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There are two familiar stories about Daniel Defoe and his relation to the 
novel: first, that Daniel Defoe’s novels are central to the rise of the novel 
in the eighteenth century, and second, that “the novelist” Daniel Defoe is 
a nineteenth- century invention.1 These two stories seem at odds with each 
other. Each is, however, about attribution: the former, the attribution of 
genre, the latter, of authorship. From the beginning, describing the rise 
of the novel meant placing Defoe’s novels in a lineage alongside those of 
Samuel Richardson and Henry Fielding. However, before Defoe could be 
part of the rise of the novel, his works needed to be recognized as novels, 
and he needed to be the author of those novels. Although Robinson Cru-
soe was quickly attributed to Defoe upon its publication, his other popular 
fictions appeared anonymously well after their initial release.2 This essay 
examines the process of attribution, focusing on how the circulating library 
contributed to attributing the anonymously published Roxana and Moll 
Flanders to Defoe. 

The anonymous publication of Roxana and Moll Flanders was hardly 
an anomaly in eighteenth- century novel publishing. Nearly every canoni-
cal eighteenth- century work was, at least initially, published either with-
out an author’s name or with a pseudonym. Famously, Gulliver’s Travels 
appeared under a pseudonym, though it was known at least in literary cir-
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cles to be written by Jonathan Swift, and Tristram Shandy, too, was offered 
to the public with no indication that Laurence Sterne was its author.3 Even 
Pamela in its early editions appeared as an edited collection of “a Series of 
Familiar Letters From A Beautiful Damsel To her Parents.” 4 In each case, 
it may be possible to tease out a variety of motivations for authorial ano-
nymity or pseudonymity; John Mullan and Robert J. Griffin have both 
enumerated some of these possible motivations.5 Griffin has further sug-
gested that the uncertainty eighteenth- century readers faced when con-
fronted with an anonymous text may have been partly created by the liter-
ary market, whereby the reader was asked to decide if the text was a true 
account or a work of fiction.6

Perhaps more compelling than the individual cases of canonical works 
offered to the public anonymously or pseudonymously is the sheer volume 
of anonymous novels published in the eighteenth century. James Raven has 
shown that “over 80 percent of all new novel titles published between 1750 
and 1790 were published anonymously.” 7 Indeed, we may cite individual 
instances where the reputation of a well- known, and politically charged 
writer, like Swift or Defoe, may serve as motivation for an author to pub-
lish anonymously.8 However, the bibliographic evidence suggests that the 
situation of the eighteenth- century novel was similar to that of the the-
ater; Robert D. Hume, for example, has shown that “as of 1710 only about 
one play in twelve was advertised with its author’s name attached.” 9 That 
is, expectations about the literary forms themselves may have dictated the 
absence or presence of the author’s name, independent of authorial moti-
vation or intervention. It was against this context of widespread authorial 
anonymity in the novel that Daniel Defoe became known as the author of 
Roxana and Moll Flanders. 

We are accustomed to thinking of attribution as an act of bibliographic 
scholarship grounded on evidence within or without the text.10 Rooted 
in a long history of scholarship of pseudoepigrapha, attribution as a prac-
tice has involved putting anonymous or pseudonymous texts in relation to 
each other and a named author.11 This practice, however, also has a social 
dimension. Even in the absence of textual evidence, or on the basis of just 
the scantiest bit, we speak of readers “knowing” the identity of an anony-
mous author. Knowledge of authorship may spread among readers, like 
gossip, for example, independent of the text in question. Scholars may rely 
on external evidence to gain access to the social dimension of attribution, 
but they do so by relying on a particular attribution recorded in a text. I 
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suggest moving away from relying on a single instance of attribution as evi-
dence for authorship and instead considering the broader contexts in which 
these attributions may have occurred. In the example of our gossiping read-
ers, a diary entry, letter (as in the case of Gulliver’s Travels), or transcript of 
the conversation could serve as such a piece of external evidence that con-
stitutes an instance of attribution but does not confirm its popular accep-
tance.12 Such an approach enables us to account for the popular acceptance 
of the previously anonymous Roxana and Moll Flanders as Defoe novels 
and, indeed, the acceptance of many other works that have been retroac-
tively attributed to an author. 

