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It may be overstating the case to say that marginalia are the flavour of the year (2016), but 
when as eminent a scholar as Stephen Orgel publishes a book about them, as he has recently 
done, it begins to seem as if the topic might at least be ‘trending’.1 Indeed, to borrow 
Anthony Grafton’s inevitable pun, it may no longer be a ‘marginal enterprise’ at all but an 
increasingly mainstream area of humanities research.2 All recent students of marginalia are of 
course deeply indebted to William Sherman, whose pioneering monograph Used Books has 
been so influential in recent years. Sherman, like Orgel, Grafton, and Evelyn Tribble, is a 
student of Early Modern culture, and it is noticeable that the sixteenth and seventeenth 
centuries have been something of a special case in terms of the richness, diversity and 
quantity of surviving marginal additions – both verbal and non-verbal – to printed texts; a 
consequence, one would suppose, of the long and complex interpenetration of scribal and 
print cultures during that period.3 Later periods, however, have their contemporary 
champions too, not least Heather Jackson, whose delightful and magisterial books Marginalia 
(2001) and Romantic Readers (2005) range mainly across the eighteenth and nineteenth 
centuries, with forays before and after.4 

The twentieth century has not been quite so magisterially served, and as for the twenty-first 
century, it is hard not to wonder whether e-books might not have rendered the study of recent 
and contemporary marginalia scarcely feasible for much longer in a recognizable form. Four 
or five years ago a few optimistic bloggers were confident that the world was entering a new 
Golden Age of marginalia through shareable e-book comments and highlights.5 I am unsure 
if this has come to pass, and if it has I am further unsure whether the study of such material 
will command quite the same sort of interest as the study of handwritten marks and 
comments; though Bill Sherman believes, reasonably enough, that new and different kinds of 
data may yield similar insights, that for example ‘the customer reviews on Amazon alone will 
give future scholars of reader response much to work with.’6 

The twentieth century, however, is a very different proposition from the twenty-first. Here 
readers’ marks, drawings, glosses, exclamations and comments exist in great abundance, in 
both public and private collections, and they remain a largely retrievable, decipherable and 
significant component of the whole textual corpus of the era; and some excellent work has 
indeed been done on the marginalia of well-known early twentieth c. writers. Heather 
Jackson herself has things to say about Rupert Brooke, Ezra Pound, Evelyn Waugh, Wallace 
Stevens and Vladimir Nabokov as annotators,7 while Wim Van Mierlo and others have 
written incisively about ‘reading notes’ by Joyce, Kafka, Beckett, Walter Benjamin and Paul 
Celan;8 and Kevin Jackson, in his entertaining miscellany Invisible Forms: A Guide to 
Literary Curiosities (1999), adds Grahame Greene and Rudyard Kipling to the list.9 All these 
are of course ‘big name’ writers. Anonymous annotators, however, and for that matter named 
annotators who are ‘merely’ readers, have not fared nearly so well in the secondary literature, 
and it is difficult to find studies of such readers to compare with the rich scholarship on 
annotators in earlier centuries by Sherman, Heather Jackson, Stephen Colclough and others.10 
Part of the problem, perhaps, is the lack of a comprehensive archive of modern marginalia. 
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As far as I am aware, there are no archiving projects either extant or afoot for twentieth 
century book-annotations in English of the kind that are gradually becoming available for 
medieval and early modern material. Sadly, there may never be – it is hard to imagine such a 
project receiving substantial research funding, or being done without it. An obviously suitable 
vehicle for an archive of modern marginalia is the Reading Experience Database in the UK, 
which did in fact set out to collect and store records of British marginalia as and when they 
were discovered in the wider trawl for reading experience records of all kinds from 1450 to 
1945; but the so-far disappointing result is that out of more than 9,000 reading experience 
records for the period 1900-1945, the RED database contains only 41 records of marginalia, 
39 of these were written by the essayist ‘Vernon Lee’ [Violet Paget], and the other two by the 
historian G.M.Trevelyan. 

So there is plenty of work waiting to be done, but it seems as if for the foreseeable future 
research on modern marginalia will be undertaken within fairly narrow limits – individual 
writers, particular institutions, small libraries – and dependent for its materials on 
serendipitous discovery.   

