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ABSTRACT 

The years 1 7 7 0  to 18 3 5  produced a cons iderable number of 

famous women poets . They were famous at a time when there was 

a con f l ict between the ideo logy of the femin ine and the 

imp l ications of being a publ i shed woman poet . Looking in 

particular at the most successful fema le poets of the per iod , 

I trace the var ious ways in which they perceived and dealt 

with that conf l ict in their lives and the ir poetry . I argue 

that the women poets of the per iod were a diverse group and 

cannot be regarded as homogeneous , and as such they responded 

to f ame dif ferently . They did , however , share some of the 

same ideological pressures , and I contend that they a l l  found 

fame more or less burdensome . 

In my f irst chapter I establ i sh the socio-histor ica l 

conditions in which the women poets were working , with 

particular reference to the pos ition of poetry dur ing the 

per iod . I n  my second chapter I examine the women poets ( More , 

Barbauld , Seward , and Wi l l iams ) who were directly inf luenced 

by the Bluestocking group , looking at the ir exper ience of f ame 

and how fame is treated in the ir poetry . My th ird chapter 

focuses on the most successful women poets of the 1 7 9 0 s  -­

Smith , Years ley , and Robinson . I n  my fourth chapter I look at 

the ef fect that the instab i l ity of the 1 7 9 0 s  had on the l ater 

women poets . I a l so invest igate how fame appears in the works 



of some of  the lesser-known , and some of  the more 

conservat ive , women poets , as wel l  as cons idering the 

important f igure of Joanna Ba i l l ie . 

i i i  

My f ina l two chapters concentrate on the two most famous 

women poets of the period , Felicia Hemans and Letitia Landon 

respectively . I examine the impact of their phenomena l f ame 

on the ir l ives and trace the ir poetry ' s  concern with the 

e f f ects of fame on a woman . 
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INTRODUCTION 

Pressed to name any women poets of the Romantic 

Period , one might come up with Dorothy Wordsworth , Mary 

She l l ey ,  and , perhaps , Anne Radc l i f fe ,  before exhaust ing 

one ' s  repertoire , though none of these women were famous 

primari ly as poets . Yet J .  R .  de J .  Jackson ' s  

bibl iography l ists 1 4 0 3  volumes , by about 9 0 0  women 

poets , pub l i shed dur ing what we have commonly termed "the 

Romanti c  Peri od . " 1 Some of these women poets experi enced 

unprecedented contemporary fame , featur ing in newspapers , 

cartoons , portra its , per iodicals , and pamphlets , often on 

both s ides of the Atlantic . It was an age of  increas ing 

l iteracy , increasing population , and increasing 

pub l i cation . It was dur ing this period that wr iters 

f irst concerned themselves with the idea of a mass 

audience . I t  was also during this per iod that women 

f irst entered the literary market in large numbers , both 

as consumers and as producers . Furthermore ,  it was in 

thi s  period that people could achieve fame in their 

l i fet ime in the way that we conceive of  fame now : Anne 

1 

1For the purposes of this study I have decided to use the 
dates 17 7 0  to 18 3 5  inclusive , in order to encompass Anna 
Barbau ld ' s  f irst volume and the last maj or poetica l  publ i cat ions 
of Letitia Landon , a lthough rea l ising that th is constructs an 
art i f i c i a l  boundary in the history of women ' s  writing . ( Landon 
d ied in 1 8 3 8  but her maj or poetical works were pub l i shed before 
1 8 3 5 . }  These are a l so the dates that Jackson sett les for in h i s  
bibl iography Romantic Poetry by Women : A Bibliography, 1 7 7 0 - 18 3 5  
( Oxford : C larendon , 199 3 } . 
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Mel lor refers to Let itia Landon , poetes s  of the 18 2 0s , a s  

one o f  the f irst media-created " stars " (Me l lor , 

Romantic ism 1 2 1 ) . But what did stardom , " fame , " mean to 

a woman poet? 

It is  interesting that references to fame commonly 

express it metaphor ica l ly as a rise to some great peak . 

Thi s  choice of metaphor suggests that fame is a des irabl e  

attainment , a pos it ive achievement . There are 

connotations , too , in the idea of the c l imb ,  of hard work 

and determination to achieve fame , and of ris ing in 

i s ol at ion above the masses . Also imp l ic it in the 

metaphor is the eventual desc ent from the peak , or the 

f a l l  into obl ivion . In fact , the metaphor seems to 

embody certain Romantic va lues , that i s ,  the elevat ion 

and the importanc e  of the individual and "an ongoing , 

enthusiast ic engagement with the creative energy of both 

nature and the human mind , an engagement that 

acknowledges human l imitations . . . but nonetheless 

c ontinues in a dialectica l ,  perhaps ever-to-be­

frustrated , yearning for transcendence and endur ing 

meaning "  { Mel lor , "Why" 2 7 7 ) . If the metaphor is one we 

have inher ited from the tenets of Romantic ism then it i s  

a lso a mascu l ine metaphor . Numerou s critics have 

demonstrated that Romantic ism has a gender and that many 

of the l iterary practices we adhere to today are founded 



on Romant ic concepts . 2 It seems pertinent , then , to ask 

what experience of fame the woman poet of the Romantic 

Per iod had . Did she rise to a great he ight , elevated 
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above the common person by her own industry? Or was fame 

for the woman poet in fact more of a descent , a fa l l  from 

her proper role as a woman? 

Women poets of the Romantic Per iod became pub l ic 

f igures in a different manner to the i r  ma le peers . The i r  

persons and personal ities loomed larger than the ir 

written texts -- something they constantly batt led 

aga inst , or else tried to accommodate , reconc i l e  with , or 

exp loit ( Pascoe , Staging 2 3 7 } . Many women poets were a 

part of the publ ic discourse of the ir time , a t ime that 

prescribed for women a domest ic , pri vate role . During 

the Romantic Period , women wr iters in general struggled 

aga inst the soc i a l  and psychological  force of the idea o f  

proper o r  innate femininity t o  create their own 

profess iona l identity ( Poovey x ) . Poovey names the 

"Proper Lady" ( a s  constructed in the period ' s  conduct 

books , periodic a ls , diaries , nove ls etc . ) as representi ng 

the cu lture ' s  definition of femininity , and therefore the 

f igure that women of the per iod aspired to ( x i )  . She 

embodied propriety , virtue , modesty , and other " natura l "  

feminine qua l it ies . The pub l i shing woman plac ed herse l f  

2See Marlon Ross ' s  The Contours o f  Mascu l ine Des ire : 
Romantic ism and the Rise of Women ' s  Poetry (New York : Oxford UP , 
19 8 9 } , and Anne K .  Mel lor ' s  Romant ic ism and Gender ( New Y ork : 
Rou tledge , 1 9 9 3 ) , for example . 



at odds with this  definition of her femininity because 

de l iberately writ ing for pub l ication j eopardised her 

modesty , ca l l ing attention to woman as sub j ect ( Poovey 

3 6 ) . The conf l ict between the ideol ogy of the feminine 

and the ''mascu l ine" nature of pub l ic ation informs the 

women poets ' experience of fame . 
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Because the period was a time o f  soc ial change , the 

experienc es of the women poets vary over the years in 

question . The issues this thes is hopes to eluc idate , 

focus i ng on those poets who were we l l  known , are the 

imp l ications of fame for the l ives of the women poets , 

the construction of fame in their poetry (part icu lar ly 

poems that focu s on the woman as artist) , and the changes 

that occur in their responses to and experiences of f ame 

during a s ixty-five-year per iod . My first chapter 

provides an out l ine of the soc ial  and l iterary c l imate 

that the women poets of the per iod were work ing in . The 

sub sequ ent three chapters look at c lusters of famou s  

women poets , the women being grouped together loose l y  on 

the b a s i s  of chronology and ideological out look . Hannah 

More , Anna Let itia Barbau ld , Anna Seward , and Helen Mar ia 

Wi l l iams are discussed in my second chapter ; Char lotte 

Smith , Ann Yearsley , and Mary Rob inson feature in my 

third chapter ; and the fourth chapter looks at a number 

of women poets , inc luding Jane West , Anne Grant , I sabe l la 

Lickb arrow , and Joanna Bai l l ie . The f ina l two chapters 

discuss the " feminine poetesses'' Fel ic i a  Hemans and 



Letitia Landon respectively . 

In examining the Romantic women poets ' works with 

regard to the s igni f icance of fame in their l ives and 

the ir poetry , I have chosen a soc io-histor ica l  heuristic 

as the most appropriate . As we l l  as examining the 

appearanc e  of fame in her poetry , for each poet I sha l l  

look at the biographical  deta i l s  that shed l i ght on her 

experienc e  of fame . It seems to me methodologica l ly 

acceptable to discuss women ' s  biographies along with 

their texts , particu larly when looking at the subj ect o f  

fame , as the ir l ives are so integra l t o  their writ ings , 

and , in their own time , were as much a text before the 

public as their poetry . The approach I have adopted i s  

a lso informed by a feminist analys i s ,  speci f ica l ly Anglo-

American feminism ,  and here I have been espec ia l ly 

inf luenced by Anne Me llor ' s  assessment of th is  

methodology : 

Feminist critics working in this  Anglo-American 
tradition have developed a method that Ela ine 
Showa lter has chr istened " gynocrit icism , " a working 
hypothes i s  that women both write and read 
d i fferently from men . The role of the critic i s  to 
def ine these differences , locating them both in the 
part icu lar biographical experiences of the wr iters 
and readers and in the more genera l cu ltural 
ideology that conditions both the behaviour patterns 
and the modes of discourse ava i lable to men and 
women . ( " On Romantic ism"  4 )  

As Angela Leighton has argued in her Introduction to 

Victorian Women Poets : Writing Against the Heart , this 

h istoric a l -biographical  approach , while  not very 

5 
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fashionable , has particular merit when appl ied to women ' s  

wr iting because "to ignore the author i a l  name , and a l l  

the historical and biographical informat ion that goes 

w ith i t ,  would be to lose , not only an a lready lost 

h istory of women ' s  writing , but also the rationa le for 

wri ting about women poets at a l l '' ( 4 ) . 

Numerous feminist critics have endorsed this  

approach to women ' s  writing . Mary Poovey argues for the 

va l idity of biographical mater ial because feminist 

cr iticism imp l ic itly argues for an expans ion of 

interpretive perspectives . A pr imary a ssumption of 

feminism is that a woman ' s  gender mater ia lly af fects her 

economic , pol itic a l , cultural , psychological , and 

imaginative pos ition within soc iety , so feminism 

recognises the connect ions among a l l  spheres of an 

individua l ' s  l i fe ( Poovey xvi i i ) . Donna Landry a l so 

favours the use of biographical information and other 

r e levant deta i l s  in the analys is of women ' s  wr it ing : "the 

materia l condition of a text ' s  production , inc luding 

. ' biographica l  knowledge ' and knowledge of relat ions 

o f  patronage , subscript ion , publ ication , and reception 

are part of the text as such and not 'contextua l , ' that 

i s , supplementary or secondary" ( Landry , Muses 2 5 2 ) . 

As ind icated above , Leighton s imi larly feels it i s  

important t o  recover the lost history of women ' s  wr it ing , 

and that inc ludes biographical and social deta i l s  as wel l  
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as the texts themse lves . For her , "to offer biographica l  

informat ion is  not therefore to subscribe t o  some form of 

author i a l  intentional ism" ( Leighton 4 ) . As far as she is 

concerned , woman and poet , l i fe and works , one aspect of 

the author ' s  psyche and another , are not necessari ly 

cau sa l ly related but neither are they unrelated . " The 

se l f  who l ives is not the same self who wr ites , but that 

is not to say that the first is s imply irrelevant and 

' dead ' " ( Leighton 4 - 5 ) . Cheryl Turner a l so advocates an 

interd isc ipl inary approach between history , l iterary 

c r itic i sm and feminism , seeing such an approach as be ing 

important for examining the soc ial  forces on writers ( 2 ) . 

As Turner notes , soc ia l , cu ltura l and economic forces 

were d i f ferent for women writers as compared to men , and 

these factors d i fferentiate the ir writing from men ' s  

writing ( 3 ) . 

It is only in the last decade or so that the women 

poets of the Romantic Period have become accessible to 

the reading pub l ic again . The Garland fac s imile reprints 

in the 19 7 0 s were one of the f irst efforts to make the ir 

poetry ava i lable . The more recent Woodstock series 

' 'Revo lution and Romantic ism" inc ludes a number of women 

wr iters , and Routledge has recently published a twelve­

vo lume col lection entitled The Romantics : Women Poets 

1 7 7 0 - 1 8 3 0  ( 19 9 5 ) . Severa l anthologies have been 

pub l i shed rec ently that either focus exc lus ively on women 

poets or begin to inc lude them a longs ide their ma l e  
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contemporaries : those edited by Lonsda le , Breen , McGann , 

and Ashf ield are conspicuou s among these . 3 S im i larly , 

more and more works of single authors are being re-edited 

or repri nted : McCarthy ' s  edition of Barbauld and curran ' s  

edition of Smith , for examp le . These volumes have a l l  

been usefu l  in supplementing my primary sourc e  for 

women ' s  poetry of the period , the Chadwyck-Hea l ey Engl ish 

Poetry Fu l l-Text Database . The Eighteenth Century 

database on micro f i lm has a lso been a rich source of 

women ' s  poetry before 1 8 0 0 . I have a lso been fortunate 

to have had access to some ear ly edit ions of the women 

poets ' works . Because of the var ious media of my textual 

sources , I have chosen , when quot ing any poem in the body 

of my thes is , to supply only its author and t itle . 

Readers wi shing to consu lt the poems at length can refer 

to my l ist of Works Consu lted , where all ind iv idu a l  

authors c ited have ( often mu ltiple)  source references . 