A single instance of naming the author or genre of a text may not con-
stitute a lasting attribution: attribution requires repetition. As a text moves 
through space and time with the name of an author or genre repeatedly 
attached to it, the text is more readily assumed to be by the named author 
or in the named genre. D. F. McKenzie has pointed to the disciplinary 
habit within bibliography that “has obscured the role of human agents,” 
and he has called for a “sociology of texts” that would lead bibliographers 
and literary historians “to consider the human motives and interactions 
which texts involve at every stage of their production, transmission, and 
consumption” and to attend “to the roles of institutions, and their own 
complex structures.” 13 Since the unsettling of the Defoe canon by P. N. 
Furbank and W. R. Owens, the authorship of the pamphlet and periodical 
writing associated with Defoe has remained vexed, and the novels, many 
of which were published anonymously, share this problem.14 While many 
scholars have turned their attention to attributing or de- attributing the 
texts associated with Defoe, they have paid less attention to the process of 
attribution itself and to the context in which these attributions were made. 
In this essay, I will examine the circulating libraries of Francis and John 
Noble to argue that popular knowledge of Defoe’s authorship of Roxana 
and Moll Flanders is derived from the institutional context in which the 
attributions occurred. 

The Nobles were two of the largest and most successful circulating 
library proprietors, booksellers, and publishers in eighteenth- century Lon-
don. Furbank and Owens have paid particular attention to this institution: 
“If it be asked indeed how [Defoe] came to be popularly thought of as a 
novelist —  the answer is, through the activities in the 1770s and 1780s of a 
rascally publisher named Francis Noble.” 15 The Nobles ran a “three- tier 
operation,” acting as publishers, booksellers, and circulating library pro-
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prietors, and became, according to Raven, “the leading producers of novels 
from the mid- 1750s to the mid- 1770s.” 16 Their enterprise fostered the popu-
lar knowledge of Defoe’s authorship by making physical texts of Roxana 
and Moll Flanders available in their commercial libraries, by advertising and 
cataloging them as Defoe’s novels, and by promoting sociability around the 
libraries themselves.17 

No single instance of attribution, nor several, established Defoe as the 
author of Roxana and Moll Flanders. The association of supposed author 
to work had to exist within an established institution that would serve as 
a source of both books and ideas about those books; the Nobles’ libraries 
provided such an institution. They played both a virtual role in spreading 
ideas among otherwise unconnected patrons, and an actual role in circulat-
ing books from physical locations. Like the novels themselves, the Nobles’ 
libraries straddled the virtual and actual realms, serving both as sources of 
knowledge or scandal, and as physical locations for renting books.18

Noble first attached Defoe’s name to the title pages of The History of 
Mademoiselle de Beleau; Or, The New Roxana, The Fortunate Mistress: After-
wards Countess of Wintselsheim. Published By Mr. Daniel De Foe (1775) and 
The History of  Laetitia Atkins, Vulgarly Called Moll Flanders. Published By Mr. 
Daniel De Foe (1776), both sold by “F. Noble, in Holborn and T. Lowndes in 
Fleet- Street.19 When the Nobles published earlier editions, Moll Flanders in 
1741 and Roxana in 1742, Defoe’s name was not on the title pages or in their 
catalogs. By 1775 and 1776, the name is there, and there are introductions 
explaining the alterations to the novels, each signed “Daniel Defoe.” 20

The alterations to both Roxana and Moll Flanders since their first pub-
lication, in 1724 and 1722, respectively, are not minor. Indeed, Roxana had 
been revised repeatedly.21 Mullan’s introduction to the Oxford World Clas-
sics Edition of Roxana carefully maps out the revisions throughout the 
eighteenth century and notes that the anonymous publication of the novel 
is key to its constant revision.22 Griffin has further argued that the publica-
tion history of Roxana allows the scholar to see a text in motion where each 
edition defies conventional thinking about narrative closure and the way in 
which a text may be generalized apart from its editions.23 The Noble 1775 
Roxana ends sentimentally with Roxana returning to England and mar-
rying Mr. Worthy, while her servant Amy weds his valet. The 1776 Moll 
Flanders, also, undergoes a dramatic revision: the heroine is not a pick-
pocket or a thief, as in 1722. These revisions may have been intended to 
suit the tastes of the Nobles’ customers and make the novels ideologically 
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match the more widely known Defoe works like Robinson Crusoe and The 
Family Instructor.24 

