




















































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































of it. "The place that Pepys occupies in our literature, the place which is all 

his own, is that, simply and essentially, of the ordinary man ... he alone is 

Everyman, the type of ordinary mortality, the sum of all its desires and 

efforts."38 Lubbock added that it was "not for nothing that a name 

becomes ... consecrated as a universal symbol, and Pepys' torrent of self­

revelation, with all its peculiar contrasts, may really reflect habitual and 

general humanity." Both the ordinariness and representativeness of Pepys 

became habitual ways of speaking about him. In 1925, Gamaliel Bradford 

said that "as he was average in station, so he may be said on the whole to 

have been average in character . . . on the whole distinctly 

representative".39 Neither Francis Jeffrey nor Sir Walter Scott, no matter 

how much they liked Pepys's Diary, could have classed themselves with 

him in this way. This was not just because of personal class­

consciousness, but because the concept of this kind of representative 

everyman from the middle-ranks did not exist. 

The Times Literary Supplement leading article in February 1933, one 

of many celebrating the tercentenary of Pepys's birth, recognised the by 

now well-established tradition of referring to Pepys in this way by calling 

him the "everyman of popular fame" adding, however, that "his 

childishness impairs his claim to be the universal man; otherwise he had 

an unusual number of qualifications for that role" .40 In the same week 

Bonamy Dobree said in The Spectator, "that is why we love him; he is just 

like you, he is just like me." He concluded that Pepys was "the bourgeois 

in excelsis" .41 And The Bookman, claiming that Montaigne and Pepys are 

the "two most perfectly expressed personalities which can be found in any 

38 Percy Lubbock Samuel Pepys Hodder and Stoughton, London 1909. p.4 
39 Gamaliel Bradford, Samuel Pepys, Qonathan Cape Ltd., London, 1925) p.3. 
40Times Literary Supplement, 23 February, 1933. p.113. 
41 Bonamy Dobree, Spectator, 17 February, 1933, p.210. 
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literature," suggested that Pepys "embodies the character of the mediocre 

man". 42 (These three articles were published at the tercentenary of 

Pepys's birth, 23 February, 1633.) Even more recently under the rubric 

Reasons For the Fame of the Diary, Ivan E. Taylor suggests that "Everyman 

sees a little, or much, of Mr. Pepys in himself; for the Diary is the greatest 

record extant of average man when observed by others".43 

The terms everyman, universal, average, ordinary, middle class, 

bourgeois and Philistine, all of which have been applied to the character 

Pepys as he emerges from the Diary are not necessarily synonymous. The 

perceptions they e1nbody are frequently ambiguous, dependent both on 

context and angle of view. That they are used more or less interchangeably 

in describing the diarist, that he can, for example, be seen as either an 

everyman, or as average, because he is middle class, is of considerable 

historical importance. They are terms that could only be clustered 

together as a result of social changes in the nineteenth century and they 

are, therefore, applied anachronistically to Pepys. Pepys was a prototype 

of the modern civil servant. Just as the successive Reform Bills of 1832, 

1867, and 1884 had gradually enfranchised non-aristocratic sections of the 

English population, Pepys, too, had been retrospectively enfranchised as 

the member of a class now seen to be a major force. The writer of the 1933 

Times Literary Supplement article mentioned above recognised this 

retrospective enlisting of Pepys into the ranks of the middle-class by 

suggesting that certain sides of him "can now be better appreciated than 

ever before, for the civil servant is now as established a type among us as 

it was a rarity in his own day." 44 In one sense, a certain de-historicising of 

42Esme Whittaker, "Montaigne and Pepys", The Bookman, Vol LXXXIII, February, 1933. p. 
432. 
43rvan E. Taylor, Samuel Pepys, (Twayne Publishers, Inc., New York, 1970) p.25. 
44 T.L.S.,. 23 February, 1933. p.114. 
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the Diary began to occur in the last part of the nineteenth century. The 

effect of this seems to have been a retreat from history into the 

"continuities" of ordinary, everyday and domestic life. 

The shift from the beginning to the end of the nineteenth century 

described above does not necessarily imply a progressive move in the 

direction of a classless society. The fact that terms such as middle class 

and bourgeois can be used derisively in a variety of ways, suggests that 

this is not so. The idea that there is such a thing as an average person who 

is somehow representative of all people may well be a fiction, but it is 

perhaps a useful concept in appealing to a sense of social cohesion 

through shared (if imagined) values, and a shared sensibility, in mass 

society. What is of importance is the idea that such a representative could 

be perceived to exist at all, and could be located by a combination of 

attributes - occupation, social position and sensibility. There is the strong 

sense, too, in the case of Pepys that his qualifications for the role of 

everyman include the fact that his daily life brought him into contact with 

all levels of society. Pepys himself represented the mean between all these 

levels. 