I hope that this thes is , as wel l  as examining the 

issues I have identified ,  w i l l  serve to ra ise awareness 

of not only the sheer volume of women publ ishing ,  but 

a l so the extent of their f ame . The women poets I focus 

on were wel l  respected and extreme ly popular i n  the ir own 

3Roger Lonsdale , ed . , E ighteenth-Century Women Poets 
(Oxford : Oxford UP , 199 0 ) ; Jennifer Breen , ed . , Women Romantic 
Poets 1 7 8 5 - 18 3 2 : An Anthology ( London : Everyman ' s  L i brary , 1 9 9 2 ) ; 
Jerome J .  McGann , ed . , The New Oxford Book of Romantic Period 
Verse ( Oxford : Oxford UP , 1 9 9 3 ) ;  Andrew Ashfield , ed . ,  Women 
Romantic Poets,  1 7 7 0 - 18 3 8 : An Anthology ( Manchester : Manchester 
UP , 1 9 9 5 ) . 
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t ime , and deserve to be rescued from ob l ivion by a more 

comprehens ive l iterary history than that which has 

prevai led until now . They came from a variety of 

backgrounds and led lives that were in many respects very 

different from one another , but they did share two 

important aspects of experience , namely their gender and 

the ir fame . Did being a woman af fect a poet ' s  response 

to fame , or d id being famous affect a poet ' s  perception 

of herself a s  a woman? And , did the common exper ienc e  of 

gender and f ame unify the women poets and e l ic it s im i lar 

poetic expressions of that exper ience , or were there 

s ign i f icant differences between their responses? These 

are the questions I hope to answer . 
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CHAPTER ONE 

WOMEN AND POETRY, 1770 TO 1835 

i Women Readers 

The tradit iona l demarcat ion of the Br itish Romant ic 

Period , roughly bounded by the publ ication of the Songs 

of Innoc ence ( 17 8 9 )  at one end and the death of Coleridge 

( 18 3 4 )  at the other , identifies the importance of (ma l e )  

poetry t o  Romantic ideology . Yet the role of women in 

the field of l iterature , inc luding poetry , dur ing the 

years 1 7 7 0  to 18 3 5  was an ever-increas ing one , both as 

producers and consumers . Women partic ipated in print 

culture as wr iters , patrons , and readers . 

The ir role a s  readers was nurtured by the growth of 

the per iodic a l  press , c irculating l ibrar ies , and fema le 

l iteracy . Due to changes in education , most ly agitated 

for by Dissenting groups , more women became l iterate 

dur ing these years than ever before . Coupled w ith an 

i ncrease in leisure t ime , thanks to forces such as 

i ncreased wealth and redef inition of a woman ' s  role in 

the home , this  l iteracy contributed to an increased 

market for l iterature (Turner 1 5 ) . To some extent the 

f ema le audience undermined the tradit iona l market for 

poetry because , a lthough women were l iterate , they were 
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not necessar i ly class ica l ly educated . Thi s  meant that 

the traditiona l market that catered to the (largely ma l e )  

aristocracy and gentry was expanded t o  inc lude genres 

that required l ittle or no classical education , such as 

the nove l . 

Most ma le authors of the per iod had someth ing 

derogatory to say about the mass audience in genera l .  

Keats and Wordsworth both vowed to wr ite for posterity , 

and in 1 8 2 9  Char les Lamb declared : " Damn the age ! I w i l l  

wr ite for ant iquity" (qtd . i n  Gaul l  13 } . The advent o f  

large numbers o f  women readers was one aspect of mass 

readership the ma le poets found part icularly burdensome . 

A friend of Keats ' reported that he did "not want ladies 

to read his poetry : he wr ites for men" (qtd . in Lonsda le 

x l i ) . Keats also went so far as to claim he wou ld rather 

avoid publ ishing altogether , simultaneous ly express i ng 

distaste for the mass audience and fema le readers by 

preferring the s ingular to the plural  and exc luding woman 

a ltogether : " ·  . .  I would l ike to compose things 

honourable to Man - - but not fingerable over by Men " 

(qtd . in Gau l l  1 5 } . 

Literature , and i n  part icular , poetry , had a lways 

been constructed as mascul ine , and the poets were used to 

providing works for a wel l-educated and discriminating 

audi ence . The changes in the marketplace meant the ir 

work had not only to compete with the writing of women 
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and lower-c lass men but also was avai lable to a mass , and 

not necessar i ly discerning , audience -- although Lee 

Erickson points out that in 18 10 , when England ' s  

popu lation was 1 1  mi l l ion , a book in great demand sold 

on ly 1 0 - 2 0  thousand cop ies , and even though the 

circulat ing l ibrar ies brought books to the midd l e  

c l asses , these comprised only another ten percent of the 

popu lation ( Erickson 8 9 6 ) . The ma le poets feared that an 

audience that consisted largely of women would lower the 

standard of l iterature , as it had to appea l to the lowest 

common denominator in terms of intel lectual a b i l ity . 

However , desp ite the contemporary preoccupat ion with the 

number of women readers , women never actua l ly numer ica l ly 

dominated audiences (Turner 13 6 )  .4 The fuss over the 

concept of a fema le audience can be interpreted as a 

react ion aga inst change in both fema le behaviour and the 

l iterary marketplace . The hostile and critical  response 

to ent ities such as the circulating l ibraries shows a 

soc i a l  unease about the changing role of women as we l l  as 

concern about the commercial isation of l iterature ( Turner 

1 3  7 )  . 

Women readers could gain access to literature in a 

var iety o f  ways , including subscribing to volumes andjor 

per iodicals or exchanging copies between friends , but 

4For examp l e , Jan Fergus traces the growth of periodica l 
readership by women and , despite showing large increases over 
four decades , the proportion of women subscribing to maga z ines 
by 1 7 8 0  was sti l l  only 1 6 . 7 % ( Fergus 5 3 ) . 
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undoubtedly one of the most inf luential  and controversial  

methods of dis seminating l iterature to  women was via  the 

c irculat ing l i braries . The c irculating libraries brought 

books to those in the middle c lasses who could not a f f ord 

to buy them , and extended access to l iterature of a l l  

genres . Such l ibrar ies often included women ' s  wr iting 

from both the seventeenth and eighteenth centur ies , and 

they provided excel lent di str ibution centres for 

l iterature , especi a l ly women ' s  novels  (Turner 1 3 5 - 3 6 ) . 

It was on account of these novels , such as those 

pub l ished by the Minerva Press , that the circulat ing 

l ibrar ies attracted cr iticism . 5 It was felt , or feared , 

that giving women easy access to the type of l iterature 

the l ibrar ies held would f i l l  the weak fema le mind with 

romantic delus ions that would render young women in 

part icular unf it for marr iage . More ins idious ly , there 

was the worry that there would be no censorship of 

women ' s  reading and thus areas of knowledge that women 

had previous ly been exc luded from would be revea led to 

them . In other words , the patriarcha l control  over what 

women read was threatened , meaning the new habit of 

fema le reading had the potential  to subvert the status 

quo of a ma le-dominated l iterary scene , and , more 

importantly , a ma l e-dominated soc iety {Turner 13 7 ) . 

5The Minerva Press was an entrepreneur ial venture of the 
successful publ i sher Wi l l iam Lane , and was famous for its l ow­
brow novels  of pass ion and romance a imed at women readers . 



1 4  

i i  Women Wr iters 

The number of women writers , however , was perhaps 

more feared by the ma le poets than the number of women 

readers . Women poets were regarded with part icular 

trep idation because poetry had trad it ionally been sea l ed 

o f f  as a ma le , upper-class rea lm , requ iring both birth 

and breeding as wel l  as a class ical education and 

exc lus ive standards of shared taste ( Curran , ''Women" 

1 8 2 ) . The prol i ferat ion of women poets , amongst other 

factors , threatened to disrupt this old order . To assess 

the impact of women poets on the l iterary scene between 

1 7 7 0  and 1 8 3 5  it is important to examine some relevant 

h i stor ical background : f irst , their precursors ;  secondly , 

the ir l iterary marketplace ; and thirdly , the ir social 

c ircumstances . 

In the late seventeenth and early e ighteenth 

centuries poetry was wel l  establ ished in the repertoire 

of l iterary women ( Turner 1 2 1 ) , as is shown by even a 

curs ory glance at Janet Todd ' s  Dictionary of Briti sh and 

American Women Wr iters 1 6 6 0- 18 0 0 . Wr iting poetry , 

however , was far more common for women o f  ( and prior to ) 

the early e ighteenth century , than pub l i shing poetry . 

Some women wrote poetry professiona l ly ,  such a s  Aphra 

Behn , but the maj ority of women poets wrote without 

contemplating publ ication . Publ ication was usua l ly the 

result of f ame already achieved through poems circulating 



in manuscript among the author ' s  c lass (Greer et a l . 6 ) . 

For examp l e , Katherine Phi l ips was a celebrated woman 

poet who circulated her poetry privately in manuscript 

before publ ishing . In contrast , Aphra Behn preferred 

pub l i cation because as a professiona l wr iter she had 

everyth ing to gain and nothing to lose by taking publ i c  

credit for her own work ( J .  Stevenson 4 4 ) . 

1 5  

Writing for publ icat ion subj ected the women poets to 

the mercy of the bookse l lers and the publ ic : 

Their self-esteem was cal led van ity and their 
courage impertinence , whi le their des ire to 
communicate was interpreted as exhibit ionism . The 
booksel lers pushed them into a notor iety that ru ined 
the ir l ives , and then dumped them . (Greer et al . 
2 0 }  

The profess iona l women poets character istica l ly had 

mora l ly suspect private l ives , according to contemporary 

values , and because of this publ ishing was cons idered 

mora l ly dubious for women . Wr it ing for money a l so had 

connotat ions of manua l labour which upper-class women 

wanted to avoid . Consequently , much of women ' s  early 

poetry rema ined in manuscript form , and consequentl y ,  

much of i t  has been lost . By 1 6 8 0 , however , several  

col lections of  poems by women had appeared and a fter 1 7 0 0  

the number increased dramatica l ly - - partly due to 

increased l iteracy , the establ ishment of newspapers , and 

the expansion of the publish ing industry (Ful lard 1 ) . 

The occas ional , somet imes posthumous , publications of 

women soc i a l ly more respectable than the professional 
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writers (such a s  Elizabeth Rowe and Lady Winch i l s ea ) , 

gradua l ly served to make publ icat ion more acceptable f or 

women , albeit under certa in conditions . 

From the 1 7 3 0 s onwards it became increasingly norma l 

for women to write poetry for publication . They 

pub l i shed the ir own volumes , contributed to per iodical s  

and miscel lanies , and were often anthologised . A two­

volume col lection of Poems by Eminent Ladies in 1 7 5 5  

conta ined works b y  18  poets , while the second edit ion i n  

1 7 8 0 had 3 3  contr ibutors . John Duncombe publ ished The 

Feminiad; or, Fema le Gen ius , A Poem in 1 7 5 4 , which was 

often repr inted and served as a ro l lca l l  of women notab le 

for wit and l earning since the Restoration . Pra ise for 

women wr iters was , however , not uncond itiona l .  Duncombe 

censured l icentious wr iting of the type associated with 

Behn , Delar iviere Manley , E l i z a  Haywood , and Susanna 

Cent l ivre , and he also warned women about becoming 

conce ited and a l lowing the ir l earning to interfere with 

the ir domestic duties ( K .  Wi l l iamson 2 7 4 -7 5 ) . 

One of the most inf luent ial groups of women writers , 

including poets , was the network which or iginated in the 

middl e  of the e ighteenth century and became known as "the 

B luestockings . "  These highly respectable , and genera l l y  

upper-class , intel lectua l women led impeccable personal 

l ives and e l evated publishing for women , showing that 

women could publish and yet retain an unblemished 
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reputation . The ear ly generation of "Blues " was at its 

peak from about 1760  to 1 7 8 0 . The ir wealth and 

connections a l lowed them to foster a large aud ience , make 

money and support other women . They inc luded mal e  

luminaries in their circle , such as Samuel Johnson , and 

were famous for their virtue as much as for their 

l iterary achievements (Curran , "Women" 18 0 ) . They 

be lieved in the intel lectua l equa l ity of men and women 

and sought to compete with men on their own ground , but 

without a ltering the social hierarchy in any way . As 

inte l l ectua l women they sought to r ise above the 

frivol ity and l ewdness traditiona l ly associated with the 

woman wr iter and to raise the status of the ir sex in 

genera l (Todd , S ign 13 4 ) . That is , they vi sua l ised 

themse lves as part of an ongoing l iterary trad ition 

rather than a particularly " fema le" literary l ineage . I n  

poetry , and other l iterary genres , they fol lowed 

c lassical mode l s . They also worked together to nurture 

other women ' s  writing and poeticis ing by acting as 

patrons and fac i l itating publ icat ion . The ir inf luence on 

l iterary culture was important and far-reaching . 

As wel l  as an awareness of their fema le precursors , 

an understanding of women ' s  exper ience of the l iterary 

marketplace is important to the study of women poets of 

the Romantic Per iod . The pos ition of women ' s  poetry in 

that marketplace was affected by the changing standing of 

poetry in genera l .  Cons iderable time and energy was put 
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i nto def ining the nature , status , and role o f  the poet 

during the Romanti c  Per iod . Severa l i nteracting cultur a l  

and social  factors contr ibuted t o  this . One of these was 

the move to a l iterary marketplace driven by commerc i a l  

forces . Previously , poets had been part of the e l ite of  

soc iety , genera l ly we l l-pos it ioned soc ia l ly and therefore 

wel l-educated . Their views had been endorsed by the 

upper classes through the system of patronage and they 

were secure in the ir high soc ial status . A l iterary 

market based on competit ion and money posed a huge threat 

to the secur ity of the poet . 

As we l l  as a genera l shi ft to more capita l i st va lues 

i n  society , the advances that occurred in printing 

technology contr ibuted to the precar iousness of the 

poet ' s  pos ition after about 18 2 0 . Lee Er ickson ' s  study 

of  the impact of technological changes in printing argues 

that changes in reading behaviour (such as the eventua l 

margina l isat ion of poetry in favour of the nove l )  , both 

ref lect and anticipate change in the conditions of  

l iterary production (Erickson 9 0 7 - 08 ) . Erickson c l a ims 

that the popularity of poetry in the first two decades of 

the nineteenth century was in part attr ibutable to the 

r i se in paper costs after the French Revo lution 

(previous ly paper had been made from rags imported from 

France ) . Pub l i shers favoured the cheaper printing of 

volumes of  poetry over diffuse prose , and thi s ,  a l ong 

with the fad for verse as a drawing-room accomp l i shment , 
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encouraged readers , who could afford fewer books , to  

purchase poetry (Erickson 8 9 4 -95 ) . Advances in  

papermaking and typesetting , however , made printi ng 

cheaper and the publishers began to favour period ica l s  

and newspapers for thei r  appea l to a large audience 

(Er i ckson 907 ) . These forms lent themselves to the 

ser i a l isation of fiction and to short stories , and these 

became popular with the reading publ ic . They also 

encouraged contr ibut ions of poetry by amateurs that both 

underm ined the earnings of the profess iona l poets and 

lowered the standards of poetry , so high-leve l poetry 

writ ing became increasingly marg ina l i sed (Erickson 8 9 9 -

9 0 0 )  . 

The status of the poet during the Romantic Per iod 

was a l so affected by various other factors . There was a 

gradua l move from the h ighly strat if ied soc ial  system of 

the eighteenth century , where pos it ion was large ly 

determined by birth , to a social structure that more 

readi ly a l lowed social mobi l ity . There was a growing 

emphas is  on the pr imacy of the "truth " of science over 

the "truth " to be found in l iterature , an emphas i s  

consistent with the r i s e  o f  ut i l itar ianism ,  which 

cha l lenged the practica l value of the arts in genera l .  

