George Thackeray of King's College Cambridge and his Books: a New Look

Nearly half a century ago, in 1957, A.N.L. Munby (1913-74) published an article in the five-year-old Book Collector entitled 'The Library of George Thackeray'.
 This library was significant for two reasons. One was the intrinsic interest of its contents; the other was its impact on King's College, Cambridge, the institution of which Thackeray had been Provost and to which his library was bequeathed. For more than two centuries following the depredations of the Reformation, King's College had had a very average library.
 Thackeray is the second of the three major donors who improved its status, the others being the eminent mythologist and scholar Jacob Bryant (1715-1804) at the beginning of the nineteenth century and the economist John Maynard Keynes (1883-1946) in the middle of the twentieth.


Munby's article provided some biographical information about Thackeray, touched upon King's College's reception of those of Thackeray's books bequeathed to the College by his daughter Mary Ann in 1879, and provided an outline of Thackeray's library, highlighting particular specimens. I propose here to build on Munby's findings and to examine Thackeray's library from a different angle, focussing on the unifying feature behind the collection.


George Thackeray was a cousin of the novelist William Makepeace Thackeray. He was born in Windsor in 1777, schooled at Eton College, and admitted to King's College as a scholar in 1797 and as a Fellow in 1800.
 He took his B.A. in 1802, his M.A. in 1805, and became a Doctor of Divinity, by Royal mandate, in 1814. He began his career at Eton, firstly as an Assistant Master (1801-9), then as a Lower Master (1809-14), where he was described in a letter to the author of Etoniana as one of 'an excellent staff of lieutenants.'
 Simultaneously he was Chaplain-in-Ordinary to George II, a position which he retained for the three succeeding monarchs. In 1814 he became Provost of King's College, elected because the vacancy arose too early to be filled by the Fellows' preferred candidate, Ben Drury; Thackeray suffered from permanent bad health following an accident as an undergraduate in which he had been hit in the side by a cricket ball, was not expected to live for more than a few years, and seemed an ideal stopgap.
 He thwarted the Fellows' expectations by surviving until 21 October, 1850. He was buried eight days later in a vault of King's College ante-chapel; Joseph Romilly described his funeral.
 


The single most influential event of Thackeray's life appears to have been the death of his second wife, Mary Ann, in childbirth on 13 February 1818, after just two years of marriage. Thackeray's obituarist offers her demise as mitigation of his subsequent irascibility:

this sad event threw an air of gloom and desolation about his house, from which it never altogether recovered. No estimate of the man's character would be a fair one, which did not make large allowance for the effect of this early loss.

Munby suggests that Thackeray may have found in collecting books 'a palliative and a compensation for a cruel personal misfortune'.


Thackeray was capable of both kindness and generosity. His obituarist mentions his interest in members of his College, his support of charities, and his financial assistance to junior Fellows needing to travel for the sake of their health.
 Augustus Austen-Leigh, the next Provost but one, echoes this account of his aid to young Fellows, albeit as hearsay,
 and indeed Thackeray's bequest to King's College of £300 to purchase plate and of £3,000 to the Chapel funds indicates his devotion to the institution. Yet crabbiness seems to have been a more marked characteristic. Austen-Leigh noted his asperity.
 Joseph Romilly wrote on 11 November 1848, with exclamation marks implying sympathetic horror: 'I took Miss Thackeray down to dinner and found her very conversible: the Provost does not allow her to go to the County balls, nor even to go into the Fitzwilliam Museum!!!'
 Thackeray's obituarist acknowledged: 'Many men have been more widely popular'.


Strong reactionary tendencies combined with severity to render Thackeray unpopular. Although elements of his conservatism may have been beneficial to King's College,
 he is best known as an impediment to progress. Students of King's College were exempt from University examinations, a dubious privilege but one which Thackeray upheld. As Provost, he could, and did, prevent reform even from being discussed at College meetings. Within seven months of his death, the Provost, Seniors and Officers of King's College had voted unanimously to abolish the right of exemption from examinations, as too had the College's Governing Body.


