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DECODING ANNE LISTER

This is the first edited collection of essays on the nineteenth-century
diarist Anne Lister. Now recognised as a UNESCO world heritage
document, Lister’s -million-word diaries are paradigm-shifting in
terms of their range of material, from social commentary and local
and global politics to breath-taking travel accounts. However, they
have become best known for their explicit descriptions of same-sex
practices, which were written in code and constitute a significant
portion of their content. The collection addresses the full variety and
interdisciplinary quality of Lister’s diaries: her complex negotiations
with her own ‘odd’ identity, her multiple same-sex relationships, her
involvement in local politics, her travel accounts and her lifelong
thirst for knowledge. It also addresses how Lister studies have crossed
over to the realm of popular culture through the successful
Gentleman Jack BBC-HBO series, and includes an interview with
Sally Wainwright and a foreword by author Emma Donoghue. This
title is part of the Flip it Open Programme and may also be available
Open Access. Check our website Cambridge Core for details.

  is Professor of Gender, Sexuality, and Women’s
Studies and French Studies at the University of Western Ontario.
She has been a leading Lister scholar for the past decade. Her essays
on Lister’s relationship with Eliza Raine, classical literature, queer
sexuality, marriage and Gentleman Jack have appeared in Eighteenth-
Century Studies (), the Journal of Lesbian Studies (, )
and the Journal of the History of Sexuality ().

  is College Associate Professor and Director of
Studies in English at St Catharine’s College, Cambridge. She was the
first person appointed to the post of LGBTQ+ Fellow at a
Cambridge College. With John Beynon, she co-edited the pioneering
collection Lesbian Dames: Sapphism in the Long Eighteenth Century
(). She writes and teaches on literature, gender and sexuality,
particularly lesbian narrative and queer reception.
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 , MBE, is a writer, born in Halifax, West Yorkshire
in , whose education was cut short at the age of fourteen, before, in
, she gained a BSc (Hons) at Bradford University and a PGCE in
Further Education. Following the discovery of the journals of Anne
Lister in , she spent five years transcribing extracts from them. The
edited extracts have been published in her two books, The Secret Diaries
of Miss Anne Lister () and The Secret Diaries of Miss Anne Lister,
vol. : No Priest but Love (). She has been employed as a consultant
on the following television productions: A Skirt through History, episode
one (BBC; ), the documentary Revealing Anne Lister (BBC; )
and the first season of Gentleman Jack (BBC/HBO; ). She was also
on The One Show (), a live BBC TV interview with Suranne Jones
and Sophie Rundle. She is presently working on a biography of Anne
Lister’s early life (–). In January  she was awarded an
Honorary D.Litt. from the University of Sheffield for her research and
publications on Anne Lister’s diaries. A short biographical film of her
life entitled ‘The Helena Whitbread Story’, filmed at Shibden Hall,
Halifax in November , was released on April rd .
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Foreword

Emma Donoghue

‘I dare to say I am like no one in the whole world,’ Anne Lister wrote in
her diary in . A ‘curious genius’ from the cradle on, a prodigy known
as the ‘Solomon’ of her school, Lister grew up to be an individual
remarkable for, and self-aware about, her individuality – what she called
her oddity. She knew her ‘softly gentleman-like’ manners were distinctly
‘peculiar’, and sounded wryly amused about the odd freak Nature must
have been in when she made Lister.
These phrasings aren’t just euphemisms for – though they include –

gender nonconformity and lesbian desire. Anne Lister was singular in
many ways, and even when she could be seen as a type (self-educated
lady, say, or Tory landowner on the border between yeoman and gentry),
she combined her affiliations unpredictably. Those of us who have been
drawn to Lister over the past two centuries, to investigate and write about
her, have found different aspects of her most urgently interesting, but
I think we all treasure her queerness, in the broadest sense.
In the twenty-first century, Lister has become so much more than an

individual. Her archive has bloomed into a cultural phenomenon that
includes not just one of the longest diaries in the English language, plus
letters, travel journals, and reading and lecture notes, but prose, theatrical
and televisual fictions of her life and times, most notably the TV series
Gentleman Jack, which has provoked everything from Yorkshire tourism to
online community and controversy.
As someone who has been fascinated by Anne Lister and written about

her on and off for more than three decades, I am delighted to see the
ripples made by her life spread farther and farther. I appreciate her not just

xiii
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for her own odd self but for the peephole her eloquent diaries cut into a
hidden world of sociability and sexuality; not just for the path she
negotiated through early nineteenth-century English society but for the
ways that her some dozen lovers and crushes lived their varied lives. Lister
logged everything from prices to gossip to coal mining to masturbation

Figure  Anne Lister portrait (c.). West Yorkshire Archive Service,
Calderdale, :////.

xiv Emma Donoghue
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with a relentless hunger for understanding that I can only call libidinal, so
her writing throws shafts of new light in all directions.
A free spirit who defied gender norms, but also a conservative snob,

coldblooded as often as she was passionate, Lister boasted of her consis-
tency, but could be inconsistent to the point of hypocrisy. She vaunted her
candour, but lied to her family, friends and intimates, and used fictional
techniques to rework the past in her diary. Long after her ‘crypt hand’ code
was broken and her handwriting puzzled out, Lister’s paradoxes require
interpretation; like an onion, she has layers all the way down.
Perhaps quarrels over which descriptive labels to choose for Anne Lister

on plaques marking key locations in her life will always have something
absurd about them, because this protean, polymorphous figure would need
a mile-wide plaque to begin to describe her properly. This book – the long-
overdue first collection of research essays on Lister – is an excellent start at
making sense of a phenomenon that will still be demanding decoding for
centuries to come.

Foreword xv
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Note on the Text

No critical edition of any Anne Lister papers (diaries and correspondence)
exists, so citations from the diaries and the correspondence come from a
range of different sources: the West Yorkshire Archive Service diary
transcriptions, available online but not yet complete; published extracts
from the diaries by Helena Whitbread and Jill Liddington, available in
original and reprinted editions; published extracts from the correspon-
dence by Muriel Green; and individual websites where transcribers have
pursued their own Lister interests. Contributors to this volume have made use
of all these sources, which are clearly referenced in the endnotes of each
chapter. In general, italicized passages represent the coded sections of the
diaries, but not all contributors have distinguished between the coded and
non-coded sections. We have also provided a select bibliography of Lister
references which we hope will prove useful in navigating this complex archive.
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