The title pages alone did not announce Defoe’s relationship to Roxana 
and Moll Flanders. In the Nobles’ advertising, Defoe’s authorship became 
increasingly clear. A 13 December 1776 advertisement in The Public Adver-
tiser announces the publication of “The History of Laetitia Atkins, vulgarly 
called MOLL FLANDERS. Published by Mr. Daniel Defoe, . . . Printed 
for the Editor, and sold by F. Noble, in Holbourn; and T. Lowndes, in 
Fleet Street. Where may be had, by the same Author, Roxana; or, The 
Fortunate Mistress.” Here, Defoe is identified as publisher, editor, and, 
perhaps, author.25 Defoe’s relationship to the text, some forty- five years 
after his death, is unclear, and, perhaps, deliberately so. The Nobles make 
the relationship between Defoe and the novels more explicit in an adver-
tisement two years later, in a 7 March 1778 issue of the St. James’s Chronicle. 
The advertisement for Memoirs of  Countess of  D’Anois available from both 
Francis and John Noble also lists: “Modern Seduction, 2 Vols. 6s. bound,” 
“Fortunate Mistress, by Daniel De Foe, 3s. bound,” and “Moll Flanders, 
by Daniel De Foe, 3s. bound.” The ambiguity of the relationship between 
Defoe, Roxana, and Moll Flanders in the prior advertisement is clarified 
by the mode of attributing authorship in the 1778 advertisement. Both The 
Fortunate Mistress and Moll Flanders are “by Daniel De Foe.” 

A final advertisement illustrates how attribution may be standardized 
through repetition and can suggest authorship of an entire body of work. 
The 25 November 1785 Morning Herald and Daily Advertiser announces 
the publication of The Lady’s Tale; or, the History of  Drusilla Northington 
by Francis Noble and lists other books that one might purchase. Among 
them are: “Amoranda; or, the Reformed Coquet, 2 vols. 6s.,” “Adventures 
of a Cavalier, 3s.,” “Roxana; or, the Fortunate Mistress, 3s.,” “Moll Flan-
ders; or, Laetitia Atkins, 3s.,” and “History of the great Plague, 6s.,” with 
the note, “N. B. The four latter written by Daniel Defoe.” This advertise-
ment attaches Defoe’s authorship to texts in the aggregate. Noble has, for 
perhaps the first time, identified a body of works that may, as a whole, be 
attributed to Defoe rather than needing individual attributions for each text 
listed. By articulating a clear relationship between an author and specific 
works, this advertisement is thus a moment of crystallization in an ongoing 
process of variously representing the relationship between the name “De 
Foe” and the texts to which that name was attached. 
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In the catalogs of the Nobles and other libraries and bookshops of the 
period, there is a similar pattern of dispersed and gradual attribution. The 
anonymity of the earlier Noble editions of Moll Flanders (1741) and Roxana 
(1742) would likely not have been notable within their library. Generally 
speaking, most novels and romances in such libraries were anonymous, 
particularly so in the Nobles’ libraries.26 The Nobles’ catalogs make clear 
the limited importance of the author’s name. For example, John Noble’s A 
New Catalogue of  the Large and Valuable Collection of  Books, (both English and 
French) (ca. 1761) categorizes its primarily anonymous texts by size and sub-
ject. For the most part, even when their authors are known, texts appear, 
like “Adventures of  Joseph Andrews in 2 vol,” with no attribution.27 When 
authors’ names do appear, they may be placed before the title in the pos-
sessive, as in “Cervantes’s Don Quixote,” or after the title as in “Amelia, by 
Mr. Fielding.” “Cervantes’s Don Quixote” (41) may be differentiated from 
“History of Don Quixote, by Motteux” and “History of Don Quixote, by 
Jervais” by the possessive use of the name “Cervantes” to distinguish an 
originary source from a translation (46). Don Quixote can be owned and 
elevated by Cervantes in a way that the “History of Don Quixote” can 
never be owned by its translators. 

The ca. 1761 catalog lists both the 1741 Noble edition of The Life of  Moll 
Flanders (48) and the 1742 Noble edition of Roxana, or the Fortunate Mis-
tress (51), but it does not attribute them to Defoe. Indeed, even after the 
1775 and 1776 editions of Roxana and Moll Flanders were published with 
Defoe’s name attached to their title pages, contemporary circulating library 
catalogs did not always list them as by Defoe. Thomas Lowndes, who pub-
lished the 1775 Roxana along with Francis Noble, distributed a catalog for 
his bookshop in 1778 in which “Roxana, or the Fortunate Mistress, new,” 
dated 1775 and “Moll Flanders, new,” dated 1776 are listed among “Miscel-
lanies. TWELVES,” where neither bears an attribution.28

