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Abstract

This study examines the emergence of the novel as a writing site for women writers
and traces the ways in which women novelists between 1790 and 1820 represented
space within their novels. It identifies how women used both the space afforded by
the novel, and the representations of space in the novel, to enter the public sphere.

Chapter 1 examines theories of the novel to show how it both reflects society and can
become an agent for change in society. The chapter examines how important this was
for women since the novel might enable them to establish a viewpoint that was
distinct from the supposed universal viewpoint adopted by male society. The chapter
also examines theories describing the growth of the public sphere, and explores how
far women might use the novel as their way of entering the public sphere.

Chapter 2 examines novels by women writers where one of the characters is a woman
who writes. I argue that in general women novelists took more risks as writers than
they allowed their heroines to do, since the heroines usually relinquished their writing
careers on getting married.

Chapter 3 examines the role of the epistolary novel in women novelists’ attempts to
capitalise on the site afforded by the novel. If heroines were restricted in their novel
writing, they did not need to be restricted in their letter writing. Thus the letter form
allowed women novelists an opportunity to voice a wide range of viewpoints, both
female and male, on such subjects as marriage, education, slavery, war and peace.

Chapter 4 examines the use made by women novelists of the preface and interventions
in the text, both to defend themselves as novel writers and to express their views on a
wide variety of subjects. It analyses the extensive references to other writers, books
and libraries, particularly the circulating libraries.

Chapter 5 moves into an analysis of space within the novel, especially the house as
the domestic space proper to women. It explores novels where the representation of
women’s position in their childhood or marital homes reflects their position in society
in general.

Chapter 6 analyses the difficulties which women encountered in real life when
moving beyond the confines of the house and shows how these difficulties were
represented in novels by women.

The study concludes by suggesting that the novel was an important writing site for
women where they could enter the public sphere and stake a claim to cultural capital.
It suggests, however, that although this claim was often weakened by certain women
novelists who were determined to repudiate the radical views, in particular, of women
such as Mary Wollstonecraft, it was nevertheless partly redeemed by the approach of
others who succeeded in being both radical and Christian at the same time.
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Chapter 1. Introduction: the Space of the Novel

1. Aims and Structure of the Thesis

The main aim of this research is to discover what the novel could and could not do for
women in the period 1790 to 1820: in particular how British women novelists could
use both the space afforded by the novel and the representation of space and place
within the novel. I wanted to explore how far the novel was the writing site where
they could bring together two aspects of their lives, the public and private, capitalising
on both the space of the novel and the representation of lived-in spaces within the
novel. Women novelists discussed these issues explicitly in their novels. For

example, Alethea Lewis referred to herself and other novelists as “sovereigns in our
own province,” a term which would allow her to write about whatever she wanted, in
this instance, slavery (Lewis:1800: V0l.3:95). Women, whether middle or upper class,
used the reading and writing of novels, activities which took place in the domestic
sphere, to make statements about society, an activity associated with the public
sphere. Fanny Burney, in the preface to Evelina (1778), described her novel as being
about “the progression of a young woman of obscure birth, but conspicuous beauty,
for the first six months after her Entrance into the World” (1778:1982:8). Evelina’s
move from the country parsonage, where she was brought up, into the wider society
of London, country house estate and Bristol Hotwells, represents at the same time the
way in which Burney’s novel might progress, from being the work of an anonymous

writer to being recognised as the work of an established woman author.

The particular aspect I want to investigate throughout this thesis is the idea of the
novel as a profitable writing site for women; profitable not only because it could
provide an income but also because it allowed them to accumulate cultural capital:’ it
was a site where they could write about the spaces and places they inhabited. The
novel, as Claudia Johnson has pointed out, was the most productive site for women:
“The novel’s accessibility to authors lacking a classical education, its relatively wide
public, and its formal suppleness made it a natural choice for an aspiring writer
interested in treating the subjects of virtue, desire, education, genius, sociability,
sensibility and justice” (2000:190). Claudia Johnson’s list of subjects covers all areas,

domestic and public, that affected women’s lives in this period. Since the narratives

11 discuss Pierre Bourdieu’s idea of cultural capital later in this chapter.



of most novels at this time were based on a love story that ended with marriage,
novelists had to be concerned with the issue of property; thus the representation of the
spaces and communities where women and men were situated, particularly the houses

where they lived, was an integral part of those novels.

The period from 1790 to 1820 has been chosen because it covers the events of the
French Revolution and its aftermath, when there were widespread debates about the
rights of men and women; and when The Lady’s Magazine, aimed at women readers,
offered comments on political events alongside the fashion plates. This period, at
least up to 1808, also covers a time when there was an explosion in the publication of
novels by women (Garside:1997). For the year 1808, which Peter Garside claims is
the peak year with 111 novels being published, 50 were by women.> This increase
followed the steady growth of novels by women throughout the eighteenth century.’
The preponderance of women writers was recognised at the time: the male novelist,
J.Byerley, in his Essay on Novel Writing attached to his first novel, 4 Picture of the
Passions (1804) referred to brother and sister authors “who are much the larger body
in this department of literature” (1804:5). Thus, all those women who were writing
novels, and the even greater number who were reading novels, were brought face to
face with the representation of issues connected with the private and public aspects of
their lives. The novel was profitable for women, not only because women were able
to write and publish so many, but also because of the nature of the writing, which
allowed women to explore a variety of voices which they might not have felt free to
express in other genres (Bakhtin:1981). The exploration of those voices gave women
an opportunity to circumvent their “socially constructed disadvantage”, as Elizabeth
Bohls puts it, and established the novel as one of the most available sites for making
their viewpoints known (1995:20). Married women could not own property and upper
and middle-class women were not expected to take up employment outside the home.

Jobs as governess and lady’s maid were open to, but poor prospects for, the middle-

2 There were 41 by men and 20 by still unidentified authors. He also gives figures for Minerva, one of
the five biggest publishers, for the period 1800 to 1829. In this period over 54% of their novels were
by women, (this includes 31% named, 19.1% he was able to identify as by women, and 3.1% with
implied women authors) 31.4% by men, and the rest so far unidentified. Since the majority of the
originally unidentified ones turned out to be by women, the chances are that the last 15% may well
contain a majority of women authors as well.

3 See Jane Spencer’s The Rise of the Woman Novelist (1986) which does for women novelists what Ian
Watt’s The Rise of the Novel: Studies in Defoe, Richardson and Fielding (1957) does for male
novelists; and J.M.S. Tompkins The Popular Novel in England 1770-1800 (1932:1961).



class woman, left unmarried and unprovided for; while mantua-making, which offered
semi-respectable work for lower-middle class women, was gradually taken over by
men.* I therefore expected to find women novelists highlighting the social
disadvantages and difficulties of their heroines, which often paralleled their own, and
thus, I hoped their novels would supply evidence of their attempts to come to terms

with their own dilemmas as women writers.

This thesis consists of six chapters: this first chapter reviews contemporary and later
theories of the novel, the next three analyse the space of the novel, and the last two
analyse the spaces within the novel. In this chapter I examine the role of the novel in
society and explore how far the development of the novel out of the earlier romance
might afford women advantages in an era when women were claiming the same
rational powers as men, but were still unable to take part in most areas of public life.
I examine the theories of David Harvey (1993) who is interested in the modern novel
as a way of understanding modern society; and his insistence on the importance of the
situatedness and the positionality of writers as they are writing.” I also examine the
theory of Jurgen Habermas on the growth of the public sphere, to see how far it might
throw light on the way women could use their novels as their own contribution to a
public sphere that was not easily accessible to them. I then examine the theories of
Pierre Bourdieu (1984;1993), as a way of highlighting how women might make
claims to their own field and accumulate their own cultural capital, as part of a
community of writers, which even if not recognised by all sections of society, was
nevertheless implicit, and sometimes explicit, in the references made in their novels. I
then examine some contemporary views on women’s participation in the public
sphere, in particular those of Anna Letitia Barbauld, who exemplified some of the
conflicts and contradictions in women’s access to the public sphere, directly and

through literature.

If women were to build their own cultural capital as writers, they might be expected to
create women characters in their novels who themselves were writers. With this in

mind, I explore in chapter 2 those novels of women novelists who included women

% Besides Bohls, quoted above, see also Hannah Barker and Elaine Chalus, (eds.) Gender in Eighteenth

Century England. (1997).
% I explain situatedness and positionality in more detail later in this chapter , but generally I take these
words to refer to class, gender and nationality.



writers among their characters. I investigate whether or not women authors were
more determined writers than their heroines. I refer to some relevant, but earlier,
examples published before 1790, which highlight the problems of women novel-
writers in real life and in the novel, in particular the work of Jane Barker (1713;1723),
and compare their writing heroines with those in novels later in the century. This
illustrates how women novelists in the period 1790 to 1820 were not the first to
realise the effectiveness of the novel as a writing site for women. As a touchstone for
analysing how society regarded these writing women, both in and out of the novel, I
discuss contributions to The Lady’s Magazine during the period 1789 to 1815 on the
position of writers and how far women writers might be admired as writers, but not

esteemed as women.

I then extend this analysis, to explore in chapter 3, how far the structure of the
epistolary novel could be used to empower both women authors and their heroines
(and heroes) who wrote letters and memoirs. This empowerment might also be
evident in first and third person narratives, which at the same time incorporate letters.
Since real letters were initially written in and expected to be read in the private sphere
without the intervention of any kind of public or publication, epistolary novels might
offer women writers a site where they felt at home, both literally and metaphorically.
Early epistolary novels were, indeed, no more than the making public of seemingly

private letters.

In order to examine how much further women novelists might exploit the space of the
novel, I move on, in chapter 4, to explore the extent to which prefaces and authorial
interventions in the narratives might give women writers a further site for their
comments on society and allowed them to justify themselves as authors. In direct
contrast with the technique of the letter, where authors empowered their characters,
authorial interventions allowed authors to make more explicit, if sometimes less
subtle statements. Their interventions and comments were not only about marriage as
the central theme of most novels, but also about their rights to the space of the novel
itself. Novels, or books more generally, were used as metaphors or icons for
distinguishing women who were readers and writers from those who were not. Many
women novelists alluded in their novels to other novelists and novels, and to the role

of libraries and bookshops, aware, as they were, of the important part played by



circulating libraries in giving them a foothold in the public sphere through being the
writers and readers of the books in those libraries. As a touchstone for analysing the
position of women as readers, I refer to further contributions, particularly on the

subject of libraries, in The Lady’s Magazine.

Thus in chapters 2, 3 and 4 I discuss the space of the novel as the site where women
might be able to combine the private and the public aspects of their lives. I link these
chapters to chapters 5 and 6 where I investigate how far women novelists could
exploit the representation of private and public spaces within the novel itself, by an
examination at the end of chapter 4 of the representation of libraries as social and
reading sites within the novels. I therefore move, in chapter 5, to examine novels
where the representation of houses, land and property might illustrate what was at
stake for female characters: the house might sometimes be a safe place for women,
the place where they first learned to read and write, and, if they were fortunate, the
place where they could educate their children and make a useful contribution by
running a household and estates that contributed to the life of their community. On
the other hand, these same houses could very quickly be turned into threatening
places, where they might be incarcerated without access to books or paper for writing.
Women had to move beyond the house, as Burney made plain in both Evelina (1778)
and The Wanderer (1814) and thus in chapter 6, I examine the way women novelists
might represent their lives through referring to women walking and travelling and
visiting public places As a parallel to the issue of admiration and esteem, explored in
chapter 2, chapters 5 and 6 explore the related issue of property and propriety. Upper
and middle class women at this time were expected to marry for reasons based on
ownership of property; and expected to act with propriety, which often did not allow
them to partake of the full range of reading and writing they might be interested in. In
this way I move from the theory of the novel as writing site, discussed in this chapter,
to an analysis of how authors structured the production of their own and their
characters’ voices in chapters 2, 3 and 4, and then to the examination of sites within

the novel in chapters 5 and 6.

My intention throughout the thesis is to analyse in each of these chapters some of the
better known women novelists of the period, and to compare them with some of the

lesser or unknown novelists. I would argue that the fact that there were so many



women novelists is as significant as the issues that were raised in the novels. The
better known novelists include Charlotte Smith, Fanny Burney, Maria Edgeworth,
Mary Hays, Eliza Fenwick, Mary Robinson, Ann Radcliffe, Elizabeth Hamilton,
Amelia Opie, Mary Wollstonecraft and Sidney Owenson.. Some of the less well-
known novelists, or their lesser-known novels, include Alethea Lewis (also calling
herself Eugenia de Acton), Elizabeth Sara Villa-Real Gooch, Helena Wells, Anne
Harding, Mrs Foster, Rachel Hunter, Maria Hunter, Esther Holsten, Amelia
Beauclerc, Sarah Wilkinson and Sophia Lee.

I refer to six novels by Alethea Lewis, three by Villa-Real Gooch as well as her
autobiography, and two by Helena Wells. Where I have not been able to find novels
by Lewis, Gooch and Wells in libraries such as the British Library, I have read their
novels on microfiche in the Corvey Collection held by Sheffield Hallam University or
online versions provided by the Chawton House Library. Others in the Corvey or
Chawton collections include, Mrs Foster, Rachel Hunter and Maria Hunter, Amelia
Beauclerc, Sophia Lee, Sarah Wilkinson and Esther Holsten. Some are referred to
because their novels highlight a particular kind of writing, for example, epistolary or
use of memoirs and first person narrative; others because their novels make explicit
political, social or literary comments; others because they include examples of places
and spaces which illustrate the life of women in safe and unsafe houses, or in public

places like libraries, streets and places of entertainment.

Thus, the thesis as a whole aims to explore how far women could use the space of the
novel to explore the society in which they lived, and, by implication or openly, to
recommend ways in which women’s roles might be changed for the benefit, not only
of women, but of the whole of society. The thesis explores what kind of resistance
they met from men and from some of their own sex, and what techniques they found
to circumvent criticism both of themselves and of their heroines. The thesis explores,
too, how far this community of novel writing women agreed with each other, in their
analyses and recommendations, beyond the belief that they had the right to occupy the
space of the novel. The thesis, therefore, examines society and its theorisation, as a
way of understanding the place of women’s novels in society, while concomitantly
examining novels, in particular the representation of space within the novels, as a way

of elucidating the position of women in that society.



2. The Purposes and Characteristics of the Novel

“T scruple not to confess that when I take up a novel, my end and object is
entertainment”. ..it is the novel’s “legitimate end and object...The unpardonable sin in
a novel is dullness,” writes Anna Letitia Barbauld in her introduction to the selections
of recent British novels she edited in 1809 (1820:44). However, most novels offer the
reader more than entertainment: they tell the reader about life and society at the period
in which the novel is set or the period in which the author is writing. Novels both
reflect the society in which they are set and at the same time may well influence that
society. As J. Paul Hunter has pointed out in his discussion of ways of analysing
eighteenth century novels, when novelists represent what is happening in their
society, it is not a simple activity:
To ‘represent’ thus means to approximate in another medium what a novelist
sees and wishes to preserve, but it also means to be a substitute, an advocate,
someone who acts on behalf of, as do representatives in a legislature. The
role of the writer as an agent — though not always an altogether conscious
one — of the culture is thus underscored.....when novelists become a culture’s

representative, they also become part of the process of change itself
(1996:30).°

I want to argue that women novelists were necessarily involved in this double process
as reflectors and agents. This way of analysing novels, to some extent, eliminates the
necessity of discussing the difference between romance and novel, a distinction which
Margaret Anne Doody claims is “part of a problem, not part of a solution” (1996:15).
It would be more useful if the English language did not make this distinction: in
French and German, for example, there is only one word for both romance and novel
(roman/Roman). Doody’s argument is that without the distinction, we can go back to
classical antiquity for the first novels and accept novels from cultures worldwide.’
Indeed, if we look at what contemporary women write about novels, we can see that
Anna Letitia Barbauld thinks that fiction, and she does not distinguish between the

terms fiction and novel, has a long history. In her introduction to an edition of the

® It is as if the novelist is engaged in the formation of the literary public sphere as defined by Jurgen
Habermas: private people coming together to discuss public affairs. I discuss this in more detail later
in this chapter.

"It also means we can look at novels regardless of whether to label them, for example, sentimental or
Gothic. Barbauld’s collection mentioned below contains examples of both: Elizabeth Inchbald’s 4
Simple Story (1791) and Ann Radcliffe’s The Romance of the Forest (1791).



Correspondence of Samuel Richardson, she claims: “There is no period in the history
of any country, at all advanced in elegant literature, in which fictitious adventures
have not made a large part of the reading men have delighted in” (1804:vii). She
repeats this in the introduction to her edition of recent British novelists, On the Origin
and Progress of Novel Writing from the British Novelists, and then claims that if only
there had been room for translations, she would have included Theagenes and
Chariclea (3" century AD) by Heliodorus (1820:4). She is also aware of the dual
roles of novelists. Novels, she says, “have been moulded upon the manners of the age
and in return have influenced not a little the manners of the next generation, by the
principles they have insinuated, and the sensibilities they have exercised.” She
recognises the novel as a “powerful engine.” She refers to the way novels “take
tincture from the learning and politics of the times, and are often made use of
successfully to attack or to recommend the prevailing systems of the day. “Novels,”

she says “ought to command our warmest praise”(1804:viii).

Nevertheless, room or no room, Barbauld does not include Heliodorus. Thus, there is
an underlying assumption that the novel is different from the romance. Other women
writing about the novel at roughly the same time, saw the dangers of romance, as the
wrong kind of “powerful engine,” precisely because of its lack of situatedness. Fanny
Burney, some thirty years earlier, in her preface to Evelina (1778), warns her readers
that they will not be “transported to the fantastic regions of Romance, where Fiction is
coloured by all the gay tints of luxurious Imagination, where Reason is an outcast, and
where the sublimity of the Marvellous rejects all aid from sober Probability” (1778:
1982:8).% Her approach echoes what Samuel Johnson wrote in The Rambler as far
back as 1750:

The works of fiction, with which the present generation seems more
particularly delighted, are such as exhibit life in its true state, diversified only
by accidents that daily happen in the world, and influenced by passions and
qualities which are really to be found in conversing with mankind (1750:4).°

The dangers of the “powerful engine” working in the wrong way are never more
clearly spelled out than in Mary Wollstonecraft’s reviews for Joseph Johnson’s

Analytical Review, although she often refers to badly constructed novels, rather than

8 I examine Burney’s prefaces in more detail in chapter 4.
® Claudia Johnson points out that Mary Wollstonecraft met Samuel Johnson in 1784 and was probably
influenced by him (2002:191).



attacking romances as such. Wollstonecraft ridicules the romantic novel by offering a

recipe herself:

unnatural characters, improbable incidents, and sad tales of woe rehearsed in
an affected, half-prose, half-poetical style, exquisite double-refined
sensibility, dazzling beauty, and elegant drapery, to adorn the celestial body,
(these descriptions cannot be too minute), should never be forgotten in a
book intended to amuse the fair(cited in Mitzi Myers 1788:2002:86).

Wollstonecraft’s real recipe is to be found in her Advertisement to Mary: a fiction
(1788) where she claims that her book will be about “the mind of a woman who has
thinking powers” (1787:1992:3). By contrast, her heroine’s mother spends her time
reading the wrong sort of novels, “those most delightful substitutes for bodily
dissipation” (1787:1 992:6).'° Both Burney and Wollstonecraft see how they can

exploit the novel for their own purposes.

Wollstonecraft is not among Barbauld’s choice of novelists. Although Barbauld
includes only slightly fewer women than men, she mostly includes more than one
novel by each of the women represented.'’ However, she does see a difference in the
way women write and she asks: “Why is it that women when they write are apt to
give a melancholy tinge to their compositions? Is it that they suffer more and have
fewer resources against melancholy?” Perhaps her next suggestion is more realistic:
“Is it that men, mixing at large in society, have a brisker flow of ideas, and seeing a
greater variety of characters, introduce more of the business and pleasures of life into
their productions” (1820:42). I would argue that this is an explanation based on the
idea of women’s situatedness. I return to this point later in this chapter, but here I
want to emphasise how even if women are more melancholy than men, they can at
least use the novel to express that melancholy. She sees the novel as a more accurate
mirror of life than the stage, because “less is sacrificed to effect and representation”
(1820:48). Ifit is an accurate mirror, then what follows from her argument is that
women’s lives are indeed more melancholy. She ends with perhaps the strongest
panegyric of the novel, and one that suits my purposes in showing how the novel is a
site for women writers who may not have, or may not wish to have, access to other
forms of writing. She describes how “Fletcher of Saltoun said: Let me make the

ballads of a nation and I care not who makes the laws. I would say, let me make the

101 examine other aspects of Wollstonecraft’s novels in chapter 4 and 5.
'n the 28 novels in her collection, 14 male and 8 female novelists are represented. Overall, 11 novels
are by women.



novels of a country, and let who will make the systems™ (1820:59). She may be
referring to both men and women, but since only men at that time were able to take
part in system-making, novels gave women an alternative outlet for commenting on
and influencing their society. This point is highlighted by an earlier writer, Margaret
Cavendish, writing in the second half of the seventeenth century at a time when the
novel, according to the traditional view had not really yet “risen”. 12 In her preface to
her story, The Description of a New World Called The Blazing World (1666),
Cavendish uses the words “fiction” and “fancy” to describe what she has written. In
their introduction to the recent edition of Cavendish’s writings, Sylvia Bowerbank and
Sara Mendelson label The Blazing World science fiction (199:151)."* Cavendish
explains how she has already written a philosophical book based on reason, and now
wants to complement it with a book based on fancy, “both being effects, or rather
actions of the rational part of matter.” She wants this fiction to be “a world of my
own creating.” Along with reason, it is another way of representing the truth and, I
would argue from what she says next, obviously one particularly suitable to women,

for fancy “creates of its own accord whatsoever it pleases, and delights in its own

work™ (1555:1999:152). Cavendish realises that:
though I cannot be Henry the Fifth, or Charles the Second, yet I endeavour to
be Margaret the First; and although I have neither power, time nor occasion
to conquer the world as Alexander and Caesar did; yet rather then not to be
Mistress of one, since Fortune and the Fates would give me none, I have

made a World of my own: for which no body, I hope, will blame me, since it
is in every ones power to do the like (1666:1999:152-54).

Thus, like the novelists Barbauld edits over a hundred years later, she can write about
systems, even if she cannot make them. Cavendish’s fiction is far from realist, but

she is using her version of science fiction to comment on contemporary society.

My contention is that the novel itself might be a site where women could write

extensively during the period 1790 to 1820, with more freedom to express their ideas
than they might in the more public writing sites such as pamphlets, speeches, history,
or even poetry and plays. This is not to say that they did not make use of the latter,"

12 See Tan Watt’s The Rise of the Novel (1957).

13 My italics for the word fiction.

14 An obvious example is Mary Wollstonecraft’s Vindication of the Rights of Woman (1792) and
among my less well-known novelists, Helena Wells® Letters to Young Females (1799). But even those
who write supposedly factual reports, as in Helen Maria Williams® Letters from France (1790) or
Elizabeth Sara Villa-Real Gooch’s Wanderings of the Imagination (1796), use story-telling as part of
their repertoire.

10



but that novels presented them with a more accessible option, both with regard to the
extent and content of what they wrote, and to the extent of their audience of readers.
As Gary Kelly argues: “One of the formal tasks of women’s fiction is to locate a place
for women in a professionalised culture that denies them any significant role in public
and professional life” (1988:19). As far as genre within the novel goes, women were
able to make use of romance and gothic, but more important was the sentimental and
realistic novel (Mellor: 2000:94). Charlotte Lennox in her novel/romance, The

Female Quixote (1752) uses the form of the novel to put paid to the romance as genre:
the heroine, Arabella, eventually learns that women cannot live the lives of the
heroines of bygone romantic tales which she has been reading, but must face the
realities of everyday life in eighteenth century England. In 1785 Clara Reeve

published her account of romance and novel, The Progress of Romance, in the form of
dialogues in which Euphrasia convinces her antagonist, Hortensius, that romance
along with epic poetry are out of date, and it is the novel which counts. Reeve has

Euphrasia say:

The Novel gives a familiar relation of such things, as pass every day before
our eyes, such as may happen to our friend, or to ourselves; and the
perfection of it, is to represent every scene, in so easy and natural a manner,
and to make them appear so probable, as to deceive us into a persuasion (at
least while we are reading) that all is real, until we are affected by the joys or
distresses, of the persons in the story, as if they were our own
(1785:1930:111).

On the other hand, Ann Radcliffe knows how to make use of unlikely happenings in
her Gothic novels, such as The Romance of the Forest (1791), in order to highlight the

position of women in society."®

The novel covers so many possibilities for both writer and reader. It can be read in
private or be part of shared reading or even performance. Quite apart from what may
be implicit in plot or character, it gives the writer a chance to say something directly
in a preface or during authorial intervention in the narrative. For example, Alethea
Lewis defends her decision to make up her own mind about what she writes in her

novel regardless of possible criticism, by referring to herself and other novelists as

15 Edward Copeland says of women’s economic difficulties: “The economy throws its fitful light into
the dark castles and gloomy grottoes of the gothic novel” (1995:40).
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“sovereigns in our own province” (1799:Vo0l1.3:94).!¢ Lewis is making the same claim
for herself as Margaret Cavendish does, when she claims she will become Margaret
the First in her own world. While both poetry and plays may offer some of these
opportunities to the writer,'” the extended nature of the novel allows both for
descriptions of place that characterise poetry, together with the dialogic episodes that
characterise drama. The variety of voices, of heteroglossia, has a special place in the
novel where stories, told through dialogue, or letters or through the narratives of
different characters, can be embedded in the basic structure. As Mikhail Bakhtin
explains:
all languages of heteroglossia, whatever the principle underlying them and
making each unique, are specific points of view on the world, forms for
conceptualising the world in words, specific world views, each characterised
by its own objects, meanings, and values. As such they may be juxtaposed to
one another, mutually supplement one another, contradict one another and be
interrelated dialogically. As such they encounter one another and co-exist in
the consciousness of real people, - first and foremost, in the creative
consciousness of people who write novels (1981:291).

