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TALKS ON BRITISH COMIC WOMEN WRITERS 

Erica Brown has been busy talking to the readers of Sheffield about her favourite comic women writ-

ers, and introducing them to the collection. Thanks to all the members of the University of the Third 

Age who made it to a very obscure room on the university campus on 12th March to hear the talk, and 

then ventured to the Adsetts Centre to see the collection.  

Thanks also to everyone who came to the second ‘Books and Buffet’ event at the Home-Made Café in 

Nether Edge, Sheffield. It was a second sell-out! 

OUR NEXT EVENT:  

SAGAS, SERIALS AND SEQUELS 

We are now booking for our next collection event on the 

14th June 2013, 1.30—3.45 pm, in room 9228, Cantor 

Building, Arundel Street, Sheffield S1. 

There will be talks on E. M. Delafield’s Diary of a Provin-

cial Lady, John Buchan’s Richard Hannay novels and John 

Galworthy’s Forsyte Saga, time for discussion, and an op-

portunity to visit the collection at the end.  

We look forward to welcoming our speakers John and 

Margaret Crompton. To book a free place email 

Erica e.brown@shu.ac.uk, or call 0114 2254003. Full pro-

gramme at www.middlebrow-network.com/Events.aspx 

OFF THE SHELF, OCTOBER 2013 

We are beginning to plan our autumn event, to be part of Sheffield’s splendid festival of reading and 

writing, Off the Shelf. The title is ‘Yorkshire Writers’, and we will have talks on Winifred Holtby, Phyl-

lis Bentley, and Willie Riley, author of ‘Windyridge’.  

READING GROUPS 

We hold regular reading groups where readers have the opportunity to borrow books from the collec-

tion (normally reference only). We meet on the first Monday and second Tuesday of the month at 

5.45—7pm, at the university’s city campus.   

Each month we select novels from the collection along a theme, which can be genre, period or subject 

matter. We also invite readers to fill in a cataloguing form for the novels and write a short review. The 

groups have proved so popular that we have expanded to three groups, and at the time of writing, the 

three reading groups are full. To join the waiting list contact Erica Brown at e.brown@shu.ac.uk or  

telephone 0114 2254003. 
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THE FORGOTTEN FRANKAUS: A FAMILY OF WRITERS 

In February the special collection reading groups 

all read a novel by a member of the Frankau fami-

ly. Thanks to a donation from the grandson of Gil-

bert Frankau, Timothy Smith, we now have novels 

in the collection by: 

 Julia Frankau (writing under the pseudo-

nym Frank Danby, 1859-1916) 

 Her son, Gilbert Frankau (1884-1952) 

 Gilbert's daughters Pamela Frankau (1908-

1967) and Ursula Frankau (pseudonym 

Mary Nicholson, 1906-1980) 

It was quite the literary family - in the 1920s and 

30s Gilbert Frankau was one of the biggest names 

in popular fiction. His mother Julia was a success-

ful novelist, who also wrote scholarly books about 

eighteenth-century engraving, and had a circle of 

artistic friends including Oscar Wilde. Her grand-

daughters Pamela and Ursula were both also nov-

elists. Several of Pamela’s novels have been re-

printed by Virago, but for the others this is a true 

piece of readerly archaeology – some of these 

novels had probably not been read for 80 years! 

Gilbert Frankau, whilst very popular with readers, 

was not popular with critics. In the 1930s he was 

roundly attacked by the critic Q. D. Leavis in a 

study of public taste in reading called Fiction and 

the Reading Public (1932). Leavis believed that 

literary culture was in a process of disintegration, 

soon to be dominated by lowbrow pulp fiction, 

and more threateningly, the middlebrow. Gilbert 

Frankau, along with Warwick Deeping, was one of 

the worst of these ‘middlebrow’ offenders. Leavis 

argued that their novels ‘debase the emotional 

currency by touching grossly on fine issues’ (67). 

