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Introduction: Francis Jeffrey and Travel —
Landscape, Taste and Aesthetics

Francis Jeffrey, the co-founder and inaugural editor of The Edinburgh
Review, may have been one of the most feared and prolific critics of the
opening decades of the nineteenth century, but his literary reputation
in the century and a half since his death has been disproportionately
shaped by just four of the hundreds of thousands of words that he wrote
for the Edinburgh: the notorious exclamation “This will never do!”
with which he opened his essay on Wordsworth’s Excursion. Both
the importance of Jeffrey’s target and the tone of lofty, magisterial
disdain have ensured that this particular review has remained by far
the best-known example of his writing; it has been used repeatedly
as a brief, strikingly memorable example of culturally entrenched
resistance to poetic innovation, and Jeffrey has been remembered
mainly for his presumed inability to appreciate one of the most
important writers of his era. Indeed, a major late-twentieth century
study of Romantic-era literary professionalism, which includes a
thoughtful and insightful analysis of the significance of the literary
magazines to the intellectual history of the period, refers only in
passing, and more or less dismissively, to “Francis “This will never
do!’ Jeffrey” (Siskin 148). Yet reducing Jeffrey to an exemplar of
anti-Wordsworthian aesthetics flattens out one of the early nineteenth
century’s more complex bodies of critical writing and encourages us to
overlook his more nuanced and sophisticated explorations of some of
the major intellectual and cultural debates of the period. In particular,
in both his published work on aesthetic theory and in his more private
meditations on the sublime and the picturesque, Jeffrey demonstrates
his deep interest in, even if not his complete agreement with, the
ideas of his now more-famous contemporaries on landscape, nature,
and aesthetics. It is in this respect that the two journals transcribed
here, neither of which have ever before been published, become of
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interest as something rather more than minor historical curiosities,
the forgotten private jottings of a writer whose published works have
until recently been more or less abandoned by literary history. In
these reflections on his travels through what were already some of the
most written-about landscapes in Scotland and in continental Europe,
Jeffrey demonstrates repeatedly that he was fascinated, on a number
of levels, by the beauties of the natural world, responding to them
both intellectually and with what a twenty-first century reader might
call—if the author were anyone other than Jeffrey—a Wordsworthian
intensity of emotion.

Itis easy enough, of course, to demonstrate that Jeffrey’s reputation
for hostility towards the Romantic poets drastically oversimplifies
even the most familiar examples of his published work: he wrote with
warmth and sympathy, if not unreserved enthusiasm, about Keats,
and his review of Childe Harold was sufficiently positive for Byron
to recant his earlier declaration of literary war (in English Bards and
Scotch Reviewers) and to pay a polite public compliment to Jeffrey
in Don Juan.' Indeed, as more than one of Jeffrey’s contemporaries
pointed out, with varying degrees of bewilderment or irritation,
Jeffrey made no particular secret of the fact that he enjoyed at least
some aspects even of Wordsworth’s poetry despite the notorious
harshness of his reviews. As Coleridge wrote in the Biographia, with
perhaps understandable bitterness, “I myself heard the commander
in chief of this unmanly warfare [against Wordsworth] make a boast
of his private admiration of Wordsworth’s genius. I have heard him
declare, that whoever came into his room would probably find the
Lyrical Ballads lying open on his table” (Coleridge 414). Coleridge,
unsurprisingly, takes this privately-expressed admiration for Lyrical
Ballads as evidence of stunningly bare-faced hypocrisy; at least
some later readers have been rather more nuanced, with Martha

1 In Canto X, Stanzas 16-17: “Dear Jeffrey, once my most redoubted foe [....] |
do not know you, and may never know / Your face, — but you have acted on the
whole / Most nobly, and | own it from my soul [....] | would rather take my wine
/ With you, than aught (save Scott) in your proud city.” In stark contrast, Byron
never forgave Jeffrey’s fellow reviewer, Henry Brougham, and mocked him (with
an obvious pun) immediately before the praise of Jeffrey: “A legal broom’s a
moral chimney-sweeper / And that’s the reason he himself's so dirty” (X. 15).
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Woodmansee, for one, offering convincing arguments that apparent
inconsistencies between Jeffrey’s private literary tastes and public
critical practice are evidence of the complexity and sophistication
of his critical views. Woodmansee’s arguments, along with those of
other critics who have, in the last decade or so, started re-evaluating
the early years of The Edinburgh Review," help to establish the point
that what is most interesting about Jeffrey is not that he embodies any
reflexive anti-Romantic views, but is rather is the degree to which he
was engaged throughout his career with the question of how—even
whether—the strictly private aesthetic pleasures of the poet or man of
feeling might be reconciled with a general theory of aesthetic values.
In reading Jeffrey’s Edinburgh Review essays with an eye to such
issues, what one finds is neither the smug certainties of moribund
literary values nor a desperately backward-looking hostility to the new
but rather a deeply engaged exploration of the concept of aesthetic
pleasure, both in theory and in practice.