As Julian Holloway and James Kneale argue in their analysis of Bakhtin, the
positionality of the speaker is all important (2000:71-88). I would argue that
positionality is significant in examining women’s voices, since their voices are the
ones that, according to the conduct books of the time, are likely to be marginalized

(Jones:1990:14).

Extending this point about positionality, I would emphasise that it is this range of
voices in the novel, that offers such possibilities for women to make their own worlds,
and at the same time comment on the world they live in. Bakhtin, in fact, makes
claims for the uniqueness of the novel: “The fundamental condition, that which makes
a novel a novel, that which is responsible for its stylistic uniqueness, is the speaking
person and his (sic) discourse.” Re-telling someone else’s discourse in our own
words, argues Bakhtin, has a “basic significance in an individual’s ideological
becoming.” It performs as “authoritative discourse, and an internally persuasive
discourse.” Once it becomes merely authoritative it loses its power in the novel.

What gives a novel “newer ways to mean” is precisely the possibility of a variety of

16 I examine Lewis’s prefaces and authorial interventions in chapter 4.

17 For example, Barbauld’s poetry is concerned with public issues as I show later in this chapter; while
writers like Joanna Baillie found poetry and plays expressed all she needed; and Elizabeth Inchbald
used both novels and plays with equal acclaim and success.
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internally persuasive discourses (1981:346). This means that it is the voices within
the novel that carry power, rather than the single authoritative/authorial voice. Thus,
for instance, Charlotte Smith’s epistolary Desmond (1792), which allows for a range
of voices to come through the different letter-writers, becomes a more powerful tool
for expressing a range of viewpoints, than say, Alethea Lewis’s The Microcosm
(1800) with its third person narrator who continually interrupts to lay down the law,
thus running the risk of negating some of the other discourses. Bakhtin’s argument is
borne out by academics such as Simon Schama (1992) and David Harvey (1996) who
see fiction, with its internally persuasive discourses, as a way of exploring social and
historical themes in a more far-reaching way than either social surveys or historical
treatises can achieve, with their authoritative discourses. For Schama as a historian, it
is not only a question of using novels of the past as authentic sources, but also of
writing fiction himself as a way of exploring the past, for example, in The Many
Deaths of General Wolfe (1992), where he invents a fictionalised account of the death
of General Wolfe, as if written by a soldier in the ranks.'® Harvey, a geographer,
although not writing fiction himself, has seen Raymond Williams’ novels, which are
set in the 1960s and 1970s, as accurate portrayals of the range of voices within the
Welsh mining valleys of that period."” He points out how Williams® characters are
conscious of their environment, their lives in the mining valleys, the villages

straggling below the mountains. It is that consciousness, he argues, that make novels

more authentic than sociological surveys.

Harvey asks: “What is it that constitutes a privileged claim to knowledge and how can
we judge, understand, adjudicate and perhaps negotiate through different knowledges
constructed at very different levels of abstraction under radically different material
conditions?” (1996:23). He answers his own question by referring to Williams’
organicist approach to the whole of culture. Harvey welcomes Williams’ idea of
“embeddedness of political action in intimate culture,” and the fact that Williams uses
environment, space and place to do this (1996:25). What Williams achieves, claims

Harvey, quoting from the thoughts of one of Williams’ characters in his novel, People

18 Schama argues that if Benjamin West’s fictionalised painting , The Death of General Wolfe is an
acceptable version of Wolfe’s death on the Heights of Abraham, then a fictionalised diary describing
his death should be equally acceptable.

19 Raymond Williams’ novels include the trilogy - Border Country (1960), Second Generation (1964)
and The Fight for Manod (1979) as well as People of the Black Mountains (1989 and 1990).
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of the Black Mountains (1989), is “not history as narrative, but stories as lives,” where
“touch and breadth replaced record and analysis” (Williams:1989:10-12). The
novelist has the possibility of supplying a range of voices with implied comment
through “touch and breadth” rather than through explicit comment. As Harvey says,
there is no closure in a novel compared with the kind of writing undertaken by the
historian or the geographer and this is what makes the novel significant. This “touch
and breadth” aspect of the novel fits in with Elizabeth Bohls’ (1995) theories about
the difference between male and female approaches to aesthetic theory. She argues
that while eighteenth century and Romantic period male aesthetic theory pleaded for
the general and a move from the particular, women in their travel writing and novels,
attempted to subvert such theories put forward by men like Joseph Addison and
William Gilpin.?® It could be that many of the novels by women in the period 1790
to 1820, which deal with “intimate culture,” celebrate the kind of embeddedness that
Harvey finds in Williams’ novels; and that they have their own kind of “militant
particularism”, another characteristic which Harvey recognises in Williams’ novels
(1996:42). This particularism uses the environment, space and place as its
touchstone. Harvey and Williams are both concerned with politics and notions of the
public sphere, literal and metaphorical (which I examine later in this chapter). They
employ and recognise the novel as an alternative/authentic site where the public can
be fittingly embedded in the private or intimate. As Williams says: “Most novels are
in some sense knowable communities” (1985:164). It is the ‘“knowable
communities” of novels that I examine with both reference to structure and content in
the following chapters. Harvey uses the novel to help explicate geography: I want to
use geography and aesthetics to explore what the novel could offer women in the

period under discussion.

The metaphors from geography, used by Harvey and Williams, cover both the over-
arching tropes as well as themes within the content of novels. When Margaret Doody
discusses the tropes of the novel, they are nearly all based on geographic metaphors.
She argues that all novels open with the trope of a break or birth, with behind it the
threat of death, and with the suggestion of a mending or putting together again.
Behind these metaphors is a suggestion of something spatial that comes apart and has

201 analyse this in more detail below in the section on aesthetic theories, and also in chapter 6.

14



to be joined again in some way (1996:303). This leads her to discuss further tropes
which she names as shore, beach, margin and threshold, open door, and so on to the
frontier or wild space (1996:19-322). After mentioning the sea and shipwreck
amongst other tropes, she continues by explaining tomb, cave and labyrinth. As far as
the idea of labyrinth goes, she claims that not only is it a figure in many novels, but in
a way represents the whole of the novel itself; its structure and plot (1996:351). I
argue in the next section, how the novel can offer a marginal space for writing; and in
chapters 5 and 6, I argue that in many novels the metaphor of tomb, cave and
labyrinth is often implicit, if not explicit, in the structure of the novel, and in the
experiences of the women characters themselves. I take the term “space-off”, coined
by Teresa de Lauretis (1987:9), as the space from which women write, to be also the

space(s) they write about; and I examine this in the next section.”!

3. The Novel as “Space-off”

It is not only the tropes of the novel that revolve around geographical metaphors. A
great deal of linguistic and literary theory uses the metaphor of place/border/limit/
confinement to explain what occurs in language, so that writing itself is already
positioned as a site from which the writer engages in the writing (Frosch:1995:289;
Moi:1985:167; Stratton: 1992).* Frosch argues that masculine language depends on
women’s absence, so that women are needed for their absence: they mark what is the
boundary of masculinity. Woman becomes a spatial fantasy, a boundary around a
safe masculine terrain (1995:293). This leaves women in an off-site position when it
comes to their own writing, or as Teresa de Lauretis’ term “space-off” denotes, a kind
of place which is available for feminine discourse:
it is the elsewhere of discourse here and now, the blind spots, or the space-
off, of its representations. I think of it as spaces in the margins of hegemonic

discourses, social spaces carved in the interstices of institutions and in the
chinks and cracks of the power-knowledge apparati (de Lauretis:1987:9).

Following the explanations of Frosch and de Lauretis, I would argue that the novel

was the space-off for women writers in the period under discussion; and their heroines

21 The final trope that Doody discusses is Eros, which might be thought to have more to do with
personality and character than place, but finally Doody highlights the spaces that Eros inhabits in
novels, often the house and the garden, which I examine in chapter 5.

22 Frosch’s article is in a book titled Mapping the Subject (Pile and Thrift:1995) which in itself implies
the importance of placing the writer; similarly, Stratton’s book is called Writing Sites.
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lived in those “interstices”, “chinks and cracks”. As for the writing itself, far from
this being a disadvantage, women theorists have seen the space-off as a positive
advantage for their writing.?® It re-enforces the idea that writers are situated. The
metaphorical margin is the site where women can be particular, or in the case of
Williams® Welshness, his novels inhabit a geographical margin. David Harvey,
interested in the situatedness of the novelist as a way of explaining what occurs in the
novels of Raymond Williams (1996:101), claims in an analysis of Williams’ Border
Country (1993):

what is at work here is a crucial ability (attached to the thesis of militant

particularism in dialogue with universalising politics) to use what we now

call ‘standpoint’...... and location (place) to create a critical space from
which to challenge hegemonic discourses (1996:102).

The novels I investigate might illustrate how they could become the “critical space”
where women could challenge hegemonic discourse and set up subaltern
discourses.” Williams’ border country was more than a metaphor since his novels are
part of a twentieth century tradition of the national tale. The Irish national tales
written by Sydney Owenson, Lady Morgan, in the early nineteenth century are
forerunners of this, with their border country standing for gender as well as nation.?®
As Harvey explicates Williams’ border country:
It was in part an actual material place of refuge..... partially outside of the
embrace of overwhelmingly powerful social processes and social relations.
This experiential realm underpinned a ‘metaphorical’ point of resistance
outside of the language of dominant and hegemonic discourses. Such a
location provides a unique point of resistance beyond the reach of some all-
embracing and determinate theory, a unique ‘structure of feeling” outside of
external forces of determination. Here was the ultimate refuge of a counter-

hegemonic politics...... This was the space from which alternative
discourses, politics, imaginaries could emanate (1996:102).

For Harvey, this space was used by Williams as a Welsh writer. I argue that this
space afforded possibilities for women writers. In several women’s novels of the

period under discussion, there are border countries where women characters can start

2 Gillian Rose (1995:336) analyses how three modern women artists, Holzer, Kruger and Sherman
have capitalised on the “space-off”, producing works of art that challenge what is traditionally
acceptable.

24 1 examine the theoretical context in the final section of this chapter. Of course, women were not the
only members of subaltern or counter-public spheres to do this: witness Jacobin novels by male writers
such as Anna St.Ives (1792) by Thomas Holcroft and Hermsprong (1796) by Robert Bage.

2 I analyse Sydney Owenson’s Florence McCarthy (1819) in chapter 2 and The Wild Irish Girl (1806)
in chapter 3. '
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to stake a claim to their own fields, to use Pierre Bourdieu’s terminology (1993);%
these border countries are sometimes metaphorical, but often located outside England,
for example, in Wales or America.’’  As Harvey argues: “The margin is not simply a
metaphor but an imaginary that has real underpinnings” (1996:103). He accepts that
these spaces are gendered as well as having the class and national aspects he
highlights in Williams’ novels. Women used the novel to explore their own position
as gendered writers: they were aware that men’s theories of art and writing often
excluded them as I show in the next section where I analyse eighteenth century

theories of aesthetics.

4. The Novel and Eighteenth Century Aesthetics

Problems for women writers arose when they were dealing with the picturesque, the
beautiful and the sublime in their novels. I would argue that modern aesthetics, as
expounded by Hilde Heim, has a pluralism which will help in the reading of women’s
novels. Heim rejects Kant’s theory of pure knowledge because it demands that art
must be separate from usefulness and is therefore largely somatophobic and
misogynist (1993:3). Women, however, in their novels, saw everyday processes as
more important than the grand view. American novelist, Willa Cather, offers readers
the possibility of ignoring the ego in her novel, The Song of the Lark (1915), where
her heroine, Thea Kronborg, comments on Indian women’s pottery: “What was any
art but an effort to make a sheaf, a mould in which to imprison for a moment the
shining elusive element which is life itself...... The Indian women held it in their
jars” (1915:1982:378). For them art was useful. We can see a similar example of a
woman writer’s conflation of art and usefulness in Dorothy Wordsworth’s poem,
Floating Island (1820:1992:131), where she uses the “floating island” image, which
becomes for her, a “peopled world” with birds and insects, and even when it passes,
“Yet the lost fragments shall remain,/To fertilize some other ground”; while, for her
brother, the image of the floating island, “an amphibious thing/Unsound of spongy

texture”, is used for a stagnant period in the development of the poet’s ego (The

28 I analyse Bourdieu’s theories of the field in the last section of this chapter.

27 Alethea Lewis, in Disobedience (1799), has her heroine, Mary pass her childhood safely in Wales
and finish it safely in America. In between , she faces difficulties particularly from her London-based
parents. Marginality is used by bel hooks to show what has happened to black women’s voices in the
United States. Black women who survive their difficulties, have done so by inventing “spaces of
radical openness” which she sees as “a margin — a profound edge” (1991:147).
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Prelude:I11:340-1:1805:1947).2% The stark contrast between sister and brother’s
configuration of the metaphor illustrates clearly how the idea of usefulness is based

on gender.

Because eighteenth century aesthetic theory rejected the idea of usefulness, it disabled
women from inhabiting the subject position. Joseph Addison’s (1712) “man of polite
imagination,” and David Hume (1757) and Joshua Reynolds’ (1797) construction of a
universal standard of taste for men involved in the production of civic humanism, all
leave women “in the empty space between the signs” or the “space-off,” to use terms
offered by de Lauretis, referred to in the previous section. Elizabeth Bohls (1995:7)
claims that women challenged three aspects of male aesthetic theory: 1) the idea of a
generic perceiver, 2) the idea of disinterested contemplation and 3) the idea that the
aesthetic domain can be separated from moral, political or utilitarian concerns and
activities. My quotations above from Willa Cather and Dorothy Wordsworth are
examples of this challenge.”® Hume’s concern is to establish a standard of taste that
would be “without reference to our particular interest” (Hume:1757:2001:N.pag.).
Similarly, Reynolds claims that what is great in art is able “to get above all singular
forms, local customs, particularities and details of every kind” (1797:1969:45). These
two views immediately strike a contrast with the “militant particularism” of Raymond
Williams, which Harvey finds so important (and which I discuss earlier in this
chapter). It is an attempt to establish men with leisure and property as the arbiters of
taste, which in turn leaves women out, as well as the lower classes or black people.
Joseph Addison claims, in the Spectator, that the man of polite imagination “is let into
a great many pleasures that the vulgar are not capable of receiving.” He has a “kind
of property in everything he sees” (1712:1748:No.114:73). Whether Addison is
referring to intellectual/cultural property rather than economic property, the effect on
women is the same: they are not included. The man of polite imagination cannot by
definition belong to the lower classes and cannot be female: otherwise women would
not need to argue so hard for the right to be educated and considered as rational

creatures. Like “the vulgar,” they cannot be expected to know how to receive this

28 In a slightly different context, but still highlighting the same issue of the gendered male subject being
supposedly the universal one, Smollett avoids praising a Pieta because it is essentially a dead male
body which he finds repulsive (1766:1981:255); although, earlier, he takes pains to describe the
textures of the drapery in a sculpture of a dead woman (1766:1981:217). Since Smollett’s wife was
with him on this journey, one cannot help wondering how she would have reacted to the two sculptures
if she had had the opportunity to write her views.

I return to Bohl’s arguments in chapter 6 when I discuss the picturesque and travel writing in novels.
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pleasure of the imagination. A very good example of how gaze and property become
entwined is Thomas Gainsborough’s painting, Mr and Mrs Andrews (1750:National
Gallery, London), where Mr Andrews is about to go hunting with his dog across his
estate while Mrs Andrews is firmly sitting on the seat, as part of the estate owned by
her husband (Rose:1993:91). Women are disenfranchised as subjects because more

usually they are the objects of the aesthetic gaze.

Two other areas, where women are disabled as participators in the pleasures of the
imagination, are the picturesque and the sublime; the picturesque, as described by
William Gilpin (1797:1994),%° disenfranchises women because he regards the
picturesque as something to be generalised into a possible picture which has no room
for the utilitarian or even pastoral elements, since it is an aesthetics of
disinterestedness (Bohls:1995:98); the sublime, as described by Edmund Burke
(1757:1998), leaves women out, because he sees it as something only men can
respond to, while women are relegated to the feminine sphere of the beautiful, where
they would still be objectified rather than allowed to take up a subject position.
Elizabeth Bohls argues that women could and did speak as aesthetic subjects but they
were different in kind from men as subjects: “Boldly entering the space of incongruity
between their own concrete social identities and the identity that aesthetic discourse
projects for its ideal speaker, they send unpredictable consequences rippling, so to
speak, through their texts” (1995:204). They had to “sidestep their objecthood to
speak as aesthetic subjects.” I explore how far they could “side-step” into the novel to
do so, since novels might give them the opportunity to speak about everyday events as

aesthetic subjects and not be the objects of the male gaze.’!

A comparison between women novelists and women painters highlights what some
women novelists were trying to achieve. As Linda Nochlin points out, male painters
assume they have an absolute right to represent women’s bodies as belonging to the
men in their paintings, and of course, the artists exercised this right in practice with
their models (1988). Nochlin (1988:3) analyses Jacques Louis David’s Oath of

Horatii (1784:Louvre:Paris)*> where the men are active and the women passive, and

31 analyse Gilpin’s viewpoint in more detail in chapter 6.
31 See my quotations from Barbauld and Reeve in an earlier section above.
32 See appendix Plate 1.
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she asks, in the light of this representation of women, what kind of pictures women
artists can paint. She gives an interesting example of a nineteenth century painting,
Nameless and Friendless (1857:Private Collection) by Emily Mary Osborn, where a
woman is taking a painting to a dealer, but where she remains at the mercy of a male
art-dealer and voyeuristic male on-lookers.*> Even well-known women in the field of
art might find themselves belittled in the artistic public sphere. Anne Mellor has
analysed the work of three female painters at the end of the eighteenth century,
Angelika Kauffiman, Mary Moser and Mary Cosway (1995:121-42). Kauffman and
Moser were both elected to the Royal Academy, but when Johann Zoffany painted
members of the Academy (1771-2:Royal Collection: London), the two women were
not represented in person in the painting: instead, there are portraits of them placed on
the wall, a telling irony when it is remembered that women painters were encouraged
to keep to portraits themselves, and to leave landscape and history to the men.**
Kauffiman herself did not have to depend on a female muse to inspire her: instead she
represents herself as a “creative genius, exercising originality, professional
craftsmanship and rational choice” and equally “the rational capabilities of her
subjects” (1995:121-42). Mellor quotes from two of Kauffman’s contemporary male
critics, Henry Fuseli and Peter Pindar, to show that they were well aware of her
viewpoint, though they were both rather irritated by it. Cosway painted scenes from
everyday and domestic life and when she painted from nature she was described as
domesticating “the sublime, writing the forest landscape outside her window as
Mother Nature caring for her beloved child” (Pindar:cited in Mellor:1995:121-42).
Moser showed the same kind of understanding in her illustrations for Mary
Robinson’s poems. Once again, these are examples of women not needing to be

forced into a private sphere, but using a “space-off” which was for them both private

and public at the same time.

Another way of looking at the “space-off” would be to use Anne Mellor’s explanation
of Romantic period women, particularly writers, assuming “the stance of the mother-
teacher”(1995:20-48). Mellor has shown how women developed a criticism of their
own during the Romantic period, which allowed them to explain how they saw the

novel as a place for developing their own views about society (1995:20-48). Mellor

33 See appendix Plate 2.
3% See appendix Plate 3.
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claims they saw literature as having a “cultural role” which was to “instruct” and
therefore they assumed this mother-teacher stance. Mellor extends this argument in
her more recent work, Mothers of the Nation (2000), where she argues that women
like Mary Wollstonecraft, Mary Hays, Helen Maria Williams and Hannah More had a
powerful impact on public opinion. The mother-teacher was also an accomplished
woman, according to Ann Bermingham who has analysed the “commerce in culture
and self-image” in the eighteenth century to show that the “accomplished” woman
was as important as the male “connoisseur,” in the effect that consumption had on
production (1995:490-512). This fits very well with Griselda Pollock’s arguments
(1988), where she rejects the task of feminist art historians as having to recover
forgotten women artists. She wants them to leave aside the question of why there are
no great women painters, to abandon the attempt at recuperation; to avoid the idea of
the individual, great masters, and instead regard production and consumption as on-
going economic and cultural activities, in which women play and have played a
significant role. The influence of accomplished women may have been strong in the
field of art, but in the field of novel-writing their influence was more direct because of
the numbers of novels they managed to publish.*®> This may well be why there was
more resistance by men to women as writers than women as artists.>® G. J. Barker-
Benfield has linked the rise of the novel with the development of consumerism,
particularly the connection between women as domestic consumers and women as

novel writers and readers (1992:165).

5. Theoretical Context of the novel: Public/Private and Cultural Capital

The words, “public” and “private,” have a range of meanings. Earlier in this chapter,
I take public to mean any activity that takes place outside the home; and private, to
cover activities within the house or home. In the twenty first century, most people
would link public to state and municipal activity, and private with personal or
individual endeavour, whether inside the home or in the community. This rather rough
and ready division may be inaccurate, for, as Lawrence Klein has warned, binaries are
dangerous, because they simplify; they don’t take account of a possible range of

distinctions, nor changes in meanings from place to place, or over time; and they

35 In Pierre Bourdieu’s sense of the word “field”, they were able to stake out bigger claims.
36 Carola Hicks in her biography, Improper Pursuits (2001), of the artist Lady Di Beauclerk, shows that
it was her scandalous sex life that was improper, rather than her art.
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ignore the variety of identities within one supposedly homogeneous group (1995:185-
107). Klein illustrates his thesis by referring to an article in The American Weekly
Mercury (1731) by a woman writer, Elizabeth Magawley, who claims that the word
“ladies” does not cover a single group: “The word ladies is an ambiguous term to
which no single idea can be affixed.” Her argument is made in reply to a suggestion
that fools and coxcombs are acceptable to ladies. Not at all, says Magawley, they are
not acceptable to all ladies, only to coquets and romps. Thus, eighteenth century
critics can be just as sophisticated as modern ones. At the end of his article, Klein
refers to fourteen different eighteenth century sources, all using the word “public” in

slightly different ways.

These excerpts appear to oppose public and private in the everyday activities of men,
in respect of different kinds of law, whoring, business and social gatherings, but not
with any reference to gender, except in one excerpt written by a woman, Anne
Dutton. She refers to books being “public” because they have been “published”, but '
then points out that books are mostly read in “private houses”, and this,_ she argues,
means that it is quite compatible with Christian scruples for the writing of that book to
have been done by a woman (1743: Klein:1995:106). It would not have been
acceptable for a woman to have her writing read out or used for instruction in the
“public Assemblies of the Saints.” Dutton’s plea is written as a letter, and from its
title, it sounds like a very public letter: A Letter to Such of the Servants of Christ, Who
May Have Any Scruple about the Lawfulness of Printing Any Thing Written by a
Woman, but perhaps Dutton was hoping the “Servants of Christ” would only read it in
their homes, and not debate its contents in church gatherings or synods. Although
Dutton is concerned with religious writings and not novels, her action, publication,
together with her recommendation, private activity, is a model followed by many

women novelists.3’

I would coristruct the private-public spectrum as follows: at the private end I would
place the domestic house, and its accompanying activities and places in which they
occur, such as: looking after the home, reading and writing; then visiting gardens,

shops, streets, plays, libraries, schools, being published, taking part in charity work

37 My reference is to Jane Spencer’s comments in The Rise of the Woman Novelist (1986), where she
claims women novelists carved a public niche for themselves by writing their heroines into the private
sphere; Ann Mellor takes issue with this view in Mothers of the Nation (2000).
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and business with places of employment, and being members of learned societies;
then, at the other more public end of the spectrum, there would be the places and
activities connected with government, law, universities, church, army, and parliament.
The gender differences along the spectrum become increasingly clear: the number of
women involved decreases as we look along the spectrum towards the state and

government end.

A few aristocratic women, such as Georgiana, Duchess of Devonshire, actually
appeared on the hustings in the 1784 elections (Foreman: 1998:136-60), but most of
the time, Georgiana’s political activities were confined to meetings held in her own
house at Chatsworth, on occasions known as Public Days, and sometimes at local
balls (1998:28-9) or at her London house. There is at least one report of a middle-
class woman, Anne Plumptre, giving a political speech in the 1790s, but this was
considered unusual (McLeod:1996:x).. When Georgiana did write a book, it was a
novel, The Sylph (1779), published anonymously, and it describes the plight of a
middle-class country woman married into the London aristocracy, detailing her
domestic and society life with an unloving, unfaithful, gambling husband, reflecting
some of Georgiana’s own experiences.”® As Amanda Foreman writes: “Georgiana
describes a competitive, unfriendly world peopled predominantly by opportunists,
liars and bullies” and she ironically was a “creature” of that world. “However, in
publishing The Sylph she was also claiming her independence” (1998:61).
Georgiana’s heroine, Julia, does not achieve the same kind of independence: she
remains firmly in the domestic sphere, her private letters being her only outlet, doing
her best to carry out her marriage vows by obeying a more than unpleasant husband,
including giving him back, in order to help pay his gambling debts, money that had
been settled on her at her marriage (Cavendish:1778: 2001:114). Julia overcomes her
difficulties through her own goodness (and repulsion) in the face of sexual temptation,
and with the advice given her by a male lover, disguising himself under the
pseudonym of the sylph.>® In the case of the Duchess of Devonshire, she appears to
have been more successful in her own later forays into the public sphere than she

allows her heroine to be.

