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Unless noted, translations throughout the book are my own. In the case 
of all nineteenth-century material, citations are quoted in the original 
French and followed by an English translation. With regard to more recent 
critical writing in French, I have chosen to include English translations 
only. All references to Balzac’s La Comédie humaine are to the Pléiade edi-
tion, edited by Pierre-Georges Castex and others, 12 vols (Paris: Gallimard, 
1976–1981). Volume and page number are noted parenthetically in the 
text.
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CHAPTER 1

Introduction

Lord, what a fuss about an old newspaper!
Henry James, The Reverberator1

Julien Sorel’s first steps must number among the most inopportune of 
literary beginnings. About to embark on a new life with the Rênal family, 
the protagonist of Stendhal’s Le Rouge et le Noir passes an idle moment of 
reflection in a local church. Like so many heroes of nineteenth-century 
fiction, Julien sets out to make it in the world; and yet here, in the town 
of Verrières, he encounters, as if by chance, a misplaced fragment from a 
newspaper:

Sur le prie-Dieu, Julien remarqua un morceau de papier imprimé, étalé là 
comme pour être lu. Il y porta les yeux et vit:

Détails de l’exécution et des derniers moments de Louis Jenrel, exécuté à 
Besançon, le…

Le papier était déchiré. Au revers, on lisait les deux premiers mots d’une 
ligne, c’étaient: Le premier pas.

– Qui a pu mettre ce papier là, dit Julien? Pauvre malheureux, ajouta-t-il 
avec un soupir, son nom finit comme le mien… et il froissa le papier.2

[Julien noticed a scrap of printed paper spread out on the stool, left there as 
though it were intended to be read. Casting an eye over it, he saw:

Details of the execution and final moments of Louis Jenrel, executed in 
Besançon the…

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/978-3-319-72200-9_1&domain=pdf
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The paper was torn. The first two words of a line were legible on the 
back, and these read: The first step.

‘Who can have left this paper here?’ said Julien. ‘Poor wretch,’ he added 
with a sigh, ‘his name ends just like my own’, and he crumpled up the 
paper.]

Before too long, Julien will find himself back in this church, revolver in 
hand, preparing to fire on Mme de Rênal; his execution will swiftly follow. 
But the cataclysm of his ending is unknown to the hopeful protagonist in 
this, his beginning; and indeed, Julien only partially acknowledges the 
scarcely concealed portent of his fate, apparently ignorant of the anagram-
matic reference which binds Louis Jenrel to Julien Sorel. In these first 
steps, the narrative already knows what will befall its hero and employs the 
newspaper as some thinly veiled harbinger of an ending already written, 
seemingly beyond the control of any fictional protagonist (however 
dynamic). Such determinism draws us back to the novel’s origins in the 
newspaper, recalling, in particular, the Berthet Affair, reported in the 
Gazette des Tribunaux over December 1827. As numerous critics have 
noted, Antoine Berthet’s attempted assassination of Mme Michoud de la 
Tour mirrors the story of Stendhal’s Julien.3 In this displaced newspaper, 
then, we encounter the troubled history of fiction and journalism in 
nineteenth-century France; its incongruous presence prompts us to ques-
tion, as Peter Brooks has: ‘How do we read the newspaper in the novel?’4

What is at stake in fictional representations of the press? This is the 
question this book will endeavour to answer, tracking the depiction of 
newspapers and journalists in works by Honoré de Balzac, Edmond and 
Jules de Goncourt and Guy de Maupassant. At first glance, the nineteenth-
century novel suffers few illusions about the workings of the press. As 
Balzac’s Claude Vignon puts it in Illusions perdues: ‘Les journaux sont un 
mal’ (V, 404) [Newspapers are an evil]. Pessimism is rife in nineteenth-
century reflections on the press, a point underscored not only in fictional 
works but across an array of writings depicting and commenting on the 
state of contemporary journalism. And yet newspaper and novel become 
inseparable in this period; Stendhal’s decisive ‘morceau de papier’—
dubbed a ‘mortal intertext’ in Brooks’s reading—comes to reflect the 
newspaper’s ever-increasing centrality, emblematic of a phenomenon we 
will encounter time and again in this study: fiction borrows from the press, 
the twists and turns of its various plots inextricably bound up with the 
news.5 Evident in Julien Sorel’s ill-fated example are the ways in which the 
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newspaper threatens to reconfigure not simply the object of literary repre-
sentation, but the shape of fictional plots. My intention here is to trace a 
particular history of reading, to explore the ways in which the novel inter-
prets the newspaper: a history of reading, that is, from the perspective of 
the novel itself. This, after all, was the ‘century of the press’, an era in 
which novels were published in newspapers and novelists worked as jour-
nalists.6 It was also, as scholars such as Martyn Lyons and James Smith 
Allen have explored, an era of new readers: literacy rates were shifting and 
new technologies brought the printed word before an ever-greater pub-
lic.7 Robert Darnton, in his ‘First Steps Toward a History of Reading’, 
offers a timely reminder of the inevitably historical character of reading:

