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Abstract: Benjamin Martin was an itinerant lecturer, instrument maker, and the author
of a substantial number of textbooks mainly in the sciences. His biggest project, however,
was The General Magazine of Arts and Sciences (1755–64), dedicated to the dissemination of
knowledge to a broad audience. Rather than study Martin’s works with regard to the his-
tory of science, this article examines his publications in terms of their highly self-conscious
engagement with form and format. While his textbooks are concerned with economic
compression, his periodical General Magazine experiments with a special, unwieldy mode
of seriality that brings to the fore the role of format as well as the precarious status of
seriality for the purposes of knowledge dissemination.
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1. Introduction

On the peripheries of both eighteenth-century science and of periodical literature,
Benjamin Martin appears only occasionally; even historians of science consider him a
‘relatively minor figure’.1 Yet Martin (1704–1782), autodidact, schoolteacher, itinerant
lecturer, scientific instrument maker in Fleet Street outside the Royal Society,2 and
entrepreneur, whose career ended in bankruptcy and attempted suicide, was a prolific
and successful English writer of text/study books and pamphlets, mainly in the fields of
science and optics.3 A key player in ‘that diffusion of science and literature’ applauded
by his contemporaries,4 his entire writing career was dedicated to what Abigail Williams
has called a ‘repackaging’ of knowledge in the broader context of the ‘widespread
domestication of learning’5 ; the readers of his books were ‘students and ‘intelligent
laymen’, rather than scholars’.6 Among Martin’s astounding output, the General Magazine
of Arts and Sciences (1755–64) stands out as his biggest original project — one that
attempts a diffusion of knowledge in serial format for a broad lay audience.

It is not with respect to the history of science, however, that this article sets out to explore
the writings of Benjamin Martin. While his primary significance undoubtedly pertains to
this field, he is also, I argue, a remarkable case in terms of a poetics of knowledge in the
eighteenth century in the sense that he visibly attended to and experimented with forms
and formats suitable for a broader readership including women. Not only do Martin’s
publications reveal how they sought to cater for a broad audience and its (assumed)
reading practices but also they allow insights into a highly self-conscious material and
media management. There is a strong engagement with the role of media and form, or
format for the purposes of imparting and marketing general knowledge. As such, he is
experimenting with the ‘form[s] of knowledge’ that Jeremy Popkin has investigated with
regard to eighteenth-century periodicals7 and with the issue of format. For if form is not
merely a container as the media theory truism goes, then neither is format a negligible
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matter. As a category turning critical attention to ‘the cultural specificity of particular me-
dia forms’, it is located ‘where economic and technological limitations meet cultural
expectations’.8 It is this nexus pertaining to format that Martin’s work tackles.

How Benjamin Martin laboured with different forms and formats and their respective
affordances,9 especially in the case of his serial centre piece, will be explored in detail in
this article. As Martin was always concerned with economy and format, or the economy
of format, he testifies — from the margins, as it were — to the significance of what Carlos
Spoerhase has explored with respect to the eighteenth century as ‘the format of litera-
ture’, stressing its ‘material textuality’.10 In Martin’s career as a writer, both the economic
compression of knowledge into small, compact books and later a distinct seriality11 as mar-
keting ploy and didactic tool play a distinct role. Seriality is advocated as the format to keep
pace with and transmit modern general knowledge to a broad audience — with a special
focus on the sciences and explicitly including women.12 Yet from the beginning, as the
‘great retailer of the sciences’13 sets up his serial project, he envisages a hybrid design that
affords and solicits a media conversion from magazine to book format. While the subse-
quent volume binding is in line with eighteenth-century periodical practices,14 Martin
does so highly self-consciously and with a unique insertion of ruptures. With his version
of what I suggest might be called convertible uncomfortable seriality, the progress conveyed
by the dynamic periodical format is to ultimately yield to the permanence of knowledge in
bound volumes.15 At the same time, it brings to the fore a strong concern and experiment
with the format of knowledge dissemination: from a polite fictional frame for the purposes
of female scientific education via straightforward textbook-style series of lectures to enter-
tainment and a plethora of diverse topical data — Martin plays with all of it.