My own scholarly engagements with marginalia have been fairly limited. Over the last ten 
years or so, as part of my interest in the history of Australian reading during the first half of 
the twentieth century, I have had opportunities to look through several home libraries from 
that period (I use the term ‘library’ here in the sense of a collection of books, not a room or a 
building.) One was a multi-generational family library of about 2,000 volumes, and the other 
two were personal libraries, one of about 300 volumes, in Ipswich (Queensland), and the 
other of just 75, in Brisbane. In all three cases I had hoped to find copious, quirky, combative, 
revealing and perhaps enigmatic annotations; but in fact I found not very much of anything. 
All three contained ownership inscriptions. In the Archer family library at ‘Woolmers’ near 
Longford, Tasmania I did find some underlining and sidelining, along with bookmarks, dog-
eared pages, pressed flowers, drink stains and other signs of what Leah Price calls ‘doing 
things with books’.11  The little Brisbane library that belonged to Della Hills bore some gift-
inscriptions, from which it was possible to draw some inferences and make some arguments 
about books as gifts;12 but the medium-sized Ipswich collection, which had belonged to a 
book-loving pharmacist called James Moynahan, had literally nothing to show but his bare 
signature on the inside front covers.13 

The rather sparse and non-committal marginalia in these three libraries might just have been 
my bad luck. It might also be partly explained by the fact that they contained very few 
schoolbooks, a category that remains a rich source of marginal comments and graphics made 
by bored, conscientious or mischievous students. But the main factor behind the frustratingly 
clean margins may simply be that these were all home libraries, and that from the late 
nineteenth century on – for moral, aesthetic and economic reasons – readers have tended not 
to mark their own books as much as they did in earlier times. A minor but obviously 
important exception to this tendency is ‘writer-on-writer’ marginalia, which continued well 
into the twentieth century as a revealing, at times self-consciously dialogical or agonistic, 
extension of some writers’ creative practice. (Wim Van Mierlo, for example, has interesting 
things to say about annotation as an alternative expression of Bloom’s ‘anxiety of 
influence’.14)  But the notion of a negative attitudinal shift among ordinary readers in the late 
nineteenth and twentieth centuries against the practice of writing in books – a delegitimation 
and a devaluation, in effect, such that it was done less, or done guiltily – is fairly widespread, 
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and I would like to consider some contemporaneous manifestations of that shift, and in doing 
so to complicate somewhat the question of the ethical and cultural status of the practice in 
this period. 

Heather Jackson has proposed the surprisingly early date of 1820 as a ‘watershed year’ in the 
valuation of marginalia in books, using the test of booksellers’ catalogues to make her case: 
after about that date, she reports, the catalogues stop describing marginal marks and 
comments as a positive enhancement to a book and begin the long and familiar history of 
regretting them as a form of damage or defacement15 – always excepting, of course, those 
made by famous individuals, especially authors, of which quite a number were published in 
Britain and North America in the course of the nineteenth century. Jackson suggests that 
ordinary annotating readers ‘went underground’ at this time, in response to a gathering chorus 
of condemnation, and continued to express their reactions in the margins of their own books 
in the privacy of their own studies, safe from censure at least until their demise – at which 
point presumably their heirs may have had reason to complain about their devalued legacy.  

No such immunity, limited though it was, was available to those who took their pens to books 
not owned by them but borrowed from friends or circulating libraries, or – yet more brazenly 
– to books read in public libraries. And as we might expect, this apparently clearcut 
distinction is made many times, for example in articles and editorials in Australian 
newspapers during the second half of the nineteenth century:  

The very natural habit of annotating one's own books in reading, excellent as it is in 
study, becomes a positive crime when the books so embellished happen to be the 
property of a public library. 16 

Nobody, as far as I am aware, seems to have given labels to these two distinguishable 
practices, so for want of a more felicitous pair of terms I propose to call them ‘proprietary’ 
and ‘non-proprietary’ marginalia.17 Where public institutions were concerned, the latter were 
not merely denounced but sometimes prosecuted. One benchmark of judicial severity, 
sometimes cited with mock-approval by the guardians of the unmarked page, was the 3,000 
year old curse of the Assyrian king Tiglath Pileser I against anyone who dared to abrade, 
moisten, or scorch  the clay tablets on which his legal code was inscribed, or to  erase the 
writing and inscribe his own name. Such a one should have his name consigned to perdition, 
his offspring die, his servants broken, his troops defeated, and his country afflicted with 
famine.18  

Closer to home, and more soberingly recent, are the six-month jail sentences handed down to 
the playwright Joe Orton and his partner Ken Halliwell in 1962 for stealing and defacing 
books from various public libraries in Islington. Over a four-year period the pair smuggled 
several hundred books out of libraries, smuggling them back in enriched with pictorial and 
verbal embellishments, then loitering around the stacks waiting to see people’s reactions.19 
They were eventually caught in an elaborate sting, and the sentencing magistrate made it 
clear that ‘those who think they may be clever enough to write criticisms in other people’s 
books – public library books – [must be] made to understand … that it is disastrous.’20  

Six months in Wormwood Scrubs does sound pretty disastrous, and the harshness of the 
sentence was widely perceived as reflecting the offence to social and cultural authority 
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conveyed by the defacers’ irreverent handling of respected British authors and by their own 
openly gay lifestyle, though neither of these matters was mentioned in court. 

Nothing quite like that, as far as I know, is to be found in the annals of Australia’s policing of 
the margins. There are several newspaper reports of civil suits for compensation being 
brought, sometimes successfully, by Town Councils and Mechanics Institutes against 
‘defacers’ of their library books. One such case was brought by the School of Arts Committee 
in 1897, in the Central Queensland town of Mackay, against a subscriber who it was alleged 
‘had defaced [a book] by writing marginal notes on the pages.’ The article goes on to mention 
that ‘The book was Hardy's Jude the Obscure, the annotations being generally in keeping 
with the sentiments of the author.’21  This is intriguing. Little further information is given, but 
it is relevant to note that Jude was a highly controversial novel, published just two years 
earlier, in 1895, when it had been the target of such hostile comment – ‘Jude the Obscene’, 
one reviewer had called it – that Hardy swore never to write another novel, and was true to 
his word. Perhaps the librarian agreed with the hostile reviews – many people did – and saw 
an opportunity to put a secret local apologist for the novel firmly in their place by instigating 
a prosecution. As it happened, the defendant claimed he had not written the comments and, 
despite the testimony of a handwriting expert that he had, the prosecution failed; an outcome 
which, on the face of it, invites the further speculation that the magistrate who dismissed the 
case may also have been a Hardy sympathiser. 

Social and political subtexts are seldom far away when modern marginalia are being 
denounced. There is nothing too subtextual, however, about the ferocious editorialising in the 
Broken Hill Barrier Miner against a No vote on the eve of the 1916 Conscription 
Referendum. The editorial attacks the Industrial Workers of the World (I.W.W.) as the prime 
instigator of treason and cowardice in the population, listing the defacement of public library 
books (along with murder, forgery and arson) among the Wobblies’ crimes, ‘books [which] 
belong to the people whom they are asking to vote "No."’22 Seventeen years later the same 
paper was reporting accusations of ‘foreigners … defacing books in a Sydney municipal 
library with ‘communistic filth’ in the margins and flyleaves of respectable books.23  
Spreading filth for some is revolutionary intervention for others, and given the Wobblies’ 
known predilection for sabotage as a form of ‘direct action’, the 1916 accusations were 
probably factually correct.24 

If marginalia could serve as a weapon of class warfare, it could do the same for religious 
controversy. In 1903, for example, the editor of the Hobart weekly newspaper The Clipper, a 
theologically well-read Christian Socialist, devoted several column inches to quoting and 
reacting to the quarrelsome and abusive comments discovered by the public librarian in the 
margins of Charles C. Hennell’s Inquiry Concerning the Origin of Christianity (1838), 
presumably perpetrated by a passionately Evangelical reader provoked by Hennell’s brand of 
rational Christian Theism. 

