
	34        (1.6%)
	11       (1%)

	Hindustani/Moors
	3          (0.8%)
	27        (4%)
	118      (5.7%)
	106     (9.8%)

	Portuguese
	8          (2.3%)
	10        (1.5%)
	13        (0.6%)
	1         (0.1%)

	Italian
	0          (0%)
	11        (1.6%)
	28        (1.4%)
	23       (2.1%)

	Bengali
	1          (0.3%)
	10        (1.5%)
	20        (0.9%)
	23       (2.1%)

	Urdu
	0          (0%)
	0          (0%)
	0          (0%)
	15       (1.4%)

	Tamil
	0          (0%)
	1          (0.1%)
	2          (0.1%)
	7         (0.6%)

	Other Oriental
	1          (0.3%)
	6          (0.9%)
	22        (1.1%)
	19       (1.8%)

	Other Non-Oriental
	0          (0%)
	20        (2.9%)
	47        (2.3%)
	18       (1.7%)

	Total Counts, all listed books
	355
	674
	2072
	1080


Percentage given is for dictionaries as a proportion of all listed books.

to 1848.  French, Latin, Persian/Sanskrit and Hindustani (sometimes referred to as ‘Moors’) dictionaries were consistently present; but Greek, Arabic and Italian all also achieved significant numbers within the samples. 

The major trend to be discerned from the inventories is the gradual broadening of the range of language texts found in the samples, and in particular the rise of vernacular Indian languages (especially Hindustani) at the expense, eventually, of ‘classical’ Oriental languages such as Persian, Sanskrit and Arabic.  In 1780-82, Persian dictionaries dominated the inventories: 23 counts made them the third most popular book in the sample, easily more prevalent than any other language dictionary, although French dictionaries also achieved a significant showing.  Portuguese and Latin did figure lower down the lists, but this early sample none the less appears linguistically narrow.  Over the next forty years, the reading profile was to become richer, more linguistically complex, as Latin, Hindustani, and to a lesser extent Greek rose in popularity to challenge, and sometimes surpass Persian in the probate records, while minor European and Indian languages also began to make some headway.  In part, this may be explained by the increased size of the samples, which will inevitably have led to the capture of a wider range of books.  But the expansion of print in this period, and the increased supply of dictionaries in a diverse range of languages, to meet a perceived need within the population, were also important factors.

The 1846-48 sample shows a quite dramatic shift in the composition of the inventories.  This sample is smaller than that which immediately precedes it, and the fall in number of several of the dictionaries may reflect sample size.  But the collapse of Persian, from 119 counts to just 26, and from 5.7% of all listed books to just 2.4%, is quite remarkable.  This decline is more than simply a consequence of the trend away from ‘Orientalist’ toward ‘Anglicized’ study in India, a trend captured most notoriously in Thomas Macaulay’s ‘Minute on Education’ (1835).  For the vernacular languages made advances in these years in both absolute (Bengali, Tamil, Urdu) and relative terms (Hindustani, ‘Other Oriental’).  Bernard Cohn has argued that a struggle developed within the curriculum of the East India Company between the ‘classicists’ who followed Sir William Jones in stressing the significance and value of Sanskrit, Persian and Arabic for the comprehension of Indian culture and society, and ‘vernacularists’ such as John Borthwick Gilchrist, the author of an important Dictionary, English and Hindoostanee, who argued that students should focus instead upon the living languages of India.
  The East India Company seems to have followed Gilchrist’s advice, abandoning Persian as the official language of administration in 1837. 

Cohn’s account implies that the British in India, having learned a language of authority and enlightenment (Persian) during the eighteenth century, exchanged it for a language of command (Hindustani) during the nineteenth.  Certainly, there is support for such a view in the published statements of the main protagonists in this debate as to the rationale for their approach.
  For Sir William Jones, the practical benefits of learning Persian – ‘to translate and to answer any letter from an Indian prince, and to converse with the natives of India, not only with fluency, but with elegance’ – were mixed with intellectual and aesthetic benefits.
  Not only did the study of Persian and Arabic, ‘which is blended with the Persian in so singular a manner’, promise to make further language learning possible, but it would open the door for historians, philosophers and men of taste to access Oriental learning and literature.