A survey of catalogs from booksellers and estate sales similarly reveals 
a varying pattern of attribution for the novels consistent with the gradual 
process of acceptance that I have outlined.29 For example, Lackington’s Cat-
alogue for 1784 lists both the 1724 Roxana as “Roxana, the Fortunate Mis-
tress, neat, 2s 3d Ditto 1s 6d 1724” (49) and the 1775 Roxana as “History of 
Madam de Boleau [sic], or Roxana, by DeFoe, new, 1s 6d” (61). The editions 
are listed separately with an attribution to Defoe only for the later edition. 
The Lackington catalog, however, is unique in this regard; a 1791 catalog 
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by Thomas and John Egerton, for example, lists “Roxana, or the Fortu-
nate Mistress, by Defoe, eleg. 3s 6d 1742” (244). In this catalog, the earlier 
edition that was not attributed to Defoe picks up the attribution. It seems 
here that the catalogers are drawing from a body of social knowledge rather 
than any attribution on the printed book, a body of social knowledge like 
that associated with the circulating libraries and bookshops of Francis and 
John Noble. 

More than ten years after the publication of the Noble editions of Rox-
ana and Moll Flanders, Francis Noble offered up a list of “NOVELS printed 
for F. Noble” in a catalog bound with the third volume of Daniel De Foe’s 
Voyage Round the World. By a Course Never Sailed Before (1787) (figure 1), 
which appears to be the first extant evidence of the standardized attribution 
of Defoe’s “novels” as an oeuvre.30 Also found in the first volume of Dan-
iel De Foe’s Voyage is “The Life of the Author, By William Shiels, ESQ.,” 
which Furbank and Owens have identified as a plagiarism from the life by 
Robert Shiels of 1753, but with updates to include the recent Noble publica-
tions by “De Foe” (Furbank and Owens, “Defoe and Francis Noble,” 309). 
These publications include all the fictional works available for rent or sale 
from Noble and now bear authorial attributions to “De Foe.” 

The catalog standardization of Defoe’s “novels” by Noble was delayed 
by over a decade following the attribution of Roxana and Moll Flanders. 
The 1787 list “NOVELS printed for F. Noble” represents a reimagining of 
Defoe as an author of novels rather than political pamphleteer and author 
of Robinson Crusoe.31 It is a moment, much like the 1785 Morning Herald 
advertisement, where a body of work coheres with Defoe’s name attached. 
As we have seen, however, such a process is gradual and requires multi-
ple repetitions within the literary marketplace before it coheres into what 
we might recognize as the Defoe canon. The circulating library, with its 
publishing, advertising, and lending practices, made possible such steady 
repetition. 

It is worth pausing briefly to consider the role of eighteenth- century 
Defoe biography and bibliography in the shaping of the Defoe oeuvre. 
George Chalmers, Defoe’s first biographer and bibliographer, assembled 
his “LIST of  WRITINGS, which are considered undoubtedly DE FOE’s” 
in the 1791 edition of The Life of  Daniel De Foe, which is based on a variety 
of sources, including, as Furbank and Owens note, “cautious” attention to 
catalogs of booksellers and large libraries (Canonisation, 52). Chalmers’s 
“LIST” is neither a starting point nor an end point in the construction of 
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Figure 1. Catalog page in volume 3 of Daniel Defoe’s Voyage Round the World (1787). 
© The British Library Board, G.13741 –43. 
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the Defoe canon; rather, it is one critical stage of the process that crys-
talizes Defoe’s works and stabilizes attributions of previously anonymous 
writings. Chalmers offers little evidence for most of his attributions in The 
Life, and it is quite possible that his textual sources of attribution for Rox-
ana and Moll Flanders were the Noble editions or catalogs. However, given 
the dispersed and social nature of attribution, it is also possible that he 
relied on other sources. 

I have shown how the Nobles represented the relationship between 
Defoe, Roxana, and Moll Flanders with increased clarity beginning in 1776 
and culminating in the standardization Defoe’s works in the catalog pages 
of 1787. Roxana and Moll Flanders were now no longer simply novels listed 
among other circulating library books: with the addition of the name of 
the author, these texts became an author’s works.32 This process is aided 
by abstraction: the individual edition or volume of Roxana or Moll Flan-
ders matters less than the idea of “De Foe’s Adventures of Roxana” or “De 
Foe’s Adventures of Moll Flanders,” reinforced by each instance of attach-
ing the name to the work —  on title pages, in advertisements, and in library 
catalogs. Thus, author and title as inseparable, virtual entities could move 
about more widely than the actual Noble editions bearing Defoe’s name 
and gradually become attached to other editions of Roxana and Moll Flan-
ders, propagating the knowledge of Defoe’s authorship. The processes of 
repetition and virtualization are not, I suggest, incidental to the Nobles’ 
advertising practices. Rather, these processes are central to the premise of 
the circulating library. 