And there was the ever- increas ing l iteracy of the 

popu lation , the demand of that popul ation for reading 

matter , the broadening and diversif ication of the middle 

c la s ses , the abi l ity of the pub l ic to pay for books , the 



spread o f  c irculating l ibraries , advances in pri nting 

techno logy , and the expans ion of the periodical press , 

a l l  of which meant that poets , including women , could 

reach a large market without the need for old-style 

patronage (Berl iner 4 4 ) . 

2 0  

The move from an e l itist perception of poetry 

wr iting to a l iterary marketplace necessari ly involved a 

change in the social circumstances of poets . For women , 

the not ion of a poem as a marketable commod ity changed 

fema le poetry from ari stocratic scribbl ing to bourgeoi s  

pub l i sh ing , where the writer had a sociomoral obl igation 

to the state to civil ise society (Ross 1 9 2 ) . The 

Bluestockings as a group provided a kind of i ntermed iate 

stage for this  change . They br idged the gap between 

ar i stocracy and bourgeo isie in that they were upper-class 

women , but they also partic ipated in the marketp l ace . 

The generation of women poets that followed them , a few 

of whom were their protegees ,  represented a change in the 

type of woman typica l ly pub l i shing poetry . Mar l on Ross 

ident i f ies the move from the ear ly Bluestocki ng poets to 

the next wave of women poets as a move from the upper to 

the midd l e  c lass , from leisured thinkers to act ive doers , 

from women who served as distant patrons to women 

immersed in the pol itical and social l i fe of the midd l e  

and lower classes , and from the rich to the poor (19 2 ) .  

These are , of course , genera l isat ions , but they hold true 

for many of the women poets from 1 7 7 0  to 18 3 5 . 
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The shift in class of the women poets who came a fter 

the B luestockings was inf luenced by severa l factors . As 

Gary Kel ly emphasises , this historical period was one o f  

cultural revolut ion where power was shi fting from the 

aristocracy to the middle classes . (Kathryn Sheve low 

r ight ly reminds us that references to the "middle c l a s s "  

should refer t o  a n  ideology in the process of formati on 

rather than an established social group at this  po int (9 -

1 0 )  . )  Kel ly argues that "woman " was constructed "to 

represent a profess iona l middle-class discourse of 

subj ectivity as opposed to communa l or court soc iabi l ity ,  

' nature ' rather than decadent ' civi l isat ion ' , domestic i ty 

as opposed to the public and po l itical  spheres , and the 

' nat iona l ' culture , ident ity , and dest iny rather than 

local , temporary , narrow interests of rank or region" 

(Women 4 ) . Hence , the high public pro f i le or fame of the 

mora l i s ing and ref ining middle-class woman poet was an 

important part of the cultural revo lut ion . 

The increas ing l iteracy and education of middle­

c lass women were also important in urging them into 

print . Access to education was an important i ssue for 

women , and many women writers were associated with the 

c lergy . The daughters or wives of the clergy had the 

practical advantage of access to books unava i lable to 

other women . Some women were fortunate enough to have 

l iberal parents who provided them with a good educat ion 

- - Anna Seward for example -- whi l e  others were 
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autodidacts , such as Mat i lda Betham , who educated hersel f  

from her father ' s  l ibrary . The Angl ican Church did not 

stress women ' s  education but both the Quakers and the 

Methodists did , even encouraging the publication o f  

spiritua l works . Di ssenters encouraged educat ion in 

letters beyond religious materials -- benef iting such 

women as Anna Barbauld , Helen Maria Wi l l iams , Arne l ia 

Opie ,  Mary Wo l lstonecraft , and Mary Hays . The Dissenters 

also seemed to be more involved in pol it ics , constant ly 

pushing for reform (Todd , Dict ionary 4 - 5 ) . 

Apart from a movement in class , Ross a lso notes the 

shift from women poets who were leisured th inkers to 

those who were active doers , and from those who provided 

d istant support for the less fortunate to those who 

actively invo lved themselves in social service . Much of  

women ' s  phi lanthropy in the eighteenth century was 

d irected at other women , and l iterature became an 

e f fect ive too l for such efforts . As women were 

author i sed to write poetry to mora l ly upl i ft and to 

c iv i l ise society , they became more involved in soc i a l  

i ssues . Many women wrote on social and pol itica l  i ssues 

under the guise of mora l guidance : for example , Helen 

Mar ia Wi l l iams , Ann Years ley , and Hannah More a l l  wrote 

poems against the s lave trade . More is the l iterary 

woman who best represents the phenomenon of change from 

theor ist to participant : she was involved in phi lanthropy 

and evangel ism throughout her long writing career . 



The move from upper to middle class a l so often 

represented a move from the wea lthy to the re l atively 

poor , and the economic pressure to publ i sh increased . 

2 3  

The need for money was often a motivat ion for pub l icat ion 

of poetry , with many of the professiona l women poets 

being forced into publ icat ion through a combinat ion of 

f inanc i a l  and family circumstances . The opportunity for 

soc ia l  mob i l ity a lso encouraged pub l i cation , particularly 

in the n ineteenth century among the middle c la sses . It 

was important for the lower-c lass women poets too , 

however , a l lowing Ann Years ley , for example , to progress 

from mi lkwoman to l ibrarian . 

Age seems not to have been a s ignif icant factor in 

choos ing to publ ish . Chi ld prodigies published the ir 

verse a s  young as  14 (Smith ) and 15 (Hemans ) ,  whereas 

Anne Grant d id not publish unt i l  she was 53 . In 

contrast , marital status does seem to have been 

s igni f i cant : there were not many women who managed to 

combine a successful marriage with a poet ic career . The 

maj ority of publishing women poets appear to have been 

s ingle , separated , or widowed . Amel ia Opie is a notable 

except ion to this rul e ,  her husband encouraging her to 

turn her hobby of writing i nto a profession , apparentl y  

t o  keep her away from the s ocial whirl of London soc i ety 

that she was so fond of (Re iman , Introduction to E l egy  

v i ) . 
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i i i  Publishing Poetry 

Dur ing the Romantic Period the numbers of women 

pub l i shing poetry increased steadily . Jackson shows that 

in total 25 8 4  edit ions of women ' s  poetry were publ ished 

between 1 7 7 0  and 1835 , 1 4 0 2  of these being f irst edit ions 

of works by some 9 0 0  women ( xxi i ;  3 9 2 -9 4 ) . Clear ly women 

had experienced f inancial pressure before 1 7 7 0  and 

undoubtedly there had a lways been women with l iterary 

ambition , so why did so many women begin to pub l i sh 

poetry in this period? Apart from the influence of  the 

B luestockings and the changes in printing technol ogy , 

Mary Poovey identif ies two other factors that opened the 

field of publ ish ing to women in part icular : the r ise of 

sens i b i l ity and the decline of patronage (Poovey 3 6 -3 8 ) .  

Sens ibi l ity as a phenomenon legitimi sed women ' s  

writing as the spontaneous expression of feel ing : " an 

innate sens it iveness or suscept ibil ity revea l ing itself 

in a var iety of spontaneous activit ies" (Todd , 

Sens ibi l ity 7 ) . ( The value placed on spontane ity a l s o  

authorised and made fashionable the work o f  work ing-class 

or "primitive " poets . )  Sens ibi l ity privi leged the 

subj ective over the social se lf , as did Romanti c i sm ,  

supposedly privileging the domest ic affections and 

theref ore the feminine sphere (Kelly , "Revo lut ionary'' 

1 1 2 - 13 ) . Women poets could express themselves in its 

conventi onal diction and exa lt their own sens i b i l ity 
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without having the ir propr iety questioned (Todd , 

Sens ibil ity 6 0 ) . They could place women ' s  exper ience , 

part icularly the phys ical manifestat ions of acute 

sens itivity ( trembl ing , fa int ing , tears etc . ) ,  at the 

centre of their poetry . Many women were ambiva l ent , 

however , if  not host i le , to the tropes of sens ibil ity 

with its imp l icat ions for the nature o f  the feminine . 

Those who reacted aga inst it inc luded women as d iverse i n  

outlook a s  Hannah More and Mary Wol lstonecraft ( Ke l ly , 

" Revolut ionary" 1 1 3 ) . 

The second factor that Poovey identifies as 

f a c i l itat ing women ' s  entry into the l iterary market is  

the dec l ine of patronage , part of the commercia l isation 

of  l iterature in general . Historica l l y ,  patronage tended 

to be a patr iarcha l and aristocratic system . The 

relationship between poet and patron was one of self­

i nterest , with the poet receiving f inancial support and a 

degree of respectabil ity , and the patron social  eclat , 

f lattery and amusement ( Turner 1 0 3 ) . Traditiona l 

patronage waned during the eighteenth century , but there 

were sti l l  some pr ivate patrons dur ing the per i od , and 

pol itics ( the poet laureateship ) provided the most 

v i s ible and controversial patronage ( Gaul l  13 ) . There 

was a lso patronage in the forms of the dedication and the 

subscription l ist sponsors . One area where patronage i n  

the traditional sense rema ined strong throughout the 

century , however , was in the re lat ionship between 
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" natura l , "  working-class poets and their patrons . 

Both ma le and fema le working-class poets were 

patron i sed and there were severa l female poets from the 

l ower c lasses who managed to be published dur ing the 

e ighteenth century . These include E l i z abeth Hands , Mary 

Co l l ier , Mary Leapor , and , most famous of a l l , Ann 

Years l ey , whom I sha l l  look at in some depth later . 

S im i larly , both ma les and fema les were able to act as 

patrons : high-placed women such as roya lty , nobi l ity , and 

the Bluestockings patronised women poets . Poetry was 

genera l ly the favoured genre because of the social  

prestige it carried . Betty Ri z zo ' s  deta i led study of  the 

relat i onship between working-class poets and the ir 

patrons in the eighteenth century shows that the 

reputation or social posit ion of the patron had a direct 

effect on the fame of the patron ised poet ( c it ing severa l  

examp l es , pages 2 4 2 -43 ) . The higher the pos ition of  the 

patron , the more l ikely the success of the poet ( Ri z z o 

2 4 2 )  . 

The decl ine of the traditional system of patronage 

was beneficial to those outs ide inf luent ial circles , 

parti cularly women , but because it was difficult to break 

into an increas ingly competitive market and estab l i sh a 

reputat ion , many women poets sti l l  made use of a we l l­

p l aced mentor ( Turner 1 0 2 - 03 ) . Charlotte Smith was 

a s s isted by the Earl of Egremont ; both she and Mary 
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Rob inson were supported by the Duchess of Devonsh ire ; and 

Wi l l iam Jerdan acted as a mentor to the young Let itia 

Landon , to name but a few l iterary relationships . 

The patronage system was replaced by the l iterary 

marketplace , one of the most important institut i ons to 

deve lop in the Romant ic Age . It of fered more creat ive 

freedom , opportunity , fame and f inancial reward to poets 

than the patronage system { Gaul l  13 ) .  One effect of  

increas ingly market-driven l iterary production was to 

br ing women poets into more frequent contact with the 

booktrade , some more success fully than others . They had 

to deve lop the abi l ity to negot iate for publ icat ion and 

payment , and had to attune themse lves to the market . The 

number of women poets whose careers spanned years and 

even decades shows that it was possible to be succes s fu l  

{ Turner 83 ) . The booksel lers were the new and powerful 

patrons who purchased , printed , and sold manuscr ipts , and 

o ften owned the periodicals that reviewed them { Gaul l 

1 4 } . I n  the new order , pub l i shers had a cruc i a l  

inf luence over the l iterary and financ ial success o f  an 

author as they were in a pos ition to j udge demand , to  

nurture an author , and to choose whether to  promote or  

suppress works {Turner 8 6 ) . Public awareness of  women 

poets was heightened by the booksel lers who by the late 

e ighteenth century included biographi cal  information 

a bout women poets in their miscel lanies as a marketi ng 

s trategy . This was undoubtedly a contribut ing factor to 
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the eventual construction o f  women poets and their texts 

as congruent , where women ' s  poetry was assumed to be the 

outpouri ng of the experiences of the poet . 

Subscript ion was one means of pub l i shing work and a 

popular one for women poets . The publ i shers Robinson and 

Wa l l i s  record ha l f  of their l ist of women ' s  works 

publ ished by subscription as being poetry (Turner 1 1 2 } . 

It was not without its disadvantages , however , as , 

although it did not require the ab solute favour that 

patronage did , it was st i l l  based on a system of 

preferment . Those with wel l-p laced friends were better 

off when it came to publishing by subscription , as 

success was more l ikely with a socia l ly acceptable 

intermediary to drum up support for a publ ication . 

Alternatively authors had to pay an agent , advert ise , or 

rely on the ir friends and immediate c ircle of 

acqua intances (Turner 1 1 0 } . The deve lopment of the 

provinc i a l  booktrade meant smal ler subscript ions could 

ma inly be  local , which was beneficial to women outs ide 

London l ike I sabe l la Lickbarrow . Subscr ibers could be 

drawn from a wider geographical base if a poet had 

distinguished supporters , or s o l icited in newspapers and 

per iodicals in advance , as Ann Yearsley did ( Lonsda l e  

xxv i i )  • 

Subscr iption was potentia l ly prof itable but its 

heavy dependence on persona l contacts and the favour of  
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individua l s  was felt by some to be demeaning . Some poets 

thought subscr iption involved an undigni f ied tout ing o f  

one ' s  reputation o r  work , part icularly upper-class women : 

Char lotte Smith hated the subscript ion method of  

publ icat i on because money was slow in  coming in and i t  

made her " a  kind of  l iterary beggar " ( qtd . in Stanton 

3 8 8 ) . For the working-class women poets , however , 

subscript ion was often vita l for publ ication . By the 

century ' s  end , accord ing to Lonsda le , the largest 

subscript ions were for poor but morally "deserving "  women 

l ike Jane Cave Winscom , E l i zabeth Bentley and Frances 

Greensted ( xxvi i ) . Women ' s  role as readers was important 

because through their subscriptions they emerged as a 

s igni f icant source of fund ing for women poets ( Turner 

1 1 2 ) . 

There were other methods of publication avai lable to 

women poets who did not favour subscription . Some 

authors managed to finance their own publ ications : for 

example , Charlotte Smith paid for the first ed ition of  

her sonnets ( Turner 9 2 ) . Direct sale of copyright was 

another pub l i shing option , and often the quickest means 

of maki ng a prof it , depending on the reputat ion of  the 

author . Most authors , such as Mary Robinson , expected to 

make their l iving by sel l ing a lot cheaply , and fame d id 

not a lways equate with long-term f inancia l success . Some 

of the more famous and " success ful "  women poets l ike 

Smith , Robinson , Hemans , and Landon were never wea lthy 
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despite their enormous reputat ions . I n  some cases this  

was due to  the patriarcha l structur ing of  society that 

d ictated that a marr ied woman ' s  earnings be longed to her 

husband . I t  i s  clear from her letters that Charlotte 

Smith had to surrender her earnings to her prof l igate 

husband when he demanded them , even though they were 

separated (McK i l lop 23 9 ) . For others , it was because 

the ir income was supporting numerous ch i ldren or other 

relat ives . 