We may enjoy the illusion of stepping outside of time in order to make con-
tact with authors who lived centuries ago. But even if their texts have come 
down to us unchanged—a virtual impossibility, considering the evolution of 
layout and of books as physical objects—our relation to those texts cannot 
be the same as that of readers in the past.8

Indeed, the fact of the novel’s frequent publication in the newspaper rep-
resents only the first consideration in assessing the material transformation 
of the nineteenth century’s various literary legacies. Yet the point is 
instructive. Today, few in search of a novel would instinctively turn to the 
pages of a daily newspaper.9

We cannot hope to understand the nineteenth-century novel in France 
without first considering its myriad connections with the newspaper. The 
story of the press at this time is one of rampant expansion, with circulation 
multiplying by a factor of forty between 1830 and 1880.10 The scope of 
such upheaval becomes evident in two nineteenth-century representations 
of the printing press. The opening lines of Balzac’s Illusions perdues 
(1837–1843) identify in the press an emblem of provincial society’s tech-
nological inadequacies: ‘À l’époque où commence cette histoire, la presse 
de Stanhope et les rouleaux à distribuer l’encre ne fonctionnaient pas 
encore dans les petites imprimeries de province’ (V, 123) [At the time this 
story begins, the Stanhope press and rollers for the distribution of ink 
were not in common use in the small printing shops of the provinces]. 
Balzac’s now famous description of the press privileges precisely the pro-
cesses of reproduction which align novel and newspaper. Illusions perdues, 
after all, is a narrative of paper, concerned with the materiality of texts 
(from articles, to novels, to letters).11 In the image of this outmoded press, 
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indeed, we find a particularly nineteenth-century symbol of innovation. 
By the end of the century, and the publication of Paul Brulat’s 1898 novel 
of journalism, Le Reporter, the press has undergone something of a meta-
morphosis. Brulat’s protagonist, Pierre Marzans, is a hero with Balzacian 
illusions. Wandering the streets of Paris in the early hours of the morning, 
he strikes on a printing press and loses all sense of time contemplating the 
hypnotic movement of the machines:

Les cylindres, longs et minces, courts et puissants, tournaient, roulaient avec 
une rapidité qui, par instants, semblait s’accroître avec le bruit. Trente-six 
mille exemplaires à l’heure! A mesure que cette heure avançait, l’activité se 
faisait plus formidable; les machines, comme excitées par leur propre 
vacarme, paraissaient précipiter d’elles-mêmes leur mouvement, se hâter. 
Les piles de journaux s’élevaient, l’atelier soufflait; sur le plancher, un pêle-
mêle d’épreuves froissées traînaient, piétinées sous le va-et-vient des ouvri-
ers, portant l’empreinte des talons.12

[Long and thin, short and powerful, the cylinders turned, spinning with a 
rapidity which, at times, seemed only to increase with the noise. Thirty-six 
thousand copies every hour! As this hour went by, their activity became all 
the more formidable; the machines, as though excited by their own racket, 
seemed to quicken their pace all by themselves, to be in a rush. The piles of 
newspapers grew tall; the workshop exhaled. An array of crumpled proofs 
littered the floor, trampled beneath the comings and goings of the workers, 
and bearing the imprints of their boots.]