As a medium for distributing texts, the circulating library is virtual 
and repetitive, more so than the bookshop.33 Selling a book entails acquir-
ing private property, whereas renting a book involves many people in the 
common enterprise of sequential possession. Renting books carries with it 
the idea that books are interchangeable and exchangeable and thus function 
in the abstract both as commodities and as texts.34 Though the trade is of 
the material form of the book, the discrete book does not matter as much 
as its ability to be exchanged or stand in for another book, or, in the case 
of Roxana and Moll Flanders, for other, variant, editions. The distribution 
system contributes to the actual, physical book becoming a virtual entity 
shared among readers. 

The Nobles’ libraries were among many in the London literary mar-
ketplace whose practice of lending books helped form a reading public cen-
tered on the libraries. Keith Manley has suggested that “although buying 
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books is a commercial activity, lending, at a price, adds new levels of social 
and economic dynamics, especially since many of the largest circulating 
libraries became social centres in their own right.” 35 Manley alerts us to the 
key structural difference between the lending and the selling of books: by 
its very nature, the circulating library book must pass repeatedly through 
the hands of many readers, all of whom have in common the institution of 
the library. Similarly, Raven has written about the forms of sociability fos-
tered by proprietary and commercial libraries that allowed readers to par-
ticipate in an imagined literary community.36 Barbara Benedict has further 
reflected on the virtual, or imagined, connection between readers in the 
circulating library: “Whereas subscription libraries were in a sense owned 
by the subscribers who appointed officials to run the library, circulating 
libraries were commercial enterprises run for profit in a world of mobile 
readers with no necessary connection to one another or to the proprietors 
of the library.” 37 That is, in subscription libraries, books were available only 
to a limited set of readers, who were also owners and who had some rela-
tionship with each other, while in commercial libraries, books were shared 
by customers engaged in the common experience of reading, but who had 
no relationship to each other beyond their shared status as customers. As 
Raven has also suggested, “By reading, the reader assumed links with num-
berless others also reading the text, extending the notion of a participatory 
culture” (“Libraries,” 258). Charlotte Stewart- Murphy has similarly pointed 
to the social project of literary commonality embedded within the structure 
of the circulating library:

The availability of novels and popular anthologies in the circulating 
libraries was influential in stimulating the growth of a new popular 
culture. For the first time, the subscribers to the libraries —  the well- to- do, 
the middle- class professionals, working- men, merchants, shopkeepers, 
domestic servants, and their families — shared a common literary interest 
and began to develop a similar set of social values. This common culture 
and lessening of the literary class lines have been considered by some 
scholars to have had a significant effect on the social and political unity 
of the country.38

The circulating library, in effect, built a virtual literary public sharing a col-
lection of texts and ideas that the library circulated.39 

The circulating library is the medium through which those texts and 
ideas move. It is a source of kinds and genres of writing —  “the circulat-
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ing library novel” —  not simply physical books.40 Moving physical books 
through the library facilitates the transmission of ideas that make texts 
largely interchangeable. Thus, one could rent The Fortunes and Misfortunes 
of  the Famous Moll Flanders (F. Noble 1741) or The History of  Laetitia Atkins, 
Vulgarly Called Moll Flanders (F. Noble 1776) and think of them both as 
Moll Flanders “by Defoe.”

The Nobles’ libraries worked powerfully as metaphors for circulation 
even more than as physical places for renting books. As such, their role in 
establishing and spreading ideas, such as the name of a previously anony-
mous author, was emphasized in critics’ responses to circulating libraries 
and their novels. A 1772 print exchange between the Nobles and a critical 
anonymous reviewer illustrates the manner in which the circulating library’s 
main function, to circulate books, is ultimately taken up and turned against 
the library’s proprietors. In the December 1772 issue of the London Maga-
zine, two new novels published by the Noble brothers were reviewed: The 
Way to Lose him; or The History of  Miss Wyndham. By the Author of The Way 
to Please him and The Way to Please Him. By the Author of The Way to Lose 
him. The reviews were not positive. Of The Way to Lose Him, the anony-
mous reviewer claims that it was “written solely for the use of the circu-
lating library, and very popular to debauch all young women who are still 
undebauched.” The Way to Please Him fared no better: “See the last article. 
The same character will do for both.” 41 