Poetry could be lucrative but thi s  requ ired a 

combination of  luck , ta lent and opportunity . Some 

writers entered the market as poets but turned to nove ls  

as a more rel iable source of income . Novels tended to be 

more lucrative than poems and were often pa id out on 

according to quant ity : hence many women , part icu larly 

those dependent on their earnings , ventured across 

several genres . However , poetry carr ied greater prestige 

than the nove l and some women were very def inite that 

they were poets before they were novel ists , such as 

Seward , Smith , Yearsley ,  and Landon . They perhaps 

conscious ly or unconscious ly subscribed to the ma l e  

l iterary h ierarchy which placed poetry a s  a genre above 

the nove l .  

Publ i shing a complete volume of  one ' s  poetry was not 

the only publ ication option avai lable . One of  the 

factors fac i l itating women ' s  entry into the l iterary 
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market was the increase in the number of  peri odica l s  and 

newspapers ,  and both these media provided outl ets for 

women poets . Women contributed to periodica l s  intended 

for men as wel l  as those a imed spec i f ica l ly at a fema l e  

audience . Whi le poems appear ing in the popul ar press 

more often than not carried little l iterary weight , they 

are important for a var iety of reasons . For example , 

they i l lustrate the ease with which women poets could be 

pub l ished and they show that large numbers of women 

sought publ icat ion . Often they became a stepping stone 

to a successful career , as the fourteen-year-old 

Char l otte Smith ' s  contribut ions to the Lady' s Mag a z ine 

i l lustrate . Alternative ly , the per iodica ls and 

newspapers provided the bread-and-butter income for a 

wri ter , as was the case with Mary Robinson who had a l ong 

and profitable associat ion with the Morning Post . 

Apart from being a source of income , wr it ing for the 

per iodicals and annua l s  was a way for women to attract 

attent ion and be not iced by " soci ety " : that is , it was a 

means to become socia l ly mobi le . Profes s i ona l poets had 

to compete with amateurs for space , and the act ivities of  

some publishers undermined the standing of  the genre and 

the earning power of the professional s , as they actively 

s o l i cited contributions from amateurs because they did 

not have to pay for them . Magaz ines that printed 

readers ' works , such as the Lady' s Magaz ine , were often 

very successful and they both exploited and f l attered 
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readers . Decorum was the ma in cr iterion for publ ication , 

and most verses were submitted under assumed name s . Such 

magaz ines flattered readers into thinking they could 

wr ite and encouraged them to see themselves as part of a 

wr it ing and reading community . The abi l ity of a maga z ine 

to enact a direct dialogue with its readership attracted 

and ma intained an audience ( Fergus 50-5 1 ) . Towards the 

end of the period the height of ambition for midd le-class 

female l iterary cl imbers was to be included among the 

Regency B luestockings ( dif ferent from the eighteenth­

century B lues in that they were more fashion-conscious 

and money-motivated , and less educated ) (Adburgham 25 2 ) . 

Newspaper publ ication shared many characteristics of 

pub l i shing in the periodicals  and annuals but a lso 

d i f fered in some ways . The per ishabil ity of newspapers 

provided a psychologica l stumbl ing block for s ome poets 

( see I sabe l la Lickbarrow ' s  poem "The Fate of 

Newspapers " ) , as did the ir mass audience and t ight 

deadl ines ( Pascoe , Stag ing 15 4 ) . Like per iod i ca l s , 

newspapers were inextr icably bound up with the pol itical 

and soc ial movements of their era , and po l itical  

a f f i l iation could be  determined by what paper a person 

took . In this way they paradoxica l ly sought to def ine 

and s o l id i fy a particular type of audience whi le a l so 

needi ng t o  appeal to a large mass readership . Literary 

columns in the newspapers were frequent ly used to foster 

the idea that readers were part of a select coterie as 
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audience ( Pascoe , Stag ing 1 4 8 -5 2 ) .  
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In order to develop this sense of el itism some 

editors a l igned themse lves with a part icular poet or 

poets , and accorded them a kind of stardom , construct ing 

the poet into what we might now refer to as a 

'' celebr ity . "  Thi s  type of arrangement did not appeal to 

a l l  poets as it  h igh l ighted the commodity status of the 

poem . It  also made the poet a commod ity and closed the 

gap between author and audience , which made a poet l ike 

Wordsworth , who saw his vocat ion as e levated and even 

pr iestly , feel uncomfortable ( Pascoe , Staging 15 6 ;  1 63 ) . 

One poet ic and publ ishing arrangement that benef ited from 

this  sort o f  relat ionship , however , was that between Mary 

Robinson and Daniel stuart of the Morning Post , wh i ch I 

sha l l  di scuss in a later chapter . 

iv Ideology 

It was not only the practical aspects involved in 

publ icat ion , such as the commerc ial  marketp lace and 

relat ionships w ith publ i shers , that affected the success 

or otherwise o f  women ' s  poetry . The ideology that 

def ined f ema le and ma le roles , the f eminine and the 

mascu l ine , changed during the e ighteenth century and into 

the n ineteenth . Changes in soc iety ' s  perception o f  
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gender roles in genera l  affected the l iterary wor ld in 

particular because of the vis ibi l ity o f  authors and thei r  

function of  represent ing soc iety i n  their l iterature . At 

the same time as women were becoming v isible as readers 

and wr iters , the l iterary representat i on of women was 

produc ing an increasingly narrow model of femininity 

( Sheve low 1 ) . 

Access to mechanisms of pr int both enfranch ised and 

conta ined women . Print played a key role in th is  

s imultaneous inclus ion and restriction of women because , 

whi le making cla ims for women ' s  capabi l ities and soc i a l  

importance , the dominant ideology constructed woman as 

" other " than man ; that is , biological ly and socia l ly 

d i f ferent from man { Shevelow 1-2 ) . 6  Th is interpretation 

o f  mascu l ine and feminine , that viewed male and fema le a s  

d i f ferent but complementary , had far-reaching effects i n  

a l l  areas of  soc iety , inc luding l iterature . I n  a sense 

it  author ised women to write as it del ineated an 

essent i a l ly femin ine space , but it a l so clearly def ined 

the l imits of  femininity , ensur ing that women could only 

wr ite within conf ined boundaries if  they were to be 

acceptable . The idea of separate spheres a lso had a 

profound effect on critical assessments and audience 

expectations : women poets tended to be treated as part o f  

a c lass before they were thought of as individua ls ( M .  

6The compl ementary but divergent characteristics of  the 
sexes were f irst made part of public discourse by Rousseau ( M .  
Wi l l iamson , I ntroducti on xx) . 



Wi l l iamson , Introduct ion xxi )  . 

One of the maj or consequences of the be l ie f  in the 

complementary state of the sexes was the divis ion o f  

soc iety into binary oppos itions . The " interrelated 
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categor ies of mascul ine and feminine , public and pr ivate , 

home and ' world , ' "  were constructed as mutua l ly 

exc lus ive , the meaning of each be ing determined by its 

opposite { Sheve low 1 0 ) . The ideo logy of a separate 

mascul ine public sphere and feminine domestic sphere 

re l egated women to a pass ive domestic ro le , and 

correspondingly a l ienated them from an active pub l i c  one . 

Not surpr is ingly , this had a huge impact upon women poets 

who as women participated in one sphere but as publ ished 

poets transgressed the boundary of the other . Narrowly 

def ining the subj ects and themes appropriate to "woman , "  

and a l s o  dictating a poet ' s  style , 7 th is doctrine a l so 

meant that women ' s  poetry had to be constructed as an 

extension of the ir domestic duties . Kathryn Shevel ow has 

ident i f ied the paradox inherent in these binary 

oppos itions : women had to participate in the publ i c  ( as 

readers , obj ects and subj ect s )  to have the ideology o f  

the private enforced { 15 ) . 

The ef fects of the hegemonic workings of ideology on 

7See Mary Poovey , The Proper Lady and the Woman Writer : 
Ideology as Style in the Works of Mary Wo l l stonecraft, Marv 
She l l ey, and Jane Austen { Ch icago : University of Chicago Press , 
19 8 4 ) • 
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the pub l i c  sphere a s  a space defined by the court and by 

patronage , a space divided by class , cu lture , race , age 

and gender . Woman was a l located the domest ic sphere but 

only i f  she was excluded from the publ ic , and women who 

transgressed the boundar ies were thought to have 

denatured themse lves , simu ltaneously disrupting the 

pr ivate and ta inting the public spheres ( Ke l ly , 

" Revolutionary" 1 1 0 ) . In choos ing to publish , the woman 

poet was inviting questioning of her femininity , unless 

she wrote in a manner that supported the dom inant 

ideology . Hence many of the successfu l  women did not 

make any claims to rights for the ir sex , and often 

d i scouraged other women from following their paths ( for 

example , the we ll-educated More and Barbauld did not 

advocate an extens ive educat ion for women , see i ng 

themse lves as exceptions rather than model s ) . One way 

for women to keep the ir femininity was to j o in in the 

chorus aga inst fema le wr iters . Lynne Agress has 

ident i f i ed this phenomenon a s  " feminine irony" and she 

documents many cases of women writing to support the 

ideology that subjugated them in the early nineteenth 

century . 8 S imi larly , Clarke argues that bemoan i ng the 

l i fe  of a fema le writer was a lmost a ritual , a way of  

d i sclaiming authority at  the very moment of c l a iming it 

through pub l i cation , a way of  appearing weak at the po int 

8See Lynne Agress , The Feminine Irony:  Women on Women i n  
Early-Nineteenth-Century Eng l ish L iterature ( Rutherford : Farl eigh 
Dick inson UP , 1 9 7 8 ) . 
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of strength ( 2 9 ) . 

Of course , ideology is not f i xed and the def initions 

of ma le and female roles , and mascu l ine and feminine 

writing , were hot ly contested dur ing the years from 1 7 7 0  

t o  1835 . Mar lon Ross has outl ined how the women poet s ' 

gender was such a crucial factor in the ir social  and 

l iterary exper iences that we should regard them as a 

distinct class with its own ideol ogica l patterning , 

rather than a sub-spec ies of  the ''Romantic Poets"  ( 6 ) . 

But the " ideol ogical pattern ing" of  the woman poets was 

by no means uniform over the s ixty-five-year peri od . It  

seems important , then , when looking closely at the works 

of any one poet , to be aware of the ideological f i e l d  

that she ( or he)  was operat ing in . Ann Years ley and 

Fel icia Hemans cannot be read as poets of the same period 

because the definitions of the feminine and the fema l e  

writer that were current for each of them were 

start l i ngly different . Nor can Mary Robinson and Hannah 

More be read as ideologica l ly the same merely because 

they pub l ished together chronologica l ly .  They wrote and 

pub l i shed in a per iod of social turmo i l , where many 

bel iefs  competed for control .  Elements of the cultural 

condit ions they worked under were the same , but they 

subscr ibed to di f ferent viewpoints as individual s . 

From 1 7 7 0  to 1835 there were a number of  sign i f icant 

changes in dominant ideology . Init i a l ly there was a 
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fairly l iberal peri od , when many ideologies were 

compet ing for dominance and women cou ld pub l i sh poetry i n  

a variety of styles , o n  a variety of subj ects , and be met 

with a var iety of react ions . Changes i n  the l iterary 

market , such as the rise of sens ibi l ity , the popu larity 

of  the nove l , the eas ier access to print , the phenomena 

of mass audiences and powerfu l commercial ly-driven 

booksellers , and the consequent large numbers of  

pub l i shing women , were new to soc iety and there were no 

precedents as to how to react to them . At the end of  the 

e ighteenth century the famous l iterary woman was a 

relatively new phenomenon , and reacti ons to her were 

mixed . A conglomerat ion of compet ing bel iefs about women 

and women ' s  writ ing j ostled for dominance , and i f  a woman 

poet was criticised in one quarter she wou ld just as 

l ikely be prai sed el sewhere .  Hence i n  1 7 9 8 , Richard 

Gr iff iths , when reviewing a volume of verse by E l i z abeth 

Moody , cou ld celebrate '' the Age of ingenious and learned 

Ladies "  and the inte l lectual equal ity of the sexes , wh i l e  

Richard Polwhele cou ld launch a poet ic attack on the 

private and pol i t ical l ives of some of the leading women 

poets ( Lonsda le xxi ; xxxvi i i-xxxix ) .  

A number of maj or stra ins of thought did emerge from 

the compet ing be l iefs . The emphas i s  on women ' s  

sens ib i l ity was one of these ( a lthough it was later 

undermined ) , encouraged by a pro l i feration of nove ls  

centr ing on extreme fema le emotions and by poetic 
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movements l ike Della Cruscanism . 9 Counteracting thi s  was 

a movement that emphas i sed women ' s  capac ity for 

rat iona l ity , supported by wr iters as pol it i ca l ly diverse 

as Mary Wo l lstonecraft and Hannah More ( Ke l ly ,  

" Revo lutionary'' 1 13 ) . There were also oppos ing movements 

for women ' s  education , Wo l lstonecraft and Mary Hays 

pushing for equa l education for the sexes , More and 

Barbauld preferr ing to educate young girls on how to be 

good wives and mothers . Contrary styles emerged in 

f i ct i on , with the gothic genre co-existing with novels  of 

moral didacticism and with the emotiona l excesses of  the 

nove ls  of sens ibil ity . In poetry , the introspective and 

me lancholy sonnets of Charlotte Smith co-exi sted with the 

class ica l ly sty led product ions of Anna Seward . 

Eventua l ly ,  it was po l itics that resulted in a dominant 

ethic emerging and narrowly defining the woman poet and 

her role . 

The last decade of the eighteenth century was 

expectant with the promise of change , and many writers 

l inked the issues of gender with those of  pol itics . As 

Gary Ke l ly points out , in the early 1 7 9 0s , many writers , 

especi a l ly Dissenters , brought " feminine" issues ( such as 

soc i a l  sympathy and humanitarianism)  into the 

revolut ionary debate , inc luding Barbauld , Wo l l stonecraft , 

and W i l l iams (Women 2 2 ) . Revolutionary feminism cla imed 

9The Del la Cruscan school of poetry was introduced to  
England from Italy by Robert Merry and emphas ised the emot ions 
in an ornate poetical style . 
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equa l participation for women in the mora l and 

intel lectua l culture of the profess iona l c lass , b lurr ing 

the l ines between public and private ( Ke l ly , 

" Revolut ionary" 1 1 0 )  . Because the demarcat ion of  the two 

spheres was not clear , women could participate in the 

pub l i c  sphere via publication without undu ly threaten ing 

the ir femininity . The aftermath of the French Revo lution 

sent shock waves through Britain , however , and led to an 

ideological redef inition of class and gender roles that 

resulted in a backlash aga inst feminism . 