Brulat’s machine offers a vision of the transformed technology of repro-
duction on the eve of the twentieth century. This book will focus on the 
gulf which divides Balzac’s provincial press from this diabolical creation, a 
naturalist metaphor in the style of the train of Émile Zola’s 1890 novel, La 
Bête humaine. Brulat’s printing press is responsive less to the efforts of 
attending workers than to some impulse for continual propulsion.

What has changed in the years separating Balzac from Brulat is not 
simply the technology of reproduction but the culture of journalism. Le 
Reporter’s printing press emphasises both rapidity and volume of produc-
tion, the mechanical emblem of a society refashioned by the newspaper’s 
inexorable rise. Nineteenth-century commentators were sensitive to such 
refashioning. In fact, so swift was the pace of change that by 1877 Zola 
reflected that a golden age of journalism under the July Monarchy had 
been lost amid skyrocketing subscription figures and supposedly populist 
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concerns: ‘Le journal cessa d’être l’organe d’une certaine opinion pour 
raconter, avant tout, les faits divers et les détails de la vie quotidienne’ 
[The newspaper ceased to be the organ of some particular opinion and 
came to recount, above all, the faits divers and the details of everyday 
life].13 And yet while literary criticism has long suspected the importance 
of the press for writers of this period—not least in the case of Zola, whose 
1898 article, ‘J’Accuse’, remains one of the most influential in the history 
of French journalism—only in recent years has the study of journalism 
risen to due prominence, particularly in the Francophone world.14 Literary 
scholars and cultural historians, notably Marie-Ève Thérenty, Alain 
Vaillant, Dominique Kalifa and Guillaume Pinson, have redrawn the criti-
cal map of nineteenth-century studies, sensitive to the continual crossover, 
overlap and exchange which bind literature and journalism in this period.15 
Building on the work of an earlier generation of French historians (not 
least that of Claude Bellanger), these scholarly endeavours stress the news-
paper’s foundational role in nineteenth-century society in an approach 
which glosses the era as la civilisation du journal (or as the civilisation of 
the newspaper).16 I shall reflect on the work of Thérenty and her col-
leagues throughout this study, one of the objectives of which will be to 
analyse, explore and develop the intellectual foundations of this novel 
project, and I shall highlight, as a consequence, theoretical approaches 
outlined by Pierre Bourdieu (Les Règles de l’art) and Marc Angenot (1889. 
Un état du discours social). Both represent crucial points of reference in 
this rich vein of Francophone scholarship.

Such critical focus has, in the main, received scant attention in the 
Anglophone world. Where British and North American research has been 
particularly successful in the study of the nineteenth-century French press, 
it has sought to consider the connections between press and power, nota-
bly in the case of Richard Terdiman’s Discourse/Counter-Discourse, a work 
which conceives of journalism as the vehicle of a form of dominant dis-
course.17 Such arguments concerned with the relationship between media 
and power find a critic in the work of Jeremy Popkin, however, whose 
history of the press in Lyon under the July Monarchy privileges the het-
erogeneous character of nineteenth-century journalism.18 The sense that 
the development of the press is bound up with particular political impulses 
emerges, to different effect, in Benedict Anderson’s writing on national-
ism, not least in the argument that the newspaper comes to represent a 
critical emblem of the ‘imagined community’ of the nation. Crucial to this 
argument is the idea that the press becomes the means by which seemingly 
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disparate individuals imagine the possibilities of (nationalist) connection, 
a point Anderson tracks with reference to the representation of the press 
in the work of the Indonesian writer Mas Marco Kartodikromo. In what 
Anderson dubs the newspaper’s ‘profound fictiveness’, moreover, lies the 
idea that the media fabricates, constructs, organises a certain version of the 
everyday, the coherence of which must ultimately be imagined (or, rather, 
experienced in imagination) by the reader.19 In this, Anderson’s sense of 
the ‘newspaper-as-fiction’20 bears some connection with Clifford Geertz’s 
equally significant attempts to refocus the discipline of anthropology in his 
discussion of ‘thick description’: ‘anthropological writings’, Geertz notes, 
‘are themselves interpretations’. And he continues: ‘They are thus fictions; 
fictions, in the sense that they are “something made”, “something fash-
ioned”—the original meaning of fictiō—not that they are false, unfactual, 
or merely “as-if” thought experiments.’21 In these concerns for the news-
paper as fictiō—a text constructed and organised—lies one of the senses of 
the ‘fictions’ in my title, for the newspaper, as we shall see, will seek to 
construct its own reality, to make the world (and not simply to make it 
up). After all, central to both Geertz and Anderson is the notion of imagi-
nation, and it is precisely this faculty which the most detailed analysis of 
nineteenth-century depictions of the press brings to the fore. Guillaume 
Pinson’s L’Imaginaire médiatique traces the development of journalism 
and its representation in France across diverse genres, with a particular 
sensitivity to the various ways in which the newspaper was imagined over 
the course of the century.22