38 Georgiana wrote this novel when she was in her early twenties: it was a gesture towards a public
statement against the aristocratic life she herself led.

39 See Chapter 2 where I discuss Ballaster’s idea that the female “scriptor” has more power than the
female “protagonist” she invents.
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Nevertheless, the very act of writing by the author puts the heroine, willing or not,
into the public hands of readers. Writing takes place in the house at the private end of
the private-public spectrum, but being published is much further along towards the
public end of the spectrum, and I would argue that that is probably how most middle
class and aristocratic women moved into the public sphere in real life. Lower class
women were more visible because of their employment. They were, for example, in
coffee houses as proprietors and workers (Ellis:2001:170-52), although it is unlikely
that they were taking part in the serious conversations and discussions. However,
Markman Ellis argues that the women’s influence probably made coffee houses noisy,
flirtatious places, and less the polite, civic places, suggested by Habermas.*® Women
certainly travelled and attended all sorts of functions. Elizabeth Pepys, as Klein
points out, was present at more than a dozen different kinds of function, from river

trips to theatre and tavern visits (1995:185-207).

Over a hundred years later, evidence from the novels I have read, shows women
characters across all classes in these kinds of public places, but I see them as nearly
always social and private visits, in that they are not directly concerned with business
or political matters, or with state or even local community. It is true that there are
characters like Cecilia in Burney’s novel (1782:1988), who has to visit her financial
advisers because she is an orphaned heiress whose inheritance brings with it the
difficult condition that her husband must take her name; or Ellis/Juliet in The
Wanderer (Burney:1814:1991) who has to find work in a milliners because she has no
other income. Otherwise, most of the heroines, and they are generally middle class or
from the aristocracy, grow up in homes, sometimes go to boarding school, find work
as governesses and companions, wait to be married, enter the marital home, look after
it, bring up family, attend church, go to balls, plays, gardens, shops and libraries.
These heroines may travel, sometimes on holiday, sometimes by force of
circumstances, but usually accompanied by a male character, although occasionally
alone or with another female character. They meet lower class women who run
boarding houses and shops, or who are servants or prostitutes; but the most public

occupation they engage in seems to be writing a novel, play or poetry. The writing

0 See below where I discuss Habermas® ideas on the growth of the public sphere, which is more about
metaphorical space, although he does suggest that real places played their part in its development.
Only, middle and upper-class women would be likely to civilise places frequented by men: see my
discussion in chapter 6 of the role of women in the Royal Academy exhibitions.
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usually takes place in their homes but their intention in the first place is to publish it,
or have it put on at a theatre if it is a play.*' But whatever their intentions, eighteenth
century women in real life and in novels always find themselves challenged, if they

try to advance too far along the spectrum towards the public end. Women are usually
defined by their private roles and relationships, rather than their public ones, where
they succeed in establishing them. Stephen Howard has analysed biographies and
obituaries of men and women in journals throughout the eighteenth century. He
found that while men’s obituaries are chronological and recognise their achievements
in public life, women’s tend to be thematic with most recognition for their
achievements as wives and mothers (1997:230-49).*> Georgiana, Duchess of
Devonshire, suffered the same fate at the hands of her obituary writers, who praised
her for her compassion and for setting the tone in fashion. There was no reference to
her behind-the-scenes influence in politics, particularly on Whig policy (Foreman:
1998:400-401).

One of the basic premises of this thesis is that the public sphere was only partially
available to women, and thus women might be able to use their writing as a way of
accessing the public sphere to make their own opinions heard. While many of them
were able to write tracts, pamphlets, letters and appeals, others used fiction as a way
of promulgating their ideas (Spencer:1986; Kelly:1995; Ballaster:2000;Mellor:2000).
Epistolary fiction, according to Clare Connolly, in her introduction to Edgeworth’s
Letters for Literary Ladies, “marks out a new space for itself, one somewhere
between the public and the private, the logical and the spontaneous” (1993:xxv).
However, fiction based on facts and which may be close to faction or documentary,
has been used, as well, by many writers who have chosen the novel for its intrinsic
possibilities, not because they as writers have been denied access to other forms of
writing or public statement.*’ In the case of fiction which has been appropriated by

historians,** there will inevitably be an overlap of the private with the public.*’

“1 For example, in the case of writing a play, there is Frances Brooke’s The Excursion (1777), and in
the case of the novel, Mary Robinson’s The Natural Daughter (1799), which I explore in chapter 2.

“2 He entitles his article, “4 Bright Pattern to All her Sex,” a quotation from one obituary (1997:230-
249).

3 As I point out earlier in this chapter , Raymond Williams is an example of a twentieth century writer
who has used fiction and non-fiction in his attempts to examine social issues. David Harvey (1996) as a
geographer has subsequently pointed to Williams® novels as, in some respects, a more succinct way of
understanding life on an urban estate than the findings of his own statistical research.

* See my reference to Simon Schama’s Dead Certainties earlier in this chapter, note 18.
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The concept of a burgeoning public sphere in the eighteenth century was put forward
by Jurgen Habermas (1969:1989). It is a complicated idea about which historians and
literary researchers are still arguing, not only because of the concept having several
possible applications, but also because of the increasing amount of historical evidence
that is unveiled every year, some of it reaffirming Habermas’ theories, some of it
countering his theories with the challenge that Habermas does not make clear whether
the public sphere was something that exists(ed) or something more conceptual which
can only be used as a label; other critics challenge his theories by positing alternative
or counter public spheres, some predating the eighteenth century. Habermas argues
that:

The bourgeois public sphere may be conceived above all as the sphere of
private people come together as a public; they soon claimed the public sphere
regulated from above against the public authorities themselves, to engage
them in a debate over the general rules governing relations in the basically
privatised but publicly relevant sphere of commodity exchange and social
labour (1969:27).

This passage appears to be positing the public sphere as a conceptual idea, an
imaginary arena where bourgeois public opinion could be formed. From this it would
follow that the places where people met would ipso facto be places set in the public
sphere. Habermas argues that “the line between private and public sphere extended
right through the home. The privatised individuals stepped out of the intimacy of
their living rooms into the public sphere of the salon, but the one was strictly
complementary to the other” (1969:1989:45). In a later attempt at clarification,
Habermas defines the public sphere in more detail: “A portion of the public sphere
comes into being in every conversation in which private individuals assemble to form
a public body” (1974:49: cited in Eley 1993). As Geoff Eley comments, the public
sphere means “a sphere which mediates between society and state in which the public
orders itself as the bearer of public opinion” (1993:290). This explanation sounds
very much like John Trenchard’s use of “public” and “private,” quoted by Klein as an
example of the wide range of meanings evident in eighteenth century writings (Klein:
1997:185-207).

* This overlap has been particularly evident in the whole debate about the rights and wrongs and the
authenticity of fiction dealing with historical disasters of the magnitude of the trenches in the First
World War and the Holocaust (Vice 2000).
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What is the Publick, but the collective Body of private Men, as every private
Man is a Member of the Publick?...the whole People, by consulting their
own Interest, consult the Publick, and act for the Publick by acting for
themselves (Cato’s Letters:1721 :3" Ed.London:1733:11,41: cited in Klein).

All of this is very different from a common sense interpretation which would see the
public sphere as not only the place where public opinion is formed, but as the arena in
which all the political, economic and social activities are carried out by government
on behalf of the people it governs. The implications of Habermas’ definition for class
and for gender are accordingly more complicated. The common sense definition
would have allowed us to argue that the lower classes and women did not enter the
public sphere, but in Habermas’ definition, although the lower classes may be
excluded, there is room for the part played by women as they peep out of the
“intimacy of their living rooms” and maybe even enter the “public sphere of the
salon” (1969:1989:56). On the way to the development of the political public sphere,
Habermas suggests there was a literary public sphere, which in turn developed out of
the “intimate sphere of the conjugal family” where “privatised individuals viewed
themselves as independent even from the private sphere of their economic activity —
as persons capable of entering into ‘purely human’ relations with each other”
(1969:1989:56). Habermas argues that the literary form of this was the letter:
“through letter-writing the individual unfolded himself in his subjectivity.” He quotes
Christian Gellart, claiming that letters “were to be written in the heart’s blood, they
practically were to be wept” (1989: 46-7). This led eventually to the printing of

letters and then to the epistolary novel.*®

John Brewer sees Habermas® theory of the public sphere as covering a wider area than
is generally allowed for: it entailed, according to Brewer, “to an unprecedented
degree, the simultaneous representation of the private domestic world” (1995:344).

In fact, I would argue that Habermas does not analyse the private domestic world in
the same detail he gives the public world, and Brewer argues in contradistinction to
Habermas:

The public sphere is Janus-faced: it seeks to intrude upon matters of state but
it also threatens to colonise the domestic sphere........ Indeed we might say
that a clearly defined sense of the private or what Habermas calls ‘the

% I examine epistolary novels in chapter 3.

27



intimate’ sphere depends symbiotically upon a developed notion of what
constitutes the public (1995:44).

Contemporary accounts often bear out Brewer’s analysis. Andrew McCann refers to
a piece, by James Anderson, from his periodical The Bee:

A man after the fatigues of the day are over may thus sit down in the elbow
chair; and together with his wife and family, be introduced as it were into a
spacious coffee house, which is frequented by men of all nations, who meet
together for their mutual entertainment and improvement (Anderson :1740-
1:Vol.1:14).

McCann argues that: “The very forms of culture consumption that seem to transgress
Habermas’ reason-bound public, in fact re-enforce it by consolidating notions of
privacy, private pleasure and private consumption as redemptive and ultimately
therapeutic” (1999:12). Thus, Habermas’ definition of the public sphere needs the

private against which to define itself.

According to Brewer, what complicates both the private and the public sphere in the
eighteenth century is the importance of pecuniary gain and sexual passion. Culture
became a commodity, some of it being both produced and consumed in the private
sphere as well as in the public sphere. Brewer illustrates his theory by referring to a
character in one of Fielding’s plays: in The Author’s Farce (1737) Dash says to
Blotpage: “A title page is to a book, what a fine neck is to a woman, therefore ought
to be the most regarded as it is the part which is viewed before the purchase”
(Fielding cited in Brewer:1995:349). Brewer argues that culture was on view to the
male gaze like a harlot and was similarly purchasable. In this way, private vice
became inextricably part of public virtue (1995:349). This meant that women could

not have taken part in either private vice or public virtue in the same way as men.

Brewer refers to the development of ideas of culture and taste as defined by critics
like Edmund Burke (1757), Archibald Alison (1790) and Alexander Gerard (1759).
All three strove to identify culture and taste with politeness, elegance and an
avoidance of the vulgar and the gratification of desire. Their problem was to find
ways of keeping taste and desire separate and this became increasingly difficult
because women were the icons of desire. Thus, women attempting to enter the public

sphere by being involved in the production of culture, that is presumably, women
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painters, writers, actresses, would inevitably lay themselves open to the charge of
being punks or prostitutes. This accusation, according to Brewer, women might
“glory in, deny, avoid or subvert” (1995:354). All four of these responses can be
seen in the lives of women novelists and very often in the lives or their heroines,
although avoidance may be uppermost in the heroines or characters who are also
writers themselves as I argue in chapter 2. There are moments when these women
characters who are writers, glory in their writing, subvert it for public and/or political
ends, but by the end of the novel, they are usually avoiding being seen as writers and
even denying their authorship. Ironically, the women authors themselves cannot, by
definition, avoid or deny authorship: their authorial interventions range from apology
to glorification. They know, as William Godwin made plain, that “Few engines can
be more powerful and at the same time more salutary in their tendency, thanliterature”
(cited in Keen:1999:28). Anna Barbauld, as I point out earlier in this chapter, uses the
same phrase for the novel: “powerful engine” (1804:viii), although she is referring to
novels written by both men and women. One of her contemporaries, Maria
Edgeworth, a novelist herself; is keen to see women glorying in their writing: as she
writes in her Letters for Literary Ladies (1795), through the appeal of the father
defending literature for women, to the father who does not approve of women writing:
women are “surely better occupied when they are reading or writing than when they
are coquetting or gaming, losing their fortunes or their characters.” Edgeworth has
him continue:

You despise the writings of women: - you think they might have made better
use of the pen, than to write plays and poetry and romances. Considering the
pen was to women a new instrument, I think they have made at least a good a
use of it as learned men did of the needle some centuries ago when they tried
to see how many angels could stand on its point (1795:1993:25).

However, Edgeworth sees the writing power of women remaining in the private

sphere:

But you are apprehensive that the desire to govern which women show in
domestic life, should obtain a larger field to display itself in public affairs. It
seems to me impossible that they can ever acquire the species of direct power
which you dread: their influence must be private... (1993:1795:31).

Thus, Edgeworth argues there is no danger in writing women entering the literary
public sphere, since their influence would be private. James Burgh, however, a

Scottish schoolmaster, writing much earlier in 1746, was someone who saw danger in
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their literary and musical activities, even in private. He addressed the women of
Britain who indulged in too much pleasure of the imagination: “Can you say you ever
come away from the tumultuous scenes of Pleasure...without having your Minds
disturbed?...The most melting strains of music, and of the most rapturous and
passionate flights of poetry” will fill your “fancies with romantic wishes” and would
therefore result in making their homes dull to them (cited in Brewer:1995:355). Paul
Keen (1996:66) refers to T.J. Mathias, who in his satirical piece, The Pursuits of
Literature or What you Will (1797), is worried about women meddling in politics:
“Our unsexed female writers now instruct or confuse us and themselves in the
labyrinth of politics, or turn us wild with Gallic frenzy” (Mathias:1798:238).
However, Keen points to “the diverse ways that women writers implicitly revised,
rather than directly challenged established cultural assumptions, by encoding
subversive arguments about sexual politics within accepted literary genres and styles”
(1999:173-4). In other words, they were able to make comments about issues to do

with the public sphere within the form of the more privately-based novel.

Nevertheless, public spaces, whether literal or metaphorical, remained dangerous
places for women. We have only to look at words like streetwalker to see the
implications for women who walked out alone (Decker:2000:1-24). It took Burney’s
Evelina an unpleasant experience in Ranelagh to realise that women on their own
were more than likely prostitutes (Burney:1778),*” and Burney continued the theme of
the woman who had lost her domestic/home sphere in The Wanderer (1814). Decker
analyses novels by men and women from the 1790s to show that there are seven
ideological positions that women characters appearing in public places might find
themselves in. The first is the misogynist/libertine view that women are fair play
because all they want anyway is power, money and sex. The second is the
chivalric/quixotic, which sees all women as morally good. The third, Decker calls the
traditional patriarchal, which allows for the possibility of women being virtuous. The

fourth is an extension of this, which she calls the fashionable patriarchal, where

women are acceptable if they pretend virtue. The fifth is the sentimental where

women in public spaces are responded to emotionally and so they may be good or

47 Nevertheless, Burney makes it clear that Evelina was safer with the women who were prostitutes
than she might have been if she had approached two unknown men.

30



bad. The sixth is the internalised/reformed patriarchal where women can take
precautions about their appearance in public. The seventh is the feminist where it is
expected that both genders should follow the same code. Analysing the seven
ideological positions, it seems that the first six are likely to be adopted by men,
although women may consciously or unconsciously, subscribe to them as well.
Decker, in fact, argues that Amelia Opie, in her novel, The Father and Daughter
(1800), leaves her heroine in a position where she submits to patriarchal assumptions
adopted by men in the sixth ideological position. To take examples from Evelina
(1778) by Fanny Burney, the first view would have been held by her libertine
characters like Sir Clement Willoughby. Burney’s hero, Lord Orville, would
probably fall into the third or fourth category. Burney would have seen many of her
male characters behaving as befits categories five and six, while category seven is the
one for which women novelists, like Fanny Burney herself, Charlotte Smith, Mary
Hays and Mary Wollstonecraft, were continually making a plea. Apart from the last
of these ideological positions, whichever of the other six are analysed, and regardless
of the gender of the author, women in public spaces in the novel, according to Decker,
were treated differently from men. Only the seventh category asks for men and

women to be judged by the same codes of behaviour.

The career of Anna Barbauld as an author exemplifies the problems that Decker’s
seven ideological positions might offer women in real life. Harriet Guest (2000:46-
68) has analysed Anna Barbauld’s life to illustrate the difficulties of women who
openly entered the public sphere. Barbauld taught at the Warrington Academy, wrote
political poetry, and entered the debate on education and rights for women, on
slavery, and many other topical issues at the end of the eighteenth century. But she
endangered her own position as virtuous woman in doing so, and in her poetry and
other writing indicated that whatever she had done, it was not what she would
encourage other women to do. Guest points out that Mary Wollstonecraft criticised
Barbauld for her poem, To a Lady with some painted Flowers (Barbauld:1773: 2002:
94), particularly the lines: “No blush, my fair, to own you copy these/Your best, your
sweetest empire is — to please.” Wollstonecraft comments: “So the men tell us; but
virtue, says reason, must be acquired by rough toils and useful struggles with worldly
cares” (1792:1992:144). For Wollstonecraft, women must, it seems, struggle in the

public sphere, which is what Barbauld did, although she did not recommend it for
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other women. On the other hand, she was criticised in the Monthly Review for
sounding too much like a man: “We hoped the woman was going to appear, and that
while we admired the genius and learning of her graver compositions, we should be
affected by the sensibility and passion of the softer pieces” (cited in Guest:1994:49).
Barbauld must have been concerned for, in a letter to Elizabeth Montagu, she wrote
that she had “stepped out of bounds of female reserve in becoming an author,” and
added that her “situation had been peculiar and would be no rule to others”
(Guest:2000:52). That issue of being in an unsuitable space/place for women, “out of
bounds,” appears again in her poem addressed to her brother, Dr Aiken, written in
1768. In this poem, she describes how she herself and her brother were brought up in
the same way at first but that then her brother became a doctor going on to “nobler
labours of a manly mind,” while she went to “more humble works and lower cares”.
Although their minds were not stamped in “different moulds,” she admonishes herself
not “to strive to soar too high” but to be happy to remain “within thy bounded sphere”
(1768:2002:55-6). Guest points out, however, that there was one part of the public
sphere where Barbauld felt all sections of society could come together and that was
the religious public sphere. “The temple is the only place where human beings of
every rank, sex and age, meet together for one common purpose and join together in
one common act” (Barbauld:1792:cited in Guest:2000:57). However, the common act
does not necessarily include delivering sermons, although it might do in Dissenting

churches.

If women were in danger as cultural producers, and by implication this means they
were in the public sphere, they were certainly heavily involved in cultural
consumption. Terry Lovell argues that “commodity literature is consumed in private
and women are in the private, domestic sphere” (1995:23-41). The masculine world
might be able to keep an eye on production, though even that is doubtful, but they
certainly could not control consumption. The very fact that the journals of the public
sphere spent so much time and space advising and bullying their readers, who were
presumably sitting at home in their domestic spaces, about what they should be

reading, is ample evidence that women (and men) readers were reading what they
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wanted to read (Donaghue: 1995: 54-74).% To extend Brewer’s metaphor — the Janus
face of the public sphere that looked towards the domestic sphere seems to have been
less influential (and that may be why Habermas largely ignores it), than the face that
looked towards government, institutions and the economy.** The domestic sphere,
where novels were written and read, was the site where women could make their own
claims for control. Ann Bermingham rejects Habermas’ theory of the public sphere
because he more or less takes the private sphere for granted, and Bermingham
welcomes instead the possibility of overturning the notion of an essential self, which
will then allow explorations of ethnic and feminist identity. She thinks Pierre
Bourdieu’s ideas are more useful than those of Habermas, but her acceptance of
Bourdieu is modified, since she claims his theory of cultural capital is a top-down
model, that cannot explain what is occurring at the lower levels of society
(Bermingham:1995:12). However, I would argue that in spite of this criticism of
Bourdieu, his theories afford a way of examining the role of novel-writing in the lives
of women at the end of the eighteenth century, particularly his theory of the habitus
and field, together with his theories of cultural capital and symbolic violence.
Bourdieu’s explanation for why people behave in the way they do lies in the habitus
which he claims is a “system of dispositions.” The disposition “expresses first the
result of an organizing action, with a meaning close to that of words such as structure;
it also designates a way of being, a habitual state (especially of the body) and, in
particular, a predisposition, tendency, propensity or inclination(1977:214). These
dispositions, argues Bourdieu, are the product of:

a struggle which has gone on unceasingly, from the seventeenth century to
the present day, between groups differing in their ideas of culture and of the
legitimate relation to culture and to works of art, and therefore differing in
the conditions of acquisition (1984:2).

Bourdieu refers to a cultural nobility which has a stake in this struggle and is able to
accumulate cultural capital because they are in possession of the code which makes it
possible. The implication here is a class one, since Bourdieu uses the term “nobility,”

but any one social group is unlikely to be homogeneous, as Elizabeth Magawley,

“8 Between 1789 and 1799 The Lady’s Magazine has over twenty letters and articles about what women
should or should not be reading. I refer to some of these in chapter 4.
1 examine issues of women and reading in more detail in chapter 4.
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referred to at the beginning of this chapter, realised: a cultural nobility will contain

both men and women with differing ideas of culture and its acquisition.

Society, Bourdieu argues, consists of inter-related fields. He does not make clear
whether these fields exist or whether they are analytical constructs. Some of the
fields seem to depend on content: Bourdieu refers to philosophy and geography fields
(1993:72) but later refers to the intellectual field. He ignores, even more than
Habermas, the questions of ethnicity and gender, so it is not clear whether there is a
feminine field that might cut across the intellectual field, for example. It does seem
that, according to his theory, women would need their own field, since he argues that:
In order for a field to function there have to be stakes and people prepared to
play the game, endowed with the habitus that implies knowledge and
recognition of the immanent laws of the field, the stakes and so on (1993:73).
On the other hand, since there is always a power struggle in the field, it might be that
women are usually the ones who need to challenge the ownership of “the specific
capital which has been accumulated in the course of previous struggles and which
orients subsequent strategies” (1993:73). Bourdieu refers to the challengers as
newcomers to the field, implying they will often be the younger generation, and again
he makes no reference to gender (1993:110). It could be that women at the end of the
eighteenth century were staking their claim to cultural capital through the novel.*®

The idea of women staking their claim for cultural capital through the novel seems to
fit in with the historical and literary evidence provided by the novels they wrote.

Many women, however, stayed within their “bounded sphere,” not only voluntarily
but because of what Pierre Bourdieu calls symbolic violence (1977:190-7). In this
scenario, those with dominant power or authority at any one point in their field use the
education system to make sure the rest of society accept their hegemony without
feeling dispossessed by it. Bourdieu sees this happening in terms of class rather than
in terms of gender. As far as the novel goes, Bourdieu’s theories would explain what

happened in the second decade of the nineteenth century when Walter Scott’s entry

%0 Sometimes recommended reading for women includes novels, sometimes novels are slated as
dangerous, and history and other works of non-fiction are recommended instead. I explore these issues
in chapter 2 on the writing of novels within novels, and also in chapter 4 on women’s recommended
reading.
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into the field of novel-writing wrested away the cultural capital invested and gained

by women over the previous two decades.”!

The same lack of interest in gender is apparent when Bourdieu discusses taste.
“Tastes, defined as the sets of choices made by particular persons, are the product of
an encounter between the objectified taste of the artist and the taste of the consumer”
(1993:110). Sometimes the artist is more concerned with a fellow artist than with the
consumer. Here, Bourdieu cites the case of the critic of Le Figaro who “writes not
with his eyes on his public but with reference to the critic of the Nouvel Observateur”
(1993:110). We could cite as well the case of the critics who wrote for The Monthly
Review and The Critical Review in the 1760s who were more concerned with
answering each other’s criticisms than with helping their readers to get some idea of
the books they were critiquing (Donaghue:1993:66). As a result, Bourdieu argues,
the artistic field is the site of continual partial revolutions. At this point, he seems to
dispense with the consumer altogether, attacking Marxists, such as George Lukacs
and Lucien Goldmann, for putting art in the context of society when it is the nature of
the artistic field to produce great artists. He claims that the interaction between artists
is more important than the reception of the art, although he does relent enough to
claim that the artistic field contains critics, gallery directors and patrons as well as the
artists (1993:140). I would argue that there must be a point where the habitus of the
artist is influenced by the reception of the work of art: writers need readers but
perhaps, readers are in a different field. Bourdieu’s elitist, masculinist attitude is
made even more apparent when he argues that public opinion does not exist because
to exist it would need three propositions which he claims are not true: 1) that
everyone can have an opinion; 2) that all opinions are of equal worth; and 3) that the
questions that seek public opinion are agreed by everyone (1993:149). A belief in the
existence of a cultural nobility implies that there are some who do not belong to the
cultural nobility. Those who are not noble enough will be not be able to form
opinions, and amongst those who do, some opinions will have more cultural worth
than others.> On the other hand, if it is believed that the questions that seek public

opinion are not agreed by everyone, then there is the possibility that counter and

3! Garside’s statistics, referred to earlier in this chapter , show a striking falling off in the number of
novels published by women after 1811.
32 Bourdieu’s analysis is like Addison’s reference to the man of polite imagination.
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subaltern public opinions might exist. These would be the fields where women could
begin to stake their claims to cultural capital. In the next chapter I examine novels
where one of the women characters is herself a writer. I explore how far this is an

area where women could pre-eminently build their stocks of cultural capital.
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Chapter 2: Women Writers and their Writing Heroines

1. Introduction

In this chapter, I examine novels written by women where there are women characters
who are writers. I explain in chapter 1, that the novel might be the space where women
could access the public sphere in a way that allowed them to make their voices heard
without having to appear in public in person. I argue the case for the novel being a
particularly relevant form of writing for women since it covers a wide range of aspects
of life and society in a more open-ended way than overtly political or philosophical
writings. It allows women that “militant particularism” which David Harvey and
Raymond Williams as sociologists find so useful. I therefore explore how far women
novelists could make use of their female characters who write as a possible way of
defending their own position as writers: they might use their female characters to allow

themselves as writers a certain freedom, while allowing their characters less freedom.