As part of the backlash , women writing in the ve in 

of  sens ibi lity were mocked , yet al so blamed for 

contr ibuting to revolutionary sympathy in Br ita in ( Kel ly ,  

'' Revolutionary" 1 2 6 )  . Sens ibil ity was used to stress 

that fema les had weak minds and were eas i ly swayed to 

revo lutionary thoughts because of their overact ive 

imaginations and extreme pass ions . The irregul ar 

persona l l ives of Wi l l iams , Robinson , Hays and 

Wol l stonecraft , and their l iberal views , l inked feminism , 

rad i ca l ism , and immorality in the public mind ( Todd , 

Dictionary 5 ) . The exclus ion of women from the pub l i c  

sphere was more vigorously stressed than ever before , 

whi ch had the effect of di scouraging women poets from 

publ ication and made them "even more re luctant to assume 

a profess iona l pub l i c  identity" ( Kel ly , Women 1 7 4 ) . 

After the cri s i s  of the 1 7 9 0s , women l arge ly abandoned 

overt ly pol itical wr iting but a conf l ict between form and 



o f f ic i a l  ideology became evident ; that is , women could 

sti l l  subvert their al located sphere whi l e  seemingly 

working within it ( Kelly , " Revo lutionary" 12 2 ) . 
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The ideo logica l shift impe l led by the Revo lut ion had 

a huge impact on the women poets of the time , and of the 

future . Even though in the 1 7 7 0 s  and 1 7 8 0s women moved 

c loser to the forefront of the publishing world , it was 

not unt i l  the 1790s  that men seemed threatened by the ir 

v i s ib i l ity , and reacted accordingly ( Curran , " Women" 

1 8 4 ) . W i l l iam Gifford indicated the emerging opinion 

when he pub l i shed his Baviad ( 1 7 9 1 )  and Maeviad ( 1 7 9 4 ) , 

attacking the pre-revolut ionary feminisat ion o f  cul ture 

in genera l ,  and the Della Cruscan poets in part icular , 

espec ia l ly the women . Richard Po lwhe le ' s  17 9 8  poem The 

Unsex ' d  Fema les targeted women wr iters even more 

spec i f ica l ly , particu larly Helen Maria Will iams and Mary 

Wo l lstonecraft for their irregular personal l ives and 

revolut i onary ideals , but a l so Anna Barbauld , Mary 

Robinson , Ann Yearsley , and Charlotte Smith for the ir 

l ibera l sympathies . He held up Hannah More , Anna Seward , 

Ann Radc l i f fe and the Bluestockings as women wr iters who 

were ideo logica l ly sound in their piety and pol itical 

out look ( Lonsdale xxxix) . Two years later Wordsworth 

publ ished the Preface to the Lyr ical Bal lads , further 

undercutting women ' s  role as poets by stress ing that a 

poet was " a  man speaking to men . " Consequentl y , the 

poetry that women publ ished after the Revolut ion was less 
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up to the end of the century . 

4 2  

Once women had entered the l iterary market and 

proved a popul ar success , lost ideo logical ground could 

not be  entire ly rec laimed and women could not be 

e l iminated from the public sphere altogether , but the 

definit i ons under which they part icipated in l iterary 

culture were far more str ictly def ined . As Mar i lyn 

Wi l l iamson has noted , the nineteenth century was the 

first age to c learly def ine in structured terms the role 

and subj ects of the woman poet . Up to this t ime a woman 

writer could large ly invent herse l f ,  albeit by overcoming 

vari ous obstacles ; she had far more freedom to def ine her 

voice , her subj ects , and her audi ence ( M .  Wi l l iamson , 

Introduction xvi i )  . 

The new conservative wave of ideology took a f irm 

hold a fter 1 8 0 0 . The term '' Bluestocking , "  once we l l  

respected , became pej orative , and the Bluestock ings 

themse lves were large ly disparaged and ridiculed a s  

unfeminine . The cal l  for fema le education from l ibera ls  

l ike Wol lstonecraft and Hays had led to a fear of  the 

" over-educated" woman , and a woman who showed her " blue 

stockings " was one who transgressed the boundar ies of the 

separate spheres . Women who conformed to the dominant 

ideology of the feminine suffered less than women who 

were controvers ial . After 1 8 0 0  women poets l ike Ame l i a  
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Op ie , Mati lda Betham , Mary Mitford , Mary Tighe , Fe l ic i a  

Hemans , and Let it ia Landon dealt pr ima r i ly in the 

subj ective and the domestic ( Kel ly , ''Revolutionary" 1 2 6 )  . 

Women poets who rej ected the negative connotations of  the 

B lues and constructed themselves as feminine did so at a 

l iterary pr ice , however , as they pandered to the 

ideological prejudice , not so much aga inst women 

themse lves , as against certa in percept ions of women 

( Clarke 8 9 -9 0 )  . 

Reviewers were an effect ive means of keep ing the 

newly def ined structures in place . The crit ica l rewards 

for innovat ion in women ' s  writ ing were virtua l ly 

non-existent , hence the monotony of subj ect , theme , and 

form of large quantities of women ' s  poetry in the ear ly 

1 8 0 0 s  (Hickock 13 ) .  There was a broad cultura l 

uncerta inty about the place of the woman poet and many 

reviewers d iscussed this problem before assess ing the 

poetry . The women poets ' virtues and fa i l ings as women 

were weighed before the ir virtues and fa i l ings as wr iters 

( Clarke 8 1 )  . Biographical bias was a character istic of  

n ineteenth- century critic ism of writ ing by women ( M .  

W i l l iamson , Introduct ion xxi i i ) . Knowing how they would 

be reviewed must certainly have contributed to poets ' 

decis ions on whether to publish and what to wr ite . 

As the nineteenth century progres sed , women poets 

had an increasingly narrowly-defined role ava i lable to 
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them . Women were admitted into l iterature i n  the 1 8 2 0 s 

but in a subordinate and secondary role , being denied the 

power accorded to men ' s  writing ( Kel ly , "Revo lutionary " 

12 8 ) . The term "poetess "  was in common usage by the 

1 8 2 0 s , and shows that although women poets were an 

acknowledged part of the l iterary scene they were 

distingu ished by a linguistic diminut ive from thei r  ma le 

counterparts ( Curran , "Women" 18 2 ) . The textua l vo i ces 

used by Wo l lstonecraft and More in the 1790s  were no 

longer ava i lable by the 18 3 0s ,  so when Maria Jane 

Jewsbury compared the wr it ing of her predecessors at the 

end of the last century with that of her contemporaries , 

she saw a l oss of nerve , vigour , authority and intel lect 

to accomp l ishment , grace , sentiment and the feminine 

( C larke 9 0 ) . Ult imately , the women poets at the end of  

the period found themselves l iving a contradict ion . 

According to  the ideology of the feminine they belonged 

to the domestic sphere alone , yet their role as poets in 

an age of  ever- increasing publicity saw them in a very 

vis ible ro le in the public sphere . 

v Fema l e  Fame 

What did it mean for a woman poet to become famous?  

Essenti a l ly it meant that she became part of the pub l i c  

discourse , her work and her self commodit ies open for 

exchange and discuss ion in the market . The l iterature of  



45 

sens ibil ity , which to some extent merged private h i story 

and public representation for women , proved ult imately 

damaging as it fuel l ed the notion that woman and text 

were congruent . Woman and text were equated because a 

woman ' s  writing was supposedly a spontaneous effus ion , a 

natural overflowing of a ful l  heart . Th is idea became a 

maj or bel ief  of the eighteenth century and is clearly 

evidenced by the many reviews and art icles that discuss 

woman and her work as one and the same . Biograph ica l 

deta i l s , character j udgements , and l iterary critic ism go 

hand in  hand . As Ross has po inted out ,  many reviews o f  

women ' s  poetry j udge the work by soc iomoral cr iteria 

( p iety , del i cacy , femininity )  rather than l iterary values 

( 25 4 ) . Consequent ly , when a woman chose to publ ish 

poetry ( or any genre ) and enter the public di scourse , 

with the ensuing possibil ity of becoming famous , she knew 

she was subj ect ing her l i fe to scrutiny . As one 

( anonymous )  commentator , in Public Characters of 1 8 0 0 - 1 , 

put it : 

The penalt ies and discouragements attending the 
profession of an author fall  upon women with a 
double weight . . . arra igned , not merely as writer s , 
but as women , their characters ,  their conduct , even 
the ir persona l endowments become the subj ects of  
severe inqu i s ition ; from the common a l lowances 
c l a imed by the spec ies , l iterary women appear a l one 
to be exempted . . . ( qtd . in Adburgham 1 7 8 ) 

Cons ideri ng the publ ic scruti ny that publ ication 

subj ected the woman poet to , it i s  surpris ing that women 

pub l i shed at a l l . Yet , as has a lready been establ i shed , 
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publ ish they did , and in ever- increas ing numbers .  Even 

a s  it restricted the kind of writing a woman could 

acceptably produce , the newly dominant ideology c learly 

marked a feminine space . By stress ing the difference in 

k ind between men and women it authorised women to wr ite 

w ithin the conf ines of  the feminine . It is important , 

however , to dif ferent iate between women wr iting poetry 

and women publishing poetry . Writing itself does not 

dictate the sacrif ice of privacy , but by pub l i shing a 

woman chooses to enter the public arena and the 

commercial f ield of l iterature . 

In the � 197 0s , Sandra Gi lbert and Susan Gubar 

reconstructed Harold Bloom ' s mascul ine " anxiety of 

influence" mode l into a feminine " anxiety of authorship , "  

i n  the ir groundbreaking study The Madwoman in the Att ic : 

The Woman Wr iter and the Nineteenth-Century Literary 

Imagination . Anne Me llor has refuted this  model by 

c iting the large numbers of  women writ ing dur ing the 

Romantic Period and the large vo lume of work they 

produced . She has a l so noted the number of sa lons and 

l iterary circles for women , and the growth in the numbers 

o f  women critics and readers , as attest ing to women ' s  

s e l f-conf idence ( Romanticism 8 ) . Mar lon Ross offers the 

a lternative model of an " anxiety of percept ion , "  where 

the quest ion is  not " Sha l l  I wr ite ? "  but "How sha l l  I be 

viewed? " The woman poet ' s  worry was how society would 

view her and her work , and how this  would determine how 
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she v i ewed herself ( Ross 2 4 8 ) . Ross ' s  model seems to me 

an accurate analysis of the pressures on women poets . I t  

is  not unt i l  a woman ' s  poetry i s  published that soc iety 

is able to view her , so th is mode l makes the important 

dist incti on between writing and publishing that wr i ting . 

The theory of an anxiety o f  percepti on epitomi ses the 

conf l i ct th is thesis investigates , between the expected 

role of a woman and the public nature of pub l i cati on . 

For the women poets who became particularly consp icuous 

through the ir wr iting , fame intens if ied the pressure of  

the conf l ict .  The more famous they became the further 

removed they were from the ro le of the idea l woman . 

One of the women poets ' ma in impropriet ies in 

pub l i shing was the transgress ion of the boundary of the 

pub l ic sphere , resu lting in the ir potential construction 

as mascu l ine . This transgress ion was twofo ld . First , 

poetry itself had always been constructed as mascu l ine , 

so in choosing this genre women were invading a ma l e  

realm . Secondly , in choos ing to publ ish women were 

del iberate ly entering the mascu l ine public sphere . The 

interna l i sation of the ideology , however , meant that most 

women poets accepted the definition of their role and 

ma inta ined their "proper p lace . " They focused on the 

domest ic and quotidian in their poems and spoke of soc i a l  

issues only i n  relation t o  the ir moral concerns , hoping 

that writing with in the femin ine topic areas would 

protect them from accusations of mascu l inity ( Ke l ly , 
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" Revolut ionary " 114 ) . Femininity in women ' s  wr iting was 

strongly emphasised in the ideo logy of the early 

n ineteenth century . 

Even before the ideology of the poetess was 

establ i shed from around 18 0 0 , the ambitious woman poet 

st i l l  risked pub l ic scrut iny , scandal and abuse ( for 

example , Mary Robinson was the subj ect of sexua l ly 

expl icit cartoons ) .  The boundaries of acceptabi l ity for 

women wr iting poetry prior to the nineteenth century were 

not so rigidly def ined as they would be later , yet the 

publ i sh ing woman poet sti l l  had to ful f i l  certain 

conditions to be acceptable .  Denial of l iterary ambit ion 

was one of these conditions , and many women who pub l i shed 

went to great lengths to disavow any aspiration to 

greatness . Jane and Ann Taylor both clearly disc l a imed 

any des ire for gain and admirat ion and ambit ion , 

stress ing that they wrote poetry for amusement and st i l l  

attended t o  their domest ic dut i es . Ann said of  Jane that 

she was " free . . . from that ambition which often 

accompan ies inte l lectual super iority ; . . .  to the 

character of a l iterary lady,  she had , in fact , a decided 

d i s l ike" ( qtd . in Agress 5 4 ) . Ann Radcl i ffe evidently 

did not wish to be considered an author and she did not 

involve herse l f  in society . When a report of  her death 

( from madness ) c irculated ( a  poem "Ode to Terror" was 

even written to commemorate the event ) , Radc l i f f e , who 
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l ived another 13 years , did not bother t o  deny i t  ( Agres s  

1 6 1 }  . 

Prefaces to volumes of  poetry were often used to 

deny any ambition , to justify the poet ' s  audac ity in 

publish ing , and to l ink a woman ' s  wr iting to her domestic 

image . Mary Darwa l l ' s  "Adverti sement" to her Poems 

{ 17 9 4 ) reads : 

The f o l lowing pages were the ef fus ions of  a mind 
genera l ly occupied in the domestic duties . When 
wr itten , they were only the amusements of leisure , 
and were not intended to be obtruded on the pub l i c . 
( qtd . in Gibson 8 2 }  

G ibson points out , however , that the prefaces of  the 

post- 1 7 6 0  women poets did acknowledge the ir poetry was a 

result of labour and effort and tended to apo logise for 

the ir lack of education rather than their gender , a 

tendency which shows more conf idence than the ir 

predecessors { 8 2 -83 ) . By the 1 7 9 0 s  the women poets were 

increas ingly conf ident in present ing their work to the 

publ ic : both Smith { 17 7 7 ) and Seward { 17 9 9 }  used prefaces 

to their volumes of sonnets to discuss the suitabi l ity of 

the form to  Engl ish . Despite such l iterary assurance , 

women authors were conf ined by the ideo logy of the 

feminine . Smith ' s  conc luding remarks to the Preface of  

the s ixth edit ion of her E leg iac Sonnets il lustrate thi s :  

Notwithstanding I am thus frequently appear ing a s  an 
Authoress , and have derived from thence many of  the 
greatest advantages of  my l ife , . . . I am wel l  
aware that for a woman -- ' The Post of Honour i s  a 
Pr ivate Station . ' ( qtd . in Gibson 84 } 
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Modesty was a key element of much o f  women ' s  

publ i cation , even if  it was pretended . Aristocratic 

women poets were often " reluctantly" pressed into 

publ ication by their friends or fami ly , who thought the 

wor ld would benef it from their works . According to the 

domi nant concept of woman throughout the period , 

fema leness and l iterary ambition were mutua l ly exc lus ive . 