From the viewpoint of the library historian, Thackeray's interests are more relevant. Natural history is the pursuit which most stands out, noted by Thackeray's obituarist, by Austen-Leigh and by Chawner. His obituarist and Austen-Leigh further remark upon Thackeray's fondness for the poetry of Sir Walter Scott, large portions of which he memorised. Austen-Leigh adds Thackeray's predilection for the study of Shakespeare, while his obituarist further emphasises his excellence as a classical scholar.
 Classical erudition may well have received less prominence within King's College than without it because taken more for granted there. Awareness of Thackeray's activity as a book collector stems from his obituary, which claimed that his wife's death 'threw him ... upon Erasmus and Propertius, black-letter bibles, and odd [sic] books generally - for there was not a vendor of literary curiosities in London who had not some reason for knowing the provost of King's' (p. 664), a statement perpetuated by quotes and paraphrases.
 Less quoted but no less importantly, the tribute continues: 'He was an erudite classic, and an eminent naturalist; and his collection and library, in connection with his study, are reputed (as private ones) to rank among, even if they are not the best in England' (p. 665). Hazlitt includes Thackeray in his Roll of Honour.
 Both Venn and the King's College Register state that Thackeray's daughter bequeathed his library to King's College.
 In fact, Thackeray himself bequeathed his collection of 158 black letter divinity books to King's College in 1850. His daughter Mary Ann bequeathed the remainder of his library to the College in 1879.


Two major sources list the Thackeray bequests. The first is a folio-sized booklet entitled 'Catalogue of Books Bequeathed to Kings College Cambridge by George Thackeray D.D. (late Provost) 1850'.
 This is arranged alphabetically by author and lists numbers allotted to the books, author, title, printer, date and format, in that order. These volumes were also listed in the donors' register 1740-1887.
 This less careful list makes no attempt to order the books, either chronologically or alphabetically.


The second important source is a black leather notebook with 'Bibliotheca Thackeriana' tooled in gold on the centre front and in a panel on the spine, a list of 1,753 titles bequeathed in 1879.
 The document appears to have been made for legal purposes as a result of the bequest having been disputed (see below). It is headed 'In the High Court of Justice, Chancery Division, 1879', and a commissioner has written, below the words 'Bosenquet v Thackeray': 'This is the Catalogue marked "I" referred to in the joint affidavit of Charles Eustace Grant and Samuel Peed sworn before me this 9th day of April 1881'. Entries are in strict alphabetical order, with each letter beginning on a new page. They give author, short title, number of volumes, format and date of publication. Occasional carelessness is apparent, such that Jane Austen is entered as 'Austin', Rudolph Ackermann as 'Ackerman', and Sterne's Sentimental Journey is entered under 'Y' for the fictitious narrator, Yorick, following the wording on the title-page: 'A sentimental journey through France and Italy. By Mr Yorick'. More disturbingly, the list is incomplete: three titles by Bernard Lácépède, two by William Buckland and one by Maria Merian, all significant natural historical works from Thackeray's library, have been entered in the King's College guard book catalogue but are not on the list. Further apparent incompleteness occurs through bibliographical sloppiness: the fourth edition of Jane West's Letters Addressed to a Young Man and the second edition of her Letters to a Young Lady (both London, 1806) have been compressed into a single entry as Letters to Young People.



In his Annual Report of 1886 the Librarian of King's College, Charles E. Grant, summarised the (second) Thackeray bequest accurately with the words: 'By this bequest nearly 3200 volumes have been added to the Library, which has thus been enriched by many valuable works, particularly in the departments of Natural History, English Literature, Classics and Divinity'.
 Other topics covered include sport, travel, language dictionaries and grammars, and a smattering of Italian and French literature, history books, courtesy literature, works of Etonian and Cantabrigian interest, and bibliophilic works (Dibdin's Bibliographical Tour, Bibliographical Decameron and Bibliomania). Numerically, the divinity books are the most prominent, especially if one takes into account the 1850 bequest. They cover the chief Reformation authors, among whom Luther and especially Erasmus stand out for the quantity of books, as well as more modern works, both theological and devotional. Thackeray purchased them until the end of his life, owning, for example, Dewhurst's Lectures on the Bible (London, 1849).
 The classics demonstrate most clearly the collector's thirst for having the same work in various editions and translations: for example, fifteen editions of Cicero's Works, of which eleven are editions or translations of parts of his output, and eleven editions and translations of each of Horace, Ovid and Virgil, including for Virgil both Heyne's four-volume edition of 1787-9 and his six-volume edition of 1800.