Ros Ballaster claims that the woman writer hides behind the fictional woman in the
book she writes. The female protagonist often has to look for a male protector but “by
contrast her author evades the need for a male protector precisely because the novel
allows her to enter a form of authoritative discourse without the risk of physical display
of her own proper body (the heroine stands as surrogate)” (2000:198). Of course,
women writers did need to say things about writing more directly, and this they often
did in the prefaces to their books. It seems to me, that at this point, they were shaking
off their “nobodiness”, a phrase coined by Catherine Gallagher (1994:xx). Once women
writers make a statement in a preface, they have moved from what Ballaster calls “the
exercise of authority in invisible, private economies of writing and knowledge,” and
have come closer to “acts of public utterance” (2000:202)." However, it is important to
recognise the secondariness, as Ballaster calls the position of women writers. Overall
she sees the female “scriptor” (Ballaster’s term for the narrator) as having more power
than the female reader or the female protagonist:

Domestic authority and the power as a woman to engage, rather than find
herself the circulating object, in commodity culture, lies ultimately only with
the female narrator who retains the organising and interpretative power over
the story even as she retains her anonymity and physical distance from the
action (2000:209).

! ] analyse this in chapter 4 on prefaces.
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To emphasise this, Ballaster refers to “the act of representation itself, the act of
narration” as being “the only place for the imitation of masculine mastery without
personal cost for women” (2000:209-10). Ballaster claims that it is the novel’s “hybrid
status between public and private modes of discourse,” that gave women a place for
speaking, which was denied them elsewhere (2000:214). As a way of testing how far
society saw women in this position at the time, I move on in section 2 of this chapter, to
survey comments in The Lady’s Magazine about women as writers between 1789 and
1815.2 From this analysis, the two opposing concepts of “admiration” for women as

writers and “esteem” for women as women emerge as touchstones for women writers.’

Then in section 3, using Virginia Woolf’s (1931) suggestion that women writers of the
1930s needed to think of themselves as writing through their mothers, I refer to the
literary mothers of the women characters who write in novels produced at the end of the
eighteenth century, and this leads back to Jane Barker a century earlier. The history of
women novelists and writers inscribing themselves in their own writing is a long one,
although it may not be a widespread one. Virginia Woolf not only coined the phrase “a
room of one’s own”, but also “a woman writing thinks back through her mothers”
(1931:146). Thus, Woolf regarded Aphra Behn as a role model for women writers in
the 1930s (1931:95). Tracing the history of some of the fictional writing-mothers
within the novel itself, it might be that the room or lack of it becomes a significant part
of the structure of the novel itself. Sometimes the room is there in the sense that the
women characters are confined to the domestic sphere in a way they may not want to
be: they may, for example, be prisoners in their own homes and be denied access to
writing materials.” An important influence on women writers, enabling them to depict

their heroines as writers, is Samuel Richardson’s novel, Pamela (1740).5

In section 4, I explore novels where the heroine is a writer: The Natural Daughter
(1799) by Mary Robinson, Adeline Mowbray (1805) by Amelia Opie, Husband
Hunters! (1816) by Amelia Beauclerc, and Florence McCarthy (1826) by Sydney
Owenson, Lady Morgan. It could be that this strategy would enable the woman novelist

2 The Lady’s Magazine ran from 1770 till 1835, and while not being an overtly literary critical magazine,
nevertheless concerned itself with women as readers and writers.

3 The defence of the novel by women made in the prefaces to their novels is discussed in chapter 4.

* The implication is often that they should be using a needle rather than a pen. This is evident in Jane
Barker’s A Patchwork Screen for the Ladies (1713) for example.

5 Pamela herself is a letter-writer, not a writer of novels, so, in some ways, has more relevance for the
employment of the epistolary form discussed in chapter 3.
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of the period under discussion to follow the example set by Jane Barker earlier in the
century, and, as Ballaster suggests, empower the female scriptor in a society not fully
prepared to accept female authors: scriptor and heroine might be able to lay equal claim
to admiration and esteem. Finally, in section 5, I explore examples of an extreme form
of the heroine who uses words, not writing them in a novel, but performing them in
public, the improvisatorice: Madame de Staél’s Corinne (1805), and two English novels
which include an improvisatorice-heroine, Mrs Foster’s The Corinna of England (1809)
and Anne Harding’s The Refugees (1822). I explore how far these novelists either
celebrate or denounce their writing-characters in view of the fact that the general
climate was against women writers; both the women writers themselves and their
supporters had to continually plead for their acceptance. Their struggle to be recognised

as writers is vividly illustrated by the analysis of The Lady’s Magazine in section 2.

2. The Lady’s Magazine as both Support System and Detractor of Women Writers
The Lady’s Magazine prided itself on being a place where women writers could be
published and, of course, where women readers could read what had been published.®
The editors reflect, however, the concerns of polite society about the place of reading
and writing women within that society. This was not an issue new to the 1790s, the
debate had been going on throughout the century. As Kathryn Shevelow claims: “The
early periodical was one of the principal linguistic sites for the production of a new
ideology of femininity and the family” (1989:3). She refers to periodicals produced by
among others, John Dunton, Peter Motteux, and Richard Steele and Joseph Addison.
She shows that even the early periodicals were concerned not only with women as
readers but also with women as writing subjects, and she explains how it was the format
of these periodicals together with the intentions of the editors, usually male, which led
to a correspondence between reader and editor. In this way, she argues, women became
writers almost unintentionally, and the public and private spheres were brought
together. As she points out:

The periodical figured women’s natural place within the private realm by
representing them in print, not only as idealized domestic figures but also, to
some degree, as writing subjects of their own discourse, published as a
discourse of private life. By the very means of its production, then, the
discourse of the private is a public discourse(1989:15).

¢ Already published authors, who are represented by extracts from their novels, include Mary Robinson,
Elizabeth Inchbald, Elizabeth Hamilton, Amelia Opie and Mary Hays. Most of the authors who have a
whole novel printed are referred to as “by a lady”; named ones include Elizabeth Yeames (1805) and
Sophia Troughton (1806 and 1807).

39



Shevelow’s arugument explains how women find a passageway from the domestic

sphere to the public sphere through publishing their writing.

One of the earliest periodicals, Dunton’s The Athenian Mercury, which started in 1691,
published women’s letters. Shevelow traces the development of these women’s letters
which gradually become stories of their own lives: “the double construction of the
subject in The Athenian Mercury suggests the terms on which women gained increasing
access to self-representation in the eighteenth century” (1989:91). The Tatler and
Spectator subsumed women’s letters into the editorial voice, but the invention of the
Jenny Distaff character in The Tatler gave women a voice, even if at a second remove
and unmistakably domestic (1989:99). Women were able to find an outlet in Edward
Cave’s Gentleman’s Magazine, started in 1721 (Adburgham:1972), whose purpose was
to “treasure up as in a magazine, the most remarkable pieces of writing and news culled
from the press” (cited in Adburgham:1972:79), and there was an obviously female

readership in mind since these treasures included conundrums and cookery recipes.’

Meanwhile, women writers such as Eliza Haywood in the Female Spectator, started in
1744, and Charlotte Lennox in the Lady’s Museum, started in 1760, opened the way for
periodicals directed by and at women readers. Neither of these ran for more than a few
years, and there were simultaneous attempts by men to fill the demands of women
readers and writers for which periodicals were both the cause and effect. The Lady’s
Magazine which I analyse for the period after 1790 started publication in 1770 and ran
with various modifications until 1835. The original owner was a man but it is not

always clear whether editorials or even letters are written by men or women.

The first edition (1770) makes plain the purposes of the editors and is clearly a male
viewpoint since it refers to “your sex” rather than “our sex”. Improvement would lead
to admiration, as is made plain in a later edition, while, if women indulged only in
amusement and delight, they would be more likely to attract the esteem of the opposite
sex. “The subjects we shall treat of are those that may tend to render your minds not less
amiable than your persons.” This would be achieved by offering women readers:

interesting stories, novels, tales, and romances, intended to confirm Chastity
and recommend virtue...and a lady of some eminence in the literary world has
promised to enrich our collection with a sentimental journey, during her

" This was the first time the word magazine, in its original meaning of a store of ammunition, was used
metaphorically to describe a store of different kinds of writing.
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progress through this kingdom; and as she intends after she has completed her
tour of this island, to extend her travels to the continent, we doubt not, but her
article will be as entertaining to the imagination, as it will be instructive to the
understanding (Preface:August:1770:N.pag.).

As I argue later, that might make her more admired than esteemed.

Indeed, other periodicals besides The Lady’s Magazine are concerned with the
continuing problems faced by women writers. The Lady’s Monthly Museum, for
example, in June 1799, having attacked Sir Walter Scott for taking too much of the
limelight and begged notice for women writers, describes the problem facing them as
both women and writers:

However rapid may be her mind, or her movements, her hands will not, at the
same moment, correct a proof and mend her stockings. She has all the
common cares of life to meet, together with the accumulated load of the sorrow
she must invent, must dwell upon must lament - in order that her readers may
feel for an hour, what she has felt for a year. ..... With a perpetual hurry on her
mind, she must yet ensure hours for calm cogitation, half days of quietness, and
nights in which the repose demanded by weary nature must be sacrificed to the
necessity of writing or thinking in an uninterrupted tranquillity (cited in
Adburgham: 1799: 1972:215).

Women are expected to find time to be both feminine and learned and hope not to
offend the opposite sex in the process. The Lady’s Magazine is one among many
periodicals engaging in the difficult terrain, both public and private, where women
strive to become readers and writers. In 1790, the preface claims: “Days are past when
learning in a woman was accounted miraculous” (Preface:1790:N.pag.). In February
1789, readers are given “Hints on Reading” which claims:

Books are heaped upon the world not in small quantities but in multitudes,
writers of books do not deal them out sparingly but in heaps; and the larger our
libraries are, the greater the impossibility of knowing what they consist of. It is
a happy revolution in the history of the fair sex that they are now in general
readers, and what is better thinkers, too, which adds charms to their
conversation that outlive those of mere beauty. The present age prides itself
justly on many excellent female writers which it possesses but all ladies are
readers (February 1789:79-81).
Here, the writer of “Hints on Reading” is worried about what the increasingly literate
women are going to be reading. The implication is that, although the present age prides
itself on its many excellent female writers, it is also frightened about what its less than
excellent female writers may be producing for the libraries. In June of the same year, a
writer with the signature, The Trifler, and from the tone of the article, a man writes: “No

age has been more distinguished by the learning of its women than the eighteenth
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century. It must be confessed that many female pens are wielded with an ability that
would by no means discredit the most enlightened understanding.” Then to prove that
he is damning with faint praise, the writer continues: “But we admire them more as
authors than esteem them as women” (June 1789:297). It is clear women cannot be
modest and authors at the same time, and this is made apparent in the following sections
of this chapter where I analyse the novels with women characters who are writers. It
seems that the act of writing itself is a step into the public sphere where The Trifler

thinks women lose their femininity.

The Trifler, in this instance, thinks that poetry and novel-writing are acceptable for
women, but it is their involvement in classical knowledge that he “would wish to
withhold.” It might be the new philosophy of the French Revolution that he is really
frightened of, but he mocks women generally by claiming that the logical conclusion to
women studying Greek and Latin might be “Westminster School a female academy, or
eventually sweepstakes rode by women” (June 1789:297). This last improbable
eventuality seems to imply an irrational fear of something more real that he does not
actually want to mention. Meanwhile, the editors are not entirely in agreement with The
Trifler. The preface for 1792 claims that the majority of women “will ever prefer solid
and instructive literature to that superficial and frivolous reading which can convey no
information, nor eve afford entertainment, but an uncultivated or a vitiated taste,” so
they will continue to give their readers “History, Geography, Antiquities, Criticism and
the whole circle of Polite Literature” (Preface:1792:N. pag.). In the event, they give

their readers a great many romantic novels as well.

This particular preface does not refer to women writers but the preface for 1794 is
openly concerned with the part played by The Lady’s Magazine in allowing women
access to knowledge:

But as the ascent to the Temple of Science has been found steep and difficult,
the male sex, as best adapted to laborious exercises, both of body and mind, for
a long time imagined they possessed the exclusive privilege of entering it. In
the present age, however, many of the fair and more amiable sex have
preferred claims to the same honours, and appropriated to themselves the noble
advantages which result from a diligent cultivation of the faculties of the mind
(Preface:1794:N. pag.).

It is at this point, that the editors make clear that one of their aims is to “cherish modest

genius” (Preface:1794:N.pag.). It seems that if the genius is modest then women
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writers can be both admired and esteemed; or to explain it in Pierre Bourdieu’s terms
(1993), women are being encouraged to stake out a claim to a “modest” area of the
writing field.® I presume that their use of “modest” refers to propriety rather than
volume. However, if women accept that modest genius is all they want, then they are

victims of the symbolic violence male society is inflicting on them.

The preface for 1798 announces similar intentions to the 1794 preface. The editors
want “to combine amusement with instruction and to cherish and direct the
development of female genius by affording a repository for the preservation of its
earlier essays or its more mature productions” (Preface:1798:N. pag.). The preface for
1806 makes wider claims. The Lady’s Magazine, they state, is a “useful and elegant
repository of such productions of genius especially of the female sex, as might
otherwise have been neglected or lost” (Preface:1806:N. pag.). Here they are concerned
for women as writers as well as readers. However, they still hedge these claims with
promises that they will not include “whatever might have the slightest tendency to that
indelicacy which must above all things be offensive to a modest and cultivated female
mind” (Preface:1806:N. pag.). This shows they are worried about the danger of women
writers forfeiting their esteem as women. In 1808 they are even more aware of their
part in promoting women’s writing. They argue that The Lady’s Magazine is an
“asylum for the fugitive pieces produced by female genius whether in its first dawn, or
when arrived at more perfect maturity; and with many of these of very considerable
merit, it has occasionally been honoured. Of this the novels now publishing in it from
time to time, all of which are the production of ingenious ladies are a sufficient proof”
(Preface:1808:N. pag.). The editors are true to their word: each month there is an
instalment from a novel by a new writer who has probably not been published before.
They also find a place for extracts from the novels of already published women writers.
These include selections from Desmond (1792) by Charlotte Smith (July 1792:413), the
part where Smith wishes the nobility would do good rather than be inimical to “the
general rights of mankind”; the pilgrim’s story from Vancenza (1792) by Mary
Robinson (October 1793:537); from The Memoirs of Emma Courtney (1796) by Mary
Hays, part of the novel where Emma refuses to justify herself to Mr and Mrs Morton on
whether she will write to Mr Francis (April 1797:153); and from Letters of a Hindoo
Rajah (1796) by Elizabeth Hamilton where the Rajah compares the protection given by
Hindoos and Muslims to their slaves with the brutality meted out by “these white

81 discuss Bourdieu’s ideas of the field in chapter 1.
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savages” (August 1796:364); and his comment on the education of English females who
are taught “monkeys’ tricks” instead of being educated through their intellectual
faculties (October 1796:453); and in 1808 an extract from Corinna or Italy (1805) by
Madame de Stael, where Corinne and Lord Nelvil go to St. Peters (February 1808:64).
It seems that the editors have taken pains to find radical selections from radical women
writers, and mostly within a few months of the original publication. In spite of the
radical nature of some of this writing, they presumably do not think any of it “offensive

to a modest and cultivated female mind” (Preface:1806:N. pag.).

There are also extracts from Elizabeth Inchbald’s novels and plays and glowing reviews
given to her work generally. In February 1791, a reviewer writes of 4 Simple Story
(1791): “It is but seldom that we notice performances under the title of novels, unless
indeed we can discover in them a tendency which we can approve, or find them holding
forth an example which we can recommend” but Mrs Inchbald has “accurate knowledge
of the human heart” (February 1791:59). However, this reviewer cannot refrain from
issuing a warning to other hopeful women novelists:

And here, bye the bye, we would beg leave to say to such of our readers as
have felt an itch for novel-writing, that they are exceedingly much to blame in
storing their memories with the incidents and characters of other writers, since
an examination of their own heart, and an observation of others in real life, will
not only furnish them with what is new and interesting, but convince them that
the human heart is an exhaustless fund, from whence the novelists and poet, the
philosopher and the moralist, may always draw scenes that have never been
claimed before (February 1791:59).

It may be that this reviewer is simply demanding a fresh approach from writers, but the
phrase “an itch for novel-writing” seems to belittle women novelists and suggest that

many of them write inadequate novels which copy the work of other writers.

In much the same tone, in April 1796 there is a review recommending Inchbald’s

Nature and Art (1796) with a veiled criticism of the Minerva Press for not always
publishing works as good as Inchbald’s. The reviewer claims that Inchbald’s tale is
“widely different from the barren narratives which from time to time issue from the
press, not even excepting that press which takes its name from, and no doubt is under
the sacred guardianship of, Minerva herself”’ (April 1796:168). To prove the point of
how good Inchbald is, the reviewer quotes a section from the book where Inchbald
satirises poverty through Henry’s naive questions. The reviewer appears to be a woman

since it is signed Eliz. L. It is clear, therefore, that over the years The Lady’s Magazine
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is concerned not only with novel-writing as genre, but also with the quality of that
writing. As an example of this concern, in June 1792 the magazine prints a “Scale of
Female Literary Merit.” They claim to have been sent it by an anonymous
correspondent and, while approving of it in general, do not want “to be considered as
responsible for every particular estimate” (June 1792:290).° Fourteen women writers,
who include novelists and poets, are placed on a scale from 0 to 20 on seven
characteristics: Sentiment, Imagery, Animation, Strength, Harmony, Feeling and
Originality.

The issue of women writers being admired as authors rather than esteemed as women,
as the Trifler puts it in 1789, seems to affect the way women structure the plots of their
novels about women writers. Nearly all the novels I have read end with the women
writers relinquishing or restricting their writing when they marry, or alternatively, not
marrying at all. It seems that the real-life authors were able to write more effectively
than their fictional creations. From this evidence, I would take issue with Ballaster,
referred to above, when she says the female protagonist has to look for a male protector,
but on the other hand her author does not need a male protector because she has the
discourse of the novel (2000:198). Ifthat discourse, however, destroys the female
protagonist’s life as a writer, then I would argue that the value of the discourse is
limited. The message ought to be as convincing as the medium, and it only seems to be
so when the author intervenes in her own narrative to appeal directly to the reader in
opposition to what the narrative is saying. However, there is an example of a woman
heroine who continues to write after marriage and that is one created by a male author,
Samuel Richardson’s eponymous heroine in Pamela (1740), which I examine in the

next section.

3. Writers in the Novel: admiration or esteem in Richardson, Barker and Lennox
Pamela may be one of the few female protagonists from the middle of the century who
continues to write after marriage, but, of course, Pamela has not been writing novels,
except in as much as her own letters and journals make the novel that Richardson is
writing. Nevertheless, within the novel, her sister-in-law claims that Pamela’s story has
made readers of all the family. “This itch of scribbling has been a charming help,” Lady
Davers writes to Pamela, and adds that Pamela has been “flint and steel too, as I may

say, to yourself” (1740:1969:Vol.II:33). She points out that because of her reading and

® See appendix Figurel:9.
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writing “everything you heard became your own.” She tells Pamela: “your
correspondence may revive the poetical ideas I used to have before I entered the drowsy
married life .....for already you have made us a family of writers and readers”

(1740:1969:Vol.11:34).

Furthermore, Pamela’s husband does not share The Trifler’s point of view, nor does he
allow Pamela to suffer in the way Elvira, a correspondent of The Lady’s Magazine, does
over half a century later, when she complains that men put women who write and read
in an impossible position (March 1808:1 10)."° Pamela explains in one of her letters:
“For my dear friend permits me to rise an hour sooner than usual, that I may have time
to scribble; for he is always pleased to see me so employed, or in reading; often saying
when I am at my needle: ‘Your maids can do this Pamela; but they cannot write as you
can’” (1740:1969:Vol.I1:90). On another occasion, Pamela writes to Lady Davers
relating how, while Mr B.’s mother was still alive, he saw her commonplace book full
of her writing: “ ‘A method, I take it, my dear, (turning to me) of great service to you, as
it initiated you into writing with that freedom and ease which shine in your saucy letters
and journals; and to which my present fetters are not a little owing” (1740:1969:
Vol.II:109). However, Richardson/Mr B share some of later male and female writers’
concerns with romances. Mr B. encourages Pamela in writing a commentary on John
Locke’s ideas on education, and he gives Pamela the chance to comment on romance
writers by actually parodying their style as a warning to a young woman who has been
reading too many romances. Writing, Pamela tells Miss Stapylton, should be “plain,
simple, easy and unaffected” (1740:1969:Vol.II:441). Richardson’s novel ends with
Pamela telling stories to her children, explaining that her adopted daughter, Miss
Goodwin, would transcribe them. In fact, the narrative of the story-telling is written by
Pamela in a letter to a friend, Lady G. (1740:1969:Vol.11:464-71). Pamela seems to

receive both admiration and esteem.

It may well be that Richardson knew the work of Jane Barker who had already written
more than one novel with a woman author as her main character. Barker solves her
protagonist’s (which was also her own) dilemma by making her remain single. She
protects her virginity in order to protect herself as a writer: Richardson, by contrast, has
Pamela writing in order to protect her virginity, and then allows her to continue writing

after marriage. Jane Barker often uses a double layering in the narration by having,

197 include a more detailed reference to this in chapter 5

46



both herself as author and one of her characters, share the narration of the story. The
important issue here is that the narrating character is a writer just like the author. This
conflation of narrator-writer and author-writer appears, not frequently but regularly,

throughout the eighteenth century and well into the nineteenth century. '

In Barker’s The History of the Amours and Love Intrigues of Bosvil and Galesia (1713),
the heroine, Galesia, turns to writing and study as a result of disappointment in love:

“I resolved to espouse a book, and spend my days in study...I imagined myself the
Orinda or Sapho of my time” (1713:15). Here, she is searching for her own literary
mothers, both recent and more ancient. Her brother becomes her tutor teaching her
grammar, although when her lover, Bosvil, appears in her life again, she complains:

My grammar rules now became harsh impertinences for I thought I had learned
amo and amor by a shorter and surer method; and the only syntax I studied was
how to make suitable answers to my father, and him, when the longed-for
question should be proposed” (1713:21).

Indeed, the contrast between being in love and authorship and the compatibility or
incompatibility of authorship and marriage, remains one of the central themes in all the
books where the narrator-writer and author-writer are conflated. To begin with, Galesia
deals with her disappointment in love by writing a sonnet about it. Gradually, however,
Galesia makes clear that writing becomes more important for her. She has a dream in
which “an angry power carried me away and made me climb a high mountain where I
met Bosvil who endeavoured to throw me down, but I thought the same power snatched
me away and brought me to a high mountain” where “I seemed to prefer the muses and
a studious life before that of marriage and business” (1713:32 and 1736:167). To make
her point quite clear she continues in verse: “Since thou hast the muses chose/Hymen
and Fortune are thy foes” (1713:34). As a writer, she has to fight off those who want to
marry her or encourage her to marry.

Later, she wishes there was somewhere in England like a convent, where she could do

her writing in peace — a pre-echo of Woolf’s desire for a room of one’s own.

" There seems to be a thread running from Jane Barker’s Galesia, through Charlotte Lennox’s Harriot
Stewart, through Amelia Opie’s Adeline Mowbray, through Amelia Beauclerc’s Louisa Mortimer, as far
as Sydney Owenson’s Florence McCarthy and Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s Aurora Leigh; and in the
States, Fanny Fern’s Ruth Hill, and Louisa M. Alcott’s Beth.
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Nevertheless, she is worried about spending her time in writing, as she recognises that
some people count:

a studious woman as ridiculous as an effeminate man, and learned books as
unfit for her apartment, as paint, washes, and patches for his. In fine, the men
will not allow it to be our sphere; so consequently we can never be supposed to
move in it gracefully; but like the toad in the fable, that affected to sell itself as
big as the ox, and so burst in the enterprise. But let the world confine, or
enlarge learning as they please, I care not; I do not regret the time I bestowed
in its company (1713:53).

Barker/Galesia has made it clear that she has a stake in the literary sphere that she will
not relinquish.

Galesia’s career as a writer is developed in another novel 4 Patchwork Screen for the
Ladies or Love and Virtue (1723). In this book, both Barker/Galesia is much more
confident about women writing and the patchwork screen is used as a metaphor for
writing.'* Galesia is involved in an accident when the coach she is travelling in
overturns, and she is befriended by a local woman who hopes, once her trunks arrive,
there will be bits for sewing into her patchwork screen: “But when the trunks and boxes
came and were opened, alas! They found nothing but pieces of Romance, poems, love-
letters and the like. At which the good lady smiled saying: she would not have her
fancy backed and therefore resolved to have these ranged and mixed in due order, and
therefore compose a screen” (1723:4). Galesia’s pieces of writing will go into the
screen along with the other women’s pieces of sewing. Thus, it seems as if Galesia is
determined to make writing her sphere, whatever the rest of society and in particular the
men may say. Galesia finds herself reading Katherine Phillips again: “I began to
emulaté her wit and aspired to imitate her writings; in doing which I think I deserved
Arachne’s fate, or at least to be transformed into one of Mack Fleckno’s followers, her
noble genius being inimitable” (1723:3). In spite of her self doubts, Galesia then offers
the reader a verse landscape called The Grove, which is so successful that the lady says
it will do very well “since a landscape in a screen is very agreeable” (1723: 5). She also
offers her hostess a pindaric poem on the rivulet with the excuse that her “fingers ought
to have been employed rather at the needle and the distaff, than to the pen and Standish,
and leave these enterprises to the learned” (1723:7-8), presumably implying, to men.