My own argument will explore the ways in which the novel of journal-
ism conceives of the newspaper as a force which threatens to reconfigure 
the nature of social intercourse, the bounds of public life. It is the conten-
tion of this book that fictional reflections on the press offered nineteenth-
century writers a way of commenting on, even of condemning, the 
newspaper’s capacity to script the very terms of contemporary debate. The 
idea that the modern newspaper strays from some notionally descriptive 
role and comes to shape the fate of society itself, from politics to the 
nature of private life, was a notion at the very heart of the nineteenth-
century novel of journalism—a notion, of course, with which we live still. 
Central to my approach here is the sense that not enough critical attention 
has been paid to the complexities which the French novel of journalism 
brought to the analysis of the press, not least regarding the imagined 
scope of the newspaper’s influence. An exploration of the nuanced and 
often ambivalent ways in which works of fiction grasped the rise of the 
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media promises to enrich our understanding of the new regime of reading 
born with the advent of the mass press. Equally crucial, moreover, are a set 
of questions about the ways in which the newspaper threatens to alter the 
nature, the reach and the limits of common knowledge. Novels of journal-
ism, indeed, will tirelessly stress the fact that the world is somehow other 
than newspapers would have their readers believe. And this sense of mis-
representation will lead various of the fictions discussed here to privilege 
plots of political manipulation and chicanery, plots in which vested inter-
ests will strive to shape the news agenda. If Anderson’s sense of the news-
paper’s ‘profound fictiveness’ transforms the press into a crucial touchstone 
in the elaboration of the imagined community of the nation, then I shall 
seek to define the nature of such ‘fictiveness’ in rather different terms: for 
to conceive of the newspaper as some point of social connection, or as a 
seminal discourse in the construction of a given community, is to begin to 
tread a path outlined in so many fictions of the press. It is the novel which 
all too often transforms the newspaper into the arbiter—or even the 
author—of everyday life.

What emerges from this study is the idea that the nineteenth-century 
novel found innovative ways to assess the status (or the validity) of the 
news. A number of epistemological questions emerge from this concern. 
What are the foundations on which social knowledge rests? And what are 
the limits of public confidence in those foundations—or, rather, what 
should those limits be? In approaching these questions, each chapter of the 
present study will explore a different problem or anxiety articulated by 
novelists about the rise of the press: the relationship of journalism and nar-
ratives of education in the 1830s; the invasion of private life around 1860; 
the question of media corruption and colonial politics in the 1880s. These 
three historical moments prompt discussion of the radically shifting politi-
cal culture of this age of revolutions—from the July Monarchy to the 
Second Empire and beyond, to the Third Republic. I will first outline (in 
Chap. 2) the historical and theoretical context crucial to Fictions of the 
Press, exploring in greater depth certain of the critical arguments briefly 
sketched here. My analysis will subsequently proceed with reference to 
these three distinct moments in the history of the French press, each tied 
to what are often considered the century’s seminal novels of journalism: 
Balzac’s Illusions perdues (1837–1843); the Goncourts’ Charles Demailly 
(1860); and Maupassant’s Bel-Ami (1885).23 On Balzac, Chap. 3 will 
explore the connections between journalism and education in the literary 
culture of the July Monarchy, both highlighting recent critical approaches 