 

These novelists were, by their own admission, not 

intellectual: Leavis seized upon Frankau's decla-

ration that 'Authorship is not so much a function 

of the brain as it is of the heart. And the heart is a 

universal organ' (68). Rather than seeing these 

novels as expressing universal emotions, in Lea-

vis's view the reader of best-sellers goes to them 

'to be confirmed in his prejudices' (69).  

(continued overleaf) 

Novels by the Frankau family: Gilbert, Pamela, 'Frank Danby' and 'Mary Nicholson' 
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THE FORGOTTEN FRANKAUS: A FAMILY OF WRITERS 

The thing that really upset Leavis is that these novelists were not trying to emulate 'good' or 

'highbrow' literature, instead they were openly hostile to it, valuing the 'heart' over the 'brain'. Pamela 

Frankau wrote an account of her father's approach to writing in Pen to Paper (1961): 
  

'In Gilbert’s view, he was a paid entertainer, who must never for a minute lose sight of his public. It was, 

he admitted, as difficult as shooting on a moving target. "Unlike your highbrow friends I don’t regard 

myself as a hothouse-blooming genius." He wrote for housewives and ex-soldiers and tired business-

men and what he still called ‘flappers’. A novel’s first duty was to be long. I have seen him pick up a 

short one with the disgust of somebody who found something nasty in the salad: "Call that a novel – 

look at it ... can’t be more than sixty thousand words at the outside." The public deserved their money’s 

worth. Length, sex, colour, pace, action; and – most importantly – life-size characters.' (186-7) 

 

So, how do they go down today? In the case of Gilbert Frankau, not very well. His novel Royal Regi-

ment (1938) was described by one of our readers as a ‘cure for insomnia’, and most others only fared a 

little better. The most well-received was his very first publication, One of Us: A Novel in Verse (1912). 

This is a clever updating of Byron's Don Juan, written in the same ottava rima form. It was perhaps 

"Unlike your highbrow friends I don't regard myself as a hothouse-
blooming genius." 

the last time Gilbert would impress the critics; his 

later novels were not written with the same care 

and were often dictated at speed. 

 

Frank Danby's (Julia Frankau) novels were en-

joyed more. An Incompleat Etonian (1909) and 

Concert Pitch (1913) were thoughtful and well-

written family dramas, with some interesting sa-

tirical and political commentary.  However, the 

readers of both these novels noted a tendency for 

the tone to change towards melodrama in the fi-

nal third of novel; perhaps Danby had trouble 

resolving her plots? Mothers and Children, pub-

lished posthumously in 1918, was an intriguing 

oddity. A collection of short vignettes, each story 

is about a different mother and child. Gilbert 

Frankau wrote a moving preface which extols his 

mother’s achievements both as a writer and a 

mother, claiming that she was torn between these 

two passions.  

Pamela Frankau was the surprise hit. After read-

ing novels including The Bridge (1957) and The 

Willow Cabin (1949) our readers demanded to 

know why she is out of print? Overall the group 

thought Pamela a highly-skilled novelist, who 

draws character through flashbacks particularly 

well, and builds strong narratives with cleverly 

handled shocks and twists. The reader of The 

Bridge wrote on the blog: 'I loved the novel and 

am so excited to discover a new author.' An early 

novel (written when Pamela was only 25), The 

Foolish Apprentices (1933) was considered very 

slight, but even here the reader noted, 'its 

strength really lies in the quality of Frankau's 

writing, not least her powers of description and 

her imaginative use of language'. Pamela has 

been reprinted by Virago in the past, but there are 

only second-hand copies available at the moment. 

Time for some new editions? 

 

To see our readers' full reviews go the blog: 

www.reading19001950.wordpress.com  
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TAUCHNITZ: THE EARLY PAPERBACK 

A recent donation from Thecla Wilkinson included these unusual Tauchnitz editions. This German 

publisher, founded in 1837, specialized in foreign languages especially English. The 'Tauchnitz Collec-

tion of British Authors' started in 1842 (later adding American Authors) and over the next 100 years 

published 5370 volumes. It became 'the cherished companion of English-speaking travellers in cen-

tral Europe and the royal road for foreign students to the treasures of English and American litera-

ture' (Steinberg 1955, 354). 