To be ambit ious was to be unfemin ine and to court the s in 

o f  pride . Throughout the period , women ' s  poetry was 

acceptable when it was modest and pious , given to the 

wor ld only at the caj ol ing of friends and fam i ly . As 

wri t ing was prescribed to be an extens i on of a woman ' s  

domestic duties it was unacceptable for her to see it  as 

a career . To actively seek fame and fortune for their 

own sakes was to transgress the boundary of  the pr ivate 

domestic wor ld into the publ ic mascul ine world , so women 

were by and large careful to either deny any des ire for 

fame or avoid the topic of fame a ltogether ( in order not 

to draw attention to the conf l ict between the ir roles as 

women and their participat ion in the publ ic sphere)  . 

The pressure on women to be unambitious and modest 

in their l iterary pursuits intens i f ied after the ant i­

feminist back lash . Ambitious women who succeeded in 

worldly terms could at any moment f a i l  in womanly terms 

- - the interna l and external pressure on "unnatura l "  

woman was such that mental  and phys ica l co l lapse was a 

propensity of  many women writers in the nineteenth 



century ( Cl arke 5 1 ) . Clarke c ites as an exampl e  Maria 

Jane Jewsbury ' s  fai lure of hea l th when her anonymous ly 
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publ ished and phenomena l ly successful f irst book had its 

authorship revea led (5 1 ) . Let itia Landon also suf fered 

from nervous complaints , the result of a highly pub l i c  

l ife p lagued by scandal and under constant f inanci a l  

pressure . Pra i se for l iterary women was often meted out 

according to the ir notable lack of desire for fame . 

W i l l iam Howitt described Joanna Bai l l ie as 

the woman whose mascul ine muse every great poet has 
for nearly ha l f  a century de l ighted to honour [ ;  she ) 
wrote because she could not help pouring out the 
fulness of her heart and mind , and the natura l 
consequence was fame ; otherwise whoever sees that 
quiet , amiable , and unassuming lady . . .  sees that , 
though not scorning the fair reputation o f  we l l  
exerc ised inte l lect , she is at home in the bosom o f  
home , and lets no rest less des ire for mere fame 
disturb the pure happiness of a serene l i f e  . . . 
( 2 : 2 4 8 )  

S imi larly , Hannah Cowley , poet , playwright , and critic , 

earned pra i s e  from a ma le contemporary for her a b i l ity to 

ma inta in an untarnished reputat ion despite her 

association with the stage : 

I n  the d i f ferent characters of daughter , w i f e , and 
mother , the conduct of our fair author has been most 
exemp lary . There is nothing about her that 
ind i cates the wr iter . . . the very circumstance of 
want of incident is the highest praise ; for to be 
pub l ic as a GENIUS , and private as a WOMAN , is  to 
wear l aure ls gracefully vei led . ( qtd . in Adburgham 
1 7 4 ) 

Despite the pressure on women to maintain the front 

that the ir poetry writing was nothing more than a hobby 
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o f  the ir leisure hours or an extens ion o f  the ir domes t i c  

duty , perhaps a vital necess ity t o  keep the ir fami l ies  

a l ive , some women poets were covert ly ambitious . Their 

aspirations are predominantly revealed in  the ir private 

correspondence . For examp le , Fe l ic ia Hemans expressed in 

a letter to her friend Mrs . Lawrence her wish " to 

concentrate a l l  [ her ] mental energy in the product ion of  

some more noble and complete work , someth ing of  pure and 

holy exce l l ence which might permanently take its p l ace as 

the work of  a British poetess "  ( qtd . in w .  Howitt 2 :  

1 2 0 } . S imi larly , Mary Russe l l  Mitford ' s  private des i re 

was to be the " supreme English woman poet " ( Kutr ieh 2 65 ) , 

although she is  also recorded as saying : "I  wou ld rather 

scrub f loors [ than wr ite novels ] if I cou ld get as much 

[ money ] by the hea lth ier , more respectful and more 

feminine emp loyment " (qtd . in Agress 1 18 } . Maria Jane 

Jewsbury was a l so ambitious and eager for fame , saying : 

The pass ion for literary distinction consumed me 
from n ine years old . . . The ambit ion of wr it ing a 
book , be ing pra i sed publ icly , and assoc iat ing with 
authors , seized me as a vague longing . ( qtd . in 
Clarke 5 1 )  

Not a l l  the woman poets o f  the per iod a imed a t  fame , 

however , or even publ ication . The Scottish women poets 

in particular appear to have avoided recogn it ion for 

their work . Susanna Blamire appears in most modern 

anthol og i es of Romantic women ' s  poetry and the comp l ete 



5 3  

editi on of her works has recently been repub l i shed . 10 

Yet , in her l i f etime B lamire did not pub l i sh but mere ly 

c irculated her manuscripts amongst her ne ighbours , 

seemingly unplagued by f inancial need or des ire for fame . 

( Roger Lonsda le comments that her lack o f  interest in 

publ icat ion makes her poetry less concerned with 

convent ion and taste than it might have been otherwise 

( xxxvi ) . )  Lady Anne Barnard also showed no interest in 

publ i c  recognition : she did not divu lge her authorship of 

"Auld Robin Gray" for fi fty years ( Be l l  2 2 ) . Lady 

Caro l ina Na irne was stimulated to write in the 1 7 9 0 s  

primar i ly by Robert Burns , shar ing h i s  patriotic des ire 

to g ive " l i fe to the nat ional airs and folk songs of the 

peopl e "  (Kutri eh 16 9 } . Her brother sang one of  her songs 

at a dinner where it met with favour ; copies were made 

and the song circulated . Na irne took on the pseudonym 

"Mrs Bogan of Bogan" in 1 8 2 1  ( going so f ar as to dress up 

as a "middle-class country gent lewoman o f  advanced years " 

( Be l l  2 1 } } to help Robert Purdie , a mus i c  publ isher of  

Edinburgh , in his resolve to  form a col l ection of  the 

national airs suitable for ref ined company ( Kutr ieh 1 65 } . 

Even her husband knew nothing about her literary works . 

She was very virtuous and rel igious , and did not seek 

popularity . Before she died she consented to have her 

poems pub l ished anonymous ly , but in fact they were 

pub l i shed with her name . 

10Susanna B lamire , 
Woodstock , 199 4 ) . 

The Poet ica l Works 1 8 4 2  ( Oxford : 
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For many women poets the dec ision t o  pub l i sh was at 

l east partly mot ivated by f inanc ial necessity . The woman 

poet did not necessari ly have the luxury to agonise over 

the moral ity of publ ication . As Janet Todd has noted , 

wr iting for publication was one of the few growth 

industries for women when tradit iona l areas such as 

midwi f ery and mi l l inery were be ing appropriated by men 

( D ictionary 1 } . Simi larly , Cheryl Turner identi f ies the 

relatively l ow entry costs of authorship , as compared to 

other occupations l ike mantua making and dressmaking , a s  

mot ivat ing women to seek publ ication ( 7 9 ) . Of  the 

professions open to women , act ing was the most lucrative 

but was a l so flamboyant and self-promoting therefore 

mora l ly suspect ( Fergus and Thaddeus 19 1 } . Such social  

restr i ct i ons on acceptable occupations and a lack of 

f inanc ial stabi l ity were two conditions that led women to 

turn to l iterature for money . Wr iting offered the 

poss ibi l ity of a decent income without necessarily 

requ i ring a long apprent iceship or huge ta l ent . As a 

commercial  bus iness ,  wr it ing gained propriety s l owly for 

women , but it was eventually poss ible to be a wr iter and 

sti l l  a " lady . " By the end of the eighteenth century 

authorship was respectable if combined with del icacy of  

tone and irreproachableness of l i fe (Todd , Dictionary 2 } . 

The f inanc ial distresses of women cut across a l l  

c lasses of  society . Many upper- and middle-class women 

poets experienced marital d i f f iculties that resulted in 
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the ir being required to earn the ir l iving , frequent ly 

supporting large broods of chi ldren and occasiona l ly 

husbands , lovers , mothers , and other fami ly members .  

Mary Robinson supported both her daughter and mother 

after or igina l ly publ ishing her poetry to ra ise money to 

pay off her husband ' s  debts . S imi larly , Char lotte Smith 

financed the publ icat ion of her Eleg iac Sonnets to  buy 

her husband out of debtors '  pri son and later supported 

nine chi ldren and herself from her earnings . Fe l ic i a  

Hemans raised a fami ly of five o n  her wages , and Letitia 

Landon supported herse lf , her mother , and brother from 

her poetry . Because of these large dra ins on the ir 

incomes , these women poets , though best-sell ing authors , 

never achieved anything more than a comfortable 

l i festyle , and some could not even ma inta in that . 

Urgent production schedules and dead lines often 

pressured poets and writing genera l ly had to be j uggled 

with the responsibil ities of home . Confl ict between 

domestic duties and l iterary ambition was an issue for 

women poets throughout the per iod , and had been an issue 

ear l i er in the century too . I t  loomed particularly large 

for the working-class women who were emp loyed in other 

trades ( such as washerwoman , mi lkwoman , servant ) ,  had to  

ra i s e  and support famil ies , had less  leisure t ime than 

thei r  middle- and upper-class counterparts , and 

consequently , often felt gui lty for spending t ime on 

l iterary pursuits . This conf l ict is  apt ly i l lustrated by 
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Mary Leapor ' s  "An Epistle to Artemisia On Fame " o f  1 75 1 ,  

where a speaker remonstrates with the author about her 

poetici s ing :  

' You thought less baggage , when d ' ye mind your work? 
Sti l l  o ' er a table lends your bending neck : 
Your head wi l l  grow preposterous , l ike a peck . 
Go , ply your needle : you might earn your bread : 
Or who must feed you when your f ather ' s  dead? ' 

Pub l i shing poetry was not a guaranteed means of 

income , however , as market preferences were hard to p i ck 

and publ i shers had a large pool of  authors to choose 

from . Most women poets had another source of income , 

often another profess ion such as teaching or act ing . As 

previously ment ioned , most were also flexible between 

genres . A few women writers achieved comfortable 

f inancial status and nat ional standing from the ir 

writ ing , such as Ann Radc l i ffe , Fanny Burney and Hannah 

More (who died l eaving a fortune of thirty thousand 

pounds ) , and by the end of the peri od Hemans and Landon 

could ach ieve these rewards solely from poetry . Desp ite 

the success stories , there were natura l ly many more women 

who fai led to achieve financial success or nat ional 

reputation ( Turner 7 9 ; 1 15 ) . 

F inanc i a l  reward was not a lways seen by society at 

large as an acceptable mot ivation for a woman to publ ish . 

The growth of  the booktrade and the increas ing 

commerci a l i sm of  l iterary production af fected the soc i a l , 
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cultura l and economic status o f  the author and was not t o  

everyone ' s  l iking . A host i le reaction deve loped towards 

those writing blatantly for money , a host i l ity springing 

from the notion that such a mercenary mot ive demeans the 

status of the poet ; th is  is a not ion that Romant i c  

ideology has cont inued t o  foster . A number of women 

authors were " dependent professionals , '' and the f ema l e  

contribut ion t o  the lower ing o f  the wr iter ' s  soc i a l  

standi ng i s  something that Turner right ly ident i f ies as 

part o f  the reason for adverse react ion to women ' s  

writing ( 1 0 1 } . The common feel ing of the time appears to 

have been that only those women who pub l ished to support 

others , particularly parents and chi ldren , and denied the 

desire for fame and fortune for themse lves , were 

unta inted : poets l ike Char lotte Smith , Charlotte 

Richardson , He len Le igh , and Anne Grant . 

One of the indices of fame must be the demand f or a 

poet ' s  work and the women poets of the period were 

certa inly in demand . Anna Barbauld had f ive editions of 

her poems publ ished between 1 7 73 and 1 7 7 7 , Hannah More 

produced six volumes between 1 7 73 and 1 7 8 6 , Anna Seward 

publ ished success ive editions of her Monody on Major 

Andre , and Charlotte Smith publ ished ten expanding 

editi ons of her sonnets over f ifteen years . Mary 

Rob inson ' s  f irst novel sold out on the day of publ icat i on 

and her Poems ( 17 9 1 }  was a prepubl ication success with 

more than 6 0 0  subscr ibers ( Pascoe , " Spectacular" 1 6 6 ) . 



Susanna Harri son ' s  Song s  i n  the Night went through 

sixteen editions between 1 7 8 0  and 1 8 23 , and several of 

Anne Hunter ' s  songs were set to mus ic by Joseph Haydn 

( Fu l lard 1 0 )  . 

vi Literary Liaisons 
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Another index o f  fame has a lways been the extent o f  

contact with the already famous ( Clarke 6 1 ) . The women 

poets of the period rarely wrote in social i s olat ion and 

they tended to mix with other we l l -known figures , both 

ma le and female . They also tended to be aware o f  the 

works of other women wr iters . Lynne Agress c l a ims that 

"women writers , espec ially the more success ful ones , 

perhaps because the profess ion carried l ittl e  prestige 

and because they were so often cr iticized ,  were , with few 

except i ons , mutua l ly supportive " ( 12 0 ) . Yet Norma Clarke 

asserts that the broad cultura l uncerta inty about the 

place o f  the woman poet and the subsequent precar iousness 

of the va l idity of the ir writing made it hard for women 

to support one another ( 8 1 ) . Both these statements seem 

legitimate as , a lthough the norm seems to have been 

mutua l support , there were also factors that made it hard 

f or the woman wr iter to provide that support . 

One o f  these factors was the tendency o f  reviewers 

to construct the women poets into a mascu l ine h ierarchy , 



based on competition . Hence , in the early nineteenth 

century , Mary Tighe was ha i led as the reigning I r i sh 

poetess , Joanna B a i l l ie as the poetic queen of Scotl a nd , 

and Fe l icia Hemans as the premier poetess of England . 