Francis and John Noble were not pleased. The brothers issued two 
appeals in the following months attacking the London Magazine and the 
anonymous reviewer, and vindicating their novels from charges that they 
were fit only “to debauch young women.” In the first, they published an 
appeal to the public and reprinted the letter they had sent to “Mr. Baldwin, 
the publisher of the Magazine in which the injury had been done.” 42 Along 
with charging the anonymous reviewer with scurrility, the Nobles reprinted 
positive reviews of The Way to Lose Him and The Way to Please Him that 
speak to their stated mission “to publish only such Novels as have for their 
objects, what their writers ought ever to have in view, amusement, instruc-
tion, decency, and morality” (6), and they printed a summary of Baldwin’s 
response to their letter. 

Rather than receiving the expected apology, the Nobles, who had cor-
nered the market on anonymous, largely ephemeral novels of romance, 
found in the January 1773 issue of the London Magazine an even more scur-
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rilous attack by the anonymous reviewer. In An Appeal, the Nobles reprint 
this attack and offer ongoing commentary refuting its claims in their foot-
notes. The reviewer claims that the letter from the Nobles was “replete with 
those barbarous expressions (b) familiar to men, whose business it is to puz-
zle heads, and to corrupt hearts (c).” In note c, the Nobles respond that they 
do not understand if the reviewer means to refer to their “business” as that 
of “Booksellers and Publishers; or that of keeping a Circulating Library; 
or whether all together.” The note repeats their claim that “our Libraries 
abound with authors of the first character, in almost every useful art and 
science; and are, therefore calculated to diffuse knowledge, and improve the 
mind, instead of corrupting the heart” (11).

The familiar attack on the corrupting nature of circulating library nov-
els continues throughout the anonymous reviewer’s response to the Nobles 
letter, with the reviewer excusing the Nobles for the “aspersions” they, “have 
applied to him, because he [the reviewer] believes they are not accustomed to 
talk otherwise” (13). According to the Nobles, the reviewer then claims:

“Scandal is the property of mean and illiberal minds, and the Circulating 
Library is its palace. (g) But he cannot suppress his [the reviewer’s] 
inclination to inform them [the Nobles], that an Act of Parliament is soon 
to be passed, by which Circulating Libraries are to be suppressed, and by 
which the owners of them are to be declared, like the players, rogues and 
vagabonds, the debauchers of morals, and the pest of society. (h).” (13 –  14) 

The reviewer offers two competing critiques of the circulating library: it is a 
place of scandal, and it is not a place at all. While it may be a figural home 
to scandal, ignorance, and folly, its status as an actual location seems much 
less clear to this reviewer in his reference to “an Act of Parliament, . . . by 
which Circulating Libraries are to be suppressed, and by which the own-
ers of them are to be declared, like the players, rogues and vagabonds” (14). 
The reviewer invokes earlier critiques of the stage and likens the Nobles 
to itinerant performers; they are corrupters of morals, without a home, 
who roam throughout the land. Further, like players, the Nobles are the 
medium for the words and ideas of another. The reviewer’s double critique 
points to the abstraction of the Nobles’ libraries, where their physical loca-
tion is obscured, and their role as medium is made central. 

The Nobles seize upon the claim that they are homeless in their 
response and ask:
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Prithee, friend, how is this same Act to make it appear that we are 
wanderers, have no visible way of living, or settled habitation? See what it 
is not to consult your Dictionary! Or, perhaps, you thought that, because 
we keep a Circulating Library, we must necessarily circulate too, and, like 
our books, perpetually wander about from place to place. (emphasis in 
original, 14 –  15)

The Nobles identify in the reviewer’s rhetoric the conflation of the cir-
culating library as place with the circulating library as idea. He has, they 
claim, likened the brothers to their books that “perpetually wander about 
from place to place” (15). The Nobles, then, wish to offer a corrective by 
moving away from the notion of the library as a medium that perpetually 
spreads folly, ignorance, and scandal, insisting instead on the literal place of 
the libraries “near Middle Row, Holborn, and Saint Martin’s Court, near 
Leicester Square,” and on the distribution of actual books, like The Way to 
Please Him.43