 

There was no system of international copyright when the firm began publishing, and in 1843 Tauch-

nitz pioneeringly offered a small number of authors a fee in return for authorisation to publish their 

works. This helped to drive moves towards copyright, and in 1846 an international copyright was es-

tablished, giving Tauchnitz editions some protection from piracy. Under the terms of the copyright 

they could be only be sold in Continental Europe. As you can see in the picture on the cover of the 

Newsletter, the books were marked 'The Copyright of this Collection is purchased for Continental Cir-

culation only, and the volumes may therefore not be introduced into Great Britain or her Colonies'. 

 

In the 19th century the idea was 

that you took these paperback 

editions to your own bookbinder 

to have them bound: you could 

then create your own uniformly 

bound library. Most surviving 

Tauchnitz editions from the 19th 

century are therefore bound 

copies (and because the paper-

back copies were more delicate 

and less likely to survive). This 

practice declined at the end of 

the 20th century. 

 

The paper of this 1923 Tauchnitz 

edition (pictured) is of very poor 

quality. Post-World War I only 

low-quality paper was available in Germany, and in 1923 the economic situation dramatically wors-

ened, with hyperinflation. Impressively, Tauchnitz soldiered on and continued to be pre-eminent in 

Continental publication of English language authors until the launch of the 'Albatross Modern Conti-

nental Library' in 1932. The new Albatross books were considerably more attractive, with slimmer 

proportions similar to the later Penguin, clearer Monotype fonts, and an elegant cover with a black 

and white albatross logo. In 1934 Albatross took control of Tauchnitz, and published their books un-

der the new design.           (continued overleaf) 

A 1923 Tauchnitz edition of  The Adventures of Elizabeth in Rügen 

(1906) by Elizabeth von Arnim 
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TAUCHNITZ: THE EARLY PAPERBACK 

It can be very difficult to tell when a Tauchnitz edition was 

published, as they put the date of the first printing on the 

title page, not the date of actual printing - a very unusual 

practice.  You can see this in practice on the title page of 

Elizabeth in Rügen (on previous page). It simply states 

‘1906’, with no indication that this is a reprint. However, 

when the books are in their original wrappers (not bound) 

it is easy to tell, because of the marketing for 'Latest Vol-

umes' on the back cover. Here we have the new books for 

May 1923, including another Elizabeth von Arnim novel, 

Vera.  

 

Sources: Alistair McCleery, 'The Paperback Evolution: 

Tauchnitz, Albatross and Penguin', in N. Matthews and N. 

Moody (eds), Judging a Book by Its Cover (Aldershot: 

Hampshire, 2007), pp. 3-18. 

S. H. Steinberg, Five Hundred Years of Printing 

(Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1955) 

Daniel Grieve writes: When I first came to work with the Special Collection I must admit I had heard 
very little of the middlebrow network. Studying English and History myself, I was initially intrigued by 
the link between these two the project would involve. Now, after a few months of working with the col-
lection and reading some of the great books it has to offer, I have a much greater knowledge of the 
middlebrow and I can honestly say the project went above and beyond my expectations and I have 
thoroughly enjoyed my time working with the collection. 
   
Each month I looked forward to the reading groups as they differ greatly from the seminars I am used 
to attending at university, as everyone has read a different novel. Along with this everyone in the read-
ing groups actively participated in discussions about the novels, compared to seminars where discus-
sion tends to be by only a few members, and it was this fervent discussion that I enjoyed most about 
the reading groups. I also loved hearing from those members who had read and loved a certain author 
in their childhood and were now revisiting them. It was fascinating to hear how much these books 
were enjoyed when they were first published and how the reader felt returning to the same books now. 
   