2. Imparting Knowledge and the Economy of Format: Benjamin Martin’s Textbooks Before
He Goes Serial

Prior to his novel project in serial format, Martin had featured as a prolific author of a sub-
stantial number of textbooks, mainly scientific in nature and some with a commercial
interest,16 but also of a broader nature aimed at school masters.17 His first textbook
was The Young Student’s Memorial Book, or Pocket Library (1736), with a very brief preface
explaining the aim ‘to give the Young Student, in his Mathematical and Mercantile Stud-
ies; the best Assistance I can’, and claiming every effort at ‘Usefulness and Brevity’.18

Apart from his didactic impulse of imparting knowledge in condensed form, with a keen
eye on progress in the sciences,19 Martin was always striving for technical
improvement.20 And he did not stick to science subjects only. Among his many publica-
tions is a dictionary: Lingua Britannica Reformata: Or, A New Universal English Dictionary,
advocating its coverage of scientific ‘mathematical’ (‘according to the Modern Newtonian
Mathesis’) and ‘philosophical’ (‘according to the latest Discoveries and Improvements in
this Part of Literature’) words.21 Furthermore, he published by subscription22 a textbook:

[T]his work was calculated to reduce the vast tedious Studies of the Arts and Sciences Phil-
ological, to moderate bounds, and within the reach of common Peoples [sic] Pockets. Nothing
has more obstructed the Progress of the Sciences, than the Bulkiness and Price of Books.
Large Treatises are design’d to enable a Man to form a critical Notion of every Part of the Sub-
ject; but how very few Gentlemen do we find who will give themselves that trouble? Most
Readers think they succeed very well, if they acquire but a general Idea of Things; nor is it
for Men of Business to aim at much more, be their Fortunes what they will […]. It is evident,
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therefore, that a general and concise Description or Account of any Art or Science (especially
the Literary) is best adapted to answer the Ends and Views of the greatest Part of Readers.23

Clearly, Martin is concerned with price and format, with scaling down and compression
for the sake of economy. ‘[F]rom a great Number of the best Books on each Subject’, he
‘took Pains to collect the best Materials for forming such an Epitome of each Art or Sci-
ence, as might give the Reader a general and just Idea thereof, without the Trouble and
Expense of larger Volumes’.24 What his books indeed offer is knowledge rendered in clear,
seemingly unequivocal and compact form (‘suitable for Youth to form their Notion by’),
with basically all traces of sources eliminated.25 This is, as it were, his textbook variant
of the ‘piratical enlightenment’.26

The level of expertise that these books introduced to their readers, particularly in the
field of science, was not undemanding. Martin’s most successful works were his accounts
of Newtonian physics, first in the voluminous Philosophia Britannica (1747, reprinted three
times1752,1771 , and1788 and translated into German27; based on the Course of Lectures
of174328) and then in more concise versions (A Plain and Familiar Introduction to the New-
tonian Philosophy […] 1751 and A Course of Six Principal Lectures in the Newtonian Experi-
mental Philosophy c. 1752). These were sufficiently popular and well known to achieve
translations into German. The German editor’s preface spells out Martin’s achievement:

Herr Martin, dessen Name auch in Deutschland den Liebhabern der Naturlehre durch die
schon vor einiger Zeit übersetzte philosophica britannica auf eine vorteilhafte Art bekannt
geworden ist, hat diese kurze Einleitung in die Naturlehre, welche er vorzüglich nach
Newtonianischen Grundsätzen abhandelt, nicht nur zum Gebrauch seiner Zuhörer, sondern
auch für solche Personen beiderlei Geschlechts aufgesetzt, welche sich durch eigenen Fleiß
einen Begriff von den vornehmen Wahrheiten dieser vortrefflichen Wissenschaft machen
wollen. Zu dem Ende hat er alles auf eine sehr faßliche Art vorgetragen […].29

Competent, compact, and comprehensible teaching transpires as a quality of Martin’s
works in the German translator’s judgement, who is, after all, a professor of mathematics.
Not only is Martin praised for his didactic reduction intended for a lay audience (‘dasjenige
aber weg[zu]lassen, was nur für diejenigen verständlich sein kann, welche sich eine
Fähigkeit in der Mathematik erworben haben’), but the editor also subscribes to Martin’s
economy of format, in both the sense of affordability and audience suitability (‘alles das zu
vermeiden, was das Büchelchen viel theurer gemacht, und die Geduld der Leser, für
welche es bestimmt ist, ermüdet haben würde’30).

While Martin’s credo of ‘very little Expense, either of Time or Money’31 proved an ex-
port success, there was also a German version of his more extensive Philosophia Britannica,
read by Hegel as his principal source of knowledge on Newtonian matters, as well as by
Goethe.32 Whereas the slim Einleitung in die Newtonianische Naturlehre omitted mathemat-
ics (‘A competent Knowledge of this SCIENCE, without Mathematical Learning’),33 the
Philosophia Britannica, cross referenced in the A Plain and Familiar Introduction to the New-
tonian Philosophy for its mathematical substance, attempted to lay out the entire Newto-
nian physics founded on mathematics.34 So successful was Martin that the Philosophia
Britannica made it into the course of study at Princeton.35 What is particularly remark-
able, however, is that his different publications on Newtonian science catered for different
audiences, and on the more popular end of the spectrum apparently also addressed the
audience of his lectures.36
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3. The Dynamic of Format: Seriality and Repackaging

While his earlier textbooks demonstrated Martin’s efforts to condense knowledge for the
purposes of popular dissemination and technical improvement that also involved cutting
down his extensive lectures into little booklets, Martin eventually turned to more daring
experiments with repackaging knowledge: from textbooks of varying scale, he moved on
to a huge, long-term serial project.