10 A modern equivalent might be Seamus Heaney using the metaphor of digging for writing (1969:13).
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However, Galesia continues to struggle with the idea of herself as a writer, comparing
what she does with a group of young Cambridge students who come to her house. She
tells them that the Tree of Knowledge will not grow “in our (ie female) cold clime”
while “God and Nature for you (ie men) constitute luxurious banquets of this dainty
fruit” (1723:25). Later, Galesia goes to London with her mother where she is desperate
to find a room of her own. This materialises as:

a closet in my landlady’s back garret which I crept into as if it had been a cave
on the Top of Parnassus; the habitation of some unfortunate muse that had
inspired Cowley, Butler, Otway or Orinda with notions different from the rest
of mankind, and for that fault were there made prisoners....... this hole was to
me a kind of paradise where I thought I met with my old acquaintance....... my
impertinent muse here found me(1723:65).

On one occasion, when she is in her closet there is a terrible knocking on the door to the
leads and a gentlewoman on the run rushes in. This makes Galesia doubt once more the
efficacy of writing for a woman, especially when her mother tells her she should not
pass her “time in idle dreams on Parnassus and foolish romantic flights with Icarus”
(1723:80). She would do better, her mother says, to marry and have a family and look
after her children, servants and neighbours because that is after all what she was born
for. However, as Galesia’s story unfolds, she finds increasing affinity with the idea of
staying single and writes a poem To A Virgin Life and another poem On Chastity. In
her sequel, The Lining of the Patchwork Screen (1726), Barker continues the story of
Galesia who offers more pieces of writing, which are so big now she coins a new word
for them: panework. Galesia defends her own position as writer by recounting a dream
in which she is led up Parnassus to see a ceremony crowning Orinda (Katherine
Phillips). She describes Orinda seated on her throne as Queen of Female Writers, with
a golden pen in her hand as a sceptre. The ceremony includes a male bard being less
than generous in his praise of Orinda and he is unceremoniously mocked, first by a
chorus of grasshoppers and then a chorus of nightingales. Galesia’s story ends with her
receiving a cargo of female virtues, which she proceeds to distribute to the court, the
theatres, and the city (1723:172-8). Barker might have wanted to include some virtues
for her fellow novelists like Eliza Heywood who, in Barker’s view, was decidedly short
on female virtue. Reading Heywood’s work, Barker would indeed consider herself
smutted and defiled. This became the recurring problem for Barker’s successors.
Galesia kept herself pure by refusing marriage and staying a virgin. Later novelists
would find it more difficult to allow their heroines to follow this path. It would be

interesting to speculate on The Trifler’s attitude to Galesia/Barker: he would deem
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marriage as the purpose of woman’s existence, and therefore could no more esteem her

as a writing virgin than as a writing wife. 13

Barker’s influence can be seen on later writers like Charlotte Lennox, since her heroines
often tell their own story in the first person. Charlotte Lennox’s first novel, The Life of
Harriot Stuart, Written by Herself (1750:1996), adopts a similar technique. It opens:
“You ask me, dear Amanda, to give you a relation of my life” (1750:1996:Vol.1:2).

The novel, therefore, becomes one long letter to Amanda without any replies. As in the
first volume of Pamela (1740), this allows the heroine to tell her own story and in doing
so to create her own picture of herself. The reader has only the heroine’s word for what
happens and the heroine’s interpretation of events and of her own motives. Michael
Owens (1996:1-2) suggests that Lennox gave implicit consent to the idea that Harriot
Stuart’s fictional autobiography was the author’s own. This helps to make Harriot into a
professional writer as a reflection of Lennox herself.'* Apart from telling her own story,
Harriot also writes poems which become part of the story and are given in the text.
Harriot explains how her writing developed:

I had as yet employed my pen in no other way than by writing to a young lady,
for whom I had contracted an extravagant friendship. As my notions of this
passion were mightily refined and delicate, my letters were filled with an
enthusiastic tenderness, which gave birth to the most lively flights of
imagination. I wrote in a kind of poetic prose (750: 1996:Vol.1:2).

Harriot is only eleven years old when she falls in love and this propels her into the next
stage in her writing:

I wrote to my female friend, whom I called Sylvia; and in a truly romantic
style, related the whole adventure. But, when I came to describe the person of
my lover, an involuntary impulse made me throw my thoughts into verse; and
this first attempt in poetry was thought so tender and passionate, that it
procured me the name of Sappho........... From this moment I took so much
delight in writing, that my mother was extremely offended at it
(750:1996:Vol.1:3)

When she is parted from her lover she uses her pen to bewail his absence. She
continues to write poetry for her next lover, Dumont, a young man whom she meets on
board ship to America. Her mother becomes even more offended when she refuses a
lover chosen by her parents and blames Harriot’s reading of romances as much as her

writing of poetry. Harriot continues to write: “My little poetical productions gained me

13 Barker also makes use of the dedication and preface to her books to put forward her views on writing.
14 This could be another example of autonarration, a concept offered by Tilottama Rajan, discussed in
chapter 3.
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an applause I was far from thinking I deserved; but my youth and sex stamped a kind of
unquestionable merit on my writings, and procured me the addresses of all the wits”
(1750:1996: Vol.1:41). Harriot is aware of the danger of this and writes some satirical
pieces to counter the effect. However, she is ready to take part in a poetic composition
along with her lover, Dumont, inspired by the beauty of the local countryside when they
are out on an excursion. She seems to swing in an out of being the coquette, perhaps a
bit like Pamela. Indeed, she admits that her poetry did lead her into trouble when she
was on board ship returning to England. She had written a poem, 4 Hymn to Venus,
which falls into the hands of the Caj)tain, who then uses it to persuade himself that there
would be nothing wrong in trying to seduce her. She only escapes by stabbing him.

The male viewpoint is that a woman who writes has only herself to blame if men see her
as sexually available. Stabbing is an extreme response, but presumably Lennox is
implying that women have no alternative if they wish to protect their virtue and their

right to write.

After many vicissitudes in London, Harriot is abducted by the uncle of her lover’s
previous love and imprisoned in a convent in France. She is led to believe that Dumont
has been unfaithful. In the convent she is befriended by a young woman, Miss Belville.
Harriot continues to write but again her poem, On Reading Hutchinson on the Passions
(1750:1969:Vol I11:41), leads her into trouble because Miss Belville shows it to a
powerful acquaintance, a marchioness who lives outside the convent. It is through this
woman that it falls into the hands of the Count de R, who uses it as a pretext for an
attempted seduction of Harriot. This is the second time that Harriot is at risk from a
man who thinks that the fact that she is a writer is an excuse to treat her as sexually

available and unworthy of esteem.

When Harriot escapes this threat and eventually arrives back in England, she is united
with her sister and mother and spends her time reading and writing. Another poem, 7o
Delia, Inviting her to a retreat in the country (1750:1996:Vol I1:55), written as an
invitation to Miss Belville, has the effect of bringing her in touch with another of her
lovers, a Mr Campbel, who had helped her on board ship and in London. Harriot has
preserved her honour and kept her heart true to the man she really loves. It is arguable
that her writing sustains her in her troubles, even if, on occasions, the writing causes
some of the difficult situations she finds herself in. Lennox seems to be saying that a

young woman has a right to be a writer without unscrupulous libertines taking
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advantage. In To Delia, Harriot and/or Lennox makes plain how the two women will
spend their time. Delia is asked to show “thy melting eloquence/Thy sprightly wit, thy
manly sense” and together “Our thoughts to heav’nly numbers raise,/Repeating Pope’s
harmonious lays:/Now Homer’s awful leaves turn o’er,/Or graver history explore;/Or
study Plato’s sacred page,/ Uncommon to our sex and age” (1750:1996: Vol.IL.55).
They will confirm their friendship and “recount the arts of faithless man”. In fact, Miss
Belville marries her lover, and Harriot, learning that the story of Dumont’s
unfaithfulness has been invented by the uncle, agrees to give her hand to Dumont. The
reader is not told whether Harriot continues to write after her marriage. Lennox makes
a statement about the power of a woman writing before marriage, but does not

apparently have the courage or belief to say anything about the married woman writer.

Barker and Lennox strive to depict their heroines as having stories to tell. Barker, in
particular, defends both her own and her heroine’s right to be an author. Both are
prepared to remain single in order to write. If there are critics who think, like the
contributor to the Lady’s Monthly Museum, referred to in section 2, that writing women
will not have time for their domestic duties as wives and mothers, then Barker’s
solution is not to marry. However, that is not the solution chosen by most women

novelists for their writing heroines.

4. The Writing Heroine after 1790

In some cases, in real life and in novels, women only take up writing because their
marriage has failed and they are in financial difficulties. This was true of Charlotte
Smith and she illustrates her own problems in the character of Mrs Denzil in The
Banished Man (1794)." This point about the financial need which leads some women
into writing, is made even more strongly in Mary Robinson’s The Natural Daughter
(1799), and in both this novel and the earlier Walsingham (1797), she creates important
women characters who are writers, and in each case, a woman who needs not only to
earn her living as a writer but who at the same time shows her genius too. Robinson
wants to defend women writers who are attacked by critics and others and she interrupts
her narrative about Walsingham, the young man who takes lodgings with a woman
writer, to defend the writer: “Let it be remembered, that a true genius is, of all things in

nature, the most irritably alive to every attack which menaces a diminution of that fame,

5 In Ethelinde (1789) she depicts another side of the woman writer — a young woman, Clarinthia
Ludford, who simply indulges in novel-writing as a frivolous pursuit.
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which is the pride of its existence (1797:Vo01.2:198-9). She claims that the writer
“would live in the annals of their country when their calumniator’s name was no longer
remembered.” Equally, Robinson is keen to defend her woman writer from attacks for
political reasons or from being no better than “the stale Salmagundi of circulating
libraries” (1797:V01.2:198-9).'¢ Mrs Woodford’s first work, as reported by
Walsingham, was a novel “with virtuous precepts, so embellished with liberal
sentiments, so correct in its moral tendency, and so severe upon the profligacy of the
rising generation, that few people would notice it; while the circulating libraries
condemned it as dull and unprofitable stuff”’ (1797:Vol.2:198-9). When she turns her
hand to a Gothic romance, her “book of terrors” was “condemned, executed, cut up,
hashed, frittered, minced,” by its critics. Robinson shows here the dilemma of the
novelist in trying to please her readers. Mrs Woodford’s satirical poem and comedy
achieve no success either. Robinson satirises the critics in the character of a Mr Gnat
who despises most writers, but she creates a more welcoming critic in her Mr Optic. Mr
Gnat admits that he and his fellow critics often condemn works without having read
them, and Charlotte Smith’s Sonrets fall into this category; while Mr Optic claims
“there certainly are women, whose books present types of good sense, and whose title to
applause will flourish amidst the leaves of Parnassus™ (1797: Vol.2:256). Mr Optic, as
his name suggests, has the insight to be able to recognise that women are capable of

good writing.

In The Natural Daughter (1799), Robinson creates a heroine, Martha, who needs to
write because she is ejected from her house by her husband for suspected infidelity.
Martha Morley has had a boarding school education, but one that has allowed her to
become a well read woman, and not a simpering young lady only interested in fashion.
That role is reserved for her sister who has been taught by a governess at home.
Because the parents are themselves uneducated middleclass citizens who have made
their money in business, Martha rejects her father’s way of life and agrees to marry Mr
Morley since he appears hard-working and sober. It is revealed that he has married her,
not because of her education and intellect, but because he thinks she will do what he
tells her to. After various escapades and without any source of income, “she determined
on making the modern experiment, both for the attainment of fame and profit, by
writing a Novel” (1799:Vol.2:34). Robinson recounts the different kinds of novel her

16 T comment in more detail on circulating libraries in chapter 5 and refer to Walsingham’s visit to a
circulating library in Bristol.
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heroine might write, from the Gothic to the sentimental, although she rejects most of

them as out of fashion.

Like Mrs Woodford in Robinson’s earlier novel, Martha is not left with much choice
but she produces two volumes in six weeks hard work: “The story was melancholy, the
portraits drawn from living characters, and the title both interesting and attractive.”
However, Martha has not done her research. She takes her novel to Paternoster Row
and is told that the market is overstocked and that “the species of composition in which
she had indulged her fancy was become a very drug, only palatable to splenetic
valetudinarians and boarding-school misses” (1799:Vol.2:35). The suggestion here
seems to be that the sentimental novel, telling the story of characters drawn from life is
no longer fashionable. However, what Robinson wishes to point out in describing

Martha’s efforts, is that whatever she does, her book will not be accepted.

She then tries the more fashionable booksellers in Pall-Mall and Bond Street but fares
no better. Mr Index, as Robinson has cleverly chosen to call the bookseller, tells her he
has warehouses full of unsold sentimental novels and warns her of the danger of
prosecutions if authors draw their character from real life. He sees little prospect of
success for her if she continues to write “with a mere pen”. “ “What else should I write
with?” said Mrs Morley. ‘A lancet, to be sure. You should cut your subject keenly;
make your operations salutary; teach your patients to tremble, while you cure them of
their most obstinate and contagious follies. A pen! Ridiculous!’” (1799:Vol.2:35).
Robinson’s next attack, through the voice of Mr Index, is on those writers who toady to
their patrons in their dedications. Mr Index advises Martha to write a dedication “full of
fine words and laboured panegyric....... A feather of the finest dimensions, dipped in
honey, will compose an excellent introductory passport.” Having praised the good
qualities of the patron, the author must then “not forget to declare that you abhor
flattery, and that your mind is as independent as your writings” (1799:Vol.2: 40). Here
Robinson is satirising the novelists who dedicate their novels to important people in the
hope that that will achieve publication and large sales.'” Mr Index gives Martha £10 for
her novel but Robinson does not tell the reader at this point in the story whether it is

published or not.

17 Dedications were indeed seen by many women novelists as a way of claiming respectability. Fanny
Burney dedicated her first novel to her father; other novelists dedicated novels to royalty or certainly
members of the aristocracy. I examine some of these in chapter 4.
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Martha tries poetry next and sends some of her work to magazines and newspapers but
finds that “her thoughts were too refined, her subjects too delicate for the vitiated taste
of the present day” (1799:Vol.2:51). There is an irony here because at the very time
that Robinson was writing about the difficulties of her heroine Martha, she herself was
being successful, both in having her poems printed in The Lady’s Magazine and having
several of her novels published. In fact, the end papers of the 1799 edition of e
Natural Daughter contain advertisements for several more of Robinson’s books. But
Robinson knew that that sort of success was not available to every aspiring woman

writer.

Martha’s next venture into the publishing world is her attempt to obtain sponsorship for
her Odes. Robinson is ready to use her own satirical “lancet” in describing Martha’s
approach to the Marquis of Downlands: “She wrote to this patron of the Muses, this
guardian of unfriended genius, this modern Maecenas, the Atlas of British Literature”
(1799:Vol.2: 86). Martha, of course, receives no reply. Her subsequent attempts to
elicit support from Lady Eldercourt afford Robinson further satirical opportunities for
attacking the system of patronage, when Martha finds that Lady Eldercourt’s femme de
chambre has read more widely than her mistress, and is in charge of all the applications
from aspiring writers. Lady Eldercourt’s fashionable friends mock Martha: “ ‘I suppose
she is one of the Julias or Sapphos of the present day. I never read their productions
without being amused beyond measure — poor things’” (1799: Vol.2: 108). Another
woman asks Martha directly: “ ‘Pray ma’am, do you write in the newspapers?....Are
you Anna Matilda, or Della Crusca, or Laura Maria. Comical creatures. They have
made me shed many a tear, though I never more than half understood them’”
(1799:Vol.2:108)."

Martha is then allowed to read one of her odes: Ode to the Bluebell which Robinson
_includes in the text. It is a thinly veiled attack on the aristocracy of wealth represented
by the bluebell, and a defence of the aristocracy of genius represented by the nettle and
the hemlock. Lady Eldercourt understands the allegory only too well and offers Martha
£5. Martha faints and is taken home by a sympathetic nobleman, presumably a man of
wealth able to recognise genius. Robinson then interrupts her story with an appeal to
the reader to sympathise with the “children of Genius” who have to encounter so many

trials:

18 These are the names adopted by poets of the Della Cruscan movement.
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you will perceive, that of all the occupations which industry can pursue, those
of literary toil are the most fatiguing. That which seems to the vacant eye a
mere playful amusement, is in reality an Herculaean labour; and to compose a
tolerable work is so difficult a task, that the fastidiously severe should make the
trial before they presume to condemn even the humblest effort of imagination
(1799:Vol. 2:121).”

It is clear that Robinson sees women writers as part of a public literary sphere where
they deserve both admiration and esteem. But Martha’s literary tribulations are not yet
over. Constrained in a madhouse when she admits to being a young woman who is
threatened with kidnap by her step-mother’s family, Martha asks for a novel and is
given her own novel for which she was previously paid £10. When she exclaims that
she is the author, the nurse comments: “she thinks that she can make books. She is not
the only crazy woman who fancies herself an authoress” (1799:Vol.2:134). The novel
ends with Mr Morley, having proved himself a villain in more ways than one, falling
over a precipice in Switzerland, which allows Martha to marry her admirer, Lord
Francis Sherville. Robinson does not choose to tell Martha’s story after her marriage.
The implication is that Martha will not continue writing because she has no need for the
income. Of course, Robinson will go on writing, although she does not spell that out at
the end of the novel as for instance Amelia Beauclerc does at the end of Husband
Hunters! (1804). Both Charlotte Smith and Mary Robinson are determined defenders of
women writers. They understand how women might need to write to make a living but
they also see that the novel gives women an opportunity to make their voices heard.
Their characters, Mrs Denzil and Martha Morley, are far more determined than, for
example, Maria in Frances Brooke’s The Excursion (1777). In particular, Robinson’s
plea for the aristocracy of genius which may well contain both men and women writers,
is as strong as the plea for a rational education for women made by Mary Wollstonecraft
in both her novels and in her political tract.”’ However, there are novelists like Amelia
Opie who choose to have a heroine who writes, but whose criticism of their own
heroines at the same time, could be regarded as part of a backlash against the forthright

views of writers like Robinson and Wollstonecraft.

Amelia Opie faces the issue of the woman writer in her novel Adeline Mowbray (1805).

She is concerned to show the dangers that might befall the woman who writes and

1 Further examples of women authors interrupting the narrative to defend novel writing are discussed in
chapter 4.

2 Mary Wollstonecraft refers to her heroine as a “thinking” woman in her novel, Mary (1788), and
extends the idea of a thinking heroine in her novel Maria, or the Wrongs of Woman (1798), as well as in
her Vindication of the Rights of Woman (1792). 1 examine her advertisement to Mary in chapter 4.
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particularly the woman who writes on public issues. The irony, of course, is that Opie
is doing exactly what her novel purports to be warning women to be ware of. Her main
target, by implication, is Mary Wollstonecraft for writing polemical tracts rather than
novels, but Adeline Mowbray is itself a polemical novel. Adeline’s mother brings her
daughter up on:

nothing but political tracts, systems of philosophy and Scuderi’s and other
romances............ Adeline had therefore read Rousseau’s Contrat Social, but
not his Julie; Montesquieu’s Esprit des Loix, but not his Lettres Persannes; and
had glowed with republican ardour over the scenes of Voltaire’s Brutus, but
had never had her pure mind polluted by the pages of his Candide (1805: Vol.
1:154).

The result is that Adeline imbibes a great many Wollstonecraftian ideas about women’s
rights and the belief that a marriage ceremony is unnecessary. She herself does not
write in this tradition but on the contrary, her redemption in Opie’s eyes comes through
learning to read sentimental novels instead of political tracts, and in writing stories for
children. When they are accepted for publication it “imparted a balsam to the wounded
mind of Adeline: it seemed to open to her the path of independence; and to give her in

spite of her past errors, the means of serving her fellow-creatures” (1805: Vol. 3:28).

At the end of the novel when Adeline is dying, her mother, who has written a
Wollstonecraftian book on education, tries to excuse herself to the Quaker woman, Mrs
Pemberton: “I am sure that I paid the greatest attention to my daughter’s education. If
you were but to see the voluminous manuscript on the subject which I wrote for her
improvement” — to which Mrs Pemberton replies: “But where was thy daughter and
how was she employed during the time that thou wert writing a book by which to
educate her?........ thou didst not as parents should do, inquire into the impressions
made ‘on thy daughter’s mind by the books which she perused” (1805: Vol. 3:245-8).
Adeline repents for the kind of immoral life she has led, but Opie emphasises the point
by having Adeline die like Wollstonecraft, whose death in childbirth was seen by many
as a punishment for her unfeminine behaviour. It could be argued that Adeline’s death
resembles that of Rousseau’s Julie: the implication at the beginning of the novel has
been that Adeline might have behaved better if only she had read La Nouvelle Heloise
(1761) instead of Du Contrat Social (1762). What is quite clear, however, is that

women have no business with political writings: they should confine themselves to
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writing for children.?! It seems as if Opie is writing a novel about a would-be woman
writer for women readers, in order to defend the novel as a site for women writers and
readers. However, the fact that Adeline has to die in the process of her author’s
defence, seems to imply that Opie has lost as much as she has gained in staking a claim

for women in the literary field.

Amelia Beauclerc’s novel Husband Hunters! (1816) is even more equivocal about the
woman writer. The novel deals with the lives of three sisters, one of whom is a writer.
It is clear almost from the start that Beauclerc does not really approve of Louisa, the
writer:

Louisa had, on what she called giving up the world, indulged a turn for
literature, which more and more took possession of her, so as to render
common society unpleasant. She had talents, but she overrated them. She was
unpleasant amongst ordinary acquaintance, silent, and absent. And her gravity
created an idea that she was proud and ill-natured (1816: Vol.1:30).

On the other hand she does share her writing with her younger sister Emily. She is less
keen to come to her older sister, Dorothy’s gatherings unless she can see a way of using
the people she meets as characters in her writing and is roundly put in her place by
Dorothy: “ ‘I can tell you one thing, Miss,” cried Dorothy, ‘you will never get married
if such are your plans. Who do you think would be acquainted with a petticoat
author?’” (1816:Vol.1:36). Louisa’s answer to this is to say that she is not a known
author, although she is quick enough to run up to her room to make notes on what has

just passed between her sister and herself. Louisa, moreover, has a room to run to and

write in.

Later in the novel, Dorothy is revealed as an unpleasant person whose views the reader
would not be likely to respect. However, Louisa falls in love with a man who appears
kind in most ways except that he is indeed afraid of women authors. In the meantime,
the two sisters have a great many arguments about what should go into a novel. On one
occasion, Dorothy offers a story she has been told by a new male acquaintance about
how he found a manuscript in a cave. Louisa is not impressed:

‘Say no more, Dorothea, I beseech you,’ cried Louisa; ‘were I reduced to such
materials to fill my pages, I should consider myself as one that had the
nightmare and was wearying the world by repeating my bad dreams. Where is
the moral of such stuff? Can it improve the mind? No; it debilitates the

2 The implication here is that novels and writing for children are acceptable for women.

58



understanding, gives it a taste for cruelty and horrors, and renders sense and
sentiment a dull flat waste that few like to go over’ (1816: Vol. 1:82).

It seems here that Beauclerc is using Louisa as her mouthpiece for explaining what she
sees as unsuitable material for a novel. She is not prepared to recommend anything too
far away from real life. On the other hand, when Louisa suspects that the foundling,
Ella, whom her sister Emily is befriending, is probably Emily’s daughter, she “felt
conscious of her own ingenuity in contriving perplexities for a novel; but that real life
should afford a mystery, not easily developed in so long a period, excited her wonder

more, and filled her with surprise” (1816:Vol.1:161).

Meanwhile to avoid Dorothy and the unwelcome man she has married, Louisa and
Emily go to the Isle of Wight where gradually Emily’s past history is revealed. Louisa
finds that, in protecting her sister, she has not had time for writing, but nevertheless, her
writing has led her to reject the idea of marriage: she “had formed an ideal being, in the
spirit of the heroes of her books, which wealth, plain sense, and common man, could not
come up to; she therefore had consigned herself willingly to a single state”
(1816:Vol.2:17). She is aware that Emily’s protector, Sir Lucius Fitzgerald, has fallen
in love with her (Louisa), but for the moment she is more intent on finishing her novel.
“She was content with the efforts of the week: her love-scenes, in particular, were
wrought up to the most refined perfection; she wrote what she felt, and felt what she
wrote” (1816:Vol.2:17). Again it seems as if Beauclerc is asking the reader to take
Louisa’s writing seriously. She is able at this point to be a loving sister, to meet friends
and to be a writer with a room of her own. But just as the reader is hoping Louisa might
be able to accept Sir Lucius as a lover, Beauclerc twists events so that Dorothy’s
predictions, about men not liking women writers, seems to come true. Louisa leaves the
door of her room open when she goes out unexpectedly, and when Sir Lucius enters, he
is taken aback at seeing her manuscript on the table. “ ‘Is she then an author?’

exclaimed he; ‘confusion!’” (1816:Vo0l.2:92). Here is the irony of the woman author
allowing one of her main male heroes to denigrate women authors. In horror, Sir
Lucius goes to the woods to bemoan his fate of falling in love with a woman who
writes:

“Who would marry an author? To live in eternal contest for pre-eminence; to
have sound common sense despised, for the froth of whipt syllabub —
systematic nonsense! To be documented for having my own opinion by a
mockery of pedantry; and, worse than all, to have my domestic arrangements
neglected, while my author wife is in her study, planning things that nobody
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but herself ever though of, by way of publishing her folly in something new
and uncommon ... What would the world have said had Sir Lucius Fitzgerald
married an author?’ (1816:Vol.2:92).

