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ELISABETH-MARIE RICHTER, England und der Index der ver botenen 
Bücher im 19. Jahr hundert, Römische In qui sition und Index kon gre-
gation, 21 (Leiden: Brill/Ferdinand Schöningh, 2021), x + 638 pp. ISBN 
978 3 506 70474 0.  €120.56 / $US 147.00

At the outset of his ascent from struggling writer and lapsed ordin-
and to second English pope, George Arthur Rose, the hero of Fred erick 
Rolfe’s 1904 novel of semi-autobiographical fan tasy, Hadrian the Sev
enth, con fesses a long litany of sins to a bishop. ‘In regard to litera ture’, 
he admits, ‘I have read pro hibited books and maga zines—the Nine
teenth Century, and books an cient and modern which are of a cer tain 
kind . . . my motive always has been to inform myself.’1 Among its 
other dis coveries, Elisabeth-Marie Richter’s im pressive new book on 
the relation ship between Eng land and the Index Librorum Prohibit orum 
during the nine teenth cen tury makes clear that the con flict which Rolfe’s 
half-fictional cre ation ex peri enced be tween the allure of modern know-
ledge and the duty of obedi ence was far from un usual among Eng lish 
Cath olics of Rolfe’s gener ation.

Focusing in the first in stance on the jurid ical pro cesses by which 
Eng lish books came to be placed on the Index, and second on the views 
which Eng lish Cath olics them selves took of the in sti tution, Eng land und 
der Index has a signifi cance which extends beyond its cen tral con cern 
with the his tory of ec clesi astical censor ship. For that his tory also opens 
new win dows into the his tory of nineteenth-century Eng lish Catholi-
cism, and the Euro pean impact of British intel lectual and re ligious life.

Richter’s book is the twenty-first volume to appear in Brill’s in-
valuable series Römische In qui sition und Index kongregation, under the 
gen eral editor ship of Hubert Wolf. In common with the rest of the 
series, Eng land und der Index is one of the fruits of the 1998 open ing of 
the ar chives of the Con gre gation for the Doc trine of the Faith, a vault 
still re plete with trea sure for the ec clesi astical, intel lectual, or book 
histor ian. Known from its foun dation in 1542 until 1965 under the more 
fear some title of the Con gre gation of the Holy Roman and Uni versal 
In qui sition, or Holy Office, it shared re sponsi bility for book censor ship 
with the smaller Sacred Con gre gation of the Index. As Richter ex plains, 

1 Frederick Rolfe (Baron Corvo), Hadrian the Seventh (New York, 2001), 50.  
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this ‘little sister’ (p. 47) of the In qui sition kept the Index up to date, ruled 
upon ques tions of interpret ation, and granted select ive per missions to 
read its forbid den con tents, prior to its full inte gration with the Holy 
Office in 1917. The Index con tinued to grow until it con demned its last 
book in 1961. Paul VI abol ished it five years later. Codi fied into some-
thing like a formal pro cedure under the quasi-Enlighten ment pope 
Bene dict XIV, the Index’s stately work ings could not keep pace with the 
huge expan sion of the modern book trade, but the author ities lost none 
of their pre modern vigour in pro hibit ing works injur ious to the faith 
during the nine teenth cen tury. Promin ent among these were works of 
Eng lish proven ance. Ex pertly navi gating both the in quisi torial ar chives 
in Rome and the West minster Dio cesan Ar chives in London, Richter 
pre sents the Eng lish en counter with the Index from both the curial and 
the Eng lish points of view. Using sources in German, Eng lish, French, 
Ital ian, and Latin, she inte grates the ar chival trail with close com-
parison of differ ent editions of texts brought within the Index’s com pass 
in order to ana lyse why, exactly, one edition of the same work earned 
cen sure rather than an other. Follow ing scholar ship of this high order is 
one of the rewards which the book brings to the reader who pos sesses 
the opportun ity to read its 551 pages of main text.

In a way that will be helpful for readers coming to the sub ject for 
the first time, the book begins with re capitu lations of the his tory of 
post-Reformation Eng lish Catholi cism and of the Roman appar atus 
of censor ship. The obliga tory dis cussion of the cur rent state of re-
search follows, before Richter’s target comes into arrest ing focus with 
a fascin ating table (pp. 74–81) of the Eng lish books which went before 
the Holy Office or the Con gre gation of the Index between 1815 and 
1899. Of these a number were forbid den, whilst others were scrutin-
ized but ultim ately not in cluded in the Index. To the Victorian ist on 
the Clap ham omni bus, the list of works which the Curia decided to 
censor could appear eclec tic, even slap dash. Books were cen sured, 
but so were sermons and even indi vidual jour nal art icles, in clud ing 
a series of essays by St George Jack son Mivart on ‘Happi ness in Hell’ 
in the Nine teenth Century (p. 81)—perhaps the inspir ation for Rose’s 
con fession in Hadrian the Sev enth. Hugh Trevor-Roper’s mischiev ous 
de scription of the Index—‘that in compar able roll of genius’—could 
only be applied at a stretch to such pro scribed texts as George Combe’s 
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System of Phren ology or Wil liam Stroud’s Treat ise on the Phys ical Cause 
of the Death of Christ (pp. 78, 81).2 Although the Index con demned a 
number of what poster ity would regard as nineteenth-century clas-
sics, such as John Stuart Mill’s Prin ciples of Polit ical Econ omy (p. 79), 
many great Victor ian works are passed over in silence: neither Leslie 
Stephen nor Charles Darwin earned a mention.