It would be an oversimplification to suggest that Pepys became the 

everyman of popular fame because the contents of the Diary made 

themselves available to the projection of emerging social values onto its 

author; that, in other words, this new interpretation of Pepys was the 

inevitable result of larger ideological changes. In part, it was also the 

result of a process of becoming familiar with a text that, in the first 

instance, had been something of a novelty and which had provided 

historiographers with an exciting, though slightly unsettling, means of 

reinterpreting the past. As already suggested, in 1825 Pepys's Diary was 

read with a sense of its historicity, even if the meaning of that historicity 
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was not clear.. Its garrulous author belonged to a society to which 

modern readers felt superior, but he belonged to a tangible different 

world. But as the century progressed and the Diary became more widely 

read, these historical differences became blurred. The result was that 

interpretation of Pepys oscillated between seeing him as a man of his 

times and (increasingly) as a man who transcended his historical location. 

Familiarity made some difference. At the beginning of the century, 

as the idea of history moved away from the doctrine of dignity, Pepys's 

Diary had the power to undermine ruling-class pretensions. This is how 

the text was perceived by many who thought it showed the true state of 

the the Court of Charles II. But later in the century, the text itself was not 

historically at the cutting edge as it had been then. It became both 

personal, and literary, as well as historical. 

It became customary in the last quarter of the nineteenth century to 

refer to the Diary as a classic of English literature. In 1880 Robert Louis 

Stevenson, criticising Bright for his excisions said, "it is no part of the 

duties of the editor of an established classic to decide what may or may 

not be "tedious to the reader."'45 The reviewer of the first volume of 

Wheatley's edition in the Atheneum (1893) referred to the text as the 

"immortal Diary" and in a comment that shows the writer to be unaware 

of the possibility that readers had "learned" to appreciate the Diary - that 

it had not been accepted in the same way in 1825 - he says, "with our 

knowledge of the acceptance of the book as a classic, it cannot but seem 

strange that, having the full transcript before him, Lord Braybrooke 

should have deliberately mutilated it." Seven years later Charles Whibley 

dubbed the Diary an "incomparable classic." 

45Robert Louis Stevenson, Cornhill Magazine, Vol.44, 1881. p.31. 
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What all this shows is that Pepys's Diary is a text which has been 

responsive to social changes. The "vast chaos" as Francis Jeffrey termed it, 

can be cut and shaped in a number of different ways. But it is interesting 

that the cultural moment of its entrance onto the public stage has been one 

which occluded its writerly aspects - naivete, in every sense, has been 

equated with transparency. Lord Braybrooke, in tune with his times to the 

extent that he knew Pepys would be more acceptable if made to seem 

unselfconscious, prevented readers from seeing that the narrator of the 

text actually seems to have enjoyed his creation. He has not just recorded; 

he has also written about his own writing. It would be interesting to see 

an edition which attempted to give readers some idea of when entries 

were made. In truth, such an enterprise would be fraught with 

difficulties, but the idea alone begins to make another layer of the text 

visible. Perhaps one day Pepys will be spoken of as someone who wrote 

stories. 

The kind of history I have attempted to outline in this study is one 

1n which Pepys's Diary has been performed, that is by editors and 

interpreters alike, in the image of a belief in an objective reality which 

writing can reflect. This conforms to Raymond Williams's notion of a 

distinction coming into being in the late eighteenth century between 

factual writing and imaginative writing, whereby the former attempts to 

make the signifier itself - active signifying composition -invisible. In 

Derrida's terms, this occlusion is deeply rooted in the metaphysics of 

Western culture. Discussing Derrida's notion, Jonathan Culler suggests 

that "to think of the written word as simply a record of the spoken word is 

but one version of a 'metaphysics of presence' which locates truth in what 

is immediately present to consciousness with as little mediation as 
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possible."46 This describes the history of Pepys's Diary in the nineteenth 

century very well. Immediacy, presence, suppression of the fact of 

mediation, were key elements in performing Pepys. In the early 

nineteenth-century, the desire for presence, was also a desire to be in the 

presence of the past. It is a question for future historians interested in 

Pepys's Diary to ask what the meaning of the Latham-Matthews edition is 

in relation to the late twentieth century. 

46
Jonathan Culler,Structuralist Poetics: Structuralism ,Linguistics, and the Study of Literature, 

(Routledge and Kegan Paul, London, 1975.)pp.131-132. 
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