Jeffrey’s attempts to grapple with complexities or contradictions in
his ideas about taste and aesthetic value are perhaps even more evi-
dent in the more informal writing in his letters and the travel journals
than in his formal, published essays. Even the most cursory glance
through the journals makes clear that Jeffrey was capable of respond-
ing to the natural world with passionate enthusiasm, although that
was not a quality that most of his contemporaries would have associ-
ated with him. Indeed, the idea that Jeffrey was capable of express-
ing any sort of enthusiasm at all might have seemed distinctly odd to
many of his early nineteenth-century readers, since when he assumed
the editorship of The Edinburgh Review, he quickly made himself
notorious for his supposed unwillingness to be much pleased by any-
thing. “He came back perfectly delighted,” the poet and letter writer
Anne Grant reported in mock surprise after an 1811 tour that Jeffrey
made to the Highlands. “I expected that, from the mere habit of carp-
ing, he would have criticized the mountains unmercifully” (Grant 1:
286). This “habit of carping” was evidently sufficiently engrained
Tinparticular, the both the excellent introduction to Demata and Wu’s col-

lection of essays published to mark the two hundredth anniversary of The

Edinburgh Review, and Stuart Curran’s stimulating essay on Jeffrey’s reviews
of women writers in the same volume.
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to be a continuing source of entertainment for Jeffrey’s friends. In
an 1806 letter, for example, Sydney Smith teases Jeffrey by parody-
ing his critical style in a mock review of the cosmic order: “D—n
the solar system!” Smith has Jeffrey proclaiming, “bad light — plan-
ets too distant — pestered with comets — feeble contrivance; — could
make a better with great ease” (Holland 2: 23). Likewise, Jeffrey’s
biographer and long-time friend Henry Cockburn noted, with some
amusement, that when Jeffrey went to America in 1813 he was only
three days at sea before taking issue with the aesthetic lapses of the
Atlantic Ocean. “It is amazing,” Jeffrey writes in a passage quoted
by Cockburn, “how narrow and paltry the boundless sea looks when
there are no shores in sight to mark its boundaries!” (Cockburn 1:
171). Other observers were more inclined to be irritated than amused
by this supposed inability of Jeffrey’s to be sufficiently impressed
by the grand and the sublime. Thomas Carlyle, for one, whose early
friendship with Jeffrey was unable to survive “their radical incompat-
ibility in respect of World-Theory” and who was irked when Jeffrey
urged him to stop being “so dreadfully in earnest” (369), commented
austerely, years after Jeffrey’s death, that “[h]e was not deep enough,
pious or reverent enough, to have been great in Literature” (382).
Yet Carlyle’s charges of irreverence in the face of the sublime or
Grant’s claims to be surprised that Jeffrey was able to look at moun-
tains with pleasure can be counterbalanced by Cockburn’s insistence
that, throughout his life, Jeffrey found the beauties of nature “indis-
pensable for happiness, if not for existence” (1: 62), a claim reiter-
ated over and over again in Jeffrey’s private writing. In the journal of
the 1800 Highland tour, for example, Jeffrey dwells upon the “pleas-
ing” air of “quiet and repose” that he finds at Balquidder, where he
was “bewitched [...] into one of those romantic fits of musing in
which I feel so happy and appear so stupid” (78). He presents himself
as being overwhelmed by nature in a somewhat more dramatic way
when, nearly a quarter of a century later, he sits in an inn in Chamonix
and writes a journal entry in “the bright reflection from the dazzling
snow of Mont Blanc” (220). The spectacle is so overwhelming, he
notes, that he “cannot help starting” whenever he turns his head and
glimpses “that enormous height — so steep and so near — .” One
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might be tempted to dismiss those “romantic fits” as little more than
vacation-fuelled raptures, but expressions of longing for the beauties
of the natural world were a constant throughout Jeffrey’s life, particu-
larly when he was writing about the landscape of his native Scotland,
to which he presents himself as being so passionately attached that
he was never able to reconcile himself completely to life elsewhere.
At nineteen, near the end of a miserable year at Oxford, he exclaims
in a letter to his sister that all that was sustaining him was the thought
of “Scotland — Scotland! [....] You cannot imagine how much I lan-
guish to return” (Cockburn 1: 37). Notably, it appears to have been
the Scottish countryside, even more than his native Edinburgh, for
which he “languished” when away. “I am glad to find you are in
the country,” Sydney Smith commented in an 1812 letter to Jefftrey,
“for then I am sure you are happy” (Holland 2: 96). Nearly two dec-
ades later, Jeffrey himself wrote Thomas Carlyle a painfully home-
sick letter from London, in which he wistfully recalls “the cooling
breezes, and long evening’s leisure of Craigenputtock,” then adds,
“I can scarcely think of green fields [...] and the midnight odour of
moist honeysuckle that used to soothe me at Craigcrook [his coun-
try house outside Edinburgh] — without crying” (Letters 59). Perhaps
even more strikingly, in a series of plaintive letters to Jane Carlyle
from around the same time, he repeatedly proclaims his longing to
escape from the pressures of Parliament and public life and retreat
into nature. “[D]o not take me for [...] a heartless partaker of the
heartless dissipation around me,” he writes in July 1831, then contin-
ues, “Do you remember that pathetic and deep-meaning line in an old
Scotch Song? — ‘And werena my heart light, I would die!” — I cannot
tell you how often that feeling comes to me — during my present life
of exile and bondage — If it were not for my love of nature, I think
I should die too.” A year later, still in London, he was again insist-
ing that he had never “been more awake to [...] rural delights” and
that “the deep and overpowering sympathy with nature to which |
have always clung” was the only “medicine of a Soul hurt by too
rough a contact with the world” (Letters 61 and 74). It is possible, of
course, to read these laments as a form of self-conscious epistolary
play; years afterwards, Carlyle himself contemptuously dismissed