  INTRODUCTION 



8 

to Illusions perdues—that foundational and often-discussed nineteenth-
century novel—and considering other of Balzac’s fictions of the press, 
Une fille d’Ève (1838–1839) and Les Employés (1837). If Illusions perdues 
has proved something of an enduring presence in discussions of nineteenth-
century journalism, my analysis here will aim to situate that text alongside 
lesser-known works from La Comédie humaine. At various junctures, 
moreover, I will be concerned with the legacy of that seminal novel, a 
point crucial to Chap. 4. On the Goncourts, this chapter takes as its sub-
ject the understudied Charles Demailly and considers the ways in which 
this text imagines the threat to privacy posed by the rise of the petite presse. 
On Maupassant, Chap. 5 evokes the question of journalistic corruption in 
an era of apparent press freedom, the Third Republic. Discussing the 
French occupation of Tunisia in 1881, the chapter explores Bel-Ami’s 
sense of the news and the notion of public opinion with reference to 
Angenot’s writings on social discourse.

The works of Balzac, the Goncourts and Maupassant are not simply 
discussed as isolated emblems of the nineteenth century’s distaste for the 
rise of the newspaper, however; crucial, rather, is their reintegration into 
the journalistic debates of the age. The study therefore explores an array 
of contemporary material relevant to its particular thematic concerns, 
from novels (such as Zola’s L’Argent or Brulat’s Le Reporter), theatre 
(Delphine de Girardin’s L’École des journalistes) and memoirs (notably the 
Goncourts’ Journal, but also Hippolyte de Villemessant’s memoirs) to 
popular nineteenth-century histories of the press (Edmond Texier’s Les 
Journaux et les journalistes). The rise of digitisation, moreover, has trans-
formed the accessibility of newspaper archives throughout the world, not 
least in France, and Fictions of the Press will draw on such material at 
numerous junctures, returning, in conclusion, to the ways in which the 
emergence of new media threatens and promises to modify our readings 
of old media. In such debates, the question of our present moment and its 
relation to the nineteenth century cannot be ignored. Indeed, discussions 
of the nineteenth-century press invariably provoke some comparison with 
the twenty-first-century news industry, a point glossed by Matthew Rubery 
in his important study of Victorian fiction and the news: ‘many of the 
questions asked by today’s media studies were first asked by the 
Victorians’.24 In the age of twenty-four-hour news, of tweets and blogs, 
we might be forgiven for writing off the newspaper. Blighted by ever-
dwindling sales and rocked by an array of media scandals, anxieties persist 
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surrounding its future. But if it is still too soon to proclaim the death of 
the newspaper in our own time, the precise contours of its history con-
tinue to demand critical attention. Traces of nineteenth-century debates 
do indeed linger in modern analyses of the press; and yet rarely (if ever) do 
fictional works occupy such a privileged space in modern newspapers as 
they once did. The media, we might say, has its own nineteenth-century 
history, both reflective of and quite distinct from our prevailing 
concerns.

Fiction—today, at any rate—appears to have taken its leave of the press. 
But even such leave-taking seems occasionally exaggerated: trainee jour-
nalists at Reuters, I have learned, are frequently encouraged to read Tom 
Wolfe’s The Bonfire of the Vanities—a portrait of the interconnected worlds 
of finance, politics and the press. The inclusion of Wolfe, the self-styled 
heir to Balzac and Zola, in that particular journalistic education serves to 
remind us of the enduring potential of novels as pedagogical tools. Fiction 
and the press, moreover, might not be bound up in so oppositional a rela-
tion after all. For literary criticism, such lessons are worth retaining. Like 
Stendhal’s Julien Sorel, we disregard the newspaper at our peril—‘et il 
froissa le papier.’
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nineteenth century raised the very question underpinning these chapters—
“what is news?”—that continues to preoccupy editorial staffs in their 
efforts to reach “the million”, that mythic number of readers initially 
sought by the Victorian press and long ago surpassed by modern media 
enterprise.’ At certain junctures of this argument, I too shall be drawn to 
this question ‘what is news?’—a point central to Bel-Ami’s reflection on 
the limits of actualité.
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CHAPTER 2

Newspaper Fictions, Newspaper Histories

Si la presse n’existait pas, il faudrait ne pas l’inventer.
[If the press did not exist, it would be necessary not to invent it.]