The claims for Hindustani made by Gilchrist were not so great.  Gilchrist objected strongly to the notion that Hindustani was a ‘jargon’.  He insisted instead upon ‘its extent, grammatical purity, elegance, and general utility’; but made few claims for its moral or intellectual value.
  Rather, he stressed its utility, particularly in military operations and in the grand project of reconciling the natives to British rule.
  Hindustani, as ‘the indissoluble cementing link of people whose laws, and religion, constantly clash with each other’, was imperative to British rule, providing a means for facilitating communication and thus for overcoming ‘the cormorant crew of Deewans, Mootusuddees, Surkars, Nazirs, Pundits, Moonshees, and a tremendous roll of harpies, who encompass power here’.
  The propagation of Hindustani would be the means to liberate Indians from their oppressors, and thus bind them ever more closely to their rulers.

 
Gilchrist’s interpretation tended to erase important distinctions within the language communities of India.  As Cohn observed, whereas ‘Gilchrist’s image of Indian society seems to have been restricted to domestic servants and lowly assistants’ in Bengal, Company men in western and central India had to deal with a much wider range of Indian interlocutors – ‘not only ... Indian servants, domestic and civil, but ... learned men, chiefs, opulent bankers, and merchants and peasants’.
  The inventory data presented in table 4 speak to the increasing significance of this expanding language community. 

Table 4 – Counts of dictionaries, Bengal and Madras 1824-26, 1846-48
	
	1824-26
	
	1846-48
	

	
	Bengal

n            %
	Madras

n            %
	Bengal

n          %
	Madras

n           %

	Persian
	76        (5.3%)
	43        (7.2%)
	25       (3.9%)
	1          (0.2%)

	French
	96        (6.6%)
	42        (7%)
	44       (6.8%)
	25        (5.7%)

	Latin
	74        (5.1%)
	31        (5.2%)
	34       (5.3%)
	27        (6.2%)

	Greek
	34        (2.4%)
	13        (2.2%)
	17       (2.6%)
	26        (5.9%)

	Johnson
	45        (3.1%)
	14        (2.3%)
	19       (2.9%)
	13        (2.9%)

	Arabic
	20        (1.4%)
	14        (2.3%)
	10       (1.6%)
	1          (0.2%)

	Hinudstani/Moors
	85        (5.9%)
	33        (5.5%)
	83      (12.9%)
	23        (5.3%)

	Portuguese
	6          (0.4%)
	7          (1.2%)
	0          (0%)
	1          (0.2%)

	Italian
	16        (1.1%)
	11        (1.8%)
	15        (2.3%)
	8          (1.8%)

	Bengali
	19        (1.3%)
	1          (0.2%)
	23        (3.6%)
	0          (0%)

	Urdu
	0          (0%)
	0          (0.%)
	14        (2.2%)
	1          (0.2%)

	Tamil
	0          (0%)
	2          (0.3%)
	0          (0%)
	7          (1.6%)

	Other Oriental
	11        (0.8%)
	11        (1.8%)
	8          (1.2%)
	11        (2.5%)

	Other Non-Oriental
	20        (1.4%)
	27        (4.5%)
	11        (1.7%)
	7          (1.6%)

	Total Counts of Dictionaries
	502    (34.7%)
	249      (41.6%)
	303    (47%)
	151    (34.6%)

	Total Counts of books
	1446
	599
	644
	436



	Total Inventories with listed books
	150
	49
	71
	43


Percentage given is for dictionaries as a proportion of all listed books.

