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Shaw’s efforts to publish his plays for a large reading
public helped define the “New” or “Modern” Drama as a
reading as well as performing canon. Deliberately following
the example of Henrik Ibsen whose plays often circulated
in printed translations before being produced, Shaw aimed
to fashion his plays as “high” art by giving his published
scripts the material look and poetic weight of fiction and
poetry. Shaw promoted play publication not to devalue stage
production but to reclaim for the playwright from the actor-
manager both legal ownership and primary authorship of
the written script. Determined to strengthen playwrights ’
economic and cultural leverage by establishing their status
as authors, Shaw argued for the literary merits of drama and
for the author’s exclusive right to the script as a property.
Grounding his economic plan for selling his labour in
Fabian socialist principles, Shaw anchored his aesthetic plan
for publishing his plays in a modest adaptation of William
Morris’s revolutionary return to the arts of paper making,
printing, and bookbinding.

By all indications, Shaw’s program to reform the
profession of play-wright was long overdue. Before 1911,
the weakness of nineteenth-century copyright protection
for dramatic scripts and the absence of a significant reading
public for drama made it virtually impossible for most
playwrights to earn a sustained income from their published

works. Playwrights not only failed to make money from
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their writing but also lacked the legal means to protect
their rights as authors. As J. R. Stephens has noted, “For
effective copyright protection, the drama requires a formula
which covers not merely the words on the page but the
representation of that text in public performance on the stage”
In the absence of such a formula, unethical publishers had a
long established practice of printing versions of plays still in
manuscript, while unscrupulous theatre managers planted
groups of long hand writers in audiences to copy particular
characters ’ parts, which, when combined, amounted to a full
manuscript of a play gotten merely for the cost of the copiers’
labor. To the dramatist’s peril, the drama posed an anomalous
case for copyright legislation, which the law effectively
ignored and/or failed to enforce until the Copyright Act of
1911, which improved dramatists’ odds of winning damages.
By 1886, Shaw was earning the attention of literate
intellectuals as an art critic, but disappointing notice as a
novelist , with editors variously informing him that readers
“are not much interested in socialism.” Undaunted, Shaw
wrote to Hubert Bland in 1889, “My one line of progress is
from writing stories, reviews, and articles, more and more
towards writing fully and exhaustively what I like” But what
Shaw “liked” was as influenced by his shrewd assessment of
the business of publishing as it was by his socialism. With
one eye on the popularity of Ibsen among “discriminating
readers,” and another eye on the censor’s banning of Ibsen’s
plays, Shaw eventually set out to write and publish plays
as mid-priced works of literature --- a mode of literary
production that publishers and readers customarily associated
with prose fiction and poetry. Correctly anticipating the dawn
of a mass reading market, Shaw looked for a way to create in
England and the US what he believed could be a play-reading
habit. Writing to publisher T.Fisher Unwin in September of
1895, Shaw hinted broadly at his interest in being published:
“If T thought that people were picking up the French trick
of reading dramatic works, I should be strongly tempted to
publish my plays instead o f bothering to get them performed”
The playwright who could encourage this trick might realize
a decent income from publication rights and avoid the pitfalls
of dramatic piracy , so entrenched in the British theatre that
three attempts at legal reform (1833, 1842, and 1911) were

needed to change the practices of managers, publishers, and
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agents accustomed to dividing among themselves the benefits

owed the playwright.

Shaw improvised a strategy for writing, designing,
printing, binding, and marketing his plays that would
recognize the value of his labor while fashioning his authorial
persona as a literary socialist with high-art appeal. Even as
he planned to publish his plays, he pushed to have them
produced in England and the US , hoping they would
succeed in drawing large numbers of spectators, which they
eventually did. But he recognized that, more often than not,
the economics of play production and the power of the censor
worked against the challenging dramatic author. Under the
right conditions, the book-selling market would permit him
greater access and control over the production of his works
than the collaborative and traditionally exploitative system of
play production. If he could write and publish inexpensively
a “literary ” drama, that is, entertaining drama that called
attention to its commerce with politics, philosophy, science,
and fiction, he could extricate his labor from the grip of the
censor and the playwriting pirates while creating for himself a
position in the canon of an emerging “modern” drama.