Though the Nobles protest adamantly against the notion that their 
libraries could be reduced, like the players, to mere circulation, the review-
er’s rhetoric shares the assumptions they themselves employed in represent-
ing their libraries. In the frontispieces of their catalogs, they idealize their 
libraries as being independent of physical reality, blurring the boundaries 
between the virtual and the actual, emphasizing their library as a source 
of enlightenment and privilege, disseminating ideas. Despite the Nobles’ 
attempt to defend their enterprise by appealing to its physical location, 
the library gained in significance, whether as an agent of debauchery or 
enlightenment, because of its virtuality. In this way, the Nobles’ libraries 
reinforced a powerful set of ideas about literature that supersede the mate-
rial texts and even the libraries themselves

The Nobles embraced the notion of the circulating library as a medium 
for transmitting ideas and represented their libraries accordingly. The Yearly 
and Quarterly Subscriber; or, A new catalogue of  a large collection of  useful and 
entertaining books, all of  which are lent to be read by F. and J. Noble (ca. 1746) 
features an engraving by Jacob Bonneau that represents the interior of their 
library in St. Martin’s Court (figure 2). Raven writes of this frontispiece, 
along with others from the period, that they show “large book stacks on 
open shelves. These rare surviving prints of early circulating libraries also 
reveal the attention given to access and fashion and depict very respectable 
clientele.” 44 Though Raven contends that “for commercial reasons these 
library trade cards and catalogue engravings of the interiors undoubtedly 
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Figure 2. Frontispiece from F. and J. Noble’s The Yearly and Quarterly Subscriber 
(ca. 1746). Bodleian Library, University of Oxford, Vet.a4e.3250.
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offered romanticized pictures to subscribers, many of whom lived in coun-
try parts,” he argues that these images are not entirely fanciful, and thus 
offer a fairly accurate representation of the interiors of these libraries and 
their means of controlling access, and thus readership (“From Promotion,” 
186). Manley, who first brought the Bonneau engraving to scholarly atten-
tion, is less convinced, however, that this image represents a library interior 
at all, “since circulating libraries were closed access, and customers had to 
order their choice of books from the catalogue.” 45 I wish to set aside the 
question of access in order to focus on the elements of the image that likely 
did not represent the actual interior, and to suggest the image’s ideological 
function. Raven’s reading has asked us to attend to the foreground; I am 
interested, however, in the background and its relationship to the catalog 
in which it appears. While the image may depict the interior space of the 
circulating library, I contend that this frontispiece is a visual representation 
of the catalog itself. 

Near the visual center of the print, but shrouded in shadow, is the 
text “THE CIRCULATING LIBRARY.” This text appears to be carved 
into the entablature above the built- in bookcase. Similarly, each book-
shelf has its subject contents carved into it. The top shelf is labeled, “HIS-
TORY. VOYAGES,” the shelf under it, “NOVELS. ROMANCES,” 
then, “MATHEMATICKS,” “PHISICK. SURGERY,” and finally, par-
tially obscured by the figures in the foreground, “POETRY PLAYS.” The 
remaining two shelves are similarly labeled but almost fully obscured. Fur-
ther, the books are not organized by subject alone, but by size as well. On 
the very top shelves are what appear to be folio editions, below them quar-
tos, below the quartos, octavos. The 1746 Noble library catalog, like most 
circulating libraries’ and booksellers’ catalogs throughout the eighteenth 
century, organized the books by size and subject. A typical catalog began 
with folio editions and went through octavo editions.46 In the Bonneau 
engraving, ca. 1746, the books on the shelves in the background follow this 
mode of organization almost exactly.

The organizational logic of the bookcase that appears in the image 
underneath “THE CIRCULATING LIBRARY” is nearly identical to 
that of the catalog itself. The left hand of the foreground figure appears 
to rest on what Raven has suggested is the catalog (or a similar finding 
guide), while with his right hand, he points to the space before him, per-
haps to the shelf labeled “SURGERY,” from which another figure is taking 
a book. On the basis of these details, I suggest that this frontispiece is an 
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indexical image of self- reference.47 When we look more closely, we see that 
like his right index finger, the foreground figure’s left index finger also is 
pointing —  in the first case, to the catalog of the circulating library; in the 
second, to the interior of the circulating library itself, an image of which 
is reproduced on the catalog’s frontispiece that we are currently looking at. 
The effect is to establish, within the virtual framework of an image, a cor-
respondence between the actual space of the library and the virtual space of 
its catalog. What this suggests is that to read the virtual representation of 
the library —  that is, its catalog —  is to enter the actuality of the library. But 
the opposite is also true, since the shelves of the actual library space contain 
the books we see on the frontispiece of the catalog. Outside the frame of 
the frontispiece, of course, what I have called the “actual library space” is 
only an image of the actual library in which a spectator might be standing, 
confronted simultaneously by real books and a real catalog displayed on a 
real table much like that pictured in the frontispiece. 