The samples from 1780-82 and 1802-04 are dominated by inventories from Bengal (135 inventories with listed books, as opposed to just 20 from Madras), making comparison between the Presidencies difficult in this early period, but meaningful comparisons between the Presidencies can be made for the 1824-26 and 1846-48 samples.  Although Bengal is still the dominant partner in these two samples (221 inventories as opposed to 92), the difference is not so extreme, and narrows further in the 1846-48 sample.  Moreover, as the table makes clear, the Madras inventories prove to be a much richer source of counts. (There are c. 11.25 counts per inventory with books in Madras, and 9.5 in Bengal).  

The 1824-26 sample reveals roughly similar ownership patterns in Bengal and Madras for the major European and the classical languages, and for Hindustani.  With regard to the other Oriental languages, however, there are marked differences between the Presidencies.  Unsurprisingly, Bengali remains largely restricted to the Bengal Presidency, and Tamil to Madras; more interesting, perhaps, is the greater preponderance of ‘Other Oriental’ dictionaries and grammars in the Madras presidency, indicative of the much wider variety of local languages there, and their greater significance relative to the major languages.  Both Persian and Arabic are also far more prominent within the Madras sample, as are the minor non-Oriental languages, and dictionaries generally form a much greater proportion of the total sample than they do in Bengal.  All in all, the 1824-26 sample seems to suggest that the British in Madras showed a greater interest in languages in general, and in Oriental languages in particular, than those in Bengal.


This finding chimes well with Thomas Trautmann’s identification of ‘a brief moment [for] a distinctive Madras school of Orientalism ... which asserted its authority over knowledge of south Indian languages, religion, law and history, as against what it saw as the shortcomings and erroneous ideas about the south emanating from Calcutta.’
  Although it is Sir William Jones’s discovery in Calcutta of the Indo-European language family that has been consistently represented as the high water mark of British Orientalism, Trautmann stresses the achievements of the Madras school, which included Francis Whyte Ellis’s proof of the Dravidian language family.
  Perhaps most significantly, however, Trautmann argues that the process of producing dictionaries and grammars, especially in southern India, led Europeans to be exposed to Indian language study – and in particular, its sophisticated analysis of grammar and phonology – producing an intellectually hybrid philology that was transmitted to Europe and to Jacob Grimm, whose historical grammar of German began the era of modern linguistics.
  Rather than simply providing the raw material for a European conquest of language, then, the learning of Indian languages fundamentally re-cast European thought about language.  Whereas Cohn understands the development of comparative philology as part of the process by which Europeans gave Indians ‘the greatest gift they could give anyone ... a history’, Trautmann implies that it was in fact Indian methods that enabled Europeans to discover their own linguistic history by giving them a way out of the fabulous etymologies that had dominated eighteenth century accounts of language.

The inventory data suggest that this moment had largely passed by the time of the 1846-48 sample.  Both presidencies show a decline in the possession of Persian dictionaries, although this is much more marked in Madras, where Persian dictionaries fell from providing 7.2% of all counted books in 1824-26, to virtually none, and where – unlike Bengal – the possession of Arabic dictionaries also fell markedly.  With the exception of Portuguese, European and classical language dictionaries remained strong in both presidencies.  This period was marked by a continued rise of the vernacular languages, and in particular Hindustani, which appears to have been especially strong in the Bengal Presidency, where it provided 12.9% of all counted books (and where Urdu, as Hindustani would come to be called, provided a further 2.2%).  In Madras, by comparison, Hindustani does not seem to have achieved the same degree of penetration, and possession of Hindustani dictionaries had indeed declined slightly by 1846-48, while Tamil and ‘Other Oriental’ dictionaries increased their share.  The mid-nineteenth century certainly saw a shift away from the classical and toward the vernacular Oriental languages in British India, but the evidence from probate inventories suggests that this was a more complex (and regionally specific) process than the trajectory outlined by Cohn.  

If the prominence of dictionaries and grammars in our sampled inventories attests in part to Anglo Indians’ determination to master diverse languages of command on the subcontinent, the popularity of Johnson’s English Dictionary – and of a range of other English dictionaries not counted within the sample – may perhaps reassert the significance of metropolitan concerns. Consistently one of the ten most popular items in the inventories, the Dictionary was the only individual counted text other than the Bible to retain its popularity throughout the period.
  This must be understood in the context of an eighteenth-century project to purify and to stabilize the English language.  Johnson wished to see English return to ‘its original Teutonick character’ rather than continue in what he considered a deviation ‘towards a Gallick structure and phraseology’, a commitment to the establishment of a standard form of English that inevitably involved the exclusion of a whole series of languages and dialects.
  Anglo-Indian readers and their families at home were fully alive to the significance of this project, and resorted to the Dictionary as a means of policing their use of English.  Writing to his son from Glasgow in 1784, Alexander Munro was at pains to underline the need to preserve English linguistic niceties even in the further reaches of the Madras Presidency.  ‘You say in your letter of the 29th July “the enemy having intelligence of our approach recrossed the river”’, he observed sternly.  ‘I cannot find recross in Johnson’s Dictionary—if you admit him the Standard—it is not an English word.’
  

Munro’s strictures on his son’s expansive use of English vocabulary point to a central tension and irony of Anglo Indians’ fondness for Johnson’s Dictionary.  For in charging his compatriots with the task of purifying the English language, Johnson had specifically cautioned them to avoid translation—‘the great pest of speech’—and had identified trade as the most dangerous threat posed to the integrity of English.  In this analysis, it was ‘Commerce’ which: 

however necessary, however lucrative, as it depraves the manners, corrupts the language; they that have frequent intercourse with strangers, to whom they endeavour to accommodate themselves, must in time learn a mingled dialect, like the jargon which serves the traffickers on the Mediterranean and Indian coasts.  This will not always be confined to the exchange, the warehouse, or the port, but will be communicated by degrees to other ranks of the people, and be at last incorporated with current speech.

Both trade, which provided the economic rationale for the Company’s presence in India, and translation, which provided Britons with essential instruments of colonial rule, thus appeared to threaten the linguistic integrity of metropolitan literary culture.  


A constant traffic in books—exchanged through gifts, loans, imports, sales, and auctions—animated literary culture in British India.  As physical objects sent to loved ones on the subcontinent, books reminded kinfolk of their ties to home and to British culture, thus providing both emotional sustenance and timely reminders of distant Anglo Indians’ continued engagement with the metropolitan culture that dictated imperialist policies.  But the circulation of European literature within India had wider effects. Among the numerous Bengali dictionaries produced during the early nineteenth century was Ram Comul Sen’s Dictionary of English and Bengalee; Translated from Todd’s Edition of Johnson’s English Dictionary.
  Sen’s was not the first language dictionary to take Johnson’s Dictionary, in one of its many guises, as its model, but it was a scholarly effort that went far beyond the usual abridgements and vocabularies.
  Like Johnson, he appears to have seen his Dictionary as an opportunity to give a solid base to his native tongue, adding a history of Bengal, and of Bengali, to the history of English that Johnson’s Dictionary already provided, and stressing the capacity of Bengali – a relatively uncultivated language, with (according to Sen) only thirty years of literary culture behind it – to develop into ‘a most excellent language, equal in strength and beauty to any other tongue’.
  Also like Johnson, he had felt the lexicographer’s curse: the task of dictionary building, he claimed, should be reserved for criminals, ‘instead of making them work like convicts on the roads’.
  

Printing and the printed book had come relatively late to India – though the first press had been set up in the sixteenth century, it was not until the early nineteenth century that indigenous printing and publishing really took off.
  Bengali type had only been developed in 1778, when N. B. Halhed’s Grammar of the Bengal Language was first published, but it enjoyed a rapid success; by 1857, in fact, the Reverend James Long estimated that the vernacular presses of Calcutta had produced 571,670 books for sale.
  By this time, economies of scale and the development of the market had reduced the price of books considerably: books that in 1822 had cost four or five rupees now sold for a few annas only.
  Such prices bear comparison with those achieved at auctions: by the mid 1820s, it was possible to pick up Johnson’s Dictionary for about one third of a pagoda, or one Sicca Rupee – though it is of course uncertain what edition was being purchased, or the condition it was in.
  Nonetheless, the widespread presence of such relatively cheap texts must have been of significance to the development of the local market for print, as they familiarized consumers with printed material generally and with the new typefaces for Indian languages in particular, and provided an infrastructure for the widespread study and standardization of Indian languages.  Thus commerce and translation, that ‘great pest of speech’, led Johnson’s effort to conserve the English language to be appropriated in the service of Bengali literature.

Appendix

Master List of Texts Counted

 Author

Title



       
Year published

Aristotle
            
Politics





N/A

Any (except Pope)
Iliad





N/A

Aesop


Fables





N/A

Virgil


Works





N/A

Ovid


Metamorphoses




N/A

Tacitus


Works





N/A

N/A


Arabian Nights




N/A

N/A


Koran





N/A

N/A


Baghvad Gita




N/A

N/A


Greek Dictionary/Grammar


N/A

N/A
 

Latin Dictionary/Grammar


N/A

N/A


French Dictionary/Grammar


N/A

N/A


Italian Dictionary/Grammar


N/A


N/A


Portuguese Dictionary/Grammar


N/A

N/A


Arabic Dictionary/Grammar


N/A

N/A


Persian/Sanskrit Dictionary/Grammar

N/A

N/A


Hindustani Dictionary/Grammar


N/A

N/A


Bengali Dictionary/Grammar


N/A

N/A


Urdu Dictionary/Grammar


N/A

N/A


Tamil Dictionary/Grammar


N/A

N/A


Other Oriental Dictionary/Grammar

N/A

N/A


Other Non-Oriental Dictionary/Grammar
N/A

N/A


Bible





N/A

N/A


The Tatler




N/A

N/A


The Spectator




N/A

N/A


Edinburgh Review



N/A

N/A


Quarterly Review



N/A 

William Shakespeare
Works





N/A

John Foxe

Book of Martyrs 



1563

John Milton

Paradise Lost/Found



1667

John Bunyan

Pilgrim’s Progress



1678-84

Daniel Defoe

Robinson Crusoe



1719

Jonathan Swift

Works





N/A

Alexander Pope

Works





N/A

Baron de Montesquieu   Works





N/A

P. de Rapin Thoyras
History of England


 
1725

James Thomson

The Seasons




1730

Voltaire

Works





N/A 

Samuel Richardson
Pamela





1740

Henry Fielding

Tom Jones




1749

Edward Young

Night Thoughts




1753

David Hume 

History of England/Britain


1754

Samuel Johnson

Johnson’s Dictionary



1755

Richard Burn

The Justice of the Peace



1756

Edmund Burke

Enquiry into the Sublime and the Beautiful
1757

Samuel Johnson

Rasselas




1759

William Robertson
History of Scotland



1759

Adam Smith

Theory of Moral Sentiments


1759

Laurence Sterne

Tristram Shandy



1759-67

James MacPherson
Ossian





1760-5

Horace Walpole

Castle of Otranto



1764

William Blackstone 
Commentaries




1765-9

Oliver Goldsmith 
Vicar of Wakefield



1766

Laurence Sterne

A Sentimental Journey



1768

Alexander Dow

History of Hindustan



1770-72

Tobias Smollett

Humphry Clinker



1771

John Millar

Origin of the Distinction of Ranks

1771

Earl of Chesterfield
Letters
to his Son



1774

Adam Smith

Wealth of Nations



1776

Nathaniel Halhed
Code of Gentoo Laws



1776

Edward Gibbon

Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire

1776-88

William Robertson
History of America



1777

Revd Hugh Blair
Sermons




1778

Fanny Burney

Evelina





1778

William Russell

History of Modern Europe


1779-84

N/A


Asiatic Researches



N/A

Sir William Jones
Works





N/A

William Paley

Works





N/A 

Robert Burns

Works





N/A 

Edmund Burke

Reflections on the Revolution in France

1790

Edmund Burke

Works (other than those listed)


N/A

Mary Wollstonecraft
Vindication of the Rights of Men


1790

William Robertson
History of India




1791

William Robertson
Works (other than those listed)


N/A

Ann Radcliffe

Romance of the Forest



1791

Constantin Volney
Ruins and Revolutions of Empires

1791

Tom Paine

Rights of Man




1791-92

Mary Wollstonecraft
Vindication of the Rights of Woman

1792

Mary Wollstonecraft
Works (other than those listed)


N/A

William Godwin
Enquiry Concerning Political Justice

1793

William Godwin
Caleb Williams




1794

Ann Radcliffe

Mysteries of Udolpho



1794

Hannah More

Coelebs in Search of a Wife


1794

Robert Southey

Joan of Arc




1796

William Wordsworth
Lyrical Ballads




1798

S. T. Coleridge

Works





N/A 

Revd T. R. Malthus
Essay on the Principle of Population

1798

Richard Carlile

Works





N/A

Robert Owen

Works





N/A

David Ricardo

Works





N/A

William Cobbett
Works





N/A

Robert Bloomfield
The Farmer’s Boy



1800

Walter Scott

Lay of the Last Minstrel



1805

James Hogg

The Mountain Bard



1807

Walter Scott

Marmion




1808

Lord Byron

Childe Harold




1812

Lord Byron

The Giaour




1813

P. B. Shelley

Queen Mab




1813

Robert Southey

Life of Nelson




1813

Lord Byron

The Corsair




1814

William Wordsworth
The Excursion




1814

Maria Edgworth
Patronage




1814

Maria Edgworth
Works (not Patronage)



N/A


Walter Scott

Waverley




1814

Jane Austen

Works (not Mansfield Park)


N/A

Jane Austen

Mansfield Park




1816

Walter Scott

Tales of my Landlord



1816

Thomas Moore

Lalla Rookh




1817

James Mill

History of India




1817

Walter Scott

Rob Roy




1818

Fanny Burney

The Wanderer




1818

Mary Shelley

Frankenstein




1818

P. B. Shelley

Laon and Cythna/The Revolt of Islam

1818

Lord Byron

Don Juan




1819

Lord Byron

Works (other than those listed)


N/A 

John Clare

Poems Descriptive of Rural Life


1820

Revd T. R. Malthus
Principles of Political Economy


1820

Felicia Hemans

The Siege of Valencia



1823

Harriet Wilson

Memoirs




1825

Walter Scott

Life of Napoleon Buonaparte


1827

Walter Scott

Works (not those listed)



N/A

Felicia
Hemans
Songs of the Affections



1830

Thomas Moore

Letters and Journals of Lord Byron

1830-31

Charles Dickens
Pickwick Papers


 
1836

Charles Dickens
Oliver Twist




1837
� See E. M. Collingham, Imperial Bodies: The Physical Experience of the Raj, c. 1800-1947, (Cambridge, 2001); S. Chattopadhyay, ‘“Goods, Chattels and Sundry Items”: Constructing 19th-Century Anglo-Domestic Life’, Journal of Material Culture, 7, 3 (November 2002), pp. 243-73; David Hancock, ‘“An Undiscovered Ocean of Commerce Laid Open”: India, Wine and the Emerging Atlantic Economy, 1703-1813’, in H. V. Bowen, Margarette Lincoln and Nigel Rigby (eds), The Worlds of the East India Company (Woodbridge, 2002), pp. 153-68; Ian Woodfield, Music of the Raj: A Social and Economic History of Music in Late Eighteenth-Century Anglo-Indian Society (Oxford, 2000).


� Oriental and India Office, British Library (henceforth OIOC), IOR/P/174/13, Bengal Commercial Reports: Private Trade, not paginated.  Many thanks to Huw Bowen for this reference.  For the contemporary luxury trade of British goods to colonial North America, see Maxine Berg, Luxury and Pleasure in Eighteenth-Century Britain (Oxford, 2005), chap. 8.


� For probate records as historical sources, see esp. Jeff Cox and Nancy Cox, ‘Probate 1500-1800: A System in Transition’, in Tom Arkell, Nesta Evans and Nigel Goose, eds., When Death Do Us Part: Understanding and Interpreting the Probate Records of Early Modern England (Oxford, 2000), pp. 14-37.  Their utility as sources for the analysis of eighteenth-century English consumer behaviour is demonstrated by Maxine Berg, ‘Women’s Consumption and the Industrial Classes of Eighteenth-Century England’, Journal of Social History, 30, 2 (1996), pp. 415-434.


�Philip D. Curtin, Death by Migration: Europe’s Encounters with the Tropical World in the Nineteenth Century (Cambridge, 1989).


� The inventories used in the database are the copies filed at the Oriental and India Office Collection, British Library.  The series are not complete, but are none the less far more comprehensive than surviving records in Britain.  For a thoughtful appraisal of the limits of these records, see Durba Ghosh, ‘Decoding the Nameless: Gender, Subjectivity, and Historical Methodologies in Reading the Archives of Colonial India’, in Kathleen Wilson, ed., A New Imperial History: Culture, Identity and Modernity in Britain and the Empire 1660-1840 (Cambridge, 2004), pp. 297-316.


� The total number of inventories in the four sample periods was 1,135 (a figure that excludes records with no recordable information and inventories that are clearly purely commercial).  Of this total, 477 (or 42%) contained one or more item on our ‘master list’ of 125 individual and collective titles (detailed in Appendix 1).  As explained below, the 477 inventories represent only a portion of all records that list books: the proportion of the 1,135 inventories that contain books of some sort is thus significantly higher than 42%.


� Emma Roberts for example charged that the European book trade in India included books that ‘seem to be worthy of the Minerva press in its worst days; and it is rather curious that novels, which are never heard of in England…are hawked about in the highways and byeways of Calcutta; and, as they are not expressly intended for foreign markets, it must be presumed, though the fact appears doubtful, that there is some sale for them at home [that is, in India], and that “Mysterious Involvements,” “Errors of the Imagination,” and “Delicate Dilemmas,” still find supporters amongst the twaddlers of both sexes’.  Emma Roberts, Scenes and Characteristics of Hindoostan, with Sketches of Anglo-Indian Society, 3 vols. (London, 1835), vol. 3, pp. 11-12.  For the Minerva Press, see Edward Copeland, Women Writing for Money: Women’s Fiction in England 1790-1820 (Cambridge, 1995), pp. 77-87.


� John Elliot to the first Earl Minto, 25 August 1805, National Library of Scotland (henceforth NLS), Minto Papers, MS 11095, fol. 53v.


� Memoir of William Prinsep, OIOC, MSS EUR/D1160/1, pp. 211-212, 220-221.  The shipboard diary of Dr William Stephens Dicken similarly records sustained individual and collective reading of theological, Orientalist and fictional works on the voyage out.  OIOC, MSS EUR/C366/1, esp. pp. 11, 12, 25, 27, 28, 30, 51, 54, 57, 65.


� Thomas Munro to Erskine Munro, 30 June 1799, OIOC, MSS EUR/F151/142, page 100.


� The ‘Oriental’ language categories selected for counting were: Persian/Sanskrit, Arabic, Hindustani (including ‘Moors’), Bengali, Urdu, Tamil, and ‘Other’; the non-Oriental languages were Latin, Greek, French, Italian, Portuguese, and ‘Other’.  Hebrew was counted as a non-Oriental language.


� Bernard Cohn, ‘The Command of Language and the Language of Command’, in his Colonialism and Its Forms of Knowledge: The British in India (Princeton, 1996), pp. 16-56; pp. 34-45.


� Of course, Cohn makes it clear that Persian was also a language of command – it, Sanskrit and Arabic were central to the theory and practice of law, after all – but it was always more than that.


� William Jones, A Grammar of the Persian Language (London, 1771), ‘Preface’, pp. i-xxiv; p. xxi.


� Ibid, p. xxi, p. xxii, pp. xxiii-xxiv.


� John Gilchrist, A Dictionary, English and Hindoostanee, In Which the Words Are Marked With Their Distinguishing Initials; As Hinduwee, Arabic, and Persian. Whence the Hindoostanee, Or What is Vulgarly, but Improperly, Called the Moor Language, is Evidently Formed (Calcutta, 1807), Preface, pp. i-liii; p. vii.


� Ibid, p. v – ‘Were the military memoirs of this country ransacked for instances to prove the fatal effects of ignorance in the Hindoostanee, it is probable, that several very striking examples might soon be found’


� Ibid, p. xxi.


� Cohn, ‘Language of Command’, p. 42.


� Thomas R. Trautmann, ‘Dr Johnson and the pandits: Imagining the perfect dictionary in colonial Madras’, Indian Economic and Social History Review, 38, 4 (2001), pp. 375-97; p. 381.


� Ibid, pp. 379-82.


� Ibid, pp. 392-7.


� Cohn, ‘Command of Language’, p. 54.


� The Dictionary had 19 counts in 1780-2 (6th); 26 counts in 1802-4 (6th); 60 counts in 1824-6 (8th); and 32 counts in 1846-8 (9th).


� Samuel Johnson, A Dictionary of the English Language: In Which the Words are Deduced from their Originals, and Illustrated in their Different Significations by Examples from the best Writers.  To Which are Prefixed, A History of the Language, and An English Grammar (London, 1755), 2 Vols, I, unpaginated Preface, 7th page.  See Olivia Smith, The Politics of Language: 1790-1819 (Oxford, 1984); but see also Janet Sorenson, ‘Vulgar Tongues: Canting Dictionaries and the Language of the People in Eighteenth-Century Britain’, Eighteenth-Century Studies, 37, 3 (2004), pp. 435-54 for an account of the simultaneous project of documentation, analysis and stigmatisation of ‘cant’ and other non-standard forms.


� Alexander Munro to Thomas Munro, 29 September 1784, OIOC, MSS EUR/F151/146, p. 96v.


� Johnson, Dictionary, Preface, 10th page, 9th page.


� Ram Comul Sen, A Dictionary of English and Bengalee; Translated from Todd’s Edition of Johnson’s English Dictionary, (Serampore Press, 1834).


� John Mendies, Abridgement of Johnson’s Dictionary, In English and Bengalee, Peculiarly Calculated for the Use of Native as Well as European Subjects.  To Which is Subjoined A Short List of French and Latin Words in Common Use Among English Authors; and also the Abbreviations and Contractions Most Commonly Used in Writing and Printing, (Serampore, The Mission Press, 1822).


� Sen, Dictionary, p. 15.


� Ibid, p. 8.  Johnson expressed a similar sentiment in his Gnothi Seauton, written shortly after his completion of the revision of the Dictionary in 1772.


� Anindita Ghosh, ‘An Uncertain “Coming of the Book”.  Early Print Cultures in Colonial India’, Book History, 6, (2003), pp. 23-55; p. 23.


� Ibid, p. 26, p. 28.


� Ibid, p. 30.


� IOR/L/AG/34/27/256, Part 1, pp. 62-79, William French’s inventory – taken in Madras in 1823.