By 1884, when Shaw’s third novel, An Unsocial Socialist,
was being published serially in To-Day, the new “Monthly
Magazine of Scientific Socialism,” he had already decided
against assigning his copyright to a publisher indefinitely. He
wrote to Swan Sonnenschein & Co. in February of 1885, “I
am willing that you shall have the exclusive right to publish
the book for five years on the conditions named. But the
copyright must remain my property, and the book come
under my control again to alter, withdraw, or do what I please
with”. When Swan et al. responded by offering him a fifteen
year lease at a 10 percent royalty, Shaw refused, demanding a
higher percentage, which he justified by sketching the future
of the publishing industry over the next fifteen years. Shaw
correctly predicted falling printing costs, rising values of
monopoly copyrights, the bankrupting of compositors, the
lowering of profits for the selling and publishing of works with
competitive value, and a new preference for publishing on
commiission. In the event of an International Copyright Treaty,
Shaw also correctly predicted that authors of reputation would

deal directly with publishers in the US . After agreeing in the
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main with Shaw’s forecast, the firm offered a compromise of
a seven years lease at 10 percent royalty, renewable at their
option at 20 percent. Shaw accepted on condition of specifying
additional points and concluded by proposing a 33 percent
royalty rate on foreign copyrights. When the revised contract
arrive, there were more amendments, the most sensitive of
them touching on the issue of copyright assignment. Shaw
wrote, “I have altered 'shall be the property of to 'is hereby
assigned by the author to." Although a copyright is personal
property, I believe we have no power to declare by a deed
that it is the property of anyone in particular” . Shaw clearly
claimed the copyright as his and his alone.

The serializing of An Unsocial Socialist brought Shaw no
payment from the editors of To-Day, but it did bring him to
the attention of William Morris and Annie Besant, the socialist
publisher of Our Corner, who eventually ran two more of his
novels in serial form. The novels never drew much notice
beyond this circle, and Shaw eventually abandoned attempts
to write long works of prose fiction, announcing five years
after completing his third and last novel, “I tried novelizing
again . . . but I could not stand the form: it is too clumsy and
unreal. Sometimes in spare moments I write dialogues. . . .
When I have a few hundred of these dialogues worked up and
interlocked, then a drama will be the result” . Shaw the failed
novelist had no desire to court further rejection, while Shaw
the Fabian socialist suspected that sermonizing in dialogue
repudiated “individualism” more readily than sermonizing in
long narrative blocks . In the 1887 appendix to An Unsocial
Socialist, Shaw expressed what Michael Holroyd has called
his puritan preference for romantic fiction over social fact .
But the uneasiness also could be read as Shaw’s suspicion of
a single-voiced narrative that crowds out social facts. In the
“hundred of these dialogues worked up and interlocked,”
Shaw may have anticipated a social reality emerging from the
interplay of voices in conflict. In any case, looking back fifty
years later, Shaw claimed “I really hated those five novels ... I
wrote novels because everybody did so then; and the theatre,
my rightful kingdom, was outside literature.” During the
1890s , Shaw would work to bring Modern Drama within the
realm of literature by securing the publication of his plays in
carefully prepared editions aimed at the growing market of

literate readers.
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While struggling to write novels he would later claim
to hate, the Shaw of the 1880s was formulating a political
identity that would have implications for his dealings with the
publishing trade. Shaw’s reading of the first volume of Karl
Marx’s Das Capital (in French translation ) is widely described
as occurring against the backdrop of his prior reverence for
Henry George’s land nationalism and single tax doctrine,
his flirtation with H.M. Hyndman’s Social Democratic
Federation (SDF), and his early involvement with Secularism,
Iconoclasm, and other varieties of free-thinking. Joining the
Fabian Society on May 16, 1884, and its executive committee
in January of 1885, marked Shaw’s shift from anarchism and
the Marxism of the SDF toward the middle-class evolutionary
socialism of the Fabians. By 1886, the Fabians had broken
with the revolutionary SDF and with the anti-constitutional
anarchists and the Socialist League. The Fabian Manifesto
of 1887 declared their “permeation ” strategy by which they
would influence national policy by becoming politically active
at all levels, especially the local, or municipal level. From such
local activism, a national socialist movement would grow.

Like most English readers of Marx throughout the 1880s,
Shaw subscribed to three essential political principles: a belief
in “a labour theory of value, an iron law of wages, and the
idea that monopolies underlie exploitation” Beyond these
commonly held principles, Shaw had unique beliefs with
regard to human nature and economic competition, several
of which he illustrated in his early novels. The practice of
economics, believed Shaw, grew from the essentially self-
interested nature of each human being. Competition between
capitalists would favor the economy of larger firms, thus
creating a tendency toward monopolies and trusts. Breaking
up and preventing monopolies and trusts would “naturally ”
lead to a free-trade Utopia .