Advertising his General Magazine of Arts and Sciences (1755), printed byW. Owen, of Fleet
Street, London, he announced a ‘compleat Body of real Arts and Sciences’ rather than the
‘Bits and Scraps’ offered by other projects. In terms of reading and the acquisition of
knowledge, such completeness was ideally to be achieved in serial format:

a whole Body of Arts and Sciences poured out on the Public at once, might not perhaps be
quite so pleasing and acceptable, as when retailed out in monthly Portions; for now a Person
cannot think one Half-sheet upon a Science in a Month too much, as he will have Time
enough to read and digest before another comes to Hand, even in the more abstruse Arts,
that require some Study and Attention […].37

The magazine, then, afforded a reading suitable for limited attention spans; given its rel-
ative affordability — issues were priced at six pence — it probably reached out to a broad
middle-class (and possibly gentry) audience, but probably no further down the social
scale.38 The new serial format (‘never yet been attempted’) promised to deliver the reader
‘great Proficiency’ in the ‘Compass of Ten Years’39 by serial reading. The dissemination of
knowledge as system thus turned programmatically periodical, ‘modelling movement’40

both in terms of progress of knowledge, of science in particular (‘no compleat System,
or Body of Arts and Sciences since the new Discoveries, and great Improvements on all
the Branches thereof ’, ‘a new Geometry’, etc.41), and the process of education.

[O]ur Plan is to carry on the four great Classes of Science at once. […] every Half-sheet of our
Magazine will be pregnant with new Principles of Knowledge, and every Number will present
the Reader with a gradual Progress of the Sciences, proceeding Hand-in-Hand; when he has
considered the Subject of one he may apply himself to another, after that to a third and
fourth, all different from each other […].42

Martin, then, advertises the serial format of presentation to be ideally suited for lay
readers eager for knowledge. As strong as he makes the pedagogical affordance of seriality,
the original recommendation to go serial might have come from his publisher, W. Owen,
who was already active in the periodicals market.43 In any case, each issue of The General
Magazine covered four ‘Branches of Knowledge’,44 usually stopping in mid-sentence after
eight pages or so to be continued/completed in the following instalment only. Four sepa-
rate parts, plus a fifth part ‘MISCELLANEOUS CORRESPONDENCE, ESSAYS, POETRY’ (V), were thus
contained in a single issue.45 Sandwiched between the easygoing final Miscellaneous part
and the very first proper thematic ‘branch’ headed ‘The Young GENTLEMEN’s and LADIES
PHILOSOPHY; or a particular and Accurate SURVEY of the WORKS of NATURE, by Way of
DIALOGUE’ (I) were ‘The NATURAL HISTORY of the WORLD’ (II), ‘A compleat SYSTEM of the
PHILOLOGICAL SCIENCES’ (III), and ‘A BODY of MATHEMATICAL INSTITUTES, or PRINCIPLES of
SCIENCE’ (IV).46 These three parts came closer to a straightforward series of consecutive
lessons or textbook chapters on their respective subjects than parts I and V (and as such,
will not be explored in this essay).

However, the overall organization of knowledge was presented in a novel form, and
‘The Subject-matter in many Places [was] also quite new, as well as the Method of
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representing it’.47 If Martin chose to ignore the Universal Magazine’s similar design,48 his
General Magazine’s devotion to up-to-date science does go beyond other mid-century
magazines.49 It also differs from the ‘hodge-podge’ of scientific ideas (with a lot of astrol-
ogy) in popular almanacs.50 In terms of its overall syllabus, The General Magazine also sur-
passes what the very successful The Preceptor: Containing a General Course of Education ‘in
twelve parts’ (1748,1754,1758 ,1761–65 , etc.)51 held in stock. In terms of the systematic
of what he was offering, Martin juggled with an array of terms: ‘Survey’, ‘Natural His-
tory’, ‘Compleat System’, ‘Body’, and ‘Principles’; the ‘compleat system’ thus pertains to
‘all the Philological Sciences’ only as far as the title page is concerned, whereas the preface
speaks of ‘A general System of the Sciences’, a ‘compleat Body of real Arts and Sciences’,
‘an entire System of the natural history of the world’, and so forth, suggesting a looser
handling of these terms. Clearly, the terminology around ‘system’ is on the move.52

