
Book Review 

R. C. Alston, A B ibliography of the English L anguage fmm the Inven­
tion of Printing to the Year 1800, Volume VIII: Treatises on Short­
Hand. Printed for the author by E. J. Arnold 8c Son Limited, Leeds, 
England; 1966. xiii + 152 pp. £5. I Os. 

R. C. Alston, a philologist of Leeds University, ruefully acknowledges 
that "the peculiar nature of early books on shorthand" rendered his 
self-imposed editing task "unenviable and exasperating." He is not the 
first to experience such a feeling: it is assuredly one reason why so 
few bibliographers have been attracted to this field while fewer still 
have brought their labors to fruition. So far as the English language 
is concerned no serious attempt was made to record the literature of 
"the lithe and noble art" until Julius Ensign Rockwell produced his 
Teaching, Practice, and Literature of Shm·thand (Circulars of Informa­
tion of the Bureau of Education No. 2-1884. Washington, 1884). A 
supplement was added and a second and enlarged edition published 
in 1885. Rockwell pursued his researches until his death, in 1926, de­
prived us of a far more comprehensive and accurate record; but his 
manuscript collections, now in the Library of the University of Lon­
don, constitute a rich quarry for future bibliographers. 

Rockwell's pioneer work provided the basis for John Westby-Gib­
son's Bibliography of Shm·thand (London, 1887), hurriedly prepared to 
ensure its publication in time to coincide with the first International 
Shorthand Congress held in London in that year. Access to the British 
Museum a nd a few private collections enabled the compiler to add a 
number of items to those garnered by Rockwell, but lack of time and 
care led him into errors which much reduced its usefulness. An im­
partial critic has written that Westby-Gibson seldom relinquished his 
grasp of Rockwell's hand in rough places without stumbling. Although 
the justice of this verdict is undeniable, Westby-Gibson nowhere ac­
knowledged his debt to his predecessor. 

In 1935 the New York Public Library printed an admirable 
catalogue of its important shorthand collections. Since this was per­
force confined to the library's own holdings, it is of course not a bib­
liography but is much more than a mere list of titles. The compilers 
are to be congratulated in particular for heeding the warning given by 
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Pollard and Greg that "any atLempt to treat books of all periods in the 
same way will be found to be impracticable." Thus books printed 
before 1837 are given much fuller treatment than those which pro­
liferated after that date. Nearly nine-tenths of this catalogue's 548 
pages (plus an index of nearl y I 00 pages) dea l with Engl ish-language 
material. 

Alston's volume-a short title catalogue or inventory rather than a 
bibliography in the strict sense of the term- is one of a series with a 
General Preface in Vol ume I which lays down certain general prin­
ciples. Some of these he has clearly found it difficult to observe in 
dealing with a subject adm it tedly calling for special treatmen t, and 
two " inviolable principles"-attention to bibliographical detail and a 
personal scrutiny of every item-are diluted by the qualification in 
Volume VIII: "I have attempted to verify each item either by personal 
inspection or by correspondence." The scope of this bibliography, 
unlike that of the volumes of Rockwell a nd "\1\Testby-Gibson, is re­
stricted not only to the period ending in 1800 but understandably by 
the exclusion of books printed in shortha nd, such as Shelton's and 
Rich's Psalms in M eter and New T estament, Addy's B ible, and 
Mason's Short-H and Exemplify' d. On the other hand, its value is en­
hanced by an indication in nearly every case of one or more libraries 
where the book may be found. This characteristic should be especially 
useful to those who wish to pursue their studies by consulting the 
books themselves. "\1\T isely, the editor disclaims any attempt to make 
these locations, or his references to "secondary material," exhaustive. 
Unhappily, however, many of the locations given are misleading while 
others are inexplicably lacking. As many as 27 of them (Nos. 9, 12, 30, 
38, 45, 55, 56, 77, 78, *85, 86, 88, 90, 91, 100, 103, 104, 121, 124, 125, 
128, 148, 152, 157, 159, 162 and 172), all noted as being in "Crawford ," 
appear to be ghosts; the copies of these books which were formerly in 
the library of the Earl of Crawford a t H aigh Hall, "\1\Tigan, being now 
in the libraries of London Un iversi ty a nd Sir Isaac Pi tman & Sons, Ltd. 
Almost the whole of Lord Crawford's early stenographi ana were sold at 
Sothebys on July 6, 1948 (see T imes Litera?)' Supplement, July 17, 
1948, p. 408). 