He decides to relinquish Louisa, and is finally convinced by overhearing the comments
of a fellow passenger on the ferry who is reading a book: “‘Stuff and nonsense! I can’t
read it; half these novels are written by milliners and ladies’ maids; every girl in these
days sets up for an author!”” (1815:Vol.2: 95). The class prejudices of Beauclerc’s

male characters are revealed here equally with their gender prejudices.

The modern reader is tempted to think Louisa’s decision to stay single is the right one,
but contemporary readers would have known only too well that novels are about getting
married, not about staying single in order to write. Beauclerc’s world is different from
Jane Barker’s, and somehow the reader knows that the solution is unlikely to be one
where an upper-class husband accepts a wife who writes; there are too many class and
gender issues at stake. Beauclerc, however, is not prepared to allow Sir Lucius to
triumph too easily, because on his travels aboard ship, he meets another woman author.
This time it does not seem quite so bad to him because she is French but it is upsetting
enough. “He thought himself particularly unfortunate, that the woman he really loved,
and the woman who absolutely commanded his esteem and friendship, should both be
affected with a mania of which he had an extreme horror” (1816:Vol.2:225). Sir
Lucius tries to rationalise the situation to himself: of the countess he says: “she had been
an excellent wife, had always acted with fortitude and energy, and that very energy had
put her on the means, by turning author, to gain a living, when otherwise she would
have starved from necessity.” Of Louisa he persuades himself: “Was not she the
guardian angel of her sister? Did she not manage all the domestic concerns, and was not
everything arranged with a niceness peculiar to herself.” Then he goes in to the issue
of nationality and it is not entirely clear how far these thoughts belong to Sir Lucius or
to Beauclerc. “But the countess was in part Frenchwoman. The French encourage
female authors; but in England, so humiliating was that profession, that the men shrunk
from them, and the cypress shades of celibacy usually twined over their heads”
(1816:Vo0l.2:225). “Cypress shades” is not a phrase that encourages the reader to see
celibacy as a welcome fate for the woman writer, although the reader could interpret
this as Beauclerc mocking Sir Lucius. This appears even more probable when Sir

Lucius raises this point with his friend Lord William.
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“This is prejudice in the extreme,’ replied Lord William, ‘I am a great novel-
reader, and I assure you that great talents are required, and a thorough
knowledge of the world also, to make what I call an interesting work of fancy,
such as to amuse and to instruct’ (1816:Vo0l.2:226).
The countess performs a public reading of her novel and Sir Lucius is so impressed he
asks her to lend it to him so he can finish it in bed. “ “You never read novels,’ said she
smiling archly, ‘...... in future....throw aside prejudice, depend on your own judgment,
not let the fashion of the day, on any one subject, lead you to decide unfavourably on
what you are yourself ignorant of ” (1816:Vol.2: 229). The reader might be forgiven at
this point for imagining that Sir Lucius will hurry back to marry Louisa, the author.
Indeed, Volume 3 opens with Sir Lucius saying to himself: “ ‘I might have been
convinced as I am now, that a female author can possess sense, judgment, and domestic
virtues’” (1816:Vol.3:2). However, Beauclerc has some more twists to offer the reader
about Louisa, the female author. Although Emily and her newly-restored husband
know why Sir Lucius ran off, they have not told Louisa and instead admit that they have
encouraged her to go on writing because “ ‘those fictitious illusions her pen affords and
this innocent employ we think has saved her life’” (1816:Vol.4:150). This is not a very
positive support for a woman writer. Later, Emily tells Louisa and then tries to make
her forgive Sir Lucius, claiming that even if novels lack common sense, in real life we
should act “ ‘without condemning ourselves to perpetual regrets for an imaginary slight
the unfortunate hero seems to have committed, and which he is dying to explain and do
entirely away’” (1816:Vo0l.4:166).

Louisa finds that this has challenged not only the entire basis of her writing, but also the
ideas on which she bases her personal behaviour: her very warmth and friendship
towards her sister are due “ ‘singly and solely to that elevation of soul you choose to
ridicule as the spirit of romance’” (1816:Vo0l.4:182). Emily and her husband are so
determined that “ ‘an author must always end up with a marriage,’” that they kidnap
Louisa and persuade her to marry Sir Lucius. Louisa accepts the situation rather
cleverly, but, nevertheless, tamely, writing to them: “ “My work is completed, all
difficulties adjusted. The parties married and happy, and the heroine about to adopt
some of the whimsicalities of her husband, to qualify feelings that had nearly destroyed
her’” (1816:Vo0l.4:192), and later in another letter she confesses “ ‘that matrimony had
outrivaled the witching charms felt by an author’” (1816:Vol.4:229). Thus, it seems
that Beauclerc does not have the courage to allow Louisa to go on being an author. This

must have worried her because, having made practically no authorial interventions in
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the body of her text, she ends the novel: “Thus, gentle reader, having made every body
happy, allow me to remain with respect and consideration, indefatigably and
perseveringly AN AUTHOR” (1816:Vol.4:230). In the end, Beauclerc cannot maintain
an inscription of herself as author within the narrative of the text itself, as for instance,
Jane Barker does, but then Barker opts for celibacy. Beauclerc’s final declaration of

herself as an author is at the expense of her heroine, Louisa.

However, perseverance as a writer is to be found once more in the heroine of Sydney
Owenson’s novel in the form of the national tale. Sydney Owenson’s novel, Florence
McCarthy (1826). is particularly interesting because she is concerned not only with the
position and status of the woman writer but also with a woman writer who takes on the
important role of writing a national tale. Owenson had already found success with her
national tale, The Wild Irish Girl (1806), where she manages to bring personal and
public issues together.?? The first appearance of the character who is the writer, in
Florence McCarthy, is seen through the eyes of two of the male protagonists, the
Commodore and a young man called de Vere, arriving in Dublin. De Vere is on his first
visit and touring Ireland with Edmind Spenser’s description in hand. The two men see
an old woman seated at a writing table in their hotel, dressed in old-fashioned clothes,
and are horrified when she leaves them a note offering to travel further with them. They
refuse Molly Magillicuddy’s offer, since a woman writing in a public place is obviously
suspect (1826:Vol.1:73).

Later, when the two travellers arrive at the Fitzadelm house they wish to visit, they find
that Mrs Magillicuddy is the housekeeper. Their response to her showing them the
theatre and portraits by Peter Lely and Godfrey Kneller, and landscapes by Joseph
Michael Gandy, is similar: “ ‘I hate intellect in women,’” de Vere says (1826:Vol.1:15).
Owenson is building up a picture of male distaste for a woman who has something
interesting to write and talk about. The reader does not hear much more of Mrs
Magillicuddy during the next section of the novel, but learns instead about Crawley who
is agent for the absent landowner, Lady Dunore; about the local hedge school and
rebellion by local peasants. There is a suspicion that the Commodore may be Lord
Fitzadelm, one of Lady Dunore’s sons who has returned to Ireland in disguise. There is
a kind of mock trial to deal with the peasants and others who have taken part in the

revolt and, during this trial, a woman prisoner is found to be Lady Clancare. She

221 analyse this novel in chapter 4.
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appears to be descended from the Irish national hero, Florence Macarthy, and Lady

Dunore had met her in London. It seems she is a writer:

‘I think she was brought about for writing books.” ‘Writing books!’ re-echoed
Lord Frederick in a tone of alarm; ‘you don’t really mean that?’ ‘Not
absolutely books, I believe, but tales, stories, something about Ireland, and
Spain and South America....but I fancy people thought they were very amusing
and odd’ (1826:Vol. 3:109).

Once more, Owenson is satirising the men’s attitudes to a woman writer. Lord

Frederick, who is one of Lady Dunore’s English friends, is still not convinced.

‘I have no objection. But with respect to ladies that write books, en tout and
par tout, je quitte la partie. It’s a pity too, for she’s a pretty, odd, shy, sly
looking concern enough. But really Lady Dunore’s bringing a live author
down upon us, & porte fermée, as we are living at present, is too bad; and the
worst of all authors, a noble author’ (1826: Vol.3:110).

In Amelia Beauclerc’s Husband Hunters! (1816: Vol.2: 95), one of the male characters
finds a lower class woman writer more distasteful, but here the aristocratic male cannot
forgive a woman of his class for being a writer. Another member of the Dunore
household, Judge Aubrey adds: “ ‘I did not know before that she labours under the
odium of writing books, for there is certainly no personification of authorship about her

— no pretension whatever’” (1826:Vol.3:111).

Later when Lady Clanclare is visited in the writing room of her home, Castle Macarthy,

she refers to being an author:

‘with Ireland in my heart, and epitomizing something of her humour and her
sufferings in my own character and story. I do trade upon the materials she
furnishes me; and turning my patriotism into pounds, shillings and pence,
endeavour, at the same moment to serve her and support myself. Meantime my
wheel, like my brain, runs round. I spin my story and my flax together; draw
out a chapter and an hank in the same moment; and frequently break off the
thread of my reel and of my narration under the influence of the same
association ...I do much in giving an example of constant ceaseless industry
and activity to my people. When I am not writing, for I write for bread, I am
planting potatoes or presiding over turfbogs’ (Vol.3: 265 and 269-70).

It seems that the more she insists on the national character of her writing and the fact
that she earns money by writing, the more she upsets the upper class society around her.
Lord Frederick continues to find it difficult to accept her as a writer: “’It looks as if she
were extracting us all for her common-place book, and will doubtless bring us out in
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hot-press, sans dire gar.”” Young Crawley says:
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‘Her principles as disseminated in her National Tales as she calls them are
sufficient to keep her out of good society here...I recollected having looked
over those tomes of absurdity and vagueness, of daring blasphemy, of
affectation, of bad taste, bombast and nonsense, blunders, ignorance,
Jacobinism and falsehood, licentiousness and impiety, which it now seems are
the effusions of the pseudo Lady Clancare’ (1826:Vol.4:35).

To which Lord Frederick replies: “ ‘Say no more or you will make us in love with the
author and her work together; for, really, a book that could combine all these terrific
heterogeneous qualities, and yet be read, must be very odd and extraordinary, pour le
moins’” (1826:Vol.4:36).

Lady Clancare has, in a way, been even more extraordinary, since she has been playing
several roles, as Lady Clancare, Florence Macarthy and Mary Magillicuddy, partly in
order to win back her former lover, Adelm, who himself has been in disguise as the
Commodore and as a South American general. She tells him that she has been
imposing on Lady Dunore in order to help the poor people of Ireland and how this has
made real life stranger than fiction: “ ‘I have imposed on her by facts extraordinary
beyond the utmost daring of fiction; as the events of real life always exceed the power
of invention” (1826:V01.4:105). Several members of Lady Dunore’s household suggest
she should be an actress since she would make more money and people would notice
her death, which they will not, if she remains a writer. They ask her to recount her life

but she refuses and uses this opportunity to point out the irritations faced by authors:

‘should my story be serious, you would yawn over it; should it be romantic you
would quiz it; if philosophical, you would not understand it; if common-place,
you would abuse it; if extraordinary, you would doubt it. Now it happens to be
all this, and I should thus unite every species of criticism against me’
(1826:Vol.4:152).

Eventually, Lady Clancare admits to her various disguises and the Commodore/General
admits to being the rightful Fitzadelm heir and the two get married. Lady Clancare
announces her intentions for the future: “ ‘then seated by my Irish turf fire, with my
own amusement for my object, and my husband for my critical reviewer, I shall take the
liberty of putting myself in my own book, and shall record the events of this last month
of my life under the title of — Florence Macarthy’” (1826:Vol.4:274). Thus, unlike
Beauclerc’s writing heroine, she will continue to write after marriage because she wants
to tell her own story, although the phrase “for my own amusement” makes the reader
wonder if Owenson is reluctant to make her heroine into a writer for the public.

Owenson’s book was published and widely read, but we do not know if same entry into
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the literary public sphere awaited Lady Clancare’s book. Owenson’s satire of the male
characters who attack her heroine, Florence McCarthy/Lady Clancare, make a strong
plea for women writers, in keeping with Robinson’s defence of her heroine, Martha

Morley as a member of the aristocracy of genius.

5. The Writer in the Novel: the Role of the Improvisatrice in Madame de Stael,
Mirs Foster and Ann Harding

The dilemma of women authors being unsure how to treat their writing heroine faces
another writer of the period, Madame de Sta&l and her heroine Corinne in Corinne ou
L’Italie (1805). Madame de Staél was a writer who spent a great deal of time in the
literary public sphere if not in the directly political. As daughter and wife of politicians
at the time of the French Revolution, she was inevitably caught up in political issues.
Her public statements were made both in political and literary salons and through her
novels. One of her most important novels, which features a woman character who in
turn speaks in the public sphere, is Corinne ou I’Italie (1805). The heroine, Corinne, is
not a writer in the traditional sense but an improvisatrice who makes up her own
speeches and delivers them in public in Rome. Most of her subjects are based on
Roman and Italian history but she comes to represent more than a mouthpiece for
historical facts. Madame de Staél in her own life was able to inhabit the literary public
sphere and to some extent the political one too, although she left France because of the
way the Revolutionary leadership, the Directory and Napoleon left women out of the
political and constitutional scene. She establishes Corinne as a woman who can speak in
public but only in Italy. In England she is seen as no better than an actress, and de Sta¢l
portrays the English aristocracy as highly inimical to the idea of women speaking in
public. Readers may wonder why de Staél allows Corinne to fall victim to that
aristocracy in the person of her lover Nelvil, who deserts her for her half sister, Lucile.
Corinne does not rally her forces, either physical or mental, and dies at the end of the
novel. The only way in which the tradition of improvisatorice is likely to be continued
is through her niece, Juliette, whom she begins to train before she dies. Perhaps de
Staél sees it as more important to suggest that there is a future for the idea, rather than
for the individual.

“ ‘Elle m’a promis de m’apprendre tout ce qu’elle sait. Elle dit qu’elle veut que je

rassemble & Corinne,”” Juliette tells her father not knowing that it was Corinne she had
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been to see (1805:1985:575).2 Juliette’s mother, Lucile, understands what Corinne is
intending: “Elle savait par Juliette que la pauvre Corinne, dans son état de faiblesse et
de déperissement, se donnait une peine extréme pour P’instruire et lui communiquer tous
ses talents, comme un heritage qu’elle se plaisait a lui Iéguer de son vivant.”** Juliette
is afraid Corinne may be trying to separate her from Nelvil but she is reconciled to
allowing Corinne to continue teaching her, because she does not want to be seen “de lui
enlever des legons qui ajoutaient a ses agréments d’une maniére si remarquable”

(1805:1985:575).%

There remains the problem for twenty first century readers, however, who know how
the nineteenth century is going to develop, that Juliette is unlikely to be offered the
chance of being an improvisatorice in England or Scotland, when she returns from Italy
after Corinne’s death. On the other hand, if she does, she will more than likely have to
relinquish marriage like her aunt, or dedicate herself to virginity like Galesia in Jane
Barker’s novels nearly a century earlier. Indeed, there are several responses to Corinne,
by both male and female authors in England, that exploit de Sta&l’s dilemma. Mrs
Foster, in her novel The Corinna of England (1809), makes it quite clear that no
respectable woman could be an improvisatorice and expect to be married. One of the
main characters, Miss Moreton, fancies herself as a speaker and performer, establishes a
theatre in her house and fills it with bogus philosophers, writers, and Italianate furniture.
As far as Mrs Foster is concerned, she is ruining her position as a marriageable woman
as a result of indulging in too much sentiment, spending too much time appealing to St.
Preux and Werther (1809:Vo01.1:99-100). However, Mrs Foster claims that even more
to blame for her unacceptable behaviour, are de Staé€l’s heroines, Delphine and Corinne
(1809:Vol. 1:174). The foil for Miss Moreton is respectable Mary Cuthbert who
achieves marriage to her lover Montgomery, while Miss Moreton is killed jumping out
of a Covent Garden window during a fire. Mrs Foster ends her novel with a sly
apology:

We fear that we shall be accused of the murder of Miss Moreton, our
redoubtable heroine; but reader! In the intricacies of her destiny, we had
imposed on ourselves no easy task. It was impossible to let a lady on stilts

2 «She has promised to teach me everything she knows. She says she wants me to be like Corinne.”

24« She knew through Juliette that poor Corinne, in her feeble and deteriorating state, has taken extreme
pains to instruct her and communicate to her all her talents,as a legacy which it gives her pleasure to
leave to her during her lifetime.”

2«40 be taking away from her the lessons which were making life better for her in such a remarkable
way.”
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slide down gently — and (be merciful, O reader!) it was not murder, believe us,
but accidental death (1809:Vol.3.245)
Like Amelia Beauclerc, Mrs Foster deals her female protagonist a body blow as writer;
but unlike Beauclerc, she does not allow Miss Moreton to stop being an improvisatrice
and marry; instead she engineers her death, an increasingly common option used by
nineteenth century novelists for their fallen women characters. However, Miss Moreton
is not a sexually fallen woman: she has fallen because she wishes to perform in public.

For Mrs Foster the two have become equated.

This issue is raised in Anne Harding’s The Refugees (1822). Harding devotes nearly
one hundred pages to a description of the heroine, Constantia O’Brien, in Italy
performing as an outstanding improvisatorice. Unlike Mrs Foster, she does not mock
her heroine, so at this point in the novel, Harding must want her readers to admire a
young woman who can perform so well in public and maintain her purity and
respectability:

Lady Constantia O’Brien was endowed with talents of the most extraordinary
kind; from her earliest years she possessed the art of extempore poetry to a
wonderful extent; subjects the most trivial, or the most exalted, were equally at
her command; ...to all this was added the purest taste, and chastest eye, that
ever distinguished an artist..... (1822:Vol.1:123).

Her position as improvisatorice does not last long, however. Constantia meets an
English nobleman, Lord de Courville who appears to be an echo of Lord Nelvil in
Corinne ou I'Italie (1805) with views similar to Sir Lucius Fitzgerald in Husband
Hunters! (1816). De Courville is enchanted with Constantia but decides she is “not —
oh! No, not to be made a wife of! Ridiculous! -I shall enjoy her enchanting society;
listen to her as to an unearthy spirit, and preserve the domestic affections of my heart
entire (1822:Vol.1:135). This is another example of the male admiring the woman
appearing in the public sphere, but not esteeming her for her femininity. But Constantia
has an answer for him:

Why should your sex condemn in ours every aspiring thought, every noble
sentiment? A love of the fine arts, or taste for classic pursuit; a poetical
imagination, and an independent freedom of action. Is not a female, whose
judgment is cultivated, whose mind is refined by an acquaintance with dead
and living worth, and who is capable of filling an enlarged soul with delight, is
not such a one as worthy of being loved, as deserving of the entire possession
of an attached, affectionate heart, as the quiet, timid retired beauties of your
cloudy island? (1822:Vol.1:138).
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The reader might be forgiven for thinking that since Harding has allowed Constantia to
argue the case for women appearing in the artistic public sphere so strongly, she must
believe in it herself. However, Harding has set up an Aunt Sally which she proceeds to
knock down in the second half of the novel. The reader should have been alerted to the
likelihood of this, when reading Harding’s quotation from Hannah More on the title
page of the novel:

It is not difficult to attract respect on great occasions, when we are kept in
order by knowing that the public eye is fixed upon us. It is easy to maintain a
regard to our own dignity in a ‘Symposia or an academical dinner’: but to
labour to maintain it in the recesses of domestic privacy requires more
watchfulness, and is no less the duty, than it will be the habitual practice, of the
consistent Christian (1822: N. pag.).

To follow the precepts of Hannah More, Constantia must return to domestic privacy.
She therefore sacrifices her career as an improvisatorice, returns to Ireland,?® and
devotes her time to setting up poultry farms and spinning rooms for the Irish poor, while
her lover continues his grand tour of Italy. When he returns, she has proved that in spite
of being accustomed “to public exhibition, to popular applause, to the gaze and shouts
of admiring multitudes,” she is content “to form the happiness of one particular
individual, to study his heart, and live for him alone, content with the admiration and
esteem of a circle of friends, yet striving to shine in the domestic only” (1822:
Vol.1:141). As if to emphasise the difference between British aristocratic beliefs and
French democratic beliefs, Harding has St.Louis, a French revolutionary refugee, wish
that he had met Constantia before de Courville had, so that “her public life should have
been my pride and glory” (1822:Vol.II:160).

But St Louis not only has to give up his idea of woman in the public sphere, but loses
his life as well. There are no apologies by Harding for an accidental murder. On the
contrary, she introduces a Miss Elphinstone into the story as a possible friend for St
Louis, only to condemn her, because two years in Paris during the Revolution “had
tinctured Miss Elphinstone’s almost masculine mind, with somewhat of republicanism”
(1822:Vol. I11:22). Harding has no doubt that even if Miss Elphinstone does not
perform in public, her republican views prevent her from being esteemed as a woman:

she has a masculine mind.

26 The novel is also a national tale, full of scoldings for absentee landlords, but equally for the United
Irishmen and dark democratic Italians.
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De Courville takes Constantia to London to introduce her to London society. Ironically,
Harding writes: “With inexpressible delight Lord de Courville saw his wife the gaze of
every public place; the magnet of attraction at the numerous splendid parties they were
in some measure, obliged to be seen at” (1822:Vol.II1:159). A married woman,
therefore, may attract the gaze in public places socially, as long as she is only reflecting
her virtue as a wife and mother, and not exhibiting her own talents. As her mother
points out, they are going to London to prove “how superior is the Christian British
wife, to the far-famed Italian enchantress” (1822:VoLIII:107)*” A novel that begins
with the promise of a woman making a name for herself in the literary public sphere,
ends with the woman safely married in the domestic sphere, with her widest reach into
the public sphere extending at best to good works in the community, and at worst, to

being shown off by her husband in London society.

What most of the writers I analyse in this chapter achieve, to put it in Pierre Bourdieu’s
terms (1993), is to stake a claim to the right to participate in the literary field, but then
to desert it. The symbolic violence of the male world makes them withdraw. It is as if
they are using the novel as they might use a bathing machine for getting out into the sea
without showing too much flesh — the modest genius perhaps as described in The Lady’s
Magazine. The novel, like the bathing machine ought to protect them from charges of
immodesty: The Lady’s Magazine actually reports as a news item how two ladies are
stranded when the horses cannot pull their bathing machine back out of the water. On
this occasion, they are saved by some obliging gentlemen. But to extend the metaphor,
there are too many gentleman standing by ready to condemn the women who get
themselves into the deep water of novel-writing with no clothes on. The women writing
these novels are not completely in charge of the politics of the novel. As Markman Ellis
has pointed out, “the novel can function as an imaginary and exemplary text
demonstrating a practical (though fictional) application of the social theories of the
political theorists” (1996:137), but it does not always manage to do so completely: there
are too many critics who show their antagonism to women writing. Sonia Hofkosh
(1993:245), in her discussion of whether women could make writing a profession, refers
to Hazlitt’s views on women as writers: “I have an utter aversion of Bluestockings. I do

not care a fig for any woman that knows even what an author means” (1821:1985:255).

27 As a footnote to the story of Corinne, see also Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s Aurora Leigh (1856).
Although it was written well outside the dates of novels I am analysing,. Browning is at pains to prove
that her heroine could be both Christian British wife and Italian enchantress, in other words esteemed as
woman and admired as writer.
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Hofkosh reminds readers of Thomas Matthias’ description of women novelists
“whining or frisking in novels, till our girls’ heads turn wild with impossible

adventures, and are now and then tainted with democracy” (Mathias:1798:58). Hofkosh
suggests that when women sell their books, it is as if they are selling themselves, and so
becoming prostitutes.”® I would argue that when women invent women characters who
write, they hide what they fear might be their own immodesty behind the modesty of
their characters: they may be admired as authors themselves but they make sure their
women characters will be esteemed as women. Nevertheless, if they are unable to make
a case for their married heroines to continue writing, they can use their women
characters in other ways. In the next chapter, I explore how far women novelists make
use of their characters’ writing in a more restricted way, but potentially more powerful

way, because it is less likely to be criticised, that is, through the writing of letters.

2 It is a similar argument to that pointed out by John Brewer, referred to in chapter 1.
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Chapter 3. Authentification of Narratives through the Use of the Epistolary

Form and First Person Narrators

1. Introduction:
Most of the writing heroines relinquish their writing on marriage and it is their authors
who continue writing, married or not. If heroines can only intermittently be permitted
to write novels, they can nevertheless write letters without running the risk of stepping
into an area that is beyond their limits. In this chapter, I explore how far the use of
structure rather than the use of a character allows women authors a means of claiming
arole in the literary public sphere or field. Letters and memoirs, as ways of
structuring the novel, allow women authors to put forward a great many ideas that
they might be worried about publicising in the voice of a third person narrator.' In
section 2 of this chapter, I examine the technique of epistolary novels: these are sites
where, to use Pierre Bourdieu’s terminology explored in chapter 1 (1993), women
novelists are able to stake out their claims to cultural fields and expand their own
cultural capital. In section 3, I explore the French novelist Frangoise de Graffigny’s
Lettres d’une Peruvienne (1747). This novel gives a voice to an outsider who is able
to critique the society of the author with an impunity that the author herself would
have found embarrassing to write in her own voice. I refer to Graffigny, although she
is writing in the first half of the eighteenth century, because of the particular nature of
the Peruvian heroine’s method of writing, using knotted threads, which emphasises, in
_an apparently illiterate society, the imperative for writing among women. In section
4, 1 analyse Charlotte Smith’s Desmond (1793) where the epistolary form allows her a
multiplicity of voices, male and female, across a range of political and social
viewpoints. Then in section 5, I explore a novel by Sophia Lee, The Life of a Lover
(1804), written in the 1790s, although not published till later. Lee’s writing is less
overtly political than Smith’s, but she uses letters to deal with the difficulties faced by
her heroine, Cecilia Rivers. In section 6, I extend my analysis of epistolary novels
and memoirs by using Tilottama Rajan’s term, autonarration, which she applies to
Mary Hays’ Memoirs of Emma Courtney (1796) (Rajan:1993). I use this term to
analyse Elizabeth Sara Villa Real Gooch’s Truth and Fiction (1801), in order to

! refer to this in chapter 1, and in chapter 2, I analyse how writers like Jane Barker and Charlotte
Lennox capitalise on this format in novels written in the first part of the eighteenth century. I also
analyse, in chapter 2, how magazines became places to which women could write letters and thus
establish themselves as writing subjects.
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highlight Gooch’s use of her own experience in the creation of fiction. Section 7 of
this chapter examines the use of letters in non-epistolary novels, where the letters
nevertheless allow the author to express viewpoints, which might not otherwise be
available in the structure of the narrative. These letters are often part of the plot of
those novels where the heroine has been imprisoned, so the letters become the only
way in which she can communicate with other people. These novels include Alethea
Lewis’ Disobedience (1797) and The Microcosm (1801); and Sarah Wilkinson’s The
Mpysterious Child (1808).

2. The Epistolary Genre as Empowerment for Author and Heroine

The way in which the letter form allows authors to publicise different viewpoints
which they might otherwise find difficult to make public has been explained by Mary
Jacobus. She argues that: “Letters are the conduit by which a free-floating, freely
circulating subjectivity, secreted in the bosom of the conjugal family, enters the public
sphere and shapes the terms of rational Enlightenment discourse” (2001:276). Nicola
Watson coined the phrase “Julie among the Jacobins” to explain how writers use the
sentimental letter-writing structure of Jean Jacques Rousseau’s La Nouvelle Heloise
(1761) to subvert Rousseau’s message of the domestic woman, and show that their
“Julies” could take part in that Enlightenment discourse referred to by Jacobus
(Watson:1994). According to Watson, this strategy was not always successful for the
woman letter-writer, and Watson uses the plot of Eliza Fenwick’s Secresy (1795) to
show how, in the end, the letters of Sibilla fail to save her from the machinations of
the “dark plottings” of the father figure. That is why, Watson argues, women
novelists eventually give up the letter form and move to the first person narrative
which may contain letters, as for example Mary Hays does, in The Memoirs of Emma
Courtney (1796). The letter form, according to Julia Wright (1998), does nothing for
any of the characters in Secresy, whether male or female. They all, she claims,
“acknowledge the self-deformation that is necessary to fit into a particular cultural
niche constituted in the public domain, whether a medieval castle, the epistolary
genre, or a narrative persona” (1998:159). As she claims, all the characters are
shocked by being in a novel which does not reflect their interest. This seems very
much like an example of the issues I raise in chapter 1, where I make use of

Bourdieu’s idea of the field for the area where writers might stake their claims to a
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part in the public sphere. Here it seems, Wright is arguing that the characters are
equally struggling, which again reflects the positions of the women characters who
themselves are novel-writers, which I examine in chapter 2. Indeed, Wright quotes

Bourdieu to support her argument:

The sense of one’s place, as the sense of what one can or cannot allow
oneself, implies a tacit acceptance of one’s position, a sense of limits (that’s
not meant for us) or — what amounts to the same thing, a sense of distances,
to be marked and maintained, respected, and expected of others
(Bourdieu:1993:231).

Here I am concerned with the writer’s and character’s sense of place in the epistolary
form.? I argue in section 3 of this chapter that some novelists are able to use the
epistolary form, as Graffigny and Hamilton do, to break through those limits.
Charlotte Smith in Desmond (1793), as I maintain in section 4 of this chapter,
manages to allow Geraldine’s letters together with Desmond’s, to overcome the “dark
plottings” of her husband, Verney. As Watson argues, Smith does this partly by using
the character of Josephine as the fallen woman to be a foil to Geraldine: “In its
explicit yoking of the power of the sentimental letter and the enthusiasms of
revolutionary politics, Desmond records perhaps the last moment at which that
authentication seemed possible” (1998:159). I would argue that Mary Hays, in her
two novels The Memoirs of Emma Courtney (1796) and The Victim of Prejudice
(1799), and Mary Wollstonecraft, in her novel Maria or the Wrongs of Woman
(1798), continue that authentication through the use of memoirs. Nevertheless, the
very fact that all three of these novels end with a heroine who feels defeated in her
attempts to break through the limits referred to above, indicates that even letter and
memoir, while allowing the author to argue her case, fail the heroine. Other less well-
known writers, who continue the letter and memoir format as a way of authenticating
the public/domestic interface, are Elizabeth Sara Villa Real Gooch in her novel Truth
and Fiction (1801) and Helena Wells in The Stepmother (1799).

If women authors have any doubts about where their place ought to be and what their
limits are, they can always have the implied excuse that, as authors, they are not really
responsible for what is in the letters written by their characters. Many authors, both

male and female, go so far as to claim that the letters which constitute the text of their

21 examine the sense of place represented by the house in chapter 5
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novel have, in fact, been found by them and they are no more than editors, as Daniel
Defoe does in Moll Flanders (1722) and Samuel Richardson in Pamela (1740). In
making this claim, they are simply following the historical trend in the development
of the epistolary novel: the early epistolary collections/novels are barely more than
found letters, the writers of the letters scarcely fictionalised. Peter Conroy writing of

the French tradition says:

To the extent that fictitious novels followed the same conventions and
satisfied the same expectations as did real letters, they qualified as authentic
and enjoyed the same ‘real’ status as the true letters they resembled both in
format and content (1981:413).

I would argue that this similarity between real and fictitious letters enables the authors
to establish the views of their letter-writers as ‘real’, and thus give these letters more

influence over the minds of the readers.

The reader, following a dialogue between two characters in a novel, has little or no
sense of spying, overhearing or intercepting, although Michel de Certeau has called

all reading “poaching” (1995:150-163). Readers, he argues, are “travellers; they
move across lands belonging to someone else, like nomads poaching their way across
fields they did not write, despoiling the wealth of Egypt to enjoy it themselves”
(1995:150). I would argue that the same readers, reading a letter in a novel, become
even more like poachers. Readers of letters become acutely aware that there has been
an interception or a purloining that has enabled them to read the letters. It is this that
gives the epistolary novel its power: the letter-writer’s viewpoint achieves more status
and offers a firmer sense of reality than their views explained by a third-person
narrator can do; witness, according to Thomas Beebee (1999:9), the many people in
Germany who having read Johann Wolfgang von Goethe’s Sorrows of Young Werther
(1774), tried to find a living Charlotte. Beebee also refers to the case of the Russian
novelist Nikolai Karamzin, who travelled to Switzerland with a copy of La Nouvelle
Héloise (1761) under his arm, to find the spot where Julie met St Preux (Beebee:1999:
98). It might be argued that this could have more to do with the importance of
landscape, and there is, for example, no doubt of the tension between fiction and
reality in the Wessex landscape of Thomas Hardy’s non-epistolary novels.
Nevertheless, in Jean Jacques Rousseau’s case, it is the reality of Julie’s and St.

Preux’s letters that makes Karamzin think of them as real people: “Oh my friends
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why did Julie not exist? Why did Rousseau bid us seek no traces of her here? You
portray for us such a beautiful being and then you say she does not exist” (Beebee:
1998:98). According to Beebee, in the Russian this reads more as if even the idea of
Julie does not exist, and Beebee points to Rousseau’s preface where he says: “These
letters are not letters at all. This novel is not a novel at all” (Rousseau: 1967:572:
cited in Beebee:1998:98). Authors of epistolary novels often try to convince the
reader that the letters are real and yet at the same time maintain that they as authors

have invented the letters.>

This “straddling the borderline between fiction and reality,” as Beebee puts it, is how
collections of letters and epistolary novels grew up side by side (1999:28). He points
out how “model letters serve to delineate a fictional letter-writer, who becomes the
locus of epistolary power and the unifier of its heterogeneous discourses” (1999:20).
The epistolary novel offers more than a borderline for novelists to work in: Janet
Altman calls it a:

vortex that absorbs writers and readers into the narrative center...where the
action of the novel is authenticated by (pseudo-)eradication of spatio-
temporal distance between the narrated action and writer, between the writer
and addressee, and ultimately between these two and the reader of the novel
(1982:202).

The reader is forced inside this “vortex”. Ruth Perry refers to the situation of
duplicating “a woman’s consciousness by providing her letters, and then allowing the
audience to get inside by reading those letters” (1980:131). She goes as far as
suggesting that the penetration by the reader of a woman’s letters is in fact almost an
act of male sexual violence. Even the female reader will experience some sense of
that violation, although this may well be more as victim rather than as violator. It is
these two possibilities of vortex and violence that give the epistolary novel its power.
In the next section I explore the power generated on this borderline/ vortex in

Francoise de Graffigny’s Lettres d’une Peruviene (1747).

3. The Empowerment of Author and Heroine through the use of Letters in

Francoise de Graffigny

3 Rousseau’s disclaimer is reminiscent of a more recent writer, John Fowles, in chapter 13 of his novel
The French Lieutenant’s Woman (1967) where he discusses the fictionality of his writing.
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I have chosen to analyse Francoise de Graffigny’s novel, Lettres d’une Peruvienne
(1747:MLA:1993), although it was published in France in the first half of the
eighteenth century, because she is very aware of both the limits and possibilities of
letter writing, and the power letters give her as author in a society which did not
ordinarily give women much power. The novel consists of letters written by a young
Peruvian woman, Zilia, who is a virgin in the Temple of the Sun God and who is
about to marry the Peruvian prince, Aza. Before this can happen, she is captured by
Spaniards and taken on board ship to Europe. On the voyage, she is captured a
second time by French privateers and brought to France where her captor, Deterville,
treats her well and falls in love with her. All this is related in her letters to Aza to
whom she remains faithful, although she is aware her letters may never reach him.
Her early letters, before she learns to read and write French, are in fact “written” in
Inca quipos or knotted threads. By using this format for her novel, Graffigny has
managed to establish herself and her heroine as writers, through the two kinds of
writing that the Peruvian woman undertakes; and she also has the opportunity to

examine French society through the eyes of someone from a different culture.

It is only through her knotting/writing that Zilia can make sense of what is happening
to her and, of course, let her lover know, so that in turn he might be able to let her
know about himself: “les mémes noeuds qui t’apprendront mon existence, en
changeant de forme entre tes mains m’instruiront de ton sort” (1747:1993:21).* But
even when she is not sure if Aza will ever read what she has written, the writing still
serves a purpose: “ces noeuds qui frappent mes sens, semblent donner plus de realité a
mes pensées; la sorte de resemblance que je m’imagine qu’ils ont avec les paroles, me
fait une illusion qui trompe ma douleur; et je crois te parler, te dire que je t’aime”
(1747:1993:36).> These feelings are parallel to those felt by Galesia in Jane Barker’s
novels (1713 and 1723), examined in chapter 2. Although Barker’s novels are not
epistolary, they are written in the first person so that Barker is able to establish an
identity for Galesia in the narrating of her own story, as Graffigny does for Zilia. The

Peruvian is so upset when her captors take her knots away from her, she fears they

4 “the same knots which will inform you of my existence, when they are re-knotted by your hands will
teach me about your fate.”

3 “these knots which strike my senses, seem to give a sense of reality to my thoughts; the way in which
I imagine they are like words, is an illusion which tricks my sadness; I think I’m talking to you, telling
you that I love you.”
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may be able to control her thoughts and that she will lose touch with Aza, even
though, so far, she has no evidence that he might have received any letters/knots from
her.® Her identity as a writer is further underlined by the title: not Lettres Peruviennes
which nﬁght have seemed a copy of Charles de Secondat Montesquieu’s Leftres
Persannes (1721), but Lettres d’une Peruvienne where the individual identity of the
writer herself is foregrounded. In spite of this, she refers to her own name hardly at
all after the first sentence of the first letter where she calls herself “ta Zilia”. She does
not sign her letters and we only hear her name once or twice again when she recounts
how Deterville addresses her as “ma cheére Zilia.” On the other hand, Zilia addresses
Aza by name several times in each letter as if naming him could somehow help to
make sure the letter actually reaches him. Finally, Deterville finds Aza at the Spanish
court but when he eventually comes to France, it is only to declare his infidelity to
Zilia, made more likely by her earlier discovery that he has forsaken the Inca religion
for Christianity. Zilia’s final few letters are written to Deterville but she cannot give
him more than her friendship. This ending implies that she will remain faithful to
herself as writer rather than become a married woman: as she writes to Deterville:
“Vous craignez en vain que la solitude n’altére ma santé. Croyez-moi, Deterville, elle
ne devient jamais dangereuse que par 'oisiveté. Toujours occupée, je saurai me faire
des plaisirs nouveaux de tout ce que I’habitude rend insipide (1747:1993:167)."
Zilia’s view of how a woman can usefully spend her time has much in common with

Galesia’s.

Zilia also becomes a reader. At first when she discovers what writers do in France,

she cannot believe that they have to sell their books. Writing for her has a different

kind of value. When Deterville presents her with a house of her own, she runs from
room to room drunk with happiness.

Le seul endroit ou je m’arretai fut une assez grande chambre entourée d’un
grillage d’or, legérement travaillé, qui renfermait un infinité de livres de
toutes couleurs, de toutes formes, et d’une propreté admirable; j’étais dans un

® This question of identity is emphasised by Graffigny when the Peruvian sees herself in a mirror for
the first time. The mirror does the same for her physically as her writing does for her mentally: it was,
she says, “si j’étais vis-a-vis de moi-méme.” (as if I was opposite myself.)

7 «It is no good your being afraid that solitude will affect my health. Believe me, Deterville, my health
will never be in danger except as a result of idleness. As long as I am busy, I shall find new pleasures
in all the things that custom makes boring.”
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tel enchantement, que je croyais ne pouvoir les quitter sans les avoir tous lus
(1747:1993:151).°

She has to be coaxed away by Deterville’s sister, Celine.

However, Graffigny’s novel is not only about woman as writer and reader: it is also
about woman as traveller-cum-social critic. Graffigny had not been to Peru but she
did her research so that she is able to let Zilia compare life in Peru and in France.
Graffigny writes a preface to the novel so that she can explain some of the bases of
Inca society as well as putting some of the explanations into Zilia’s letters. However,
this is not a book about Peru but a book about France: Zilia’s naivete about European
and specifically French life allows Graffigny to make many criticisms, especially of

the education and treatment of women in eighteenth century France. In this way,
Graffigny is staking a claim to women’s right to cultural capital, and the book itself is
evidence of that claim, quite apart from its subject matter.

Zilia is horrified at the French love of luxury. Commenting on Celine’s wedding she
says “leur gout effrené pour le superflu a corrompu leur raison, leur coeur et leur
esprit” and she despairs of their “frivoles sumptuosités™ (1747:1993:120).° She
comments on the paradox in their treatment of women: “Ils les respectent, mon cher
Aza, et en méme temps ils les méprisent avec un égal exces” (1747:1993:134).'° The
respect is imaginary since men are more concerned with their honour. Women do not
receive enough education and what they do receive is more concerned with the way
they look than with their souls. If women do wrong they are blamed, while men may
be forgiven. “Il semble qu’en France les liens du marriage ne soient réciproques
qu’au moment de la célébration, et que dans la suite les femmes seules y doivent étre
assujetties” (1747:1993:144)!" — this a heartfelt complaint from Graffigny in the voice
of Zilia, since Graffigny’s first husband left her penniless after physically abusing her.

8 “The only place I stopped was in a fairly large room surrounded with gold lattice-work, delicately
chased, behind which were books of all colours, all shapes and very well kept; I was so enchanted I
thought I would never be able to leave without having read them all.”

%their unbridled desire for luxury has corrupted their reason, their hearts and their spirits” and she
despairs of their “frivolous extravagances.”

10«They respect them, my dear Aza, and at the same time they misjudge their motives with the same
degree of excess.”

11 «Jt seems that in France, marriage vows apply to both parties only at the time of the wedding
celebration, and that after that only women are required to follow the promises that have been made.”
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In both Graffigny’s and Elizabeth Hamilton’s novel, Letters of a Hindoo Raj (1796),
which has a similar structure and purpose, the woman who writes is, and is likely to
remain, unmarried: Zilia will refuse Deterville, and Hamilton’s Charlotte Percy, who
would like to be a writer, describes herself as a woman “who has no longer any parent
to attend on: no family to manage: no fortune to bestow in deeds of charity: and who
has it little in her power to be useful, even to a friend” (1796:1999:302). It is of
course their writing that gives them the “power to be useful,” a power that is
important in both public and private life. As far as the authors are concerned, it is the
use of the epistolary form that has given them the opportunity to comment on events
in the public sphere, through the letters of a woman, in Graffigny’s case, and a man in
Hamilton’s. This link between the private and public is made even more clearly in

Charlotte Smith’s Desmond (1792), which I examine in the next section.

4, “The Power to be Useful” in Charlotte Smith

That public/private “power to be useful,” referred to by Elizabeth Hamilton’s
character, Charlotte Percy, is manifested in Charlotte Smith’s epistolary novel
Desmond (1792:1997). It is Smith’s most overtly political novel: the political views
of the author have been subsumed in the views of the letter-writers. Unlike Graffigny
and Hamilton, Smith does not choose a foreign, non-European writer for most of her
letters, but she does send her letter-writers to France where they can comment on
affairs in France, and in England by comparison with France. Although the bulk of
the letters in the first half of the novel are written by two male characters, Desmond
and Bethel, with slightly differing political viewpoints which allow for argument and
discussion, the second half of the novel has more letters written by the two sisters,
Geraldine Verney and Fanny Waverley. These are mostly set in England and deal
with domestic affairs, but in the last quarter of the novel when Geraldine goes to
France, in fulfilment of her wifely and family duty, Smith nevertheless uses Geraldine
to make political judgements and also to establish once again a space for the woman

who writes.
One way in which Smith makes a plea for the woman writer is by having Geraldine

refer to another epistolary novel The Memoirs of Sidney Biddulph (1761) by Frances

Sheridan. Sheridan establishes Sidney’s identity as a woman whose story is told
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through the writing of letters: Geraldine writes to her sister Fanny as a way of
explaining her predicament:

Do you recollect in the novel of Sidney Biddulph (one of the best that we
have in our language) how poor Sidney is treated in her adversity by the
haughty wife of her brother, Sir George? Perhaps there is a little similarity
in our destinies — But I have no Faulkland!” (1792:1997:320).

Of course, in a way she has a Faulkland in the person of Desmond, but it is the writing
of letters that makes them similar. Smith sees further into Sheridan’s purposes than
Sheridan’s granddaughter, Alicia Lefanu, who wrote a biography of her grandmother,
trying to show her as a domestic woman rather than a writer of any significance. On
the other hand, Lefanu may have seen only too well and was determined to change the
public perspective of her grandmother. Betty Schellenberg, in her article “Frances
Sheridan reads John Home: Placing Sidney Biddulph in the Republic of Letters”
(2001:561-577), argues that Lefanu has not helped Sheridan’s reputation as a writer
by domesticating her. Schellenberg refers to Sheridan’s introduction to her novel
where she mentions Home’s nationalistic play, Douglas (1756). Sidney, argues
Schellenberg, is a hero in the same way as Douglas is in Home’s play. Their private
virtue actually fosters the public good. The Critical Review of March 1761, quoted by
Schelleberg, asks Sheridan to “continue to exert those talents, so honourable to
herself, so useful, so entertaining to society, and particularly so beneficial to the
Republic of Letters” (11 March:1761:197-8: cited in Schellenberg:2001:576). Here
the reviewer in The Critical Review (1761) is able to applaud the way in which a
woman writer can remain “honourable” and at the same time benefit the “Republic of
Letters.” To refer back to my arguments in chapter 2 about the difficulties of women
writers, Sheridan here is receiving both admiration and esteem, which is what Smith

wants both for herself and for her heroine Geraldine.

Following her reference to Sheridan, Geraldine tells Fanny that she is short of books
in her house in Meudon where she is waiting for news of her husband:

This deficiency of books has compelled me to have recourse to my pen and
my pencil, to beguile those hours, when my soul, sickening at the past, and
recoiling from the future, would very fain lose its own mournful images in
the witchery of fiction (1792:1997:325).
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Nevertheless, she admits that as a writer her own mournful images have played a
positive role."

I have found, however, a melancholy delight in describing these sufferings. I
usually take my evening seat on the flight of steps I have described to you. —
Sometimes, when I am in more tranquil spirits, I sketch, in my port-folio, the
wild flowers and weeds that grow among the buildings where I sit
(1792:1997:325-7).

She continues with a description in words of these wild flowers and follows it with an
Ode to the Poppy. 1 would argue that the “Soul-soothing plant! — that can such
blessings give/By thee the mourner bears to live!” can be read as a metaphor for
writing itself. Although, in the preface, Smith explains the Ode was written by a
friend, not by herself, the importance of its inclusion in the fiction is that it is

represented as written by Geraldine (1792:1997:7).

Smith, however, has a project that extends beyond the inscription of the woman as
writer. Her concern, as she writes in her preface, is with women’s interest in
politics.”? Since, in most epistolary novels, the author cannot speak as author in the
text, the preface becomes an even more important site for setting out authorial
intentions than with novels written in the third person. Smith opens her preface by
wondering if she will be as successful “in letters as in narrative™. But since she is
more concerned with the fact that her novel is about politics, and “women it is said
have no business with politics” she quickly goes on to rebut this suggestion. “Why
not? — Have they no interest in the scenes that are acting around them in which they
have fathers, brothers, husbands, sons or friends engaged!” (1792:1997:6). She places
herself as a woman writer who is not neglecting her domestic duties: “I, however,
may safely say that it was in the observance, not in the breach of duty, I became an
Author” and that as a professional author she has learnt many things about the world
she would not otherwise have known. Her purpose now is to say something in favour
of France and the French Revolution in the cause of “truth, reason and humanity”

(1792:1997:8).

12 As they did indeed in the life of Smith herself.
13 1 examine prefaces more generally in chapter 4 but it seems important here to give Smith’s gloss on
what she is intending to achieve in her epistolary novel.
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Smith knows from her own experience and reading that she cannot untangle the
political and the personal. What has happened in her own life after a disastrous
marriage which leaves her and her children penniless, is part of the political scene
where women have no property rights and are educated to be, at worst, no more than
the beautiful playthings of men, at best the managers of men’s households and the
mothers of their children. Thus, in her novel, while Geraldine Verney suffers the
worst effects of this social scene in England, Desmond writes letters from France
defending the changes made by the French after 1789, and attacking the defence of
the Ancien Regime made by Edmund Burke in his Reflections on the Revolution in
France (1790). Burke’s book is written in the form of letters so it seems highly
appropriate that Smith’s answer comes in Desmond’s letters to Bethel. Here is Smith,
the ventriloquist in the voice of Desmond:

I own I never expected to have seen an elaborate treatise in favour of
despotism written by an Englishman, who has always been called one of the
most steady, as he undoubtedly is one of the most able of those who were
esteemed the friends of the people (1792:1997:155).

However, Desmond then welcomes Burke’s book because it will enable so many
other people to write in the defence of “truth and reason.” What Smith manages to
achieve with the letters is have Bethel argue with Desmond but then eventually be
won over, so that Desmond’s viewpoint becomes more important because he has
converted Bethel. Meanwhile, other characters like Desmond’s uncle whose
reactionary viewpoints on the so-called riots of Dissenters in Birmingham are
reported by Bethel; and a member of parliament on the issue of slavery reported by
Desmond, (as characters, they do not write their own letters) can be refuted through
the satirical comments of the letter-writers. Desmond reports that when a member of
parliament defended the slave trade by saying Negroes were no better than monkeys,
he, Desmond, replied: “ ‘And if I recollect aright, Sir, I have formerly, in moments of
unguarded conviviality, heard you say, that when you were a young man, and in the
sea service you had yourself indulged this partiality for these monkey ladies™ (1792:
1997:329). These voices coming through reported speech by the letter-writers
exemplify Mikhail Bakhtin’s theory of the dialogic advantages of the novel over other
sorts of writing (Bakhtin:1981)."

M1 discuss Bakhtin’s theories in chapter 1.
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Smith is not interested in having only her male letter-writers take up the political
issues: she also gives Geraldine Verney the opportunity to make political comments at
the very moment she arrives in France, dutifully obeying the call from her husband.
Writing to her sister, she explains why some of the benefits of changes in France are
slow to be felt:

We know, from daily experience, that even in a private family, a change in
its oeconomy or its domestics, disturbs the tranquility of its members for
some time. — It must surely then happen, to a much greater degree, in a great
nation, whose government is suddenly dissolved by the resolution of the
people; and which, in taking a new form, has so many jarring interests to
conciliate (1792:1997:308).