Shaw encouraged capitalist publishers to compete for
his work as a means of safeguarding his authorial interest and
securing favorable royalties and other terms. His efforts in this
regard could only be described as prodigious, as witnessed by
his exchange of letters with publishers and editors. In March
of 1885, Time published Shaw’ s short story of sixteen pages,
“The Miraculous Revenge, ” togethr with his book review
of Michael Davitt’s “Leaves from a Prison Diary,” a review

Shaw undertook at the request of Time publisher Miss Abdy-
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Williams, who requested the review at a meeting of the Fabian
Society. When sent a check from Time publishers Swan
Sonnenschein & Co. for £33 sod, Shaw returned it with the
request that he be paid the full amount owing him, £99 sod.
Soon thereafter he wrote Miss Abdy-Williams for clarification,
explaining, “[I]t is quite impossible for me to express to you
how emphatically I would have refused to review Michael
Davitt for a capitalist magazine for nothing... We said nothing
at all about payment: I concluding that there would be no
question about the usual terms” . Shaw defined for Swan et
al. the “usual terms” to be Y2guinea per page, “the usual rate
of payment for a shilling magazine,” adding acidly, “and the
rate paid to the contributors to Time when it was Y% its present

price”.

Shaw delivered to the same publisher in October of 1885
a brief lesson on the role of the free market in setting his
value as a writer: “My standing and the value of my work are
fixed by the operation of the market; and you are no more
in a position to fix my price at four and three pence than I

>

am to fix it at 400 and three pence ” . In an exchange lasting
eight months, Shaw and Swan et al. illustrated competing
views of the literary market, with Swan claiming to determine
fees based upon their personal judgment of a particular
writer’s worth, and Shaw insisting that their judgment was
not independent of the same market forces controlling his
own worth and other publishers’ pricing practices. It does
not appear that Shaw “won” in this exchange, but he secured
the satisfaction of delivering “a couple of essays on P[olitical
] E[conomy]” to publishers who were fighting to keep the
upper hand in negotiations with authors. The 1884 forming of
the Society of Authors, which Shaw joined in 1887, signaled
the beginning of a shift in the balance of power that would
eventually favor the author during publishing negotiations.

By 1889, Shaw the Fabian was relishing the prospect
of publishing Fabian Essays, approaching many of the same
publishers who had rejected his fiction and noting privately,
“There is nothing like [the Essays] in the market & it is
commercially unproducible” . The volume would appeal by
virtue of its uniqueness, while retaining its Fabian difference
from commercial best-sellers. The Essays were originally to

have been undertaken by Unwin Brothers’ firm at Chilworth,
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which, since 1889, had been involved in a union wage dispute.
When chairman Edward Unwin refused to permit the
secretary of the London Society of Compositors to attend a
conference in 1889 to discuss fair wages, Shaw withdrew the
Essays and redirected the printing job to Arthur Bonner’s “fair
house”. Significantly, Shaw supervised all facets of production,
paid for entirely by the Fabians. The Essays first appeared
in December of 1889. The original 1,000 copies, distributed
from Edward Pease’s flat, “wet up like smoke” and the volume
proved a surprisingly steady seller. Later, in September of
1890, the Fabians published a “cheap” (six shilling) edition
with the Walter Scott Publishing Co., using the plates they
purchased from Bonner.

By September of 1890, Shaw was writing to Will H.
Dircks, editor and reader of the Walter Scott Publishing Co.,
who had offered to increase the royalty rate on the essays by a
halfpenny. Shaw retorted that the increase had been owing the
Fabians all along. Shaw further rejected Dircks’s presumption
that the Fabians would agree to a two-shilling cloth edition,
suggesting instead, “We might not object to allowing you to
print a half crown edition on large paper, provided you gave
us sixpence a copy or so” . (During Shaw’s absence, a split
Fabian executive committee accepted Dirck’s proposal for a
two shilling cloth edition, provoking Shaw to write to Pease,

“Ass that I was to trust my copyright to a council of pigeons!” .)

When Shaw completed the financial analysis in his
letter to Dircks, he turned to an aesthetic critique, blasting
Scott’s cover design and rejecting the handbill “with disdain”
Typeface, type size , and choice of reviewers’ extracts all called
forth Shaw’s mock rage, topped by a threat that, should Scott
even consider redesigning the cover of his novel, Cashel
Byron, to include a design “of some pugilistic kind . . . without
first submitting the cover to me, I will have your hearts blood”
. The pugilist figure did appear on the cover of the novel,
presumably with Shaw’s approval . With the publication o f
Fabian Essays, Shaw began to exercise control over the design,
printing, and publishing of his books in a manner consistent
with his Fabian principles, which included using union (or
equivalently paying) printers, protecting his copyright as
a property right, maximizing his royalties by stimulating