Some of the "general works" listed under "Bibliographi cal Refer­
ences" (p. x) have long been superseded, e.g., Levy's H ist01)' of Short­
hand Writing, 1862. Surprising omissions, however, are Olof i\lelin's 
Stenogra(t.ens Historia , 2 vols., Stockholm, 1927-29; C . .J ohnen's Allge­
meine Geschichte der Kurzsclnift, 4th eel., Berlin, 1940; H . Butler's 
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The Stmy of British Sh orthand, London, 1951 (con taining- the most 
complete list of British shorthand authors to ela te), and the proceeding-s 
of the various international shorthand congresses. 

·weston 's StenograjJhy Compleated, 1727 (No. 185), was preceded by 
his D i1·ections for W1·iting Shm·thand, 1724, mentioned by Alston as 
having been issued separately. The latter was presumabl y Weston's 
first publication and the one referred to by J ohn Byrom in his ]oumal, 
July 24, 1725 . A copy now in the Guildhall Library, London, was for­
merly in the British Museum, having- been discarded apparently as a 
dupl icate. All bibliographers have overlooked the fact that there were 
two variant issues of the 1727 Stenogmphy Cmnpleated. The eng-raved 
titl e-page of the first issue claimed that the system was "the most easy, 
exact, lineal, speedy and leg-ible me thod extant." R ecog-nizing later the 
superior Ji neality of his r ival Byrom's method (then unpublished), 
Weston discreetly dropped the word "lineal" from the ti tle of the 
second 1727 issue and a ll later ed itions of his book. 

Various elates from 1700 to 1765 have been assigned to Clayton's 
undated mod ification o[ V\Teston (No. 192). As Byrom had a copy in 
1725 (Byrom's journal, April27 and 29), the date 1730? given tenta­
tively here is probably not very wide of the mark. 

The first edition of Gurney's B1·acl1)'graphy, 1750 (No. '*213), for 
which no location is given, is (or was recently) in Chetham's Library, 
Manchester ; a photostat copy is in the L ibrary of London University. 
Bordley's Shorthand A lphabets, 179 1, mentioned in the note to No. 288, 
is in the National Library of Scotland (Wa rden Collection). 

H enry Petre's "A Booke of Brachygraphi e" (No. '*2 1) is known only 
from an entry in the Stationers' Register (November 24, 1621 ). 
Alston ignores four other early shorthand treat ises entered in the Reg-­
ister: \1\Ti lliam Labourer's Th e Art of ShoTt English W1·iting (March 
15, 1620 j 21 ), T homas ·whiting·'s Brachygraphia m· Short WTiting (Feb­
ruary 27, 1632 / 33), and R ichard Maud 's Semen B·ra.chigmphia, or the 
A cademy of Sho1·t I!Jhiting (October 27, 1634). None of these is known 
to be exta nt. Edward \1\filloughby's "book of stenography," entered on 
June 8, 1621 , may not have been published as the entry was a fterwards 
canceled. Other noteworthy omissions are Thomas Cross's T he A1·t of 
Chamctre o1· Sho1·t-writing, 1645 (Bibliotheque Nationale, Paris: see 
Notes and Qu eries, CLVII, September 28, 1929, pp. 220-22); The M eth­
odist; or a New JV[ethod of R eading, W1·iting and ?Tinting All Lan­
guages in Shorthand, 1741 (anon.) and Stenography; or, the A1·t of 
Short Hand Pe1'[ected, by W.M.S. (1797). The two latter are in the 
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Library of the University of London, the last named being probably 
the first edition of an anonymous book with the same title, "sold by 
Callow, .. published for the editor by Lackington, Allen & Co., .. 
new edition, 1802," and later editions (Westby-Gibson, 1887, pp. 211-
212). "The elements of a short hand," a paper read by Samuel Jeake at 
a meeting of the Royal Society on May 26, 1748, and printed in its 
Philosophical Transactions, Vol. X, Part IV, pp. 1380-83, is not listed 
by Alston, perhaps on the ground that although issued separately it is 
not a book. It is of some interest as the system has an alphabet of only 
eight simple strokes and provoked a comment from Byrom in the 
next (June) issue of the Transactions. T wo items which might h ave 
been included in the useful lists of editions published after 1800 are 
the third edition, Liverpool, 1803, of No. 315 (Richardson's New 
System), in the National Library of Scotland; and an unrecorded 
edition, Hallowell, 1826, of No. 286 (Taylor's Essay), in the Library of 
the Maine Historical Society, Portland, Me. William Harding's version 
(p. 55) was first published in 1823, as Rockwell and Westby-Gibson 
noted. 