Although Martin’s somewhat bold claim of novelty needs to be taken with a pinch of
salt, his confident launch of a special form and format is remarkable, I argue, as his mag-
azine constitutes a special case in at least two ways. First, contrary to periodical practices,
he never considered his project indeterminate. Second, he chose a format marked by what
I wish to call convertible uncomfortable seriality: the hallmark of his brand of seriality are
(regular) sudden break-offs in mid-sentence, with neither syntactical nor
content-friendly segmentation — unlike the practice of rival magazines. His design thus
afforded no meaningful continuous reading of single issues or segments in their own right.
At the same time, the individual segments contained in the issues were always already de-
signed for subsequent medial/material rearrangement:

The Pages of each Half-sheet will be properly numbered for binding up each respective Subject. In
short, the Whole will be a compendious View of the Learning of the present Age in all its nu-
merous Branches, which we shall constantly endeavour to execute to the best of our
Abilities.53

In line with other periodicals,54 Martin planned a subsequent transformation of his
magazine into a more permanent and comprehensive format, a secondary repackaging
of the primary repackaging of knowledge, as it were. Apart from the preface and the pag-
ination, other paratexts such as a ‘SUPPLEMENT’ and ‘proper Directions for binding each Part of
the Magazine by itself ’ indicate this purpose, too.55 The separate issues, then, were
intended for annual interim bindings (whose different ‘branches’ apparently still ended
with uncomfortable break-offs), to be replaced by final volume bindings ordered by sub-
ject. The latter ultimately comprised fourteen volumes displaying no trace of seriality.
(Given that some interim volumes survived and individual bindings vary to some extent,56

the result is a bewildering bibliographical legacy leaving librarians and scholars baffled
until today.57) Martin’s hybrid strategy of transmitting knowledge thus on the one hand
encompasses the seriality of the magazine with its ‘dual logic’ of ‘compiling and collecting
according to principled organization’ and ‘unruly mixture of heterogeneous
components’.58 On the other hand, there are the intermediary annual format and the
more stable format of the content-ordered volume.59 This conversion into book format
would have lifted its value in the hierarchy of print.60

Bound together as a whole, Martin’s items would have offered a coherent
pluri-stranded course of education that, to a certain extent, was modelled on Robert
Dodsley’s Preceptor. Some interaction with Dodsley is certainly visible, for instance, in
the opening of The General Magazine’s part III, which basically treats the ‘compleat Body
of Arts and Sciences which are not Mathematical’.61 The ‘Ethics, or Morality’ section fol-
lows David Fordyce’s very popular The Elements of Moral Philosophy, indeed in parts copies
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verbatim the Aberdonian philosopher.62 Fordyce’s essay, in turn, had ‘circulated widely’
in The Preceptor before it was published as a book in 1754 and enjoyed an international
career, turning its author into somewhat of a ‘celebrity’.63 When Martin appropriated
Fordyce with his piratical variation, he was thus attaching his own magazine to what
was quickly evolving into a success story from very positive reviews of Fordyce in The
Monthly Review in May1754 to William Smellie’s use of Fordyce’s text in his own Encyclo-
pedia Britannica (1771).64 In any case, as in his earlier textbooks, Martin evidently
borrowed freely from other books to compose his articles.65

To return to the original format of The General Magazine as a periodical, each individual
issue laid out a fourfold marker of its seriality, signposting the incomplete nature of its
items. What kind of reading, then, would its distinct serial format of such daunting scope
have entailed? By no means was Martin inviting an easy desultory reading, and the rup-
tured presentation might have put some readers off. At the same time, his project was ap-
parently an ‘instant success’.66 He could certainly rely on his readers’ experience of dis-
continuous reading67 and handling periodical segmentation. Yet unlike the
encyclopaedic reading afforded by dictionaries and encyclopaedic books that was marked
by fragmentariness, discontinuity, and potential cross-referencing of discrete items, the
General Magazine seems to steer against, even prevent such encyclopaedic f lâneur-like
reading.68 It offers no discrete items but rather, with its serial structures of
rupture/cutting off and delay, demands the bridging of attention in waiting over time,
delaying the possibility of complete comprehension. As such, I contend, Martin’s uncom-
fortable disruption technique operates against ‘die zersetzende Kraft des Blätterns’69 in fa-
vour of a particular mode of intensive reading and subsequent rereading. Affording no
paratextual connections or links except of the most erratic or occasional kind, it
demanded a segmented intensive study over time of four fields running on in parallel lin-
ear strands, a reading process that coped with and managed the discomfort or frustration
caused by the inbuilt abrupt break-offs. In contrast, the serial structure of The Universal
Magazine and The Monthly Review offered tamer versions and rendered more
user-friendly by aligning stops to paragraphs and/or bridging elements, by signposting
continuations, quick summaries in the opening of the continuation,70 and including cross
references.71