Thackeray's outstanding acquisitions in English literature, from the Elizabethan period, were the first, second and fourth folios of Shakespeare, and a 1596 (i.e. first quarto) edition of the Faerie Queene.
 (He also owned later, reading editions.) Other first editions are of Heywood's The Spider and the Flie (London, 1556) and the first folio of Ben Jonson's Works (1640). Thackeray did not, however, attempt to collect sixteenth or seventeenth-century literature widely, possessing only a handful of other early works: editions of George Buchanan's Poemata from 1609 and 1687; Donne's Biathanatos (1648) and Poems (1669); Cromwell's and Milton's Literae Pseudo-senatûs Anglicani (1676); Francis Meres's Wits Commonwealth (1634),Wither's Motto (London, 1621), and Pascal's Provinciales (1684). Most of the literature is from the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Occasionally the value of Thackeray's English books has diminished for the College through later bequests. Munby mentions his possession of Jane Austen's novels Emma and Northanger Abbey; and, Persuasion as first editions, Sense and Sensibility and Mansfield Park as second editions and Pride and Prejudice as a third.
 The bequest of a third edition of Pride and Prejudice, and first editions of Pride and Prejudice, Emma and Northanger Abbey; and, Persuasion by John Maynard Keynes in 1946 and the gift of a complete collection of the first and early editions of Jane Austen to 1818 by Dorothy Warren in the 1990s, including the copy of the first edition of Northanger Abbey; and, Persuasion which had belonged to the Prince Regent's librarian, the Rev. James Stanier Clarke, now overshadow the Thackeray copies.
 On the whole Thackeray's works of English literature suggest that he followed his literary tastes in purchasing to read for pleasure, rather than buying for completeness as a collector: for example, he had the works of Fielding but not of Samuel Richardson, of Jane Austen but not of Fanny Burney, of Cowper and Wordsworth but not of Coleridge.
 


The natural history books are the most distinctive feature of the collection.
 They not only enhance the value of the library of King's College, but have a broader significance within Cambridge, now forming one of three collections strong in the subject mentioned by Munby in his Cambridge College Libraries. The other two are Viscount Richard Fitzwilliam's collection at the Fitzwilliam Museum and the Wane collection of primarily ornithological books of Clare College, on deposit in Cambridge University Library.
 Fitzwilliam's collection of natural history books and Thackeray's complement each other, each collector having owned several books that the other did not.
 Wane's collection as it were continues Thackeray's, with most of its 569 discrete volumes dating from after 1850. Only two, both of which Thackeray also possessed, date from before 1800. Most of the books in the Wane collection published before Thackeray's death but not in his library are from the 1840s, suggesting that by this time, despite his cousin William Makepeace's report in 1850 that Thackeray looked 'perfectly healthy, handsome, stupid and happy'
 Thackeray's collecting interest in the area may have been diminishing.
  


The Librarian's Annual Report of 1884 claimed that Thackeray's natural history books: 'constitute in some respects the most interesting and important portion of the Thackeray Library'. Munby in his account of Cambridge College libraries refers to two aspects of the Thackeray bequest, the 1850 bequest and the natural history books, while his article about the library of George Thackeray states the natural history books as the most important addition to the College Library.
 