This table of prohibited works will be of great interest to scholars of 
nineteenth-century Brit ish intel lectual culture. It also sug gests cer tain 
dif ficulties with Richter’s justi fiable, but in escapably thorny de cision 
to focus solely on ‘Eng lish’ books, in the sense of ‘Eng land’s liter ary 
pro duction’ (p. 5). The quota tion marks around ‘Eng lish’ are neces-
sary, be cause the author de cides to in clude Scot tish works, marked 
with an aster isk, in the table along side books origin ating in Eng land. 
Richter argues that this is a fair inclu sion in a book about Eng land, be-
cause des pite Scot land’s separ ate ec clesi astical polity, Rome per ceived 
it, to gether with Eng land, as a heret ical Prot est ant coun try. Ire land, 
by con trast, was a differ ent case, being an over whelm ingly Cath olic 
nation, and so Irish books are not men tioned. Richter’s prin ciples of 
selec tion are, at one level, quite reason able. But Brit ish histor ians may 
have found it help ful had she taken the opportun ity to in clude Irish 
books in the ledger, for there was substan tial inter penetration be tween 
Eng lish and Irish Cath olic intel lectual cul ture in the period. On the 
Prot est ant side, close links existed be tween Anglo-Irish Prot est ants 
and Eng land’s Angli can elites, whilst Presby terians in Ulster and Scot-
land moved freely across the North Chan nel. Indeed, as Richter goes 
on to note, two of the authors whom she dis cusses at greater length 
in the book—Laurence Sterne and Lady Sydney Morgan—them-
selves had Anglo-Irish back grounds. A com posite table, in clud ing all 
Eng lish, Scot tish, Irish, and (perhaps implaus ibly) Welsh works that 
came before the censor ial gaze, might have better reflected the porous 
nature of the bound aries between the liter ary, re ligious, and intel-
lectual cul tures of the United King dom’s four nations.

This quibble is, however, a minor one, for it does not impede the 
reader’s appreci ation of the heart of Richter’s book. Rather than focus 

2 Quoted in Richard Davenport-Hines, ‘Introduction’, in id. (ed.), Letters from 
Oxford: Hugh TrevorRoper to Bernard Berenson (London, 2006), p. xxxv.  
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on all the fifty-four listed works, an embarrass ment of riches which 
could have pro duced a rela tively super ficial treat ment of her sub ject, 
she in stead iden tifies four case studies. Leaving to future histor ians 
the phil osophical, histor ical, theo logical, and political-economic works 
which at tracted the atten tion of the censors, she in stead attends to four 
case studies of the Con gre gation of the Index’s re sponse to ‘litera ture 
in the narrower sense’ (p. 84). The first is the eighteenth-century Angli-
can cleric Laurence Sterne’s 1768 A Senti mental Jour ney through France 
and Italy, a novel re lating the mainly amor ous tour ing ex peri ences of 
the author’s alter ego, Rev erend Mr Yorick, and placed on the Index in 
1819. The second is the rational istic Anglo-Irish author Lady Sydney 
Morgan’s 1821 trav elogue Italy, banned the next year. The third is Mary 
Martha Sher wood’s evan gelical Angli can work of chil dren’s fic tion The 
His tory of Little Henry and his Bearer, pub lished in 1814 and indexed in 
1827. The fourth and final work singled out for atten tion is Percy Bysshe 
Shelley’s post humously pub lished 1839 Poet ical Works, the only one of 
the selec tion ultim ately not pro hibited in this way, in a de cision of 1852.

Richter examines the English back ground and recep tion, Con-
tin ental trans lation or dis semin ation, and censor ial consider ation of 
each of these works in a way that makes her book both a fascin ating 
ex ample of com para tive recep tion his tory and a forensic ally argued 
study of the varie gated complex ities of papal censor ship. Her find-
ings are import ant, and often sur prising. Through out her ac count, 
Richter is con cerned to re construct the intel lectual person alities and 
mental world-views of the consult ors ap pointed by the Con gre gation 
to report on sus picious books. They emerge as general ists, with little 
spe cific back ground in Eng lish affairs; hence their judge ments were 
often rather light on the texts’ con texts, or deriva tive of others’ opin-
ions. In triguingly, censors’ moral ob jections to problem atic works 
often re sembled those of con serva tive Eng lish Prot est ants, des pite 
their doc trinal differ ences. Thus the curial consultor echoed earlier 
Eng lish readers in fault ing Sterne for making light of re ligion and 
scrip ture. Where censors did not ex plicitly recom mend pro scription, 
this did not neces sarily imply toler ation, still less ap proval. Shelley’s 
poems escaped the Index not be cause they were doc trinally harm less, 
but be cause the Con gre gation de cided they were already pro hibited 
accord ing to the Tri dentine ‘second Index rule’ (p. 427), accord ing to 
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which works of heretics that treated re ligious ques tions stood under a 
gen eral ban on perusal by the faith ful. 