The General Magazine’s ruptured serial format, then, would have subjected its readers to
a more uncomfortable, strangely contingent discontinuous reading experience — includ-
ing the need to go back to the previous issue to take up the syntax where it had left off. In
order to pursue a coherent reading, they would have needed to engage in a particular pa-
per technology (or have it done by others) to create continuity for themselves.72 A key
movens of reading and comprehension would thus have been the re-formatting, that is,
the binding of the serial items,73 conducted by ‘those that are inclined to bind up the sev-
eral parts separately’, or it would have been afforded by the ‘complete volume[s]’74 pub-
lished subsequently.

Notwithstanding the ancillary publications, such as the ‘Index or Table of Contents’,75

the initial reading matter would have been hard to navigate, requiring frustration toler-
ance and patience. How confusing all this might have been to subscribers/purchasers
and readers is indicated by the handwritten note in the annual interim binding copy held
by Senate House Library (University of London), likely to have been inserted by the previ-
ous private owner,76 which says at the bottom of page 104 ‘Continued Volume III Page
105 ’. ‘Of Theology as a Science’ also runs up to page 104, with the same handwritten
note signposting the continuation. Another note on page 28 of volume II indicates an
omission and the existence of a publication in a separate volume (possibly suggestive of
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a librarian after all?). Whoever wrote the note, it underlines the laborious nature of turn-
ing discontinuous reading into continuous reading, or of keeping track of it, generated by
the specific form of Martin’s Magazine.

What might have been the forces and individual motives behind this curious serial for-
mat? Whether it was Martin’s own or Owen’s idea, they were probably ‘hoping to hit upon
the happy formula to sustain a regular readership’ like so many eighteenth-century pub-
lishers of periodicals.77 While the ‘dialogue between seriality, periodicity and the volume
format’ was not unique,78 The General Magazine’s uncomfortable seriality might have been
a special strategy to bind readers to the magazine’s serial production. It enforced regular
purchase to make sense as instructive reading. However, this strategy sits uneasily with
Martin’s pedagogical scheme. Even if one allows for the potential educational benefits of
securing attention through the necessity of re-reading, as I have suggested, it does not
agree with Martin’s promise of a convenient serial digestion of knowledge.

The difficulty entailed in Martin’s peculiar serial format came to be acknowledged ex-
plicitly when the project was revised in 1764 , apparently without Benjamin Martin’s in-
volvement. In the ‘Introduction’ to the 1764 volume (still published for Owen), the ‘Pro-
prietor and Editors’ of the General Magazine — Martin’s name being notably absent —
claimed to continue the project but announced ‘a NEW PLAN’: despite the ‘favourable Re-
ception and Suffrage of the Public’, the principal complaint had apparently been its un-
comfortable seriality: ‘namely, that of printing each Branch of Science in a Separate Half
Sheet, and continuing in that Form from Month to Month, to the disagreeable Interruption
and Suspension of the Readers [sic] Curiosity and Attention’. In order to redress this issue, the
editors revised the design, ‘to render each Number compleat in itself, and independent of
the preceding, or subsequent ones’.79 The ruptured system of pagination and
mid-sentence break-offs was replaced by continuations that were easier to follow (if run-
ning into the next issue at all). Also, the pagination was continuous now, and there were
some cross-references between essays.80 The effect was seriality tamed. In fact, this ‘im-
provement’ turned the General Magazine into a more straightforward monthly periodical,
and soon competition with rivals proved too much81 — it ran on for another fifteen
months only. It would seem that the new design was not a clever marketing strategy.

In the end, then, The General Magazine disappeared from the market. Still, by contempo-
rary standards, its nine-year run was a success, especially since its original plan, as
Millburn reckons, had been completed by 1764 .82 As to the magazine’s separate parts,
their relative individual success or impact is almost impossible to assess, given there is
no evidence from readers. However, judging from its reprints in book format well into
the 1780s, the dialogic Young Gentleman and Lady’s Philosophy must have enjoyed partic-
ular popularity,83 whereas it is in the Miscellaneous Correspondence that Martin’s commu-
nication with the public and persistent attempt to position himself in the market for peri-
odicals becomes most visible.

4. The Format of Topical Currency, Small Forms, and Book Reviewing

The ‘Miscellaneous Correspondence’ section, frequently subdivided into ‘Miscellaneous
Correspondence’ and ‘Chronological Memoir of Occurrences’, took up core features of
the conventions of the ‘miscellany-magazine’, especially the Gentleman’s Magazine.84 Seek-
ing to ‘entertain our Readers with every thing curious and worth their notice’, it ran on
three principles. These principles were variety, audience participation, and topical currency.
‘Any Branch of Science, Wit, Humour, or Business will be acceptable’, stated Martin as
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he solicited contributions from his readers. ‘Any gentleman that will be so obliging as to
send us an account of any thing remarkable to the natural history of the county or coun-
try’ could ‘depend on its being inserted in its proper place’,85 and indeed, ‘scientific pro-
ductions’ such as by mathematician Charles Hutton were communicated to ‘Martin’s
Magazine’.86 The interaction with its readers — built on the popular ‘question-and-
answer device’87 — was manifold: Similar to The Universal Magazine, math problems were
offered and solved, riddles presented, music sent in, and so forth. Incidentally, the musical
items — songs, dances, and other little pieces as in other magazines88 — were predomi-
nantly contributed by one ‘Mr. Moze’, apparently John Henry Moze, a London organist
and music publisher (and son of the well-known clockmaker Henry Moze), who would
have sought this channel as a means of publishing small-scale items as well as
self-advertising in the marketplace89 — testifying in a small way to the marketing func-
tions of the eighteenth-century miscellany.

The aims of entertainment notwithstanding, Martin’s acumen as scientist, teacher, and
entrepreneur demanded certain standards to be met. Five years into his magazine, for in-
stance, he reminded his readers of its ‘high-class’ quality which would not allow ‘Acros-
tics, Rebusses, Epigrams, &c. among the Poetry of our Magazine’ or ‘mathematical Prob-
lems in Verse’,90 while a curious N.B. inserted in February 1755 had stated his ‘settled
purpose, never to amuse our readers with any thing in the mathematical or mechanical way,
but what may afford them a rational speculation, or be of some real use in business’.91

Next to the ‘Miscellaneous Correspondence’, the ‘Chronological Memoir’ subscribed to
topical currency and timeliness: its agenda was to keep up with present events by means
of various small forms.92 News from various places were followed by a variety of often ex-
tensive lists and tables of data93 that ranged on the top end of or even exceeded what
other magazines offered. The mix of current affairs items and lists followed in the footsteps
of The Gentleman’s Magazine, but with their very strong presence in the General Magazine,
Martin appears to be parading his special interest in short facts.94

Among these crowded pages full of data, Martin’s book notices started off (with few
exceptions95) as simple listings of titles and publishers. Subsequently, they came to range
from brief mentions of title, publisher, and price to minute summaries and/or reviews.
Again, such a mix of listing and descriptive commentary was not new. Martin incorpo-
rated a popular format that helped to organize the ‘information overload’ in the face of
a proliferation of the print market.96 Still, there is a special point to this: at a time when
The Monthly Review and its rival The Critical Review were conducting their competition
and ideological battle over popular reading and taste, virtually eclipsing all other critical
interventions,97 Martin joined in. After 1759 , he devoted more space to book reviews in
the monthly miscellanies,98 yet compared to the big players in review criticism, he kept
the actual criticism small. Still, his handling of form and format displays a conscious effort
and flexibility, not the least in the face of strong market competition.99 Thus, the headings
for his lists of newly published books changed over the course of the print run. By 1759 ,
they were called ‘Genuine Account of New Books’, and none appeared in1761 and1762 ,
whereas the ‘NEW PLAN’ of 1764, designed by the publishers, now promised ‘A candid re-
view of interesting books’.100 The new, post-Martin design of1764 assimilates the General
Magazine to its big rivals, with far more extensive reviews following the descriptive com-
mentary, and lengthy ‘Specimen’.101 What they certainly failed to provide, however,
was the promised ‘candid’ opinion.

In any case, along with other items in the miscellaneous sections, the book lists and re-
views also subscribed to the dictates of currency. In 1756 for instance, the Seven Years’
War (fully in swing since May 1756) noticeably makes its way into the magazine’s book
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catalogues from listed titles connected to the war such as ‘The Use of Sea Voyages in Med-
icine’ and ‘A New System of Patriot Policy’ to extensive coverage of the Trial of Admiral
Byng over four issues1756–57.102 With regard to the case of Byng, who was held respon-
sible for the loss of Minorca to the French, The General Magazine, compared to other ‘mi-
nor magazines’, apparently came closest to be ‘content with merely chronicling the
event’.103 Recording data was paramount. Indeed, Martin’s craze for empirical data accu-
mulated in Part V, such as enumerations of ‘State of the English and the French Fleets in the
last Action in the Mediterranean, with the number of Persons killed and wounded in each Ship’
(June) and so forth,104 seems to top its competitors. Similarly, his General Magazine had ex-
tensively covered the Lisbon Earthquake in the winter of 1755–56 .105

5. Gender, Polite Dialogue, and the Teaching of Science

While it is above all in the ‘Miscellaneous Correspondence’ that Martin can be seen to po-
sition his project in the world of mid eighteenth-century periodicals, the actual place of
this part in the magazine’s overall layout is at the very end. With its focus on audience
participation, entertainment, and topicality of data, it stands out; moreover, it stands in
particular contrast to the General Magazine’s very first proper thematic ‘branch’ that
evokes a polite world of leisure and private discourse free from the pressures of time. Titled
‘The Young Gentlemen’s and Ladies Philosophy’, this first section offers an entire ‘Survey
of the Works of Nature’106 composed in conversational form. This was a gender-conscious
choice: Martin explicitly solicited female readers for his course in the ‘natural Sciences’,107

following in the footsteps of Elizabeth Carter, Eliza Haywood, and other book and period-
ical projects addressing female education.108 Martin, however, renders this section in a
fashion that explicitly embraces female readers, but not exclusively so.

‘Dear Eurphrosyne’, Martin’s young Gentleman, on a home visit from university, thus
addresses his reluctant sister of ‘remarkable Disposition to reading’, ‘elegant Taste’, and
‘Understanding’: ‘Philosophy is the darling Science of every Man of Sense, and is a pecu-
liar Grace Sex in the Fair Sex’. Moreover, he affirms, ‘it is now growing into a Fashion for
the Ladies to study Philosophy’.109

Accordingly, the ensuing fictional dialogues present a sequence of quasi-lessons deliv-
ered by the young Gentleman to his smart sister. The genteel country-estate setting is sug-
gestive of Martin’s intended audience, namely, those who aspired towards a polite (self-)
education; at the same time, it serves to build a homodiegetic framing narrative that is
modelled on fiction. While poems are also included as ‘embellish[ment]’, these narrative
components serve to keep the ‘familiar Discourse on natural Things’110 going. Thus,
the explanation of a barometer (an instrument available at Martin’s shop) eases into sci-
ence by way of narrative extras:

As I am engaged to spend the Evening abroad, I shall be glad to attend your philosophical
Explications this Morning […], if it suits you. […] The Morning is fine, and we shall, with Plea-
sure, see what we are about. I shall therefore, take this Opportunity to explain to you some of
the most observable Properties of the Air […].111

While, then, the dialogues pay tribute to novel reading, they certainly pursue a pro-
gramme of scientific education for women in particular. Again, topical issues came in,
too: the opening coverage of the solar system makes a notable public intervention con-
cerning the expected reappearance of a comet in the late 1750s previously identified by
Edmund Halley.112
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In spite of its easy packaging, Martin’s syllabus is indeed ‘impressive’,113 and it goes be-
yond what other magazines offered. Moreover, it also differs markedly from subsequent in-
fluential writers on female education who advocated a ‘middle path’ of ‘elegant studies’,
whereas ‘Politicks, philosophy, mathematics or metaphysics are not your province’, thus
Bennett’s advice to his young lady. (Bennett went on to explicitly ban Newton from female
study, deeming it ‘unwomanly’.114) Whereas it was not surprising that Martin’s Euphros-
yne (in the final edition only seven years ahead of Bennett) should fear ‘being thought as-
suming or impertinent’, her brother’s insistence on ‘philosophy’ in a young woman’s ‘lib-
eral and genteel Education’ is all the more remarkable. Martin’s intradiegetic mouthpiece
does not simply advocate ornamental knowledge or a mere ‘superstructure’ on top of the
‘foundation’ of virtue as Bennett was to do. While his rhetoric of ‘darling Science of every
Man of Sense’ and a ‘peculiar Grace in the Fair Sex’ serves to sweeten his agenda, the di-
alogues both encourage and require studious attention to the subject matter. By no means
do these lectures in semi-disguise lend themselves to easy cursory pursuit. They are driven
by the will to diffuse knowledge beyond the traditional boundaries of gender roles; and in-
deed, ‘The Young Gentlemen’s and Ladies Philosophy’ proved to be the most successful
section of the magazine.

6. From Bonus to Branch of Knowledge — The Format of Biography

Half a year into the serial publication of the General Magazine, biography made a sudden
entry. This was advertised as a significant extension:

As the public have been pleased to show so favourable a reception of our magazine, they have
thereby put it in our power to extend our plan beyond what we at first proposed. […] we have
added to this, and shall continue in each future number, a quarter of a sheet of the Lives of
the Philosophers in a way proper for binding up by themselves at the conclusion.115

‘Biographical knowledge’116 was thus added on. Perhaps Martin was attempting to
chime in with the extraordinary status of this ‘species of writing’ in contemporary literary
culture — only a few years prior to his project, Samuel Johnson’s Rambler had praised bi-
ography as most ‘worthy of cultivation’.117 Yet Martin does not articulate any Johnsonian
moral purpose of biography. Rather, he decides to bring in ‘lives’ as a further component of
transdisciplinary knowledge, a component obviously considered commercially attractive
enough to be included at this point. Again, he would have done so especially with an
eye on his female readers.118 In any case, no status as ‘part’ is allocated to biography
on its first entry, yet ‘bonus’, as Millburn suggests, seems a little too indifferent an assess-
ment even though no more than 28 pages of life writing were achieved in the first year,
covering Thales, Anaxagoras, and Plato.119 While the lives of philosophers are not inte-
grated into the surveys of sciences but feature as additional matter, once the monthly
numbers were rearranged into topical volumes, volume13 was reserved solely for biogra-
phy, covering lives from antiquity into the eighteenth century in chronological order.120

By 1760, Martin certainly boasted that this volume titled Biographia Philosophica (1764)
was to be a ‘Work of Novelty’.121 In the overall reshuffle, biographical knowledge was sep-
arated off and contained as a branch of its own outside Martin’s ‘proper’ fields of knowl-
edge. Packaged for mono-genre reading in a form that resembles the enlightenment genre
of collective biography, it projected a long historical trajectory comprised of individual
lives.
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7. Conclusion

Martin’s handling of biography exemplifies what his General Magazine was about: involv-
ing a media conversion, it can be seen as a conscious experiment with form and format
to suit his objective of finding a commercially successful mode of disseminating knowl-
edge. Others must have been involved, and most certainly the publisher Owen was. Yet
it appears that Martin, in his dual role as educator and entrepreneur, was the principal
actor. Unlike the more specific subjects of his earlier textbooks, his General Magazine strove
to represent general knowledge, but allotted science a prominent role. This would have
suited his own expertise (and his optical instruments shop in Fleet Street), but it also se-
cured him a special place in the periodicals market. In any case, what he sold was a coher-
ent, extensive introduction to different academic fields, to a considerable extent drawing
on secondary sources (often textbooks), which he compiled and recycled.122 Crucially,
the end product was always monologic in mode: his texts were not a contribution to aca-
demic debate, but clearly sought to instruct a lay audience capable of attentive reading.

Martin’s didactic drive towards comprehensive systematic knowledge while keeping
up with contemporary progress is reflected in the dual format of The General Magazine:
seriality affords contemporaneity and dynamic representation of knowledge; the volume
format promises a quasi-encyclopaedic set. The flip side of this dual format is an
ambivalence of scale, as it were: if Martin, after his early efforts of compression and
extension in textbooks, started his periodical project with a deliberate, self-conscious
breaking up of strands of knowledge into small individual segments, these were
re-scaled in a more comprehensive annual format that retained elements of uncomfort-
able ruptures. Finally, a reshuffled systematic version of fields of knowledge was offered
in subject bound books.

What, then, is Benjamin Martin’s legacy in terms of a poetics of knowledge? While his
particular choice of (convertible) uncomfortable seriality appears to have had no fol-
lowers, his catering for limited attention spans is certainly not unfamiliar in today’s
knowledge industry. Closer to his own time, he may be considered a forerunner to the dis-
semination of scientific knowledge to a broad lay audience in nineteenth-century period-
icals. By the1820s, a substantial part of scientific material appeared in periodicals of both
a specialist and a general nature, the latter including both highbrow and popular
periodicals.123 Nineteenth-century women’s magazines also incorporated scientific in-
struction, although framed in settings of women’s narrow domestic worlds and gender
roles,124 in contrast to Martin’s fictional frame of polite conversation and challenging syl-
labus intended for both sexes.

Ultimately, though, Martin is a phenomenon of the mid-eighteenth century. His work
testifies to the somewhat precarious status of periodical literature at the time. His engage-
ment with the format and repackaging of knowledge suggests a symptomatic uneasiness:
the magazine’s ephemeral and miscellaneous quality was not to be trusted entirely for the
purposes of disseminating knowledge. The impetus of completion outruns the drive of
seriality. Pedagogy, experiments with format, and commercial considerations do not form
an easy alliance after all.
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