These include several sumptuous folios with hand-coloured illustrations, and it is the value of the individual books that Munby emphasises in his article. Yet the natural history books are equally impressive for their comprehensiveness in depicting the history of zoological publishing, as a comparison between his collection and books highlighted in a general overview of zoological illustration makes clear.
 While most of Thackeray's natural history books are from the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, when the publication of such works proliferated, Thackeray owned significant earlier works. Aldrovandi's birds and Conrad Gesner's animals constituted great works in the sixteenth century, with Gesner in particular counting as the most famous encyclopaedic author of his time.
 Thackeray had both Gesner's Opera of 1558 and Aldrovandi's of 1610-68. Pierre Belon was the first naturalist in modern times to echo the Aristotelian emphasis. His Histoire des Oiseaux appeared in Paris in 1555; Thackeray had a copy. A century later, John Ray and his patron Francis Willughby applied the Aristotelian concept of natural groups based upon a range of characters to both birds and fishes. Thackeray had the first editions of their works, from 1676 and 1685 respectively, as well as a 1678 edition of Ornithology. The other standard author of the seventeenth century was Joannes Jonstonus, whose Historiae Naturalis de Quadrupedibus (Amsterdam, 1657) Thackeray owned; it says something for Thackeray's collecting purity that he had the original edition rather than the 1678 translation. Hooke's Micrographia (London, 1665) was significant for showing insects seen through microscopes. Thackeray possessed both the first, 1665 edition and the second edition, of 1667. Passing on to the more modern period, the giants of natural history, Audebert, Audubon and Thomas Bewick are represented, the latter in various editions: Thackeray had Bewick's General History of Quadrupeds in the first edition of 1790, the sixth of 1811, and the fourth, large paper edition of 1800. Further works which Knight notes as landmarks and which Thackeray possessed include Mark Catesby's Natural History of Carolina (1741-43) and Sir Hans Sloane's Natural History of Jamaica (London, 1707), the first regional studies of their areas which therefore formed the basis for all future work; Edward Tyson's Orang-outang, sive, Homo Sylvestris, or, the Anatomy of a Pygmie (London, 1699), a model study for over a century with its plates illustrating the dissection of a chimpanzee; Kaempfer's History of Japan (London, 1727), the standard work on Japan's natural history in the West until the mid-nineteenth century; Martin Lister's Historia Animalium Angliae (London, 1678), an important illustrated work on shells; Robert Plot's Natural History of Oxfordshire (2nd edition; Oxford, 1705) and William Borlase's Natural History of Cornwall (Oxford, 1758) as the works of eminent county historians; Réamur (whose work on bees was the standard one for most of the eighteenth century), Cuvier's Règne Animal, a standard work for a generation (Thackeray had both the original French version (Paris, 1817) and its first English translation (London, 1827-35)); William Curtis, an early exponent of economic zoology; Izaak Walton's Compleat Angler, the literary masterpiece on fish (Thackeray had two editions, from 1750 and 1824); and Alexander Wilson's American Ornithology (Philadelphia, 1813; Wilson founded American ornithology) among others.
  Although admittedly Thackeray's collection had lacunae,
 the general comprehensiveness of the collection, reflecting systematic, purposeful and knowledgeable collecting, is marked.
  Thackeray's dual interests in divinity and natural history meet in his possession of Derham's Physico-Theology (London, 1740), a work of natural theology popular until the mid-nineteenth century.


Thackeray's passion for natural history is apparent not merely from the natural history books themselves, but from the related works, such as his travel literature (about 33 volumes): as testified most momentously by Darwin's voyage in the Beagle, it was standard to take a natural historian on voyages of discovery, and descriptions of flora and fauna were an integral part of the accounts of foreign lands. One example of this in the collection is Dampier's Collection of Voyages (London, 1729), which includes pictures of fish and plants. The connection between the genres is especially salient in Thomas Pennant's works in the collection, whose titles oscillate between 'travel' ones like Tour in Scotland (London, 1790) or Journey to the Isle of Wight (London, 1796) and straightforwardly zoological ones such as History of Quadrupeds (London, 1793) and Arctic Zoology (London, 1793) (concerning which it is noteworthy that voyages to the North Pole feature among the travel books).  


Greater still than the travel books in supporting the natural history are the works on sport, numbering about 26, mainly on hunting and fishing.
 While the possibility that the invalided Thackeray an armchair sportsman cannot be negated conclusively, it seems far likelier that he bought sporting books for the natural history that they contained, sometimes in substantial amounts. Samuel Taylor's Angling in All its Branches (London, 1807), for example, claims on its title-page to provide not only an account of the waters of Great Britain, but: 'Secondly, A full description of the different kinds of Fish taken by Angling, &c. their natures, haunts, seasons, spawning, times, baits, biting-times; and how to angle for each, with many curious, useful, and pleasing observations.' Similarly, McDonald's Complete Dictionary of Practical Gardening (London, 1807) - not an activity in which a sickly man who lived in London and in a Cambridge College was likely to indulge - contains much information about plants. Several of the sporting books contain plates of animals (and the third volume of McDonald's gardening book consists entirely of plates): for example, Pye's Sportsman's Dictionary (London, 1807) contains 17 plates; volume eight of Ridinger's Vorstellung und Beschreibung derer Schul und Campagne Pferden nach ihren Lectionen (Augsburg, 1760) chiefly comprises plates of horses; and Williamson's Oriental Field Sports (London, 1808) is adorned by 40 plates of animals being hunted. The impression is of a cohesive collection.