Whilst the censors’ aware ness of Eng lish works was notably patchy, 
Richter winkles out the pat terns which ac count for why cer tain works 
came to be of inter est and others passed out of view. In most cases, little 
is known of the pre cise route through which indi vidual works were 
de nounced to the censors. But the Curia showed espe cial vigi lance in 
defend ing the repu tation of Italy and the Papal State against the calum-
nies of heret ical authors. Hence it was no acci dent that Sterne, Morgan, 
and Shelley all depre cated the re ligious con dition of Italy. An Eng lish 
work gener ally also had to appear in French or Ital ian trans lation before 
it at tracted crit ical notice. This re flected both the censors’ limited intelli-
gence on the world beyond Rome and their more immedi ate con cern to 
safe guard Cath olic peoples rather than to police Prot est ant ones. The 
nature of the trans lation could also prove signifi cant. Sterne’s trans lator, 
Ugo Foscolo, made his prose more in toler ably erotic than the Eng lish 
ori ginal, whilst one of the censor’s main ob jections to Sher wood’s Little 
Henry was that the Italian trans lation came from a Prot est ant Bible soci-
ety. The fact that works were treated in trans lation helps to ac count for 
the often striking delay between a work’s original publi cation and its 
consider ation for the Index. It was not the sole explan ation, how ever, for 
why Eng lish works came in for crit ical atten tion at moments of height-
ened anx iety. Shelley, un usually read in the Eng lish ori ginal, faced the 
censors shortly after the restor ation of the English Roman Cath olic hier-
archy in 1850.

How far did Catholics heed the Index’s admon itions in prac tice? 
In the pen ultimate chap ter before her con clusion, Richter poses this 
ques tion in re lation to the Eng lish Cath olic hier archy at the close of the 
nine teenth cen tury. She argues that know ledge of the Index was notably 
slight among the Eng lish Cath olic com munity at large. The most senior 
clergy—here espe cially Car dinal Her bert Vaughan, arch bishop of 
West minster from 1892 to 1903—regarded it as both im practical to 
enforce and counter productive to evangel ism. Un successfully lobby-
ing Rome to re lease the Eng lish church from the author ity of the Index, 
Vaughan con sidered that Eng lish Cath olics had to meet non-Catholics 
in free debate, un encumbered by the alle gations of obscurant ism which 
the Index invited. Richter con vincingly argues that this differ ence of 
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opin ion points to the limits of Roman ization within Eng lish Catholi-
cism after 1850. Where curial censors habit ually thought in terms of the 
pro tection of Cath olic nations from un belief, Eng lish Cath olics, more 
used to a free press and a re ligiously plural soci ety, hoped for a less con-
sti pated re sponse to modern ity. Ultim ately, this would be the ap proach 
that won out during the period of the Second Vatican Council.

Richter’s imaginative, scrupulous, and authori tative work on the 
his tory of Cath olic censor ship is a model of its kind, pre sent ing metic-
u lous scholar ship in en gaging prose. A weighty con tribu tion to a 
dis tinguished and vigor ous series, it also opens up sev eral new areas of 
in quiry for future re search in nineteenth-century Brit ish and Euro pean 
intel lectual and re ligious his tory. Richter her self urges the more thor-
ough con sider ation of the recep tion which the Index ob tained among 
Eng lish Cath olics beyond the episco pate, among the paro chial clergy, 
laity, and in Cath olic edu cational in sti tutions. It would be ex citing to 
extend our under stand ing of the censor ial pro cess beyond the liter-
ary works upon which Richter con cen trates, to inte grate the works of 
his tory, the ology, phil osophy, and polit ical econ omy which also came 
within its pur view. Whether the ultim ate omis sion of a dubi ous work 
from the Index did indeed always leave it under the gen eral ban of the 
second rule, or whether a more accom modating re sponse to cer tain 
non-Catholic Eng lish authors can be de tected in some cases, may be 
a ques tion worth pur suing. The book de serves to find a wide reader-
ship with Anglo phone histor ians, among whom know ledge of German 
is regret tably no longer as wide spread as it once was. Per haps some 
way can be found of in cluding English-language summar ies in future 
volumes in the Römische In qui sition und Index kon gre gation series, so that 
con temporary scholar ship does not fall victim to modern forms of the 
intel lectual parochial ism which Richter histori cizes so instructively. 

JOSHUA BENNETT is the Darby Fellow and Tutor in Modern His tory 
at Lin coln College, Oxford. He is the author of God and Pro gress: Re ligion 
and His tory in British Intel lectual Culture, 1845–1914 (2019), and is cur-
rently work ing on a his tory of lib eral social thought in Brit ain, Europe, 
and North Amer ica in the late nine teenth and early twen tieth cen turies.
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