Balzac, Monographie de la presse parisienne

In 1867 Émile de Girardin, the famous journalist and newspaper entrepre-
neur, published a collection of Pensées et maximes, ‘perhaps hoping’, as 
one critic has put it, ‘to rival Pascal and La Rochefoucauld in one fell 
swoop’.1 The collection brims with Girardin’s commentary on the state of 
his trade and the politics of his society, and his musings take the reader in 
different directions. At one juncture in this work, for example, he remarks: 
‘Le journalisme, impuissant à vaincre les peureux, impuissant à les rassurer, 
ne sert le plus souvent qu’à en grossir le nombre’ [Powerless to overcome 
the fearful and powerless to reassure them, journalism often serves merely 
to increase their number].2 This aphoristic speculation strikes a rather dif-
ferent note from Girardin’s staunch defence of his own newspapers, not 
least La Presse, launched in 1836. But the idea of the newspaper’s power-
lessness was a theme to which he would return throughout much of his 
writing. As we shall see, it is an idea contested in a great deal of nineteenth-
century commentary. Alain Vaillant once remarked that Girardin appears 
to us now as a character from a popular novel or as the distant ancestor of 
media moguls such as Rupert Murdoch or Silvio Berlusconi.3 There can 
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be no doubt that his life was an eventful one: from the drama of his duel 
with fellow journalist Armand Carrel (who would ultimately die from the 
wound sustained during this confrontation) to his tireless quest for influ-
ence, Girardin lived in a world transformed by the rise of the periodical 
press.4 Born in 1802, he would live to see numerous moments of political 
upheaval before his death in 1881.

We will return to Girardin throughout this chapter as something of a 
guiding thread in our consideration of the historical and theoretical con-
texts central to the present study. What I propose to explore here are the 
forms of language—the vocabularies, the motifs, the metaphors—given to 
describe the press in the nineteenth century. The history of journalism is 
not only a matter of subscription figures, nor can it be confined to the 
political affiliations of journalists and newspapers. The chapter will pro-
ceed by outlining three tensions critical to discussions and depictions of 
journalism over the course of the nineteenth century. Firstly, we shall con-
sider the overlapping relationship of novel to newspaper, the ways in which 
nineteenth-century writers and commentators sought to distinguish 
between them (or, conversely, to blur the line dividing one from the 
other). Secondly, we shall explore the play of referentiality and reflexivity 
in depictions of the press, noting the ways in which representations of 
journalism consider the status of facts in the newspapers as well as the pres-
ence of copy. Thirdly, we shall see how a number of nineteenth-century 
discourses transformed the press into an authority, a means of marshalling, 
and even scripting, the terms of contemporary debate. With this approach, 
my aim is not only to reflect on an array of responses to the rise of the 
press—reactions which cut across diverse genres—but to consider in detail 
recent critical writings on this subject. What emerges from the study of 
such material is the enduring power of certain images and motifs in repre-
sentations of journalism, a set of ideas about authorship, authenticity and 
the status of literature, which surface and resurface throughout the 
century.

Novels and Newspapers

In its opening lines, George Eliot’s Middlemarch (1871–1872) sets up an 
opposition, one we will find stressed time and again in this study. The 
declaration of Eliot’s narrator turns on the relationship of protagonist to 
community: ‘Miss Brooke’, we learn in this iconic moment of narrative 
fiction, ‘had that kind of beauty which seems to be thrown into relief by 
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poor dress’. Indeed, the novel’s formulation of this central dichotomy—
Miss Brooke and her ‘poor dress’—finds a metaphorical outlet in the play 
of the literary and the journalistic, thrown together in the kind of analogy 
doubtless favoured by the protagonist herself. The effect is jarring:

Her hand and wrist were so finely formed that she could wear sleeves not 
less bare of style than those in which the Blessed Virgin appeared to Italian 
painters; and her profile as well as her stature and bearing seemed to gain the 
more dignity from her plain garments, which by the side of provincial fash-
ion gave her the impressiveness of a fine quotation from the Bible,—or from 
one of our elder poets,—in a paragraph of to-day’s newspaper.5

The various analogies deployed to stress such social distinction lead, in the 
brilliance of this sentence’s syntax, to the daily newspaper—repository, we 
assume, of the common, the ordinary, the mundane. Nothing, it appears, 
could be so stark as the difference between ‘our elder poets’ and the peri-
odical press, a dichotomy we will find evoked—though perhaps not with 
such dextrous irony—throughout nineteenth-century culture. And yet, in 
this siècle de la presse, the persistence of that dichotomy proves difficult to 
maintain. That the literary field of the age was one bound up with the rise 
of the newspaper is a point stressed by numerous critics. F. R. Leavis, for 
one, points to the continual overlap of such apparently distinct realms in 
his 1924 PhD thesis: ‘Hardly any writer of the nineteenth century was not 
in some way implicated in journalism.’6 And the issue takes on a certain 
poignancy in France. Indeed, Leavis’s sensitive reading of the overlapping 
histories of journalism and literature in English culture recalls a question 
raised by Albert Thibaudet just one year earlier: ‘le journalisme’, as he put 
it, ‘est-il de la littérature?’ [journalism—is it literature?].7

The fact that such debates rose to prominence in both France and 
England points to what these societies share in their reflections on the 
culture of journalism. Researchers in French studies might be surprised to 
learn of Leavis’s insightful reading of the connections between literature 
and the press. Often linked with the construction of a tightly regulated 
canon of literary elites alongside a continual emphasis on the practice of 
close reading, the literary-critical moment associated with Leavis is fre-
quently characterised both by the brilliance of its leading lights and by the 
apparently dated moralising which it brought to the forefront of scholarly 
practice. Leavis’s early research, however, stresses the ways in which writ-
ers responded to particular reading publics, identifying in Defoe, for 
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example, a continual overlap between his work as a journalist and that as a 
novelist.8 This pioneer of Cambridge English owes something to a French 
scholarly tradition, drawing on Abel Chevalley’s Le Roman anglais de 
notre temps and electing to conclude his study with reference to Sainte-
Beuve.9 Furthermore, while Leavis greatly expands the confines of the 
term ‘journalism’—exploring, for example, the connections between peri-
odical writing and literature in the Elizabethan period—the origins of that 
very term draw English studies back to a set of French connections: ‘jour-
nalism’ was a relatively late addition to the English language, borrowed 
from the French during the first half of the nineteenth century. In the 
Westminster Review of January 1833, Joseph Gibbons Merle, an English 
journalist working in Paris, highlighted the need for such a term: 
‘“Journalism” is a good name for the thing meant; at any rate it is compact, 
and when once in circulation is incapable of equivocal meanings.’ As Merle 
goes on to point out: ‘“Newspapers”, and “newspaper-writing”, not to 
mention that they have a bad odour, only imperfectly describe the thing 
intended.’10

In the history of the terminology, at the very least, English and French 
literary and journalistic cultures intersect. The (near) century which sepa-
rates Merle from Leavis saw the rise of the periodical press, its growing 
influence in social, political and cultural matters—a history which runs 
alongside, and occasionally collides with, the development of journalism in 
France. Indeed, Matthew Rubery’s analysis of Victorian literature and its 
relation to the news charts the ways in which literary works borrow from, 
exploit, even rival, the discourse of the newspapers. And yet, research in 
the field of French studies has often highlighted the particularly gallic qual-
ities of French media history. Crucial to a range of critical and historical 
writings, from the work of Thomas Ferenczi to the studies of Marie-Ève 
Thérenty, for example, is the centrality of literature for nineteenth-century 
journalism à la française. Lurching between political commitment and lit-
erary expression, Ferenczi identifies the history of French journalism as 
one caught between politics and literature: ‘Since the birth of the French 
press,’ he writes, ‘literature and politics were the quasi-exclusive subject 
matter’. And he continues this line of reasoning, noting that nineteenth-
century journalists fell into two camps: ‘either literary men or political 
men’.11 Thérenty also emphasises the specificity of ‘a very literary journal-
ism’ which emerged in France over the 1830s as a counterpoint to Anglo-
Saxon models, and goes on to stress Girardin’s development of the 
roman-feuilleton or serial novel, evidence of a culture which, increasingly, 
places literature at the very heart of the press.12
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