This art i f icia l ly imposed a l imit on the number of  

"great " poetesses in  any one generat ion and forced the 

women poets into a compet it ive and hierarchical ly 

measured structure (Ross 3 0 2 ) . That is  not to say that 

the women poets did not ever conce ive of themse lves a s  

rivals  and that they were not ambitious , but the 

construction a l l owed only one woman per country to 

succeed , at the expense of her peers . 
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It  is commonly assumed that the relationship between 

ma le and female poets of the peri od was one of scorn and 

host i l ity , whereby the ma le poet resented and feared the 

fema le poet as an intruder or attempted to regard her as 

ins ign i f icant . Marlon Ross has ably analysed the ma l e  

poets ' react ions t o  the women poets entering the market­

place in the initial chapters of The Contours of  

Mascu l ine Des ire , so  it is  unnecessary to  go into deta i l  

here . It  i s  important , however , to emphasise two a spects 

of the relat ionship between the poets of both sexes that 

seem to be frequently overlooked . F irst , the somet imes 

supportive and mutua l ly admiring nature of the 

relat ionship between ma le and f emal e  poets seems to get 

lost in the ru sh to emphasise male hostil ity towards the 

women . Secondly , the re lationship changed over t ime , a s  
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did the ideo logical field in which these relationships 

were constru cted . So , the grounds on which the poetes ses 

of the nineteenth century interacted with the ir 

contemporary ma le poets di ffer vastly from those on which 

the women poets of the 1790s interacted with the ir ma le 

contemporaries . The ear l ier poets tended to view each 

other as compet itors in the same f i e ld whereas the later 

poets were keenly aware they operated in different 

spheres . 

As Janet Todd has noted , many women poets and 

novel ists were l inked through maj or ma le writers . For 

example , Samuel Johnson knew the Duchess of Devonshire , 

Fanny Burney , Hannah More and Helen Maria Wi l l iams , whi l e  

W i l l iam Godwin knew Mary Wo l lstonecraft , Arnel ia Opie , and 

Mary Robinson amongst others ( Todd , D ictionary 1 0 ) . 

Relationsh ips between ma le and fema l e  l iterary f igures 

were diverse and numerous . Mary Robinson was too 

notorious to enter the best homes but she attracted the 

e l ite , l ike Godwin , Edmund Burke , Joshua Reynolds , and 

other writers and artists , to her own ( Pascoe , Stag ing 

1 2 0 ) . She l ley was an early admirer of  the young Fel ic i a  

Hemans ' work , go ing s o  far as to wr ite to her in an 

ef fort to establ i sh a relationship ( wisely disal lowed by 

Hemans ' mother ) . Coleridge exchanged poetry and 

compl iments with Mary Robinson , and wrote an admiring 

poem to  Mati lda Betham in response to her work . 

Wordsworth had Mar ia Jane Jewsbury and Fe l icia Hemans t o  
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stay at his cottage ( separately) , pra i sed Hemans ( in h i s  

" Extempore Effus ion upon the Death of James Hogg" ) ,  and 

admired Smith and W i l l iams . Keats esteemed the poetry of  

Mary Tighe ; Will iam Hayl ey encouraged Charlotte Smith ; 

Scott was an avid admirer of Joanna Ba i l l ie and a friend 

of Anna Seward ; Robert Burns corresponded with Wi l l i ams . 

Thi s  merely touches on an intricate network of l iterary 

relationships between the sexes , relat ionships that 

deserve more deta i led study . 

Groups of wr iters , art ists and intel lectua ls  tended 

to form around important authors , pub l i shers and members 

of  the social e l ite . Men and women had their own as we l l  

as mixed networks o f  support . The support that such 

networks provided cou ld be as tangible as f inanc i a l  

assistance o r  as ephemera l as st imulat ing exchanges 

{ Turner 1 0 6 ) . The Bluestocking coter ie provided both 

inte l lectua l encouragement and an economic base for women 

poets , deve loping an initial framework for inte l l ectua l 

re lat i onships between writ ing women . The early upper­

class B lues were respons ible for the patronage and j or 

encouragement of  Hannah More , Helen Maria Wi l l iams , and 

Anna Barbauld ; More herself went on to patronise Ann 

Year s ley . Oddly enough , Barbauld later in her career 

deni ed there was any "bond of union among l iterary women "  

( qtd . in Lonsda le 3 0 0 ) . 

There is  plenty of evidence that confirms that the 
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women poets were wel l  aware of each other . The extens ive 

cross-referencing in prefaces , novels , poems , and actual 

l ives of  the women writers points to the inspirat ion they 

offered one another ( Turner 1 2 9 ) . Obvious ly , the 

dif ferent agendas and backgrounds of the women poets 

meant they did not necessar i ly endorse one another on the 

bas is o f  the ir sex . Some were highly critica l  of  others ; 

some conceived of themse lves as rivals ; others tried to 

distance themse lves from the ever-increas i ng numbers of 

women wr iters ; but the genera l relationship between the 

women poets seems to have been one of professional 

friendship if not intimate companionship . Mar lon Ross 

sees the early-nineteenth-century poetesses as being more 

than correspondents in the ir re lationships but less than 

riva l s . He claims that Hemans thr ived on the affection 

of her l iterary network and that the network enabled 

shared fame and shared f a i lure , protecting her from both 

( Ross 3 0 1 - 0 2 ) . 

London was the centre of the l iterary wor ld but 

l iterary groups were also deve loped in the provinces .  

Most groups had a strong and charismati c  leader to whom 

others gravitated , such as El i z abeth Montagu , Anna 

Seward , and ( in Par i s )  Helen Maria Wi l l iams ( Todd , 

Dictionary 1 0 ) . Strong personal ities , however , 

occas iona l ly led to l iterary clashes . Anna Seward was 

renowned for her l ofty perception of her poet ic vocat i on 

and she took great pride in being an astute cr itic of 
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both men and women . She was notor ious ly cr itical  of  

Charlotte Smith ' s  sonnets , an att itude which coul d  have 

perhaps contained an element of profess iona l r iva l ry . 

Janet Todd a l so cites j ea lous eruptions between Seward 

and C l ara Reeve , between Hannah Cowley and Hannah More ( a  

notorious and surpr is ingly public exchange that took 

p l ace in print and concerned accusations of plagiarism) , 

and between More and Ann Yearsley ( Dictionary 1 1 ) . 

Intertextua l references as a means of ind i cating 

awareness o f  and support for another fema le poet ' s  work 

were a common device . Many of the large number of 

women ' s  verse epist les "were addressed to other fema le 

poets , patrons , subscr ibers or we l l  wishers " ( K .  

W i l l iamson 2 83 ) . Char lotte Smith inc luded her friend 

Henrietta O ' Ne i l l ' s  poem "Ode to a Poppy" in her novel 

Desmond ; Hannah Cowley ' s  The Scottish Villag e does honour 

to Barbauld , Burney and Seward ; Fel icia Hemans ded icated 

Records of  Woman to Joanna Ba i l l ie and often used 

epigraphs from women to introduce her poems . Mary 

B lackett ' s  poems were inc luded in the Falconar s isters ' 

Preface ; Bai l l ie wrote about her ancestor Lady Griseld 

Bai l l ie ;  and Anne Bannerman dedicated a poem to Joanna 

Bai l l ie .  Towards the end of the period , e legies on 

prominent women poets a lso became common and included 

Hemans on Mary Tighe , E l i zabeth Barrett Browning on 

Hemans and Letitia Landon , Landon on Hemans , and 

Chri stina Rossetti on Landon . 
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Ass istance was on occasion more pract ica l . Agress 

records that when Mary Russe l l  Mitford ' s  father d ied , 

other l iterary women , including Ba i l l i e , Opie , Mar i a  

Edgeworth , and Frances Trol lope , raised money t o  help 

her . According to Agress ,  "these women -- a l l  of  whom 

were of the upper middle class -- formed an informa l 

group and be l ieved themse lves to be somewhat above other 

midd le- and l ower-middle-class women wr iters " 

( 1 2 0 } . Subscription to women ' s  poetic volumes was 

another means of support , particularly vital for working­

class women . Todd states that working-class women rare ly 

saw themselves as a group and that their networking with 

other women was a means of survival that invo lved 

interaction with the middle classes in the form of  

patronage ( D ict ionary 12 } . There is some evidence to  

suggest , however , that the lower-class women poets a l so 

felt a sense of commun ity -- for example , Janet Litt le ' s  

exchanging poetry with her fel l ow " rustic" poet Jean 

Murray ( Bold 2 9 } . Karina Wi l l i amson summarises the ir 

mutua l support : "Women poets could feel that they 

be longed both to a l iving network of women writers and 

readers , and to a succession of  poets reaching back into 

the seventeenth century'' ( 2 8 3 } . 



vi i Public Personae 

Public interest in women ' s  poetry , as already 

ment ioned , extended to public interest in women poets . 
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As we l l  as being free ly discussed in publ ications of  the 

day , some of the women poets were so f amous as to become 

publ ic curio s ities . Howitt ' s  Homes and Haunts of  the 

Most Eminent Br itish Poets was first publi shed in 1 8 4 7 , 

twe lve years after Hemans ' death , but he comments that 

her house of birth " i s st i l l  pointed out to strangers '' 

( 2 : 105 ) . In her l i fet ime Hemans was subj ect to the 

stares and approaches of her admir ing publ ic , and many o f  

her letters , which w i l l  be discussed in a later chapter , 

i l lustrate the d iscomfort she felt at being so famous . 

Mary Robinson seems to have encouraged her high prof i l e  

but she too expressed some discomfort with the scruti ny 

of  the public : ''Whenever I appeared in public , I was 

overwhelmed by the gaz ing of the mult itude" ( qtd . in 

Pascoe , Stag ing 118 ) . 

Some of  the women poets were f amous before they 

ventured into print , such as Robinson through her act i ng 

and her l iaisons with prominent men , and Caro l ine Lamb 

through her affair with Byron . Most , however , cou ld 

credit their fame to the ir l iterary pursuits and take 

pride in the ir efforts . Charlotte Smith never forgot 

that she was the daughter of  a gentleman , and a lthough 

she constantly bemoaned the necess ity of writing she was 
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very proud o f  her l iterary career . As we l l  as taking 

sat i sfaction from the income she earned she was grati f ied 

at the opportunities that her fame and reputat ion opened 

for her chi ldren ( Stanton 3 93 ) . 

The public scrut iny that fame brought was often not 

des irable for the woman poet . Anonymous publ ication was 

one means by which women poets could avo i d  publ ic ity , and 

it served a var iety of other purposes for the women 

poets . Many of  the we ll -born authors felt that 

authorship was not ladyl ike . Whether it was a l inger i ng 

st igma from Restoration times or the new taint of 

c ommerc ialism that led them to bel ieve wr iting was not 

appropriate to the ir gender , we can only surmise . Of 

course , social  pos ition was also important , and 

pub l i shing poetry could be seen as a kind of manua l 

labour not suitable for a " lady . " Nairne cons idered it  

" a  di sgrace for a woman ' to have ink on her thumb ' "  and 

Ann Radc l i ffe was ashamed of being thought an authoress 

as her "chief ambition ( was ] to be thought a lady "  

( qtd . i n  Agress 1 19 ) . Anonymity a l so protected a woman 

from the glare of public ity should her work succeed , or 

from the pub l ic humiliation potenti a l ly involved in an 

unsuccessful production . It a l lowed a woman ' s  pub l i sh ing 

aspirations to be kept pr ivate , even from fami ly . I t  

a lso meant that a work could be j udged on its own merit 

rather than harshly attacked because it came from a 

f emale pen , or , perhaps , worse , condescended to on 
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account o f  the sex of its author . S imi larly , women poets 

had to cons ider that when they published under their own 

names they could be attacked for be ing unfemin ine , or 

their poetry dismissed as frivolous ( Fu l lard 4 ) . 

Kutrieh ' s  anthology of  popu lar Br itish women poets 

of the Romantic Period identif ies a number of women who 

kept the ir identities secret . Catherine Mari a  Fanshawe 

usu a l ly published anonymously (her "Riddle on the Letter 

H" was attributed to Byron ) . Fanshawe was part of  a 

sma l l  coter i e ,  and her poems often circu l ated in 

manu s cript for unknown periods before publ ication . She 

moved in famous circles but was not herse lf we l l  known 

and only became noticed a fter her death (Kutrieh 7 6 ) . 

Ame l ia Opie initia l ly published an anonymou s nove l that 

attracted no attention but in 1802  she pub l i shed a volume 

of poems that went through six edit ions by 1 8 1 1  ( Kutri eh 

1 1 2 ) . Mary Blachford Tighe wrote Psyche in 1 7 95 and 

c ircu lated it amongst her friends . It was privately 

reissued in 1 8 05 and was so successfu l that she was able 

to u se the proceeds to bu i ld a ward for an orphan asylum . 

T ighe d i ed in 1 8 1 0 , and in 1 8 1 1  Psyche was f irst offered 

to the public , becoming exceedingly popu lar and h ighly 

pra i sed ( Kutr ieh 13 7 -3 8 ) . Carol ine Bowles was orphaned 

at 2 0  and with poverty imminent decided to write for 

money . She sent a manu script of a poem to Southey ( her 

future husband ) and thi s  was published anonymou s ly in 

1 8 2 0 .  According to Mi les , her disfigurement by sma l lpox 



was part of the reason she desired ret irement and 

sec lus ion { 4 0 ) . 

6 8  

Publ ishing anonymously meant the author ran the risk 

of having her work attributed to  someone e lse . When the 

f irst ser ies of Joanna Ba i l l ie ' s  Plays on the Pas s i ons 

appeared anonymous ly in 1 7 9 8  it was reviewed as 

" undoubtedly the work of a man"  and for a time was 

ascr ibed to  Wa lter Scott (Whyte 1 }  . One way to avoid 

thi s  yet to  retain anonymity was to pub l i sh under a 

pseudonym . Many of the women poets used pseudonyms , and 

used them for a variety of purposes . As ment ioned above , 

Carol ina Nairne used a false name to protect her ident ity 

because she did not wish to be known as an author . 

