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PREFACE

This is a bio-bibliography: that is, a biography of John Payne Collier (1789-1883),
keyed to an account of his published writings over a period of nearly seventy
years. That large and influential body of work— editorial, critical, historical, and
bibliographical —is what distinguishes Collier, as a student and reviver of early
English literature, from a host of industrious contemporaries: he was perhaps
the most knowledgeable, and certainly the most active and prolific, commen-
tator of his time on the drama, poetry, and popular prose of Shakespeare’s age,
bridging the long gap between titans like Thomas Warton and Edmond Malone
and the rise of ‘scientific’ bibliography in the late nineteenth and twentieth cen-
turies. What distinguishes him further, however, is not the intrinsic merit or
originality of his work (although much of it exhibits both, as well as prodigious
labour), but the large-scale, pernicious, and pervasive corruption of literary his-
tory it has engendered, through a lifetime’s supply of misinformation, false evi-
dence, forgery, and fabrication. It is this aspect of Collier’s double career that
has dominated studies of his oeuvre, with its true, false, and questionable tes-
timony, for more than a century—although no systematic effort has hitherto
been mounted to treat the mixture coherently, laying to rest what is spurious,
while preserving the valid and valuable.

Collier’s positive achievements, and his earned place in the history of scholar-
ship, merit latter-day recognition as well: dozens, even hundreds of discoveries
and revaluations have perpetuated his name, through standard editions, com-
pilations of still-pertinent data, and fresh critical appraisals, the last often in-
formed by a poet’s eye and ear for the remarkable in a welter of unexplored early
text. We have tried to do justice to Collier’s good work and assess its signifi-
cance, and to maintain a balance between (deserved) praise and blame. His long
life itself, packed with intellectual incident, mirrors nineteenth-century literary
culture in multiple aspects: the worlds of publishing and publicity, newspaper
journalism, literary societies, theatres and clubs, librarianship and bibliophily,
and above all the reawakening of public interest in the English literary past.
One obituarist called him, with good reason, ‘the most successful seconder of
Charles Lamb and Hazlitt in reviving a study of the works of the Elizabethan
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writers’, which in turn ‘had so marked an effect upon the poetry of the present
century’; and Collier is also to be thanked for preserving, in shorthand reports,
early lectures of Coleridge on Shakespeare which would otherwise have been
lost to us. His own memoirs of a youth and early manhood passed among lit-
erary giants and the minor lights in their train make compelling, if forever un-
trustworthy, reading: had he done no more than preserve his recollections he
would still interest posterity.

This last aspect of Collier’s career has played a large part in our study, for
the circle of his mentors, friends, colleagues, and adversaries makes a remark-
able roll-call. From his early Romantic heroes Wordsworth, Coleridge, and
Lamb, and his acquaintances Hazlitt, Godwin, Keats(?), Samuel Rogers, Thomas
Campbell, and Leigh Hunt, through early Victorian contacts with Dickens,
Thackeray, George Cruikshank, and John Forster, to a late link with Swinburne,
Collier dwelt comfortably among literary lions; less celebrated but closer friends
and associates included most of the leading English antiquaries and editors,
as well as loyal pen-friends in Germany, Scotland, and the United States, and
luminaries of the newspaper world (James Perry, Thomas Barnes, John East-
hope, and John Walter II), the theatre (Macready, the Kembles), book-collecting
and bookselling (Heber, Daniel, Bright, Phillipps, Corser and Huth, R. H. Evans
and Thomas Rodd), and public life (Collier’s patrons the sixth Duke of Devon-
shire and the first Earl of Ellesmere, and Chief Justice Lord Campbell). We have
paid special attention to several men, some of them biographically neglected,
whose interaction with Collier was long-standing and significant: antiquaries
and editors Thomas Amyot, John Bruce, Joseph Hunter, Thomas Wright, and
W.J. Thoms, Robert Lemon and W. B. D. D. (‘Alphabet’) Turnbull of the Record
Office, the Manchester fabricator James Crossley, the Anglo-Australian Bar-
ron Field, ‘poor’ Peter Cunningham, and William Carew Hazlitt, the essayist’s
grandson; ballad and early music specialists William Chappell, Edward Rim-
bault, and J. W. Ebsworth; rival or friendly Shakespearians S. W. Singer, Charles
Knight, and Tycho Mommsen of Oldenburg; Americans Francis James Child,
Richard Grant White, and H. H. Furness; and the diarist Henry Crabb Robin-
son, whose upright loyalty to his younger friend, and his avuncular concern for
him, endured more than sixty years. Relationships with Collier could and did
prove difficult, and among friends-turned-foes we count especially Sir Frederic
Madden of the British Museum, whose own intemperate but invaluable diary
is among our principal sources, and the best-loved and best-persecuted inti-
mate of Collier’s early years, the Rev. Alexander Dyce. James Orchard Halliwell
(-Phillipps), perhaps Collier’s only rival in the century for productivity in their
common areas of research, had his ins and outs too with Collier over some four
decades, but remained unestranged at the end. Out-and-out literary enemies
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include the exposers of Collier’s Shakespearian forgeries, Clement M. Ingleby,
N. E. S. A. Hamilton (of the British Museum), the chessmaster/Shakespearian
Howard Staunton, and the elusive, obsessed Andrew E. Brae; the ‘Prince of
Librarians’ Antonio Panizzi, whose great catalogue Collier opposed, to his sor-
row; and the severe heirs of Collier’s pioneering and corrupt editorial corpus,
Frederick J. Furnivall and Alexander B. Grosart.