competition, and exercising control over book production,

https://doi.org/10.35534/wtt.0401009

H 1889 LIK— A T AT gy, Y
FREMAE - R VMR R R P2
HIRLF 2 18894 A T W 23t
ARG T CREZE ) L FFRFERRI TAERAC
B - IR R o R EE
B2, AR T RN, Eas
2 B AT (Bl ) T 18894F
I2HEWIRR . AT 10000F B FEAE - R
Wi N By R E, BRI — R A
W7, XARFREEEABREE. 5
K, TE18904F9H , Filist Al MIRANAR B
WASEIERRR , SIRIREE - BiBbRe A R —
BT “BEN” (75584 M.

F18904FE9 H , WM E 15 4 Ik K
Koo i RHRR AR 2 AR g g R B
IR - H - SRBUHT, Lk SO R
PEEPEAE A AN RSN, Pkt — B
POZAE R . AN — 4 Tl /R e
M, RIgRidist 23R SE 4 1 PR,
MR “FRATRTREA RO LR K
FYARER I S B RRAS,  HERAIRAT A
offit74c4r. 7 (AERAURFERE, %
F 2RI A TZR DL e TR S T G
AR, IR TN, hE(E
BT “EETT, REEAAIEIRAMAEEEST
GRS T 7 )

MR ANAE 253 s (5 T 52 T 55
ST, A T U, FEETRMRER
BB, JF Rl 54T E A
TR . F5 R/NFIPEIS R A s A e 4
O TR AR, F A U
T, AR IR E R AN (R
WUR - FEE) Mdlm, s AR AU
BB ISR TS A R A R, K
SR fines” o TR
FE/NGER BT I, RMEEZe Tiga st
WEo Bt (PRl E HEEE ) AR, A9
TEAR LARF A At i Bt B i) Jr =k il g - e
BT, BRI R RS T, AL T
o3 (ERIRISESA ) BIRY, CRaP i A A
SRR, 3R I oA B R PR B R
B RRRL, X RS TR, AR

73



#iE

2024 FEABFEH

from the setting of plates to the setting of prices.

The success of the Essays boosted Shaw’s career as
an (unpaid) lecturer, whose appearances on the platform
had, until this time, been limited primarily to Sundays . By
September of 1890, Shaw records in a letter, “[T]hirteen
lectures within thirteen days” , and notes one month later, “My
addresses were magnificent - most of them; but they needed to
be multiplied by dozens to be of much use”. Shaw’s devotion to
Fabian public speaking both in London and in the provinces
coincided with a near tripling of London Fabian memberships
(from 300 to nearly 900 ) between the years 1890 and 1899.
Provincial memberships increased rapidly from 1890 to
1893, peaking at about 1,500 . In retrospect, however, Shaw
judged his oratory harshly, telling Lena Ashwell, “My career
as a public speaker was not only futile politically . . . It was
sometimes disgraceful and degrading”. Public speaking, the
contingent, embodied performance of political conviction to
a randomly gathered audience, later embarrassed a Shaw who
had become adept at professionalizing his political and artistic
efforts.

Ibsen: artform meets platform

In his next publication, The Quintessence of Ibsenism ,
Shaw reconciled his political and aesthetic principles, finding
in Ibsen a compelling critic of Victorian cant and a symbol for
his own iconoclasm and that of his fellow Secularists, Richard
Aveling, Eleanor Marx, and others. Shaw’s iconoclasm - a
cheerful rejection of dogmatism in favor of skepticism -
was illustrated by his claim, “I never gave up an old belief
without feeling inclined to give three cheers and jump into
the air ” It was roughly synonymous with “freethinking” and
evolutionary in its progress. The “freethinking will” could
grow and develop within an individual’s world view, just as
Fabian socialism would grow and spread throughout English
society. But freethinking was not compatible with all forms
of socialism, a strategic point Shaw made before the Fabian
Society, where he embraced Ibsen as a freethinking Fabian
socialist and an enemy of idealist socialism.

The Quintessence began as Shaw’s contribution to the
Fabian lecture series, “Socialism in Contemporary Literature,’
proposed in the late spring of 1890. Shaw selected Ibsen as his
subject and spent two months writing a lecture that eventually

raised a storm of controversy . For the most part, the
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published essay expands upon the lecture, but Shaw deleted
several fragments of the original lecture from the published
book. These fragments, printed in J. L . Wisenthal’s Shaw and
Ibsen, reveal the particular political context within which
Shaw constructed Ibsen as an anti-idealist. “With Ibsen’s
thesis in one’s mind,” wrote Shaw in an excised fragment,
“it is impossible to think without concern of the appalling
adaptibility [sic] of Socialism to idealist purposes... and [a]
consequent number of members whose entire devotion to
the ideal of Socialism enables them to enlist under the red
flag as revolutionary socialists without meaning anything
whatever by the word. I know that many of my colleagues
believe that we shall never enlist enthusiasm for our cause
unless we, like the gentleman in [Ibsen’s] Pillars of Society,
hold up the banner of the ideal . Shaw continues, “Socialism
means practically the nationalization of land and capital, and
nothing else. Yet we are constantly told by our own members
that we lay too much stress on the economic side of socialism
...The idealist Socialist always rebels against a reduction of
socialism to practice..”. The lecture provided the political
occasion for Shaw’s frontal attack on what he called the
“idealist socialism” of the Marxists, an attack that used Ibsen’s
plays as a powerful aesthetic springboard. But in revising and
expanding the two-hour lecture for the first published edition
of 1891, Shaw would relegate the intrasocialist quarrel to a
submerged, simmering text, lending subterranean intensity to
his defense of Ibsen as a debunker of the ideal. Of the several
lecture segments omitted from the published version, the
longest pointedly condemns the anarchist Social Democratic
Federation and the Socialist League, calling down - by name -
those Shaw felt had sacrificed the practice of socialism for the
satisfaction of proclaiming its ideals. In revising his lecture
for publication, Shaw strategically avoided exposing socialist
divisions, bending his energies instead on expanding his
literary analysis to give his work the heft of an extended and
current critical analysis of Ibsen’s plays. With the significant
omission of his pointed attack on the SDF and the Socialist
League, Shaw’s lecture provided the majority of the material
for the 1891 published edition . The new material - an essay
entitled “The Two Pioneers ” comparing Shelley and Ibsen, an
analysis of Emperor and Galilean and Hedda Gabler, as well as

expanded analyses and descriptions of other individual plays
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- concentrated solely on his literary and philosophical analysis
of Ibsen. The layering of art and politics accomplished in
Shaw’s Quintessence foreshadowed the later Prefaces written
to lengthen and mediate the reader’s introduction to his
published plays.

Five months after reading his lecture before the Fabian
Society, Shaw wrote to French socialist Jules Magny, “ I hope
soon to get it into print. When Ibsen’s new play appears, I
shall complete my paper by an analysis of it, and then set to
in earnest to get it published” . Shaw recognized the potential
of his lecture - widely reported in London newspapers as well
as European capitals, which also covered Ibsen’s responses
to reports of the lecture - to attract a readership, writing in
the Preface to his 1891 edition: “I had laid [the lecture] aside
as a pieced* occasion which had served its turn, when the
production of Rosmersholm at the Vaudeville Theatre... the
inauguration of the Independent Theatre by Mr. J.T. Grein...
and the sensation created by the experiment of Elizabeth
Robins and Marion Lea with Hedda Gabler, started a frantic
newspaper controversy, in which I could see no sign of any of
the disputants having... ma[d]e up his mind definitely as to
what Ibsen’s plays meant, and to defend his view face to face...
And I came to the conclusion that my explanation might
as well be placed in the field until a better could be found”.
Controversy created readers, and it was no doubt the wave of
public interest in “Ibsenism” together with a heated response
to his lecture, that prompted Shaw to try his fortunes by
expanding it into a short, book-length monograph eventually
titled, The Quintessence of Ibsenism.

Shaw appears to have intended all along to offer the first
edition of The Quintessence to Walter Scott for publication,
in spite of goading Fisher Unwin in March of 1891 to make
an extravagant counter-bid:“I have... attacked the Ibsen
essay... Scott is immensely on to it ... I suppose you are not
particularly sweet on it. If you are, send me by return of post
a cheque for £5,000, with an agreement securing me a 66 %%
royalty, not to commence until the sixteenth copy” . Three
weeks later Shaw advised Unwin in a statement balancing
gentlemanly honor with free market socialism, “I am in a
certain degree bound to Scott, provided he offers me no
worse terms than anyone else [my emphasis]: partly because

he has behaved handsomely to Ibsen... and partly because
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he published Cashel Byron... (The shilling edition of the
Essays [i.e . the Fabian Essays] - 20,000 of them all sold at
one volley -must have recouped him a bit) . Scott published
2,100 copies of the book in September of 1891 at a price of
two shillings, six pence. Two pirated US editions - a common
occurrence during this period - were issued in 1891 and 1894.
All told , The Quintessence sold 2,000 copies between 1891 and
1897.
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