Despite the celebrity of her works she chose never to 

reveal her authorship of such popular ba llads as "The 

Land o '  the Lea l . "  

Other women poets had d i f ferent agendas in their use 

of pseudonyms . As has already been di scussed , a woman 

and her text were assumed to be inseparable dur i ng the 

period . This  assumpt ion had the effect of con f ining a 

woman to  only one textua l voice , a single and stable 

identity . Yet , c learly , women as much as men were able 

t o  construct a poet ic persona ( or personae ) . Mary 

Robinson i s  one woman poet who exploited the use o f  

personae . She had a diff i cult task in bui ld ing a 

respectabl e  l iterary reputation because in the pub l i c  
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discourse she was a lready a fal len woman ( Pascoe , Stag ing 

2 0 ) . Pascoe ' s  study of Mary Robinson argues that for 

Robinson the use of pseudonyms ( and she used at least 

ten) was a chance to deve lop different poet ic vo ices 

( Stag ing 1 6 0 ) . 1 1  

A s  we l l  as al lowing women greater creative freedom , 

the use of  pseudonyms distanced the poet from the 

speaking voice and a l lowed women to enj oy literary 

success whi le sti l l  shie lded from direct public attent ion 

( Pascoe , Stag ing 5 6 ) . In an era of  increasing publ ic 

scrutiny of famous authors it was useful for women to be 

able to construct a publ ic vers ion of themse lves wh i ch 

they marketed as part of the poet ic package . Letitia  

Landon was extreme ly successful at thi s . She publ i shed 

her poetry under the ha lf-pseudonym " L . E . L . " to t it i l late 

her readers and arouse curios ity about herself , and 

cont inued this marketing ploy and l iterary strategy even 

when her name had been revea led . She also encouraged her 

work to be read as autobiographical , seemingly 

subscribing to the dominant bel ief of woman and text a s  

one . Yet , historical information clearly shows her own 

l i fe was far from the l i fe she constructed for herse l f  in 

her poetry . 

The deve lopment of a poet ic persona for pub l i c  

1 1Pascoe l i sts only the eight Robinson used in the Morning 
Post . 
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consumpt ion i s  an interest ing aspect o f  the deve lopment 

of women ' s  poetry from 17 7 0  to 1835 . Changes in 

ideological bel iefs and the social circumstances of the 

poets resulted in vari ous types of personae bei ng 

constructed . The more famous the poet , the more 

i nteresting the use of  a public mask or persona becomes . 

I n  the early part of the period the famous women poets 

present selected deta i l s , an edited vers ion , of the ir own 

l ives to the public in their poetry . By the 1 8 2 0 s  the 

famous women poets are rewr iting the ir l ives to f it their 

pub l ic image . 

Common to the sixty-f ive years under study , despite 

the dif fering cultura l bel iefs about women and women 

poets , i s  the fact that increasing numbers of women poets 

achieved success , popular ity , and fame . In spite of  a 

number of  pressures , both interna l and externa l ,  that 

made it d i f f icu l t  for women to publ i sh poetry , large 

numbers did so and were indisputably popular . The famous 

women poets ' attempts to publicly ba lance the demands of  

society with their own interna l expectati ons ( regard ing 

the idea of woman and the idea of a poet ) makes 

fasc inating study . In the next chapter I sha l l  look at 

the B luestockings ' inf luence on the first group of women 

poets who publ ished in the 1 7 7 0 s  and 17 8 0 s , and these 

poets ' exper i ence of fame . 



CHAPTER TWO 

THE EARLY DECADES 

i The B luestockings 

7 1  

The Bluestocking network provided both an important 

model and a point of departure for the women poets who 

eventua l ly emerged from under its inf luence ( Myers 1 1 } . 

The women who were known as Bluestockings were upper­

c l as s , i nte l lectua l ly incl ined , and exceptiona l ly wel l  

educated for their t ime . Their friendships spanned many 

decades and were nurtured largely through correspondence 

in the ear ly years , before they establ ished themselves in 

the soc ial scene of London . In many ways the second 

generat ion of women poets who part icipated in the 

B luestocking circle , l ike Hannah More , Anna Barbauld , 

Anna Seward , and Helen Maria Wi l l iams , went beyond the 

precedents set by the women of the ear l ier generat ion . 

Yet , in other ways , this second generation of pub l i sh i ng 

women were more conservative than their predecessors . 

Sylvia Harcstark Myers , in her thorough and very 

readable study The B luestocking Circle : Women, 

Friendship, and the Life of the Mind in E ighteenth­

Century Eng l and , provides a wel l-documented account of  

the formation and continuation of the network of women 



7 2  

who began the B luestocking circle . According to Myers , 

for the origina l Blues ( El i zabeth Montagu , E l i z abeth 

Carter , Cather ine Ta lbot etc . ) being a B luestocking meant 

be i ng an impeccable member of an intellectua l community 

of men and women , a community in which learning , virtue 

and friendship were l inked ( Myers 1 1 ) . Prominent 

int e l l ectua l men l ike Or Johnson , Lord Lytte lton , David 

Garrick , and Horace Wa lpole , among others , respected and 

admired the women who dominated the coterie . Ma l e  

mentors o ften provided support for the women , who were 

aware of the ir lack of systemat ic and c lassical  educat ion 

(Myers 155 ) . The B luestocki ng goa l was for women to be 

accepted as having a right to l iterature , " l iteratur e "  in 

its widest sense ( letters , l earning , books ) , perhaps 

better understood now as " education" (Myers 1 2 7 ) . They 

sought acknowledgement of fema le inte l lectua l capac ity . 

I t  is  noteworthy that the Bluestockings did not 

aspire to deve lop a " feminine" l iterary trad ition but to 

participate in their culture ' s  established ( mascul ine ) 

l iterary tradition . (The notion of fema le and ma le 

wri ting bei ng inherently d i f ferent had yet to come to 

prominence . )  The Bluestockings did not want to be 

professiona l authors . They had an ambivalent attitude 

towards writing for a l iving , preferr ing not to regard 

the i r  work as having been done for money , as women who 

r e l ied on profit from their work were seen as needy and 

dependent . They wanted to feel that they publ i shed 



because the ir intel lectua l interests gave them p l easure 

and self-respect , and inf luenced others for good (Myers 

155 ) . They were predominantly women from the upper 

middle c lasses , eminently respectable and financi a l ly 

secure . Publ i shing was sti l l  ta inted with an a i r  of 

unrespectabi l ity and fema le authorship had not tota l ly 

shaken off the disreputable image it had gained dur ing 

the Restorat ion . Carter and Montagu published 

73 

re luctantly , at the behest of others , anxious about their 

reputat ions , and not ent irely conf ident of the ir 

abi l ities ( Myers 2 43 )  . 12 Myers notes that the 

B luestockings ' actua l publ ished output was very sma l l , 

and that the ir inte l lectual work was character i s ed by 

d i f f idence and uncerta inty ( 15 6 ) . 

Though not aspiring to ful ly deve loped l iterary 

careers themse lves , the B luestockings often acted as 

patrons or advocates of other women ' s  wr iting , their 

wea lth and connections p lacing them in a unique posit ion 

( for fema l e s )  that al lowed them to do so ( Curran , "Women" 

1 8 0 -8 1 )  . Of course , the women they fostered were 

requ ired to meet their standards of moral ity and 

respectabi l ity , the virtuous and financially needy being 

f avoured as protegees . E l i z abeth Carter , for i nstance , 

was concerned for Charlotte Smith ' s  success and E l i z abeth 

12Carter ' s  early career with the Gent leman ' s  Maga z ine had 
been encouraged by her father and a number of inf luent i a l  
l iterary mentors ; i t  ended i n  17 3 9  for a variety of reasons ( see 
Myers 5 8 - 6 0 )  and she did not publish again unt i l  1 75 8 , except for 
two periodical poems in 175 0  and 1 75 1 .  
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Montagu patroni sed many writers , including Sarah Fielding 

and Ann Yearsley (Myers 14 9 ) . The favoured genre for 

B luestocking patronage was undoubtedly poetry . Stuart 

Curran has noted that the Bluestockings stressed the 

primacy of classical learning ( advocat ing women ' s  access 

to it) and forged a common cause with men in refining 

culture . The B luestockings honoured the tradit iona l 

terms of poetry as an upper-class rea lm that requ ired a 

c lass ica l education and exclus ive standards of shared 

taste , whi l e  women who had neither the means nor 

education to devote themselves to high culture turned to 

the nove l ( Curran , "Women " 18 2 } . 

The Bluestockings are often d iscussed in relation to 

feminism , and their contribution to the advancement of 

women is frequent ly debated . Some modern scholars 

nominate the Bluestockings as ear ly feminists because of 

the ir prominent role in changing contemporary percept ions 

of women ( for example , Lawrence Stone in Chapter E ight of 

The Fami ly, Sex and Marr iage in England 1 5 0 0 - 1 8 0 0 ) .  

Myers , however , argues , and I thi nk rightly so , that the 

Bluestockings did not see themselves as part of a 

feminist tradition ( 12 1 ) . There is no evidence from any 

of their surviving letters that they read any of the ir 

fema le precursors who are now regarded as feminist , with 

the except ion o f  Katherine Phi l ips whose work Carter had 

some copies of . { The l iterary fema le who provided a role 

model for Talbot and Carter was the re l igious poet 
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E l i z abeth Singer Rowe . ) It is  imposs i b le to know whether 

they were aware of and j or inf luenced by the writings of 

Margaret Cavendish , Bathsua Makin , Sarah Fyge Egerton , or 

Mary Astell , whom modern scho lars have declared the f irst 

l iterary femin ists . The fame of these ear ly women 

wr iters tended to diss ipate quickly a f ter their death , 

much as was to be the case for the women wr iters of the 

Romantic Per iod ( Myers 12 1-2 2 ) .  

Other scholars agree with Myers , regarding the 

Bluestockings as ultra-conservat ive and perhaps even more 

of a hindrance than a help to the growth of feminism . 

The Bluestockings can be seen as achieving women who 

refused to acknowledge the c laims of feminism . In other 

words , because they managed to succeed under contemporary 

conditions they preferred not to j eopardise that succes s  

by attempting t o  increase the status o f  women i n  genera l ,  

or perhaps even saw no need to change contemporary soc i a l  

conditions . Mari lyn Will iamson , i n  her article "Who ' s  

Afraid of Mrs Barbauld? The Blue Stockings and Feminism , "  

argues that the Bluestockings did not seek to change 

ma le-fema le relationships , but to improve educat ion for 

women so they could better ful f i l  the conventiona l role 

( 9 5 ) . Whi l e  the Bluestockings ' comments on women ' s  

education support this interpretation of the ir goa l s , i t  

is  a l s o  possible that they presented a conservative 

facade to disgu ise their more l iberal  intentions , as 
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early eighteenth-century proponents of women ' s  education 

had . 

One of the problems that modern critics face in 

assess ing how feminist the Bluestock ings were is  the ir 

emphas i s  on virtue and other " feminine " qualities . To 

dissociate themselves from l icent ious publish ing women 

l ike Aphra Behn , E l i z a  Haywood and Delariviere Manley , 

other fema le wr iters were forced to emphas ise their own 

virtue . It was not only women who prope l led this  

movement . Men who be l ieved in  women ' s  intel lectua l and 

l i terary capac ity also fostered the connection between 

virtue and respectabi l ity and publishing for women . The 

minor poet Thomas Seward , father of Anna , stressed the 

importance of combining learning with virtue and the 

domestic ski l l s in his poem "The Fema le Right to 

L iterature , in a Letter to a Young Lady , from Florence" 

( 17 4 8 ) . In the poem he encourages the young woman in her 

studies but stresses the importance of combining her 

l earning with virtue and domestic ski l ls (Myers 1 2 6 ) . 

Thi s  combinat ion of attr ibutes gradual ly became the key 

to women be ing accepted , reputations intact , as worthy of 

pub l i cation . John Duncombe ' s  rol lca l l  of women poets , 

The Feminiad; or, Fema le Genius, A Poem ( 17 54 ) , as 

a lready noted , distinguished between virtuous and 

non-virtuous fema le writers , prais ing the modest and 

mor a l  l ike E l i zabeth Singer Rowe , E l i z abeth Carter , 

Katherine Phi l ips , and Anne Finch (Myers 1 2 7 - 2 9 ) . 
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Ultimate ly , it i s  necessary to assess the inf luence 

of the B luestockings in the light of the ideology of 

the ir own per iod , rather than to apply recent feminist 

theory and ask them to measure up in terms of what we now 

assess as " feminist . '' The Bluestockings were very much 

the product of their own time , and issues of gender were 

then unavo idably comp l icated by issues of clas s , 

pol itic s ,  and re l igion . The exceptional inte l l ectua l 

capacit ies of the early generat ion of Bluestockings were 

at odds with their society ' s  expectations of the ir 

gender . The ir primary concern was to a l low women acces s  

t o  int e l lectua l activity and education , but they did not 

advocate such privileges for a l l  women : emanc ipatory and 

democratic impulses did not necessarily go hand in hand . 

In  many respects the B luestockings were very t imid in 

the ir cla ims for women . They neverthe less estab l i shed 

women ' s  right to inte l lectua l and l i terary activity , 

thereby paving the way for the women poets who were to 

fol l ow them . 

Around 1 7 7 5 , the term "bluestocking" widened to 

focus on l earned ladies and female writers in genera l ,  

thereby including women who were not strict ly members of 

the B luestocking circle . The broadened use of the term 

was the result of intense interest by part i c ipants and 

observers ( newspapers , per iodical s )  in the new phenomenon 

of " women writ ing , publishing , and taking a publ i c  ro l e  

in the l i fe o f  the mind "  (Myers 2 4 4 ) . Journal i sts and 
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sat irists f ocused on them , a s  did portrait art i st s  and 

caricaturists , so that the pub l i c  at large was very aware 

of their exi stence . Between 17 7 3  and 1 8 0 0  there were a 

large number of media references to the B luestock i ngs 

which kept them prominent and made them a matter for 

pub l i c  discuss ion . By the 1 7 7 0 s  the women were be ing 

observed by poets , j ourna l ists , and painters with vary ing 

att itudes . Some thought that they were the touchstone of 

learning and virtue , showing educat ion for women was 

bene f i c ia l , whi le others were angry they had crossed into 

a mascul ine sphere and satirised them (Myers 2 7 0 - 7 1 ) . 

Contrary to ear l ier in the century when learned and 

publ ishing women tended to be isolated f igures , the 

B luestock ings were perceived by society at large as a 

group and , though the numbers and names varied , the 

tendency was for attent ion to focus on them co l l ect ive ly ,  

not a s  individua ls (Myers 2 7 3 ) . Because of the ir fame , 

they were able to extend their inf luence beyond the ir own 

coter ies . The publ ic ity surrounding them came because 

their soc ial  l ives had become public , and meant that the 

f igure of the Bluestocking did not die with the demise of 

the group but rema ined inf luent ial and we l l  known into 

the nineteenth century (Myers 2 8 8 ) . 

P l aci ng themselves in the pub l ic eye through the ir 

wr iting , the B luestockings knew that they invited 

scrut iny of their l ives . Johnson ' s  Dictionary ( 1 7 8 6 )  
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def ines " fame " as , f irst , celebr ity or renown , and 

secondly as report or rumour . 13 The emphasis on a 

publishing woman ' s  moral ity and virtue meant that for the 

B luestocki ng women the two meanings of " fