
The Harcourt Papers: Collecting Manuscript Poetry in the Eighteenth Century
In 2008 the archive of the Harcourt family was formally acquired by the Bodleian Library in Oxford under H M Government’s Acceptance in Lieu of inheritance tax scheme
.  Much of the archive has been on deposit in the Library since 1972, but among the papers newly transferred to the Bodleian from the family property at Stanton Harcourt are four volumes of verse manuscripts.  The poems collected here range in date from the first decades of the eighteenth century to 1871, though the vast majority were composed between 1760 and 1820.  Three volumes contain verse by various authors, while the fourth is dedicated to the original poetry of Elizabeth, Countess Harcourt (d.1826), whose literary interests were the strongest influence on the formation of the collection.  As Lord and Lady Nuneham, and later the 2nd Earl and Countess Harcourt, Elizabeth and her husband George Simon (b.1736, d.1809) became patrons of literary society, their gardens at Nuneham Park a favourite haunt for visitors including William Whitehead, William Mason and Horace Walpole.  Their large collection of contemporary verse illuminates the changing ways in which manuscript circulation played a part in elite social activity and responded to the publication of poetry in newspapers and periodicals.

     The collection, far from being the product of a narrow aristocratic coterie, grew over fifty years from a wide range of relationships, from intimate female friendships to ties of literary patronage.  The Harcourts were collectors for whom the social nature or topical interest of a verse were primary motives for preserving a copy, and many of the poems they collected were widely circulated in manuscript or print at the time.  The Earl, however, was deeply interested in antiquarian pursuits.  The nineteenth-century catalogue of the library at the Harcourts’ seat, Nuneham Park, records a large number of works on topography and heraldry, including seventeenth-century editions of works by Elias Ashmole, William Camden, Philipp Clüver, and Antony Wood
.  Moreover the Description of Nuneham Courtenay published in 1806 contains an account of ‘The Tapestry Room’, created in 1787 to house the Sheldon tapestry maps that Horace Walpole presented to the Earl, and decorated with a frieze of coats of arms
.  It seems that the Earl and Countess embraced contrasting passions, the latter for composing and collecting verse and the former for antiquarian research.  The fruits of the Earl’s labours have not survived in the family archive, nor did his interest reveal itself in a zeal for acquiring rare or endangered manuscripts like the great antiquarian collectors of the earlier eighteenth century, the Rawlinsons.  But while the Harcourts’ collection of contemporary verse connects them to a wide circle of friends and authors, the Earl’s antiquarian interests link him to a tradition of historians and collectors that, unlike the circulation of manuscripts, continued to flourish in the next century.
The collection in its present state, bound in guard-books as a heterogeneous whole, is not that which the Earl and Countess gathered in the second half of the eighteenth century.  In the later nineteenth century Edward William Harcourt (b.1825, d.1891) had the manuscript copies bound in preparation for the private publication of The Harcourt Papers
.  This survey of the family’s history incorporates ‘poorly and inaccurately edited’
 selections from the archive, including a small number of verses from this collection.  Edward Harcourt arranged the manuscript contents of each volume in authorial groups or according to a loose chronology, compiled indexes and added a Latin verse of 1871 in his own hand to complete the third.  More important for the history of the collection, however, is its present inclusion of the papers of two members of the family – Simon Harcourt (bap.1684, d.1720), son of the 1st Viscount, and George Granville Vernon-Harcourt (b.1785, d.1861), nephew of the Countess.  These were almost certainly not integrated into the collection in the eighteenth century.  There are only two verses in the collection whose composition or copying can be dated to between 1720 and 1740, and five which originate from between 1740 and 1760.  Simon Harcourt’s autograph drafts are thus separated from the body of the collection by a span of several decades, and the absence of endorsements suggests that they were kept physically separate until the rearrangement and binding of the papers in the nineteenth century.  Similarly, George Granville was twenty-four years old at the time of the Earl’s death in 1809, and it is unlikely that the fifteen copies of verse in his hand that the collection contains were merged with it until a later time.