Thackeray's desire for natural history books was twofold. The first aspect was sheer content. Illustrations did not always form a component of the books, and he possessed some which were not illustrated. Thackeray's interest in ornithology is evident from his fellowship of the Linnaean Society, his subscription to the publication of Gould's lavish Century of Birds from the Himalaya Mountains (London, 1832) and his bequest of several cases of stuffed birds to Eton College.
 His dictionaries include two Dutch-English lexicons, needed to read Christian Sepp's Beschouwing der wonderen Gods in de minstgeachtte schepzelen of nederlandsche Insecten (Amsterdam, 1762).  On the other hand, the collection of sporting books with illustrations when they do not contain natural historical information shows that he evidently appreciated fine illustration. This pleasure extends beyond the natural history. His edition of John Gay's Fables (London, 1793) is embellished with 70 leaves of engraved plates, of animals and people.  Thackeray had few straight history books, and those which he had would appear from their content to have been randomly acquired. They have in common, however, the fact that they are illustrated: for example, 49 leaves of plates in Grose's Treatise on Ancient Armour and Weapons (London, 1780),
 27 plates in Bayley's History and Antiquities of the Tower of London (London, 1814), and plates in the works of Strutt; the 142 plates in the two volumes of his Chronicles of England (London, 1777) have been coloured by hand.
 The most obvious example of love of illustration consists in two of Ackermann's publications, his History of the University of Cambridge (1815) and his History of the Abbey Church of St Peter's Westminster (1812). It may account even for the possession of Dibdin's Bibliographical Tour, with its several plates. Three courtesy books clinch the point. A note in Thackeray's hand on the flyleaf of Peacham's Compleat Gentleman (London, 1661) reads: 'fine frontispiece', referring to an added engraved title-page. Richard Braithwait's English Gentleman (London, 1630) and English Gentlewoman (London, 1631) both boast an added engraved title-page, with one large portrait flanked by eight smaller pictures. The chapters begin with ornamented capitals. On the flyleaf of the English Gentleman, Thackeray has similarly noted the frontispiece.


Thackeray denoted ownership of books by pasting in his personal bookplate, showing an eagle rising, wings elevated and addorsed, Thackeray's crest, over a coat of arms, the motto 'Nobiltas sola virtus' and the name George Thackeray. Very occasionally he further wrote his name on a flyleaf; I found it only on Strutt's Complete View of the Dress and Habits of the People of England and Grose's Treatise on Ancient Armour and Weapons. In the latter book it is joined by the date, Jan[uar]y 25th 1810. Thackeray did not believe in annotating his books, but quite often he wrote a number in blue or black pencil on the back of the first flyleaf or on the front inside board, such as '2/6/19'.  That these are private shelfmarks is evinced by the consecutive numbers borne on the separate volumes of multi-volume works: for example, the first volume of Strutt's Chronicles of England bears the number '6/7/18', the second volume, '6/7/19'. 


That Thackeray valued his books as objects is clear from their bindings. Most are bound in calf or morocco. Marbled endpapers, marbled or gilt edges, decorative raised bands, gold tooled decoration on the compartments of the spine and broad gold tooled borders are common.  The bindings suggest the ornithological books to have been his special pride, with relevance to the content in some instances.  Thus gold tools on the spine and between the border and frame of Leopold's Ornithologia (Florence, 1767) depict birds: birds walking, birds in flight, two birds nesting on a bird bath, and, in the corners, birds on branches. Birds are tooled in gold on the spines of the two volumes of Audebert and Vieillot's Histoire Naturelle et Générale des Colibris (Paris, 1802), with those on the spine of the second volume looking towards the birds on the spine of the first. On the tree-calf binding of Borkhausen's Teutsche Ornithologie, oder, Naturgeschichte aller Vögel Deutschlands (Darmstadt, 1800) is a large, black bird with a speckled front, standing on green grass.


King's College displayed no immediate enthusiasm for the gift of Thackeray's books. At the time of receipt, the burden of processing Thackeray's books appears to a large extent to have outweighed appreciation of them. Thackeray's death was recorded at the meeting of the College Congregation of 22nd October 1850, with no reference to his bequest. Although only thirteen months later, on 20 November 1851, a vote of thanks is recorded for Mr Johnson's gift of Kitto's Biblical Encyclopaedia to the College Library, Thackeray's black letter books, despite their greater value and his exalted position in the College, remained unacknowledged.
 Fifty years later, the 1902 Annual Librarian's Report recorded the writing of slips for 'most of the Thackeray Black Letter books'.


By the time that Mary Ann Thackeray bequeathed the remainder of her father's library in 1879, Annual Librarians' reports had begun. From 1879 throughout the following decade and into the early 1890s they read as a saga of the bequest and convey the impression that its processing was time-consuming, arduous, and expensive. A letter from Charles E. Grant, Bursar and Librarian of King's College, to the Provost on 6 March 1879 had already indicated that the bequest was not an unmitigated blessing: 

I should like with your permission to say something at the meeting about Miss Thackeray's legacy. The matter is important as the College will be at considerable expense in the matter, and urgent, for the executors wish if possible to get the house cleared by the 25th of this month. I think there ought to be a formal vote accepting this bequest and authorizing the Librarian to take the necessary steps.

The bequest was announced in the Librarian's Report of 1879, with the news of the need for the executors to administer the estate in Chancery, the order in June 1879 to hand the library over to the custody of the College, and the receipt of 39 cases containing 4,112 volumes in July, when they were placed in the Old Lecture Room under the Library to await the final order of the Court.
 The Report does not state the nature of the difficulties, but a letter from the lawyer Samuel Peed to Charles Grant of 23rd January stating that the Chief Clerk had certified that the College was entitled to Dr Thackeray's Library makes clear that the right to ownership, despite the explicit desire of Miss Thackeray's will, had been contested, as does the title-page of the catalogue cited above.
 The 1879 Librarian's Report also mentioned the logistical difficulties of the expected influx:

To provide accommodation for this exceptional increase to the Library, as well as for the ordinary additions of books from year to year, plans for new book-cases were prepared by Messrs Kett under the direction of the Librarian, and submitted to the College for approval on Whit-Tuesday last. The Librarian was authorized to spend £200 during the present year, but under the circumstances above-mentioned it has been thought advisable to wait until Miss Thackeray's bequest becomes the absolute property of the College before proceeding with the erection of the new book-cases.


In 1880 and 1881 the Librarian reported lack of progress concerning the administration of Miss Thackeray's estate. Half of the Annual Report for 1882 is devoted to Thackeray, for in that year the suit was finalised and the books became the absolute property of the College, 'subject to the payment of a proportion of the costs of administration which have yet to be determined', i.e. £78.4.3.
  The Librarian 'noted the large number of duplicates of books already in the Library' and recommended 'the appointment of a Committee to consider the best method of dealing with them, with power to dispose of them by sale or exchange if they should see fit'. Two lists of unwanted Thackeray duplicates are extant.
 The first, five-page list, entitled 'Draft List of Books in the Thackeray Collection which are not to be retained in K.C. Library', contains 120 titles, mostly from the seventeenth to nineteenth centuries. The Musae Etonenses, Smith's Wealth of Nations and some English literature (Chaucer's Canterbury Tales; the works of Robert Burns, Byron and Fielding, and the poems of Cowper) and several dictionaries are included, but the emphasis of this list is on classical literature. The second, thirteen-page list adds to the above some travel guides and many works of divinity. It records prices in the left-hand margins.


As the 1882 Annual report relates, work on the remaining volumes began:

During the Long Vacation the books ... have all been unpacked and roughly arranged according to subjects in the Old Lecture Room. Additional book-cases have been erected in the Library in accordance with the plans submitted by the Librarian and approved by the College on April 21, 1879. These cases will provide accommodation for a considerable portion of the bequest, but further provision must be made in the Classes of Divinity and natural History, which are already overcrowded. Since the completion of the new cases upwards of 1,000 volumes have been brought up from the Old Lecture Room, and placed in them, but they have not yet been finally arranged, and no entries have at present been made in the Catalogues.

Reports for the following years continue in this vein. Thus in 1883 we read:

The time of the Librarian and Assistant Librarian has been devoted mainly to the Thackeray library. About 840 volumes have been placed on the shelves and catalogued; and 300 volumes have been examined by the Committee ... and set aside as duplicates, so that one quarter of the whole collection has now been dealt with.

In 1884, the additional book-cases mentioned above had rendered it possible to find room for all the books which it had been proposed to retain in the Library, leaving about 800 volumes of duplicates in the Old Lecture Room. The divinity and natural history books had been arranged and the titles for nearly 900 volumes entered in the general catalogue, 'leaving about 1500 or 1600 volumes to be dealt with hereafter'. Despite the new bookcases, overcrowding remained a problem, with the Librarian reporting the need in Class F (natural history) to displace some books, standing them on the tops of new cases; as these were old medical works, rarely used, he hoped that this would cause little inconvenience, and that most of the works so displaced could be housed in the Old Lecture Room. Approximately one-third of the 1885 report concerned the Thackeray bequest, claiming that about 900 volumes had been dealt with during the year, leaving about 600 to go in the fields of theology, classics, and miscellaneous books.


In 1886 the Librarian was finally able to report that: 'The work of arranging and cataloguing the Thackeray Library, which has occupied the greater portion of the last four years is now practically completed.' Henceforth the emphasis was on the disposal of duplicates, of which about 900 volumes had been set aside for sale that year, valued by Robert Bowes at £135. Some volumes had already been disposed of to Members of the College, leaving 570 unwanted volumes on the Library's hands. As disposal was frustratingly gradual, a sense of desperation increased. In 1890:

the Council decided that Fellows should be permitted to purchase, at half Mr Bowes's valuation, any of the Thackeray duplicating remaining unsold. Under this vote 137 volumes have been disposed of, but there still remain on hand about 400 volumes. 

The hope of realising a profit had disappeared by 1891, by which time the Librarian, by vote of Council on 1 November 1890, had been empowered to offer a number of duplicates to Toronto University Library and eliminated 172 volumes that way. 'The number of Thackeray duplicates now remaining in the Library is about 230', reported the Librarian. Not until well into the new century could the Library rid itself of the rest, with the Librarian's report for 1920 stating: 'About 200 duplicate volumes of the Thackeray bequest were sold for £12 5s 0d'.


The logistical problems caused by the Thackeray bequest perhaps account for the College's tired treatment of the books. Donors' labels were not in vogue at King's College at the time of Thackeray's 1850 bequest, but the College had at least attached its standard bookplate of ownership to the books. From the bequest of some of John Heath's books to the College in 1862, donors' labels had been reinstated for donations or bequests of 'more than a few books'.
 Yet such labels were not affixed to the books constituting the 1879 Thackeray bequest. A letter from Provost Richard Okes to Charles E. Grant of 5 May 1884 concerns the design of labels for Thackeray's books, which was not executed.
 Not only that, but the College did not even attach its standard bookplate of ownership to the books. The quantity of books involved would not have deterred this standard security procedure, as College bookplates were affixed to the books of the two other major bequests of the nineteenth century, those of Jacob Bryant (which with approximately 2,700 titles was greater than Thackeray's) and of John Heath, of which many of the front endpapers look overcrowded with Heath's personal bookplate, a College bookplate, and a donation label. That no reference to the 1879 bequest is made in the 1740-1887 donors' register is less puzzling, since the register has a precedent in the bequest of Jacob Bryant for ignoring bequests too large to be listed title by title; it is more surprising that the register does list the 1850 bequest, although the lack of order contrasts with the care bestowed on the listing of John Heath's books, arranged roughly alphabetically and including the place of publication, absent in the listing of Thackeray's books.


College reaction to the Thackeray legacy, in its time the least appreciated of the three major nineteenth-century bequests to King's College, is unfortunate. Some of its best items, such as the early Shakespeare folios, might have been appreciated more if given singly rather than as part of a large whole, mixed with dross.
 Time has been necessary for the unpleasantness concerning Thackeray personally and the wearisome logistics surrounding his collection to fade, and the books themselves, natural history and others forming a remarkably cohesive whole, to stand resplendent.
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