Here she is using her own experience of the domestic sphere to help explain events in
the public sphere. Smith has Geraldine become even more open about her interest in
politics:

This excursion into the field of politics, where, for the most part only thistles
can be gathered, and where we, you know, have always been taught that
women should never advance a step, may perhaps, excite your
surprise...Thus it might, perhaps, be said, that I determine never to think on
any article (even on these, whereon my age and sex might exempt me from
thinking at all) like Mr Verney; and therefore, as he is he knows not why a
very furious aristocrat, that I with no better reason, become democrat

(1792:1997:311).

However, she adds that she has reason for being a democrat and that is from
conviction based on “principal, all that we owe to God, our fellow creatures and

ourselves” (1792:1997:311).

In their introduction to the Pickering edition of Desmond, Antje Blank and Janet Todd
claim that Smith produced “the romantic happily-ever-after texts that the publishers
and the public demanded” (1997:xvii). In a way, Desmond is no exception. The hero
marries the woman he is in love with. It could be argued that since this is how the
novel ends, all this political letter-writing has simply been used to advance the
sentimental plot. But the reader, in fact, is just as likely, after reading the novel, to be
thinking about freedom and equality, as about love and living happily ever after.
Furthermore, if the Terror proved some of Smith’s opponents to have been more far-
sighted than she was, that does not detract from the way the structure of the epistolary
novel has allowed her to take on certain discourses that she would have been less

likely to risk in a third person narration.
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Although Desmond is a more overtly political epistolary novel than many written by
Smith’s contemporaries, I have found several in the Corvey Archive where the overtly
sentimental is nevertheless concerned with the domestic/public interface. Mary
Favret, commenting on this interface between the domestic and the public, uses
Jacques Louis David’s painting of the death of Marat as a symbol of what letters can
achieve (1793:Musées Royaux des Beaux Arts: Brussels)."” In the painting, the dead
Marat still holds a letter from Charlotte Corday. Here, Favret argues, “the emblem of
isolation and vulnerability found itself in a powerful public space” (1993:1). Favret
continues: “What the individual writes, the masses read, experience is translated from
the private to the public domain, and back again” (1993:1). This translation between
domains effected through the structure of epistolary novels is apparent in the next

novel I examine, The Life of a Lover (1804) by Sophia Lee.

5. Sophia Lee’s Use of the Sentimental Epistolary Novel at the End of the
Century

If Smith is one of the novelists who lets the sentimental heroine stray into forbidden
territory by allowing Geraldine a political voice, there are other novelists who are
determined to return their heroines to the domestic sphere of home and garden, for
example, Hamilton’s treatment of Charlotte Percy in Memoirs of a Hindoo Rajah
(1796), referred to in section 3 of this chapter. I now examine Sophia Lee’s novel,
The Life of a Lover, published in 1804 but actually written much earlier, certainly well
before the French Revolution. Lee has a purpose in publishing it at the later date
because as she says in her preface:'®

During the many years which these volumes have remained in my closet,
such changes in nations, manners, and principles have been made as defy all
calculation. The revolutionary system has pervaded literature, even in the
humblest of its classes — novels (1804:viii).

She argues that the delicacy of women has been sacrificed to claims for equality by
which women could only lose: esteem being no fair exchange for tenderness. She
then attacks “the sturdy race of female argumentators who have sprung up of late

years” for belittling “romance” and as she is unable to accept this system of writing

15 See appendix Plate 7.
16 1t is important to analyse the preface to Lee’s epistolary novel in this chapter rather than in chapter 4

on prefaces.

84



by these more recent authors, she has decided to leave her heroine, Cecilia Rivers, just

as she created her several years earlier (1804:viii).

She has no need to write this in her preface, since her use of the letter form allows her
to put these very words in the mouth of Cecilia Rivers, when Cecilia decides to
become an author and send her friend a literary production in one of her letters.
Cecilia has received her information from an elderly retainer of the family she is
writing about and defends herself to her friend thus:

Should you find anything romantic or improbable in the incidents, remember
that I am not to be questioned but my old woman. Yet, when we look deeply
into life, we shall, perhaps, find hardly any stretch of invention more singular
than the scenes daily realising around us: nevertheless, if one idea not

familiar to the mind, or in the scope of our own immediate knowledge, be
presented to us, we all cry ‘Romance!” yet recollect that this word is the most
comprehensive one in the whole dictionary, as it includes every idea
unknown to the person who pronounces it (1804:Vol.1:69-70).

She is arguing here for writing about everyday life, which will produce enough of
romance to satisfy most readers. Her real concern, however, is her dislike of those
“female argumentators” she mentions in her preface. She would rather have romance
than their political philosophy. For instance, towards the end of the novel where
Cecilia is writing to her friend, Amelia Forrester, about the difference between men’s
and women’s feelings, she uses a political analogy which is much more likely to have
arisen after the establishment of the republic in France than before. Men, she says,
“enjoy all the advantages of a republic in the heart, while we languish under an
absolute monarchy. Yet this difference would clearly convince me, that women enjoy
most happiness, when happy at all” (1804:Vol.6:2). This image is perhaps not so
curious for an English woman to adopt after the execution of the French King and
Queen, although like many English writers looking for areas to lay blame for
unacceptable behaviour by women, France under its absolute monarch is not a place
which Lee recommends either. For her, it is a place of luxury and licentiousness
where fallen English women might find shelter but where honest women had better be
on their guard. She seems to be making a political point in order to highlight personal
issues, and if so, it leaves the reader having to accept an “absolute monarchy” for

women because that is where they have the best chance of happiness.
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After many vicissitudes working as a governess and falling in love with her first
employer, the married Lord Westbury, Cecilia Rivers decides to take employment as a
companion to a Lady Killarney, unaware that she is a dissipated woman and former
mistress of Lord Westbury himself. This job takes her to France, first to a convent,
and then to the chateau of a French countess, which she describes as full of
“boundless luxury” decorated with lustres, Gobelin tapestries and rich carpets
(1804:Vol.3:71). Having admitted that there are many ladies in France with mind,
manners and persons which the virtuous might copy, Cecilia nevertheless tells her
friend Amelia that too many of their less virtuous manners have been imported into
England and that she has learned that the Countess’s home is no better than a brothel
and may lead to her own ruin. This is, indeed, what almost happens when Lord
Westbury, released from marriage by the death of his wife, comes to search for
Cecilia in Paris and thinks she must be a jilt and a Jezebel, as he later complains to his
friend Trevilian, if she is in the company of the Countess and Lady Killarney.
(1804:Vol.3:197). Back in England Cecilia keeps up her attack on the French when
she reports how another lady, a Mrs Layton newly returned from France as well,
“ridiculed our English mode of going to public places in couples”. Cecilia blames
France for her companion’s “opera-glass survey and loud French criticisms”
(1804:Vol.3:224); while by implication Lord Westbury does the same when claiming
Cecilia is new to the “box-lobby train”(1804:Vol.3:241). The reader might be
forgiven for thinking that the unbounded luxury of the French was at least partly a

result of absolute monarchy.

For Cecilia/Lee, the only aspect of French civilisation that is acceptable seems to be
the monarchy. Lee’s thinking comes very close to Edmund Burke’s in this respect
(1790). In a similar vein, later in the novel, Lee uses Cecilia to voice an attack on
Catholicism, in particular on nunneries. Cecilia writes to a former protégée, Miss
Fermor, who having been seduced and left penniless in England, takes refuge in a
convent in Paris. Cecilia manages to obtain an apology and a restitution of fortune
from her seducer, Monro, on his deathbed and therefore decides Miss Fermor should
break her vows and return to English society: being a nun, writes Cecilia, is a kind of
“mental suicide” (1804:Vo0l.6:297). Convents may have been founded originally out
of enthusiasm, but now are no more than conveniences, where the nobility can

imprison their daughters. To be just to Lee, she does allow Miss Fermor a letter in
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reply, refusing Cecilia’s offer and suggesting the money should be used to set up an
orphanage for young girls who are too well born to work, but too poor to keep
themselves (Vo0l.6:304) An (English/Protestant) act of charity, we must assume, will
make amends for having committed (French/Catholic) mental suicide. Lee does not
accept the logical conclusion that if women are not to commit mental suicide their

education may well lead them into arguing for the philosophies she dislikes.

However, the letter-writing technique allows Lee to use the voices of Cecilia Rivers
and Lord Westbury to pontificate on human conduct and write long homilies to their
friends on what makes a good marriage, particularly the woman’s duty in marriage.
For some of Lee’s contemporaries, particularly the sturdy females whom she decries
in her preface, many marriages would seem equally like mental suicide. Even Cecilia
Rivers continues to write letters after her marriage and earlier, did not expect Amelia
Forrester to share those letters with her husband, Mr Forrester: “I hope you are not
letting your husband see my letters to you. Beware how you extend my confidence! It
is the only thing on earth that could make a breach between us!” (1804:Vol.1:302).
Cecilia recognises there may be tensions and admits to Amelia while discussing the
marriage of their friend Sophia Harington, that domestic comfort depends on a
knowledge that is impossible to have before marriage (1804:Vol.4:108). Nevertheless,
she thinks it is important for girls to be educated in such a way that they can have a
companionable marriage with their husbands, and is determined that her step-
daughters shall be suitably educated (1804:Vol.5:49). For herself, she tells Sophia
that she has managed to keep her husband’s respect by avowing “ignorance in many
principles of taste, many improvements in science; not to declare how willing I should
be to avail myself of his superior information”, though she hastens to add “I do not...
appear so ignorant but that men of letters take some pleasure in my company.” It
seems here that Lee is recommending a certain amount of hypocrisy in educated
women in order that they should not compete with their husbands. However, in her
self-righteous way, Lee’s heroine is proud of her participation in botanising: she and
her husband go to Chelsea every morning to collect plant specimens so that their
visitors may talk about them “from which I glean piety, virtue and knowledge...the
sublime pleasure of befriending genius and storing up information” (Vol.6:148-9). As
well as being content simply to “glean” knowledge rather than study in her own right,
Cecilia/Lee does not threaten society like Richard Polwhele’s “unsex’d”
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Wollstonecraft (Polwhele:1798:line 64)."” She is quite happy for the rural poor to
stay poor and uneducated: “An outrageous vanity, which leads to a subversion of
order, often grounds itself in persons who are half-instructed....Poverty becomes an
evil only by comparison” (1804:Vol.4:351). At the same time she can offer her
correspondent an example of rural piety in the story of Polly Brown, whom she has
helped by persuading her husband to find a place for Polly’s unemployed lover,
Thomas (1804:Vol.6:33).

The letter format of the novel allows Lee not only to make her views clear through the
voices of her virtuous characters, but she also uses the dangerous apparatus of letters
being intercepted, forwarded, lost, stolen and forged, to structure her plot, and to test
the virtue and patience of her main characters. Her wicked characters such as Lady
Killarney and Eliza Rivers are allowed one or two letters, but their punishments are
also duly reported: Lady Killarney drowns in a shipwreck off the Irish coast without
being able to confess her sins (1804:Vo0l.6:5), and Eliza Rivers’ final fate is not
recorded but she might well have “mental suicide” forced upon her if she is ever
released from the Kings-bench prison which is the author’s last reference to her place
of abode (1804:V01.6:370). Lee is aware that the letter is woman’s province and the
bulk of the novel is made up of women’s letters with a few written by Lord Westbury.
On one occasion when Sophia needs to write to Amelia Forrester because Cecilia, her
regular correspondent is ill, Sophia writes: “Let me see if our friend’s little desk
conveys any inspiration to me” (1804:Vo0l.5:295). Equally, receiving letters is
important for Sophia. When she is pregnant she writes to Cecilia asking Cecilia to
write back: “I mean to lay your letters under my pillow, as antidotes to the
melancholy books and melancholy lectures which my kind mother will so generously

lavish on this solemn occasion” (1804:Vol.6:74).

Letters are, of course, central to Cecilia’s life: they both destroy and save. After the

forgeries perpetrated by Lady Killarney and Eliza Rivers, which have succeeded in

v Perhaps Polwhele would allow this kind of botanising, since it does not unsex the female mind. If
she had published this novel early enough, he could have included Lee with the females who passed his
test such as Burney, More and Chapone (1798:lines 185-202).
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estranging Lord Westbury, Cecilia is persuaded to write him a letter with a demand to

know if she is released or not from her attachment to him. “Oh letter,” she writes:

fraught with my very fate, arrive at some happy moment of satiety and
regret. Recal to his mind the many which he has already received written by
the same hand and make him all that he ought to be, by obliging him to know
what he is. My whole soul is set upon this effort — this last, this only effort
(1804:Vol.3:269).

This letter is enclosed in a letter to her friend Amelia, and so is Lord Westbury’s cruel
reply which Cecilia labels a “killing letter” (1804:Vol.3:269). Earlier when still in
England, Cecilia is involved in a stagecoach accident, only to find the widow who has
befriended her has stolen her belongings; she is able to report in a letter to Amelia that
luckily the widow has not stolen her parcel of letters written to her by Lord Westbury.
The innkeeper at the inn where Cecilia is lying in a delirium recovering from the
shock of the accident, reads the letters and discovers they are from a nobleman, but
even more luckily, Cecilia reports that she burnt the covers so her own identity has
not been revealed, very important for Cecilia since Lord Westbury is still married to
his first wife at this point (1804:Vo0l.2:321). This allows the innkeeper to contact
Lord Westbury without Cecilia becoming incriminated in an illicit relationship. For
all Cecilia’s self-righteousness, she herself is not always beyond intercepting or
reading someone else’s letter. She first finds out about Lady Killarney, though not by
name, by reading Lord Westbury’s hidden correspondence. The irony is that she
knows only too well that she could become caught in a web of secret, stolen letters,
especially after returning to her own writing desk and finding a letter from Lord
Westbury: “Alas what volumes of his correspondence might, perhaps, be collected!
The most intolerable of all my pangs is, that, though I know these letters are such as
no woman ought to wish to receive, I am grieving that they should ever have been
addressed to any other than myself.” She is aware that some other woman “may in

turn, be lamenting my short, and, to her, invisible sway over him” (1804:Vol.1:266).

However, Cecilia retains the final ironical hold over the other characters by managing
to write letters on her deathbed which are delivered after her death, the ones to her
friend Amelia and to her husband with instructions for the education of her son and

her stepdaughters. Lee then has her final comment in order not only to tell the readers
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what happens to the rest of the characters, but also to explain how the letters come to
be collected. It is because of Sophia’s love for Cecilia that Sophia is “anxious to
collect and arrange the letters here given” (1804:V0l.6:370). Besides collecting
letters from her own and Cecilia’s correspondents, Sophia manages to find some
letters amongst Lord Westbury’s brother’s belongings after his death; and some she
buys off Eliza Rivers who is in prison. The story of the first part of Lady Killarney’s
life earlier comes into Cecilia’s possession when Lady Killarney carelessly leaves her
memoirs, in the form of letters to Eliza Rivers, lying on a seat in the convent garden.
They are found by Miss Fermor and given to Cecilia. The purloining and buying of
letters appears to be quite consistent with virtuous behaviour, if the writers of those
letters are wicked people. Lee suggests that, even if some of Cecilia’s letters can be
seen as self-incriminating, “the judgement which we pass on others, ought to be
considered as the test of our humanity; since we impeach the goodness of our own
hearts, if we do not doubt as long as doubt is possible” (1804:Vo0l.6:371). Asifto
ensure the readers judge the way Lee wants them to in Cecilia’s favour, she finishes
the novel with a monody full of praise for Cecilia’s virtues written by Lord Westbury
to his beloved wife (1804:V0l.6:371).

Cecilia is virtuous because she manages to control her passions. Lord Westbury,
writing to his friend Trevilian shortly after his marriage to Cecilia, asks his friend not
to discourse to him on the philosophy of happiness. He knows, he writes, that it
consists for women in the right regulation of the passions, and for men in finding a
rational discreet wife. He does admit, however, that “the trouble is men often make in
women the very faults for which we condemn them” (1804:Vol.5:104). His solution
for that is to find out as much as possible about the woman before marriage and then
to “yield and sway” by turns. He then allows Cecilia, who has been standing over his
shoulder as he writes, as if this itself is a symbol of a true marriage, to read what he
has written. He comments to his friend: “we ought to be very frugal in the use of that
treasure which we are obliged to spend a little of every day of our lives” (1804:Vol.5:
104). It seems to be a matter of yield rather than sway for the woman. Cecilia writes
to Amelia, how when she was envied by a woman whose husband committed suicide
because he had gambled away all their money, she, Cecilia, replied: “Custom
authorises his avowal of those feelings which custom obliges me to control... It is the

interest of every woman, as soon as she is married, to weigh all that may curtail or
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extend her enjoyments; and when I purpose going abroad, it is chiefly to endear the
hour of return” (1804:Vol.5:181)."® She admits that if Lord Westbury should take to
gambling she would remonstrate with him, but very carefully (1804:Vol.5:181).

Smith’s Desmond (1792) is a much more subtle novel than Lee’s because Smith is
able to balance Geraldine’s control of passions with her secondary woman character,
Josephine, who gives in to her passions. However, Smith does not make Josephine an
irretrievably wicked character like Lady Killarney. This is partly achieved by
Desmond’s and Josephine’s illegitimate child being adopted by Geraldine and
Desmond. The illegitimate child in Lee’s novel is the wicked Eliza Rivers, a
characteristic, Cecilia claims, that her illegitimacy makes inevitable. Smith’s subtlety
has allowed her to be more radical in her approach to women’s position in society.
Lee, while relinquishing her chance to make her plot more subtle by delineating Eliza
Rivers as a more rounded character, has at the same time made clear that there are
limits to a woman’s independence: in the end she must yield to her husband. If
Smith’s Geraldine is an example, as Watson argues (1994), of later “Julies” joining
the ranks of the Jacobins, Lee’s Cecilia is a Julie where Rousseau thinks she ought to
be — in her grave by the end of the novel: her transgressive thoughts indict her even if
her actions remain pure. A compromise situation between Smith’s and Lee’s is to be
found for the two/three heroines in Elizabeth Sara Villa Real Gooch’s novel, Truth

and Fiction (1801) which I examine in the next section.

6. Autonarration: Truth and Fiction in Elizabeth Sara Villa Real Gooch’s Truth
and Fiction (1801)

Elizabeth Sara Villa Real Gooch’s Truth and Fiction (1801) explores the situation of
three women through their letters: the novel has a curious structure whereby the main
part is a series of letters between two friends, Selina and Julia, with an occasional
letter from another woman, Theodora, who writes to Selina and whose letters Selina
forwards to Julia for comment. Theodora also includes a very long account written in
the first person by an Italian whom she finds living in the cellar of the Welsh castle to
which she has retired. The Italian’s story takes up over half the novel and it is from

his account that the three women learn about the importance of controlling their

18 A Channel 4 TV programme, Some of My Best Friends are Muslim, interviewed a young Muslim
woman who defended her husband’s right to polygamy in almost identical terms (17 August: 2003).
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passions. It presents a novel within a novel and allows Selina and Julia to comment
and to write poetry about his life. Theodora’s story parallels Gooch’s own life to some
extent, while Selina’s and more especially Julia’s travels around England allow
Gooch to compose what amounts to a travelogue of identifiable places and in some
cases of identifiable people. The Italian’s story is the fiction while the letters represent
the truth, although readers recognise that both “fiction” and “truth” within a novel are
fiction." |
In order to examine how Gooch structures the novel, I use the idea of autonarration
developed by Tilottama Rajan in her analysis of Mary Hays’ Memoirs of Emma
Courtney (1796). As Rajan explains:
Autonarration can be defined as a specific form of self-writing in which the
author writes her life as a fictional narrative, and thus consciously raises the
question of the relationship between experience and its narrativisation...Its
use tends to put the writer in a female subject position (1993:159).

Emma’s memoirs do the same work as letters because the memoirs are written
specifically for Augustus, Emma’s adopted son, so Hays has established this space for
Emma to write out her beliefs. Within those memoirs Emma inserts several letters
she wrote earlier in her life which make her beliefs as a younger woman stand out
more clearly from the slightly more guarded line she takes as the older woman.
Behind Emma, the memoir-writer and letter-writer, there is Hays the novel-writer.
Hays, and as I argue, Gooch, though to a lesser extent, understand how to use this
form for their own purposes. As Rajan says: “the epistolary form is a potentially
transgressive discourse, crossing the bounds of private space so as to say what cannot
be said in public, and claiming a presence and an immediacy that is impossible in
narrative as an account of the past” (1993:153). Rajan argues that even if
Emma’s/Hays’ purposes are not political to begin with they become so as she
establishes herself as a writing and therefore political subject. “The writer in leaving
the space of life for the text, ceases to be a transcendental ego and confesses her

situatedness as a historical subject” (1993:159).

Gooch is a clumsier and more verbose writer than Hays but she has more or less the
same purpose in writing her novel. Selina, Julia and Theodora are young women

struggling with their passions, just like Emma, and they become, like Emma, writing

11 examine the travel aspects of this novel in chapter 6.
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subjects. Rajan borrows Julia Kristeva’s (1984) ideas of the phenotext keeping the
genotext in order (Rajan:1993:160). In scientific terms, the genotype is the genetic
constitution of an individual while the phenotype is made up of the observable
characteristics of the individual resulting from the interaction of its genotype with the
environment. In Truth and Fiction, the phenotext is represented by the letters between
the three women, and the genotext by the Italian’s story. Julia and Selina discuss their
relationships with men, and comment on the men whom they might or might not
marry. The disastrous marriage of Selina’s younger sister is told by Selina in contrast
to herself who does not need to marry for money since her grandfather has left her an
in inheritance (1801:Vol.1:45). Later she tells Julia that she will not get married
unless she really loves the man (1801:Vol.1:237). She confesses that she has been
receiving letters secretly from a lover she met five years earlier (1801:Vol.1: 242).
Julia is sorry to hear of Selina’s troubles and says that the man who has been her
lover, Ferdinand, has sent back her letters and she has now burnt them. Later after
Julia hears that Selina’s sister’s husband has shot himself because of his debts, she
writes a poem on the subject of suicide to send to Selina (1801:Vo0l.4:120). Julia’s
letters continue with comments on the difficulties of women, particularly in her own
case because she has never had a mother to look after her and has been brought up by
her aunt. Julia sends Selina another poem on the loss of maternal love. Julia’s and
Selina’s final letters contain more comments on lovers and Julia admits that she loved
Ferdinand but never esteemed him. She is now trying to forget Ferdinand and love
Fenwick who is a friend of Selina’s lover and someone she already esteems. This is
what Julia learns from Antonio Genzano’s memoir which she receives from Theodora
via Selina. She is able to write her feelings down about that too in the form of a
sonnet: “Yes I have read and trembling read/Genzano’s tale of woe:/Each new
emotion in my heart I dread/Lest it become a fatal foe/And direful evils bring on my
devoted head” (Vol. 4:71). Julia and Selina learn from Genzano’s story which itself is

based on the experiences Gooch suffered in her own life.

Meanwhile, Gooch writes another side of her own life in the letters of Theodora, who
like Gooch, is the daughter of a Jewish Spanish/Portuguese grand/father and an
English Christian grand/mother. Gooch even gives her own names of Sara and
Elizabeth to the mother and aunt of Theodora. Gooch’s life is mirrored in that of

Theodora, including a failed marriage, a spell abroad because of debt and a period in a
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debtor’s prison. Theodora has settled in an old abbey in Wales which will give her
peace at last, partly because of the countryside and partly because she has access to
books and is able to write her life in letters to Selina. After Selina’s and Julia’s
marriage, she writes that she is glad they both seem to be happily married, but she will
not quit her abbey. Instead, she will erect a memorial to Genzano and his sad
memoir, which she has been given by Genzano himself before his death, since he was
living secretly in the cellars of the abbey. Genzano’s impossibly long narration of the
events of his life also mirror the kind of society that Gooch moved in as she went
between London and Paris looking for ways of making a living, working as courtesan,
mixing with princes and the aristocracy.?’ According to Rajan, the autonarrative
process has four zones of signification: first, the autobiographical pre-text which is
non-discursive and which constitutes the real; the second is the public life of the
author; the third is the phenotext, in this case the story as we have it in the novel; the
fourth, the genotext, an area of “affect and signification” that is less to do with the
plot or narrative than with the way we read the mental states of the characters lying
behind the narrative (Rajan:1993:175). The writers of the letters and the memoir
become extradiegetic narrators who are also characters in their own stories. There is
not always a one-to-one correspondence between the real life people in the first and
second zones with the characters in the third and fourth zones. As Rajan points out
when looking at Wollstonecraft’s Maria or the Wrongs of Woman (1798), Darnford is
both Imlay and Godwin so the process is not exactly autonarration. The same would
be true of Gooch’s novel, since Gooch herself is represented by Selina, Julia and
Theodora, and it would be Selina’s sister’s husband who represents Gooch’s husband;
but the idea of autonarration nevertheless helps to explain what is transpiring in the
novel and how both letters and memoirs make the elements of autonarration possible.
The site of autonarration becomes the site where women novelists can assume an
authority which they do not possess in society, neither in the pre-text nor in public

life.?! Gooch tried to access the public directly by writing an appeal about her

20 See Gooch’s autobiography: The Life of Mrs Gooch (1792).

2! This is a similar idea to Ballaster’s discussed in chapter 2, where the author takes refuge behind her
protagonist. But again, I argue that if the protagonist is weaker than the author (Emma Courtney loses
her lover and has to warn her adopted son against the danger of the passions), then the refuge does not
seem to be working.
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