     Forty-six copies in the collection are endorsed in the hand of Elizabeth, Countess Harcourt, who participated in its growth as a contributor and collector.  Twenty-eight of these endorsements record the authorship of verses either by or addressed to members of the peerage, suggesting that for the Countess the culture and interactions of her own social milieu were the core of the collection.  The Countess’s endorsing hand is thick and upright, but in her more compact hand there are later notes on seven copies, all of which remember intimate biographical details.  For example, on an autograph copy of a verse by Whitehead she records that the poem was ‘Occasion’d by Lord Harcourts speaking with admiration of a French Garden’
.  The reminiscent nature of these notes parallels the personal significance of her husband’s endorsements, of which there are eight.  One verse, he states, was composed ‘By the rev[eren]d Dr Haggitt, and sent to me on the 12th of August 1808, my 72nd birthday’
 (his wife endorses another verse by the same author in the collection).  The Earl also records the authorship of five poems by George Richards, a poet who dedicated to him the first volume of his Miscellaneous Poems of 1804 in recognition of his patronage and friendship.  The Earl’s intervention in organising the collection, the evidence suggests, was late (the earliest date on a copy he endorses is 1807) and limited.  But it shares with the Countess’s scattering of occasional detail a desire to testify to close relationships and personal history.  The couple, in their later years, recognised that the collection held the material remains of some aspects of their lives, and adding annotations to it was a form of commemoration as well as documentation.  It is no coincidence that two of the fullest of the Countess’s seven notes relate to poems on the flower garden at Nuneham Park, where numerous monuments and inscriptions were raised over the years to bear witness to the memories the place held.  
     Throughout the long period of its growth, from roughly 1760 to 1820, the collection was fed by the wide network of friends and correspondents to which the Harcourts were connected.  The collection contains copies of almost four hundred verses by authors other than the Countess, and I have identified over one hundred hands, a figure which suggests the Harcourts’ extensive involvement in exchanging copies through social channels.  In fact, eight copies in the collection are letters addressed to the Earl or Countess, and there are a further ten copies directed to other recipients or made on the backs of letters.  Correspondence enables the writers to share and retain copies in each other’s hands, the letter being a gift to the recipient rather than a loan which must return to circulation, as a scribal publication or fair copy often is.  Sarah Siddons, sending to the Countess a copy of Hester Lynch Piozzi’s ‘A popular Ballad for the Associations in favour of Loyalty’, writes her letter in the space remaining on the paper, remarking that she was unable to find another sheet and impatient for the copy to be in the Countess’s possession
.  The copy is thus marked by the needs of the moment and dedicated to the Countess’s enjoyment, rather than kept separate for further exchange.  Correspondence also places on addressees an obligation to respond to what they receive, and thus it provides a model for an interactive form of circulation that was vital to the development of the Harcourts’ collection.  The archive recently acquired by the Bodleian Library includes sixty-two volumes of the family’s letters dating from the seventeenth to the twentieth centuries.  With the benefit of these, over one hundred verses in the collection can be identified as either authored by or taking as their subject a correspondent of the Harcourts.  This is a significant proportion of the total number, underlining the fact that the transmission of verses took place in an extensive epistolary context
.  
     In the later period of the collection’s development, however, another form of acquisition became more prevalent.  This is one in which the act of copying and the sourcing of material for this purpose took precedence over the social nature of the exchange and became its focus.  This is suggested by strong scribal evidence.  An unidentified hand recurs in the collection of verse manuscripts and is responsible for copies of letters included in several volumes of the Harcourts’ correspondence.  Its distinctive features – most notably large, round majuscules set below the line – differ widely from those of most of the other hands in the collection.  This scribe was almost certainly a member of the Harcourts’ household to whom copying was often assigned.  Twenty-two verses in the collection are copied in this hand, and eleven can be dated to after 1790.  Three of these constitute the only scribal publication in the collection, of Barbarina Wilmot’s Petrarchan translations, whose title-page records that they are ‘not published’
.  The more frequent appearance of this hand after 1790 suggests that the Harcourts were increasingly committed to the expansion of their collection, and sought verses with the intention of making copies rather than in the course of social interaction.  Furthermore, the employment of a domestic copyist to reproduce verses by other authors (the majority of the Countess’s poems, by contrast, are copied in her hand into paginated gatherings) reveals that personal interests remained paramount.
       Within the Harcourts’ far-reaching circle of contacts the resonant setting of the gardens at Nuneham Park created a distinct pattern of manuscript use.  The gardens were a familiar resort for Whitehead and Mason, who contributed to their design, and they laid the foundation of the Harcourts’ literary reputation, which later gave rise to friendships with the clergyman poets George Richards and Francis Wrangham.  There are eighteen verses linked to the gardens in the collection – celebrating them, supplying an inscription for one of their many ornaments, or claiming to have been composed there.  The strong bond that these surroundings forged between authors, texts and place meant that to leave a copy relating to the gardens in the Harcourts’ possession was an assertive act.  Thus, of the twenty-seven autograph copies that the Harcourts obtained (excluding Simon Harcourt’s early drafts), seven bear some relation to the gardens.  They offered permanence to the verses which were engraved and enshrined there, and formed a careful arrangement of the poems and extracts that were chosen.  The Description of Nuneham Courtenay publicises the result.  The book contains seven poems on the gardens that are preserved in manuscript copies in the collection (and others that are not), and the subject pervades its concluding section, ‘Poems, written at Nuneham’.  The fullest effort, therefore, to creatively reorganise and enduringly preserve parts of the collection was undertaken in the landscape, at a considerable remove from the manuscript copies themselves.

     With the exception of the Countess’s compilations of her own verse, the collection, before it was bound, consisted of loose papers.  The freedom of the copies from any fixed arrangement indicates that, like correspondence and conversation, they were seen primarily as products of their immediate occasions.  One copy, an extract of a single quatrain from ‘A Prayer, written at Edinburgh in 1800, by the Right Hon. Lady Charlotte Campbell’
, carries a note disclosing the sociable reason for its existence, ‘this is the verse Mrs Williams alludes to’
.  By the beginning of the nineteenth century, the private library had come to be part of the domestic living space and the preferred setting for letter-writing and talk
.  However at Nuneham Park, Lancelot Brown’s reconstruction of the house, completed in 1782, was not influenced by this trend.  The library was relocated from the South wing connection to the North wing itself, changing what was a component of the piano nobile – the house’s formal accommodation – into one of the Earl’s private apartments
.   It is unlikely, then, that the marks of sociability that the manuscript copies bear can be said to originate in the informal company of the library.  On the contrary, it is the library’s collection of publications by contemporaries and friends of the Earl that most closely relates to the manuscript papers.  

     Over forty editions, published between 1745 and 1821, of works by fifteen authors who are represented in the collection of manuscript verses were catalogued in the nineteenth-century library at Nuneham Park.  The catalogue shows that the Earl sought to obtain later editions of an author’s works in more sizeable multi-volume sets, suggesting that comprehensiveness and status were his main concerns.  Edward Jerningham is an exception to this pattern – there are an extraordinary twelve editions of his poetry in the library, including the 1767 first edition of his Poems in quarto and the fourth edition of 1776 in the smaller octavo format.  Jerningham, the poet whose popularity and availability are most fully represented in the library, may have influenced the Earl’s responses to recently published verse.  In the Harcourts’ possession is a copy in his hand of a sixteenth-century sonnet
, which appeared in the Royal Magazine for September 1769 and in an edition of Sir John Harington’s Nugæ Antiquæ of the same year (this was purchased for the library).  The collection of verse manuscripts, therefore, may not owe its loose variety to the social use of the Harcourts’ library.  But it does disclose that the currents of manuscript circulation were a stimulus to the Earl to depart from his prevailing preference for accumulation and embrace variation in adding to his library.
Of the roughly four hundred verses by various authors in the collection, I have traced versions of sixty-one that appeared in print before the death of Elizabeth, Countess Harcourt in 1826.  Seven were first printed in newspapers, and four of these in the Public Advertiser, a London newspaper with a large circulation and a focus on news and readers’ correspondence.  Forty verses first appeared in periodicals, and eleven of these were first printed in the Gentleman’s Magazine, a title launched in 1731 which thrived in its early years on reprinting material from other publications.  Its first editor, Edward Cave, later developed ways of sourcing more original copy, but it is still true at the end of the eighteenth century that verses often appeared in near-contemporaneous issues of several publications, which sought to satisfy their readers’ demand for current poetry.  For example, a poem headed in the Harcourts’ manuscript copy, ‘Addressed to Mrs North upon her asking, why she was graceful’
, was first printed in the Public Advertiser for 26 November 1778, and quickly reproduced in the January 1779 issues of the Westminster Magazine and the Scots Magazine, and in the Weekly Magazine, or, Edinburgh Amusement for 10 February 1779.  It is clear that the Harcourts’ collection contains copies of poems that reached a large audience through periodical publication.

     Brian Maidment has discussed the close relationship between periodicity and volume republication in the late eighteenth century
, and the Harcourts took advantage of both.  The catalogue of the library at Nuneham Park, compiled at the end of the nineteenth century, includes the European Magazine in nineteen volumes, published between 1782 and 1791, and the Gentleman’s Magazine in sixty-six volumes covering the years 1731 to 1754 and 1785 to 1805.  The Harcourts’ collection includes copies in manuscript of four poems printed in the European Magazine and six that appeared in the Gentleman’s Magazine within the time-spans covered by the multi-volume editions in their library.  This indicates that their active circulation and preservation in manuscript of recently published material overlapped with their desire to own large printed collections for reference and recreation.

     Study of the textual variants between manuscript copies and the first printed versions of verses reveals that a quarter may be earlier or more accurate texts than those appearing in newspapers and periodicals.  For instance, the version of an ‘Ode to Friendship’ by Henry Temple, 2nd Viscount Palmerston published in the New London Magazine for June 1786 contains numerous grammatically incorrect or semantically inadequate readings.  Even without the evidence of these variants the fact that the Harcourts’ is an autograph copy
, acquired through their friendship and correspondence with the Temple family, confirms its authority.  However the faults of the printed text and the lack of evidence for the publication of several similar poems by the Viscount in the Harcourts’ possession are important – they suggest the circuitous ways by which this and other verse intended for coterie circulation reached the periodical press.  
     In other cases, by contrast, the printed version of a poem has more literary finish than the manuscript text.  A verse titled ‘Sir Dilberry Diddle, Captain of Militia. An excellent new song’ appeared in the Gentleman’s Magazine for May 1766, and this version consistently reduces the minor repetition and substantially alters the simpler construction of speech in the manuscript text.  In particular, the rhythmic reiteration of ‘my lady’ in narration and direct speech, and the proliferation of parallel phrases in the characters’ speech (as in the line, ‘How sharp is his Sword, how bright is his Gun’), are present in the manuscript copy of the verse
 but lost in the printed text.  It is possible that the gains of the latter version, in greater variation of syntax and language, reveal the aim of a contributor to or editor of the Gentleman’s Magazine to produce a more sophisticated written text of a popular verse.  The self-conscious formation of a class-based ‘reading community’ by periodicals in the later eighteenth century has received much scholarly attention
.  Less visible, but also significant, is the conformity to standards of literary accomplishment in preparing texts for periodical publication that this example brings to light.  Such a practice is, on a more fundamental level, aware of the needs of a ‘reading community’ and is effective in separating this group from other sharers of texts and their expectations.

     The community of readers that periodicals sought to cultivate was formed in opposition to the culture of court and establishment.  Marilyn Butler argues that periodicals propelled a transition in national culture from the dominance of a courtly elite to the emergence of a wider middle-class – ‘The periodical, long the least prestigious and most nearly invisible element in this cultural effort, is in fact its matrix’
.  The Harcourt family was part of the courtly world, the Countess’s appointment as Lady of the Bedchamber in 1784 prompting the Earl to return to royal service in 1791 as Master of the Horse.  A verse headed in manuscript ‘The Earl of Delawarr to the Maids of Honor’ was occasioned by the handover of the household office of Vice Chamberlain to Lord Harcourt
, and printed in the London Magazine of April 1766.  In the published version, the scattering of dashes to replace letters of proper nouns, as in the names of the Maids of Honour, ‘Miss Wr-tt-sley, B--cl--k, Tr--n, K-ck,’
 highlights the protection to which these courtly identities are entitled, and at the same time makes them as accessible as possible to a general readership.  The periodical uses typography provocatively, to make its readers aware of their position outside the closed world of the court but within a group familiar with its inhabitants and taking an interest in their activities.  However, the manuscript version of the poem gives proper nouns in full, and is accompanied by another verse in the same hand, ‘The Maids of Honor’s Answer to Lord Delawarr’s Farewell by the Hon[ora]ble Charles Townshend’
, a politician in the current administration.  If periodicals take advantage of the ways in which print negotiates what is public and confidential, then manuscript circulation is driven by the exclusivity of the scribal copy, reinforced by the responses that the copy invites from its coterie of readers.  It is no surprise that, as movers in elite circles, the Harcourts were involved in manuscript circulation, avoiding the public sphere created by periodicals.

     However the Harcourts’ use of newspapers and periodicals to engage with current affairs is more revealing.  The collection contains seven manuscript verses relating to politics or recent events which can be almost certainly identified as copies from newspapers or periodicals.  Of these, four are short verses or epigrams offering a partisan representation of personal or national character, and two are longer, satirical surveys of British politics.  There are an additional five epigrammatic pieces commenting on the news in the Harcourts’ collection, one of which is headed ‘Upon reading in the News-papers, the Motion the Attorney-General made in Parliament, for an Enquirey into the traiterous Correspondence with France: 14th March 1793’
.  This compact form of verse was valued both by the family and by the newspapers themselves for its memorable expression of opinion, and here the Harcourts and the general readership have the same interests.  But whereas the majority of topical verses copied from newspapers or periodicals are epigrammatic, the greater part of those for which I cannot find printed sources are not.  Nine of the sixteen that fall into this group are longer poems whose common characteristic is their adoption of a voice that expresses the views and feelings of the nation.  This group is dominated by poems on subjects of international importance, and includes two odes for peace and one on the abolition of the slave trade.  It has been argued that periodicals sought to create a society of readers that ‘transcended simple economic definitions of communality and common interest’
.  An important part of this effort was the development of a national voice to unite various socioeconomic groups in a single British interest.  It is notable that the Harcourts, while drawing on the newspapers to supply them with pointed comment on recent events, turned to manuscript sources to find the voice of the nation.  Their rejection of the periodicals’ claim that this could emerge from a regular publication and a mass readership underscores their suspicion of, as well as interest in, the topicality of popular culture.
     This analysis of the Harcourts’ use of printed sources of topical verse has focused on the evidence for their remoteness from the culture of print in general and from the cultural aims of periodicals in particular.  However, one of the characteristics of periodicals in the later eighteenth century drew a parallel with the activity of collecting.  Scholars have identified an impulse towards greater range and disparateness in the form and content of periodicals of this period.  The republication of issues to add to an ever-increasing library of volumes, in addition to ‘the miscellaneous information, knowledge and opinion that periodicals presented to readers’, were marks of their aspiration to inclusiveness
.  These publications began to arrange their various materials as part of nuclear collections, which their readers might expand by adding manuscript copies.  A section of the Public Advertiser of 21 October 1786 (which includes an epitaph on Hogarth that the Harcourts possessed in manuscript) is headed ‘A Collection of Epitaphs, &c.’, and has a short introduction:

It has been lately the custom to gather together scraps of Epitaphs from country church-yards, from oral tradition, and from Joe Miller… That we may be in the fashion we have also our collection – Voilà
.
In presenting its own ‘Collection of Epitaphs’ the Public Advertiser seeks to take advantage of a collection’s ability to bring together a number of items that exemplify a form, while providing miscellaneous content.  This is, however, a neat organizational device which has little in common with the composition of a manuscript collection.
     There are thirty-five epitaphs or inscriptions in the Harcourts’ collection of manuscript verse, and a further twelve elegies or tributes occasioned by a death.  Of the total of forty-seven, twenty-nine give the name of the author and seventeen the place where they were written or inscribed.  The circumstances surrounding epitaphs and commemorative verses (the biography of the subject and the location of the memorial, for instance) involve collectors of manuscript copies in gathering information as well as obtaining texts.  I have traced printed versions of ten of the verses in the Harcourts’ possession, and in the cases of four of these the manuscript copy makes an attribution of authorship or gives a location where the printed version does not.  For example, a poem ‘To the Memory of Richard West, Esq; who died at Popes in Hertfordshire, June 1, 1742, after a tedious and painful Indisposition, in the 26th Year of his Age’ was published in the London Magazine of June 1742
.  The Harcourts’ manuscript copy of this poem is headed, ‘To the memory of Richard West Esq who died June the 1st 1742 in the 26th year of his age after a tedious & painful illness – supposed to be written by his Uncle Judge Burnet’
.  This is the earliest of the datable verses of remembrance in the collection, the latest being an epitaph for Anna Seward, who died in 1809, by Sir Walter Scott
.  Unlike the Public Advertiser’s, the Harcourts’ is therefore a collection with a wide chronological range and without a single motive.  The collector’s freedom to supplement received with conjectural information is also in opposition to the factual definitiveness of the newspaper.  The Public Advertiser represents epitaph-gathering as a pursuit which draws on the vagaries of the ‘oral tradition’, remote even from written texts, in order to throw into relief the ready variety of its own collection – a primary attraction of periodical publications.  The Harcourts’ collection, by contrast, reveals an ongoing interaction with print and manuscript sources in which the context of the verses is a greater concern than their number.

     In addition to epitaphs and eulogies, other verse forms which are substantially represented in the Harcourts’ collection are riddles and charades.  There are twenty-nine riddles in verse and two solutions, of which eighteen are copied in groups onto single sheets of paper, possibly in preparation for or recollection of social use.  One of these assortments is begun in an unidentified hand and continued in the increasingly rough hand of George Granville Harcourt, showing that the existing collection was hastily enlarged
.  The four riddles copied by an unidentified hand are included in the set of ‘Ten Charades: by Professor Porson’ which appeared in the periodical The Crypt on 1st August 1828
.  Two of these had already been published in the European Magazine for December 1808, and the second prompted a reply from J. Tyler which was printed in the next issue.  The first is preserved in another copy in the Harcourts’ possession, a note addressed by G. Douglas to Miss Vernon, a relation of the family
.  The latter’s answer is sent from Dorset, postmarked Blandford, with a short account of her stay and direction to send further correspondence to this address
.  Riddles and charades were a staple of the poetry section of periodicals in the eighteenth century, encouraging correspondents to supply the solution and readers to seek it out in the next issue of the publication.  Riddles appeared in numbers in a range of periodicals from their inception in the 1730s, whereas charades, which gained popularity in the later decades of the century, were concentrated in the Weekly Entertainer and the Lady’s Monthly Museum.  This may reflect the initial perception of both forms as especially suited to a female audience, for whom they were a social amusement.  Riddles quickly became a regular feature of periodicals that demonstrated their openness to the contributions of correspondents.  However when charades later emerged as a distinct form they, like the earlier riddles, were aimed at attracting a mixed or female readership.  The Douglas-Vernon exchange in the Harcourts’ collection confirms the continuing value of riddles and charades for making social contact and providing diversion between men and women, and thus exemplifies an important influence on the patterns of their publication throughout the century.
     I have found no trace of publication for a large majority of the poems in the Harcourts’ collection.  But this simple categorization belies the evidence that the relationship between published verse and manuscript copies has another dimension.  There are numerous examples of poems whose composition or circulation may have been influenced by the appearance of verses on the same theme or adapted from the same source in recent periodicals.  The collection includes a copy of a verse titled, ‘An attempt to give the English Reader some idea of the late Mr Gray’s most beautiful & classical Ode written at the Grande Chartreuse’
.  This translation remained unpublished until 1820, when it appeared in Biographical Illustrations of Worcestershire among the works of Charles Dunster, another of whose poems is preserved in two copies in the Harcourts’ collection.  However, four different English versions of Gray’s Latin ode were published in three periodicals, the earliest on 15 April 1793 in the Weekly Entertainer and the last in October 1800 in the Gentleman’s Magazine.  Gray’s original poem was first published in 1775, but its popularity in the final decade of the century accounts for the composition and circulation of the amateur poet Dunster’s translation.  
     Likewise, a verse titled ‘Memory & Hope’, and signed R. N. French, was sent to the Countess Dowager at some time after the death of the 2nd Earl in 1809
.  In the Athenaeum of April 1808 two companion verses, ‘Hope and Memory’ and ‘Memory and Hope’, were published
.  These were themselves products of interest in their themes which had first been roused by the publication of two acclaimed works, Samuel Rogers’s The Pleasures of Memory in 1792 and Thomas Campbell’s The Pleasures of Hope in 1799.  The address of ‘Memory & Hope’ to the Countess in her widowed years is thus a reflection of the popularity of these topics and the emergence of a conventional poetic performance from their marriage in the contemporary canon.  The contents of the Harcourts’ manuscript collection are therefore determined in part by the stimulus that published verse and its reception in periodicals gave to amateur composition and circulation.  This aspect of the collection draws attention to the ways in which the public response to poetic works not only impacts on their critical and commercial success but also creates sub-genres of verse which are equally significant though less visible gauges of their influence.  
The Harcourts’ collection supports the view that it was the enthusiasm of women for composing original poetry and collecting the verse of literary friends that brought about the last revival of manuscript circulation in the later eighteenth century.  The growth of female letter-writing both cultivated this enthusiasm and served as a means of sharing its literary products.  A group of letters to her son, Lord Nuneham, are the only correspondence of Rebecca, Countess Harcourt (d. 1765) that survives in the family archive
, but Elizabeth, who succeeded to her title, numbered many members of the royal family, the French aristocracy and English society among the recipients of her letters.  Familial ties and social relationships remain at the heart of the collection, but it is also inextricably linked to printed sources of verse – its contents are shaped by both resistance to the new cultural aims of periodicals and response to the contemporary popularity of poetic forms and themes.  Though sustained by the activity of elite society, the Harcourts’ collection is nonetheless fully engaged with the changing culture of a revolutionary age.
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