WHATEVER we came finally to think of John Payne Collier —and fifteen years
in his company cannot have passed without some sympathy and affection—
our initial concern has been with the dark side of his work. As biographers we
have tried to respond to the first and last questions everyone asks: Why would
anyone with Collier’s undoubted abilities gamble so recklessly, and on so many
occasions, on hoaxing his audience? Why was it, in the words of Sir George
Warner (Dictionary of National Biography, 1887), that Collier ‘sacrificed an hon-
ourable fame won by genuine services to English literature . . . to one fatal pro-
pensity’? The temptation to crack this nut cleanly has ever been with us, and to
what extent we have succeeded in even denting it our readers may judge; but
we hope not to have taken a glib line on the undoubtedly complex motives for a
lifetime of intermittent perversity. Although Collier’s apologists in his own day
and ours have submitted alternative scenarios for the hundreds of falsifications
we calendar, involving for the most part alternative blame, there is really (alas)
no case at all for Collier as innocent dupe or conspiracy victim. Any attempt
to understand John Payne Collier that begins by positing his literary crimes as
‘unproven’, however charitable or high-mindedly suspended such a judgement
might seem, simply forfeits the opportunity to explain him at all.

CoLLIiER’s myriad forgeries and falsifications are by no means dead-letter dis-
tractions in the world of modern scholarship: dozens of new works each year
are still contaminated by uncertainty or error deriving from Collier, or from the
often hapless attempts of his successors to cope with his far-flung dragon’s teeth.
Were only physical forgeries at issue the task of dismissing them would be easy,
but these are comparatively few (see Appendix I), and by far the more insidi-
ous mischief is by way of ‘report’ in Collier’s vast range of publication—e.g., ‘1
have before me’ a copy of a now-unlocated text, or ‘A friend of mine informs
me), etc., etc. Add to these unconfirmed and unconfirmable statements the fact
that they proliferate wildly, reappearing from volume to volume via reprint or
citation in whatever form Collier adopted or his followers trusted, and the need
for root-and-branch pursuit will be clear. Our solution has been to endow our
bibliography of Collier’s published works— the chronological list of 185 volumes
and sets (‘A’ numbers), more than 500 periodical papers and articles, and a few
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linked items—with a list of ‘Questioned Data’ (QD) for each entry, identify-
ing statements that have been suspected in the past as false or misleading, or
now deserve to be. Some of these QD, which are numbered sequentially and by
entry for easy cross-reference, have turned out to be verifiable, and should help
to combat another of Collier’s dangerous legacies: the ‘contagion of forgery’,
as we have called it elsewhere, or the shadow cast on genuine evidence by the
mere fact of its origin. Other QD may be honest mistakes or misjudgements by
Collier—dismissible as such, but not based upon a corrupt or untrustworthy
source. In many cases the problem involved is addressed in the main text, to
which reference is given. In the interest of preserving narrative coherence in
the biography, we have endeavoured to minimize duplication between it and
the bibliography by cross-referring instead of repeating. For the convenience of
those who want a no-frills synopsis, we have ‘graded’ each QD on a sliding scale,
from sans-serif ‘A’ and ‘B’ (certainly or probably genuine) to ‘D’ and ‘E’ (prob-
ably or certainly false), via ‘C’ (we simply don’t know), and with ‘H’ (apparently
honest mistake) and ‘N’ (no judgement called for) alongside; we have normally
resorted to ‘B’ and ‘D’ when the materials involved seem to be clearly genuine
or clearly false but remain unlocated. These are no more than summary opin-
ions, based in most cases upon more extended exposition in the text; any new
discovery or reconsideration will of course moderate such conclusions, which
are restricted to detachable sigla for that reason.

Between our biography and bibliography are five appendices, treating (I) all
the physical forgeries now known to us, and some others (‘landmines in wait-
ing’) that probably exist but whose location we have not ascertained; (II) ‘red
herrings’—suggestions of forgeries by Collier, beyond those addressed in the
text and bibliography, which we believe groundless; (III) pseudonyms employed
by Collier in books, periodicals, and collections of essays; (IV) the literature of
the ‘Perkins Folio’ controversy, 1852-62; and (V) books dedicated to Collier by
his contemporaries. Our MS sources are indicated specifically in the text and
footnotes, and there is a narrative summary of their whereabouts at page 1399,
followed by a list of printed sources; a list of abbreviations used in the text and
notes appears at page xxi, and there is a separate preface to the bibliography at
page 1059. While the entire career of John Payne Collier has been our chosen
province, and we ourselves have come to regard the light and dark parts of
it as complementary, and worth more than case-by-case clearance or censure,
object-oriented users of these volumes will have other priorities: our index is
designed (in part) to guide them directly to the individual texts and QD they
require, with no need of the bio-bibliographical tour.

A final note: our documentation and indictive arguments in the biographi-
cal text may seem at times over-zealous, but from the outset of our study we
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have been painfully aware of how open to dispute and misunderstanding such
matters can be. Without wishing to belabour the obvious or the conceded, we
have tried to imagine Collier himself—a trained barrister— peering over our
shoulders through every stage, as keen to catch us out in argumentative leaps as
we are to present our best case. Readers who will accept that we have not con-
sciously drawn conclusions beyond what extant records confirm may address
the citation selectively.
London, February 2003
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