This project has taken me on a journey through some fabulous pieces of work I would not have other-
wise had the chance to indulge in. From the fascinating hero of Lord Peter Wimsey in Sayers’ detective 
novels, to the robust male protagonists of Gilbert Frankau’s stories and to the wonderfully shocking 
characters within Ethel M. Dell’s melodramatic world! And, although my project finishes this month, I 
am still hoping to participate in the reading groups and enjoy more books from the collection. It has 
been a true pleasure to work with the collection and amongst everyone involved with it! 
 
(Thank you to Daniel for his hard work and enthusiasm while on work placement with the Collection.) 

A STUDENT'S EYE VIEW OF THE COLLECTION  
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RECENT DONATIONS TO THE COLLECTION 

Book Club editions with dust jackets, donated by Juliet Rose 

We continue to receive wonderful donations, and our area in the library is almost full. Many thanks 

go to: 

 

 Thecla Wilkinson—for a huge collection of early and first editions including John Galsworthy, 

Elizabeth von Arnim, Viola Meynell, Amber Reeves, Phyllis Bottome, Naomi Royde-Smith, 

Anne Douglas Sedgwick and many more. Also a very valuable collection of literary criticism 

from the 1910s to the 1940s, which will tell us much about the development of literary criticism, 

and about the status of particular authors in the collection.  

 Pat Argar, who is working on a PhD on Sheila Kaye Smith—for a collection of novels by Kaye 

Smith. 

 Juliet Rose—for a wide range of novels, including many in original Book Club dust jackets.  

 Leah Fleetwood—for a selection of early novels including The White Feather by P. G. 

Wodehouse. 

 Valerie Ramsden—for The Heel of Achilles by E. M. Delafield. 

 Thanks also to members of the reading group who continue to donate books: Helen Neale, Jane 

Varley, Sylvia Dunkley, Val Hewson, Mary Grover and Ros Witten. 
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DONATIONS 

Most of the books in the Collection have been donated by the public, 

and we would be delighted to receive more interesting early editions of 

well-loved novels. 

EVENTS 

We hold collection events twice a year, with talks, film screenings and 

the opportunity to meet other people interested in popular fiction of 

the period. They are free and open to all. 

READING GROUPS 

The reading groups are held on the first Monday and second Tuesday 

of the month at 5.45 until 7pm. (See page 5.) 

CATALOGUING - HOW TO CONTRIBUTE 

The collection catalogue contains a wealth of data on the novels and 

can be searched by genre, subject and donor. We are now collecting 

even more data, including plot summaries and details of literary and 

cultural references within the novels. This will enable more 

sophisticated searches of this exciting research resource. We are 

actively seeking contributions to this data collection. If you are reading 

a novel that we hold in the collection, you could help us by filling in 

one of our detailed cataloguing forms. See http://www.middlebrow-

network.com/SpecialCollection/ or contact Erica Brown. 

ABOUT THE COLLECTION 

We collect popular fiction pub-

lished between 1900 and 1950, 

and aim to reflect the wide range 

of literary tastes during the peri-

od. 

The collection consists of some 

900 novels, most in early edi-

tions, by 240 different authors. It 

is important to collect and re-

search these novels because these 

are what the majority of people 

read. Many are forgotten now, but 

they were the best-sellers and 

lending library favourites of their 

day! These novels therefore have 

the potential to reveal an enor-

mous amount about readerships, 

attitudes to reading, and cultural 

life. They are rarely preserved 

systematically elsewhere. Univer-

sity libraries have never collected 

this type of fiction, while public 

libraries disposed of such books 

once they fell out of fashion. 

CONTACT 

Erica Brown 

Humanities Department 

Owen Building 

Sheffield Hallam University 

Sheffield S1 1WB 

e.brown@shu.ac.uk 

0114 2254003 

Read book reviews at the collection blog 

http://reading19001950.wordpress.com/ 

Search the library catalogue  

http://catalogue.shu.ac.uk/ 

Visit the collection 

Level 2, Adsetts Centre, City Campus,  

Sheffield Hallam University 

http://reading19001950.wordpress.com/