He scored through passage after passage, making marginal notes at his own sweet will. 
He marked some passages ‘Fudge!’ – some ‘Pooh!’ He acted just as the narrow man 
will act, in short, when he is conscientiously destroying property that doesn't happen to 
be his own. And finally he wrote on the flyleaf : ‘This book has no right to be in a 
public Library. The author is evidently a Deist, and the effects of the Book might be 
most injurious to many minds.’ A Deist ! . . . how dreadful! With such people, of 
course, any book is injurious that happens to express, on however good a basis, ideas at 
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variance with their own. What this particular bigot would have done, had he happened 
to come across Draper or Clifford, passes conjecture.25 

 
In press attacks on both political and religious marginalia, poor spelling is often added to the 
charges of incivility, arrogance, selfishness and narrow-mindedness; though sometimes 
correct spelling and grammar could be used to chide an offender who, on the face of it, 
should have known better. Sometimes these were even cited to indicate the likelihood of a 
lady annotator, of whom it was feared there was a majority, operating especially in the 
circulating libraries.  Female offenders – or those gallantly assumed to be female because of 
the neatness of their writing, the tone of their comments, or the kind of book they were 
reading – seem to have received somewhat lenient treatment, from the libraries if not the 
newspapers. This is how the Sydney Mechanics School of Arts dealt with one such offender 
in 1886: 

A lady member, having been detected in defacing books issued to her, was called upon 
by the committee to show cause why she should not be expelled from the institution 
and prosecuted. It being, however, proved to the satisfaction of the committee that she 
was young and inexperienced, and had expressed her deep regret, the committee 
considered the fault would be met by a severe censure, which was accordingly 
administered to her.26 

The young ladies of Clare in South Australia a few years later, however, seem likely to have 
escaped even that, though they were easily identified, having written their full names in the 
flyleaves. Their library entertainments seem to have involved a playful blend of courtship and 
commentary:  

On the blank leaves are to be seen the initials and in some cases the full names of 
several residents of Clare. So far as we have seen the young ladies are the greatest 
sinners in that respect. The name or initials of a young man may be seen in proximity to 
a lady's autograph. On the margin of a number of leaves marks are made, and 
sometimes words indicating the person's opinion of the sentiments of the author. For 
instance, the word ‘rot’ occurs frequently. Readers of the library books who do such 
things should be called to account. The secretary should see to it, and prevent further 
‘rot’ occurring.27 
 

There is some evidence, then, that policing marginalia in Australia in the nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries could function as a surrogate, or simply a reinforcement, for the policing 
of other, more obviously disruptive forms of anti-social behaviour. But it does not follow 
from this that the practice of writing in books did not arouse strong and genuine antipathy and 
disapproval, in and of itself. It clearly did, even among a few readers and writers before 
Jackson’s watershed year of 1820, and from the middle of the nineteenth century it is almost 
too easy (with the National Library of Australia’s Trove database at one’s fingertips) to 
amass dozens of expressions of really impassioned condemnation.  

The ethical objections expressed in these denunciations are pretty consistent:  the violation of 
property, the degrading of pristine objects, the uninvited intrusion into other readers’ personal 
space, interference with their reading experience. The tone of the condemnations is often irate 
to the point of fury. We read of ‘appalling individuals who cannot read even a trashy novel 
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without pencilling comments in the margin’,28 of ‘criminals who wilfully deface books [on 
loan]’29 

WHAT impulse (snarls the Sydney Morning Herald with contempt and faux curiosity) 
actuates the unsung, anonymous margin-critic? Does he believe that other readers will 
benefit from his spattering of comment, criticism, interrogation, and exclamation marks 
through another man's work? Or does it give him an elusive glow of importance to feel 
that his words will be read by hundreds (if he is not discovered and fined by the 
librarian)? Or is he just another of the world's rather smug egotists?30 
 

Few go to quite the lengths of Virginia Woolf, who loathed marginalia with a visceral 
loathing, and claimed to experience her encounters with them in library books as a form of 
sexual violation. Nonetheless, William Sherman sees a ‘bias against writing in books’ as a 
genuinely trans-historical phenomenon, related not just to ‘the aesthetics and economics of 
both scribal and print cultures’, but also to anthropological anxieties and revulsion at things 
like dirt, messiness, parasites, noise and sacrilege.31 

And yet, as I trawled through Trove, buffeted by one fierce denunciation after another, I 
began to notice a strange thing. It was that the denunciations are nearly always mitigated, 
sometimes even contradicted, by a shy acknowledgment that marginalia are really not as bad 
as all that. So, for example, in the example I quoted earlier, regarding annotations in a library 
copy of Jude the Obscure in Mackay, the report on the court proceedings concludes as 
follows: 

Librarians would be glad of a check to the practice of annotating books with mere 
chatter, a practice that injures books and repels readers of any taste. On the other hand, 
there are annotators not necessarily of the rank of S. T. C., who, according to Lamb, 
immensely increased the value of books he borrowed by his marginalia, but still useful 
people who by a correction, even in punctuation, will often bring out the author's 
meaning and save the succeeding reader from a temporary puzzle.32 

This is a fairly major concession. The reporter is not just applying the simple ethical binary 
that makes it acceptable to write in your own books but not someone else’s. Both Coleridge 
and the anonymous punctuators are on the wrong side of the proprietary/non-proprietary 
divide, and if Coleridge is the most celebrated ‘special case’ in the history of marginalia, the 
aforementioned punctuators are clearly not special at all. The same pattern is repeated many 
times in both newspaper columns and letters to the editor: an opening salvo attacking non-
proprietary marginalia followed by a qualification in favour of them. The qualification might 
have to do with their usefulness to other readers’ understanding, or with their essential 
continuity with the great literary annotators (with Coleridge as the usual example), or with 
being in themselves so witty or amusing as to escape censure, or with inadvertently but 
entertainingly revealing the personality of the anonymous annotator.  

Sometimes, especially in longer articles, the pendulum can swing back and forth between 
praise and blame several times. In a thousand-word piece for the Melbourne Age in 1931 the 
author begins a remarkably comprehensive typology of contemporary library marginalia by 
comparing annotators to book-lice and silverfish, then to loquacious bores in the cinema who 
give away the story. This leads to some quoting of ‘comments of readers who know 
more than the author’ in books of early Australian history – and to an admission of their 
usefulness; thence to the ‘annoying practice’ of marginal exclamations in best-selling novels 
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– ‘Good!’, ‘Serve him right, too!’, ‘Hear, hear!’ – and from those to an extended account of 
duelling annotations between two readers of a library book about Byron and Shelley. 

One was evidently a devout worshipper of Byron, and thought lightly of Shelley; the 
other simply gushed over Shelley, and considered Byron a mere sensual poseur. 
Byron's worshipper (she wrote a bold, slanting hand) had read the book first, and it had 
then passed to the busy pencil of the lady with the neat backhand calligraphy, who 
adored Shelley.  The result was wholly delightful, the second lady not only commenting 
very freely on the text, but also on the previous notes of the first lady, whenever the 
latter had dared to write a word against Shelley. 
 

And then, without missing a beat, this final swipe: 

What strange kink is it that forces people to deface beautiful books with their crazy 
annotations? The habit is detestable; the reason of it may be left to the psychologist or 
the lunacy specialist.33 

Let me illustrate one more variation on this pattern of unresolved ambivalence about non-
proprietary marginalia, from the West Australian in 1936. It reads rather like a fable, but it 
has – to my ear, at least – the ring of truth. The author, ‘A.J.H.’, has mislaid his most recent 
copy of Palgrave’s Golden Treasury, and because he has always loved this old anthology and 
hates to be without a copy he sallies forth to a second-hand bookshop and buys a used one. 
When he gets home he discovers, ‘to [his] supreme disgust and annoyance’, that a previous 
owner had scribbled comments all over the margins: 
 

It was obvious that the criminal was a boy – a boy, I decided, whose skull was solid 
bone from ear to ear, for his pencilled marginalia, written in a sprawling, uncouth hand, 
were of a perfect and transcendental fatuity. 
 

As he works his way through the book he finds more and more evidence of his predecessor’s 
insensitivity: pencilled exclamations like ‘slush’, ‘blurb’, ‘bilge’, ‘muck’, and ‘tripe’; abusive 
diatribes; expressions of blank incomprehension; a very few grudging signs of appreciation; 
and finally, a couple of ‘highly improper limericks’ on the inside back cover. Zealously 
erasing the lot, he turns back to the front flyleaf where he finds the philistine’s name. It is, of 
course, his own.  His sheepish conclusion: ‘It’s remarkable, you know, how a fellow’s 
handwriting can alter in twenty years.’34 

Encountering an earlier, less admirable, less congenial, basically dumber self in this way can 
be a chastening experience. Recently Benjamin Law, the ‘young, gay and Chinese’ columnist 
for the Sydney Morning Herald, found the courage to apologise for an offensive five-year old 
tweet of his in Joan Didion’s advice ‘to keep on nodding terms with the people we used to be, 
whether we find them attractive company or not.’35 Patricia Meyer Spacks, in her book On 
Rereading, evokes a more everyday version of the same kind of encounter: 

Rereading [she admits] can supply antipleasures as well as pleasures. Rereading oneself 
is especially dangerous. I’m thinking in particular about the experience of coming upon 
old notes in works long ago read for the first time. “Symbol!” I find in the margin of a 
novel read in college, and cringe.36  

But she also acknowledges another side of that coin, namely that experience of loss familiar 
to older literature academics, who repeatedly annotate and underline the books they’ve taught 
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for years, and when they need to replace their battered old paperbacks can’t help feeling that 
‘[throwing] away the record of year after year of response risks the loss of much that we have 
thought and felt and of the process through which understanding developed.’37 

Formal education is of course a fertile field for marginalia research, and that research might 
even have the potential to produce real progress in the development of teaching and learning. 
Few would deny the educational usefulness of proprietary marginalia – that is, marks and 
comments in one’s own books – as a set of techniques for clumping, clarifying and 
hierarchizing textual content in the interests of easier retrieval, more accurate reproduction 
and better understanding. These are the instrumental terms in which, in the 1940s, Mortimer 
Adler (he of the Great Books Foundation and the Encyclopaedia Britannica) defended and 
advocated such practices not just for students but for anyone wanting to ‘get on top of’ a 
difficult book, and make it their own. His provocative but commonsensical essay ‘How To 
Mark a Book’ first appeared in the Saturday Review of Literature in 1941, a year after the 
publication of his bestseller How To Read a Book, and was still being debated and analysed 
in American undergraduate courses as recently as 2013! After making an eloquent case for 
overcoming one’s natural diffidence, Adler goes on to list and describe several ‘devices for 
marking a book intelligently and fruitfully’: sadly the list does not include the manicule, 
made famous by Bill Sherman’s Used Books, but it does include underlining, side-lining, 
asterisks, numerical points, internal cross-references, external comparisons, circling of key 
words or phrases, and of course handwritten questions, answers and summaries in the 
margins and end-papers.38 

What is interesting about Adler’s list of devices is that they are so utterly intuitive. You 
would not need to have read the essay to be a habitual user of all these devices. I was myself 
when I was at secondary school, as I’ve recently had occasion to remind myself, and nearly 
all the examples of early twentieth century Australian school readers and school and college 
editions of literary classics that I have acquired over many years have used essentially the 
same repertoire of marks and comments. The main difference between Adler’s recommended 
practice and the older student marginalia I have observed is that the latter are more passive in 
the verbal elements: not so much active ‘conversations with the author’ (Adler’s phrase) as 
explanatory glosses and definitions, most of which I feel sure were dictated by the teacher in 
the classroom – note-taking rather than note-making, to use a distinction that has some 
currency in the recent ‘study skills’ literature.39  

A few months ago, however, I did think I had discovered an exception to the dull passivity of 
twentieth century textbook marginalia in the many astute and lively comments contained in 
the margins of my own 12th grade poetry anthology; and for these I was happy to take sole 
credit. It was humbling but salutary to find, when I cross-checked my annotations with those 
of a friend in London who was my classmate in Brisbane in 1964 (and who had also kept his 
anthology), that he had written almost exactly the same comments on the same poems as I 
had. If nothing else this at least confirmed what we both knew anyway: that we had a pretty 
good English teacher that year.40 

I do however own one clear example of an active and dialogical annotator at work in a school 
text. Her name was Mabel Mary Thurlby. She was born in Brisbane in 1887 or 1888 and died 
there at the age of 79. I know a bit more about her than that, but not much. Her presence in 
this paper – and how astonished she would be! – rests on the mischievous marginalia she 
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wrote in her Fifth Grade school reading book (one of the old Royal Reader Series), which 
lead the reader on a point-to-point wild-goose chase in search of her name: the sixth and last 
‘clue’ reads ‘I don’t give my name to fools such as you are.’ 41  Later she apparently relented 
and yielded up her name (together with a coloured transfer and what might have been a 
nickname – ‘Minnie’) on the inside front cover, and added three rhyming incantations on the 
back flyleaf. The promise of the first, it seems, was never fulfilled: 

1. Mabel Thurlby is my name                                                                                                     
a schoolgirl is my situation                                                                                                  
and happy is the little man                                                                                            
who makes the alteration. 

2. Black is the crow                                                                                                             
And so is the rook                                                                                                               
But blacker is the one                                                                                                 
Who steals this book. 

3. Mabel Thurlby is my name                                                                                                    
a schoolgirl is my situation                                                                                           
Brisbane is my dwelling place                                                                                             
And heaven is my expectation                                                                                           
The mystery solves my destination.  

 

Mabel’s arch scribblings exemplify one of the more pleasurable things about researching 
marginalia, which is their power, sometimes, to evoke past experience with quite startling 
immediacy. How gratifying it is to imagine the cheeky ten-year old creating these playful 
compositions to relieve the boredom of an English lesson in a hot Brisbane classroom a 
hundred years ago! And there’s nothing very unusual about these mischievous marginalia: I 
have certainly seen other examples myself, and Heather Jackson cites some comparable 
nineteenth century Canadian instances in the Osborne Collection of children’s books at the 
Toronto Public Library.42 

Many of them seem to exhibit a certain ambiguity about the identity of the addressee. In 
Mabel Thurlby’s’s case, who was she envisaging as the victim of her joke? Not herself 
surely, certainly not the author, and probably not posterity; but perhaps the girl sitting next to 
her in class, or an inquisitive parent or sibling at home (Mabel had several older sisters), or 
even – since the Royal Readers were loaned to students for the year, and redistributed the 
following year – next year’s Fifth Grade user.  

A similar indeterminacy of address characterises the comments of university-level annotators 
as well. When an American undergraduate reading Alan Taylor’s book The Zionist Mind 
(1974) marks Taylor’s statement that ‘the Zionists agreed to assist the Nazis in facilitating the 
deportation of Jews to the extermination camps,’ and places beside it, in block capitals, 
‘Another big lie. Is Eichmann the author’s primary source?’ she is addressing herself, and 
perhaps – obliquely – she is also addressing the author (who, as it happened, worked at the 
same institution), but above all she is presumably addressing the other students in the course, 
and the world in general.  On the other hand, when another student, at the same institution, 
poses the not uninteresting question ‘How did the narrator know all this?’ beside some 
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marked instances of unwarranted narrative omniscience in Fitzgerald’s unfinished novel, The 
Last Tycoon, the point of address seems much more likely to be the student himself, in 
assignment-planning mode. 

These last two examples are taken from a ten-year old conference paper, now a blog post, by 
a university librarian, Meg Meiman, who examined ‘several hundred’ books with written 
marginalia in the collection of the American University in Washington, D.C.  Meiman’s is 
one of very few studies of student marginalia in university libraries I’ve come across – which 
is a bit surprising given the huge volume of readily available material there must be. Her 
conclusions are not especially interesting: she finds that some of her examples are ‘summary’ 
or ‘functional’ annotations, written to facilitate the writer’s own revision, analysis and 
synthesis of the books’ contents, whereas others are ‘conversational’ or ‘expressive’ 
annotations, written to vent the annotator’s feelings or to provoke a response from a 
subsequent reader.43 

A 2013 article by a British sociologist, Frederick Attenborough, is a more rigorously 
designed and executed analysis of a smaller but denser sample of annotated textbooks, 
comprising every copy of every book on the reading lists of three long-established social 
science courses at the University of Loughborough in the UK.44  (As we might imagine, 
many of these books have been scribbled on by several hands, almost to the point of 
extinction; there is therefore a slightly elegiac feeling about the whole project. How much 
longer before these multiple-copy undergraduate collections are all consigned to the tip? (My 
own university has done it already.) Nonetheless, it’s an impressive piece of work. 
Attenborough uses Erving Goffman’s social interactionist theory to analyse the complex 
exchanges performed by student-annotators in these crowded margins as a continuously 
negotiated conflict of student identities between what he calls ‘doing education’ (i.e. 
engaging thoughtfully and conscientiously with the text) and ‘doing being a student’. The 
latter involves ‘resistance to expressions of sincerity and intellectualism, [which] are widely 
agreed to pervade modern popular culture, [such that] students have been found to temper 
much, if not all, of their private scholarly endeavour with ritual-like displays of public 
indifference.’45 

One of his examples features virtual exchanges involving four comments in four different 
hands in the margins of a chapter about female body-image.46 All four annotators are 
anonymous, and their comments, being undated, may of course have been written over a 
period of several years. The first annotator has written vertically up the left-hand margin, 
offering a serious and substantive paraphrase and elaboration on the text. The second 
annotator (at the foot of the page) attacks the first annotator, apparently for thinking anyone 
else would be interested in her opinion, but also for writing on the book in the first place (‘I 
don’t fucking care! If you want to scribble all over the book –spend a quid and fucking well 
photocopy it first.’). The third annotator also attacks the first, in furious agreement with the 
second as to the ethics (‘Selfish bastard!’); and the fourth makes a wry one-word comment 
below the second (‘RICH!!’) pointing out the irony of his outrage.47  

The profanity of the second comment might seem, at first glance, to epitomise the anti-
authoritarian disposition of ‘being a student’ – and this is how Attenborough himself seems to 
take it, and presumably why he chose it for the title of his article. Clearly, though, both the 
second and third comments castigate writing in library books while in the very act of doing it; 
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and this remains true even if, as seems likely, it is driven in part by a deeper hostility 
grounded in sexism and philistinism. It is as if the trace of disapproval for marginalia is as 
ineradicable in recent student-scribblers as the trace of approval we so often find in the 
denunciations of even the fiercest critics of marginalia in the nineteenth and twentieth 
centuries. Diametrically opposed attitudes to marginalia in the modern era can always be 
formulated in the abstract, and selectively illustrated from the archive, but particular 
enunciations of those attitudes tend to be mixed, ambivalent and contradictory.  

If there is a general conclusion to be derived from this, it may be something as banal as the 
thought that no matter how messy, untidy, passive, or non-committal they may be, modern 
marginalia nearly always retain some trace of an individual mind caught in the sense-making 
process; and that is always going to be interesting to other would-be sense-makers – and, as 
Spacks and others have suggested, even more so to the same sense-maker later in his or her 
life-span. 

In the spirit of that last remark, my final example takes the form of a shamefaced personal 
confession. In May 1968 the streets of Paris were burning, but I – unfazed by any of that – 
was starting work on a thesis on the poetry of Michael Drayton at the University of 
Queensland. At around that time, in a state of mind I honestly cannot now re-inhabit, I wrote 
a large number of entirely self-addressed annotations in one of the five volumes of the 
University’s 1961 reprint of William Hebel and Kathleen Tillotson’s great tercentenary 
edition of Drayton’s Works. This action has preyed on my mind for nearly half a century, so 
imagine if you will the mixture of horror and delight I felt when I discovered, about four 
months ago, that that very volume still exists, now relegated to the Warehouse, and still bears 
all the marks of my delinquency upon it. In the decades since then I have of course 
completely internalised the prohibition on non-proprietary marginalia: hence my horror. But 
in confronting the evidence of my youthful delinquency I also confronted a self I had not laid 
eyes on for nearly fifty years: hence the delight. Furthermore, as bits of half-formed literary 
criticism, the annotations themselves are not as bad as they might have been. And if nothing 
else they at least show that I did fucking care, at least about Renaissance poetry, if not about 
deckled edges, library property, or the occupation of the Sorbonne. 
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