A second Bonneau frontispiece, from John Noble’s circulating library 
catalog, ca. 1761, further illustrates the insistence on the virtual nature of 
the circulating library (figure 3). In this engraving, no attempt at mimesis 
is made in representing the library. Instead, a patron approaches a pedestal 
of library books with stylized classical figures, Minerva on the left, Apollo 
on the right, pointing at the books whose subject matters they represent by 
virtue of their accoutrements: to the right, Apollo’s lyre (hence, poetry); to 
the left, Minerva’s spear and shield (hence, history and antiquity). At the 
base of the pedestal is a piece of parchment that reads “J. Noble’s Circulat-
ing Library.” Then, the books are stacked by size, with folios at the bottom, 
with what appear to be quartos at the top, a near inversion of the stack-
ing in the 1746 frontispiece. The absence of bookshelves necessitates this 
arrangement of books based on size. This engraving takes the nonmimetic 
representation of the library to its logical extreme. Rather than represent-
ing a library with an exact correspondence between catalog and stacks, 
the image represents the library as an ideal summed up by the Horatian 
epigram on the engraving, “Lectorum delectando pariterque momendo,” 
delighting the reader while teaching him. 

Each image presents the library as a virtual space, indicating the actu-
ality of both the catalogs that they preface, and the libraries that they (the 
frontispieces and catalogs) represent. This occurs through the finger of the 
figure pointing toward the bookcase in the foreground in the 1746 frontis-
piece, and the fingers of Minerva and Apollo pointing toward the stack 
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Figure 3. Frontispiece from J. Noble’s A New Catalogue (1761). By permission of  
The Folger Shakespeare Library.
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of books in the 1761 frontispiece. It is as if the 1761 frontispiece further 
abstracts the 1746 image. The viewer is simultaneously asked to think of: 
the representation of the library, the actual library, the actual catalog, and 
the uses of both the catalog (as finding aid for books) and the library (as 
venue for books). Much of the discourse about their circulating libraries in 
the period, as we have seen, testifies to popular understanding of the librar-
ies as a place not only where books were rented, but also as a metaphor for 
circulation; the virtual circulation involved in, not the renting, or buying, 
of books, but in reading them. The library was conflated with its role as 
medium.48 The circulating library in popular thought became a figure for 
understanding and thinking about the phenomenon of circulation and its 
effects. 

The attributions of Roxana and Moll Flanders were not established by 
a single event or bound to single editions. Rather, the attributions occurred 
within an institution whose very premise was based on the repeated dis-
tribution of both books and ideas to a reading public. Defoe the writer of 
novels may have been, as Pat Rogers has claimed, a nineteenth- century 
invention, but the conditions under which the transformation was made 
possible —  the attribution of authorship —  occurred in the world of the late 
eighteenth- century book trade (4). Because attribution is a process that 
depends upon its repetition and circulation, its effects are not immedi-
ate. Attribution is, rather, a slow transformation, such that, even by the 
early nineteenth century, Defoe’s literary production was deemed obscure 
enough by Romantic essayist Charles Lamb, that in a letter to early Defoe 
biographer Walter Wilson, he could claim, “He is quite new ground, and 
scarce known beyond Crusoe.” 49 

The book- length studies of attribution and the Defoe canon by P. N. 
Furbank and W. R. Owens have placed in the foreground the problems 
in attribution posed by any work said to be by Defoe. Though most pro-
nounced in Defoe studies, the issues of anonymity and attribution pervade 
the publication history of eighteenth- century novels. Anonymity and attri-
bution, their function and effect, then, must be taken into consideration in 
the study of the novel. What this essay has attempted to demonstrate is the 
very historical contingencies that made possible the lasting attributions of 
Roxana and Moll Flanders that have shaped the post eighteenth- century 
reception of the author and his works. It is not solely the intrinsic literary 
worth of a work that ensures its preservation; rather, it is extrinsic factors, 
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how texts circulate and with what names attached, that determine whether 
a text disappears as ephemera, or is preserved, detached from its material 
form, in the literary imagination.
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