The misspelling of Bathsua Reynolds for Bathsua Reginald (No. 17), 
repeated at the foot of Plate IV, may have been due to the pressure of a 
publication dateline from which this bibliography, like its predecessor, 
appears to have suffered. Although this particular error might have 
been avoided by a check with Westby-Gibson (who misspells Bathsua's 
first name, p. 188), a too confident reliance on him is responsible for 
other blunders. The basic criterion laid down by Westby-Gibson him­
self that "the value of a bibliography is in direct ratio to its accuracy" 
is implicitly accepted by Alston when he writes that "accuracy is ob­
viously of cardinal importance." It is the standard by which any bibli­
ographer must expect to be judged. 

One of the most valuable features of this book is the excellent series 
of 92 facsimiles (the last seven misnumbered) of title-pages, shorthand 
alphabets, and abbreviating rules. The selection has been made judi­
ciously on the whole and compensates to some extent for the absence of 
any guidance in the body of the work to the relative merits of the 
treatises listed. This might have helped the student to assess the 
progress of shorthand invention from the crude complexities of 
Bright's 1588 Characte1·ie to the refreshing simplicity of Taylor's 1786 
Essay (recognized at once as a major step forward and promptly 
adapted to other languages) and Bordley's revolutionary Cadmus 
Britannicus of the following year which pointed the way to an entirely 
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new conception of a n abbrevia ted wri ting based on an analysis of the 
longhand al phabet, as opposed to the geometric symbols of earlier 
systems. 

Although England forestalled other na tions by half a century in the 
publ ication of textbooks on stenograph y, we are still without an 
adequate bibliograph y of English-language shorthand. R ene H avette's 
excellent Bibliographie de la Stenographic Fnmr;aise (Par is, 1908) and 
the New York Public Library catalogue already mentioned have shown 
wha t can be done. Although Alston's work will doubtless be of service 
to those for whom it is intended, there is room for a fuller and more 
careful survey that will meet the needs not only of philologists and 
phoneticians but of educat ionists in general and perhaps even those 
ingenious contrivers of shorthand systems who continue the search for 
a speedy and efficient means of communication to replace our laggard 
and laborious longhand. 

William J. Carlton 

William J. Carlton (37 The Avenue, Andover , H ants. , England) retired in 
1946 from the International Labor Office, Geneva, where he had worked 
since I 921, as registrar a nd later as l ibrarian. Earlier he had held editoria l 
posts in London with Amalgamated Press, Press Illustrating Co., and Na­
tional Trade Press. H e was a member of the advisory board and associa te 
editor for the "Pilgrim" edition of T he L ette1"S of Charles D ickens, Vol. I, 
1965. His publications include: DL T imothy Bright, " Fathe1· of M odem 
Shorthand," I 91 1; Chm1es Dickens, Shorthan d Writer, I 926; DeSCJ·iptive Cat­
alogue of the Libm-ry of Samuel Pepys-Part IV, Sho1·thand Treatises, I 940; 
numerous articles on shorthand and Dickensian topics in The D ickensian, 
Dickens Studies, J-lannsworth EncyclofJaedia, Notes and Que1·ies, R eview of 
English Studies, T imes L iterary Supp lement, and other periodicals. 

Association Typographique In ~ernationale Tenth Congress 

Paris; November 6 through 10, 1967 . 
Theme: Leu ers and Signs in a Pictorial Age. 
Under the auspices of UNEsco, the Congress will bring together European 
scholars, scientists, and practitioners to lecture and to discuss new alphabets, 
types, and signs in ex tending culture. A specia l meeting will consid er recen t 
legibility and reading research. 
1\0TE: Enrollment deadline was July 3 1. I t is hoped a comprehensive report 
on the Congress wi ll appear in a future number of this J ournal. For 
informatio n, add ress A.T yp.l. , 18 rue FelTus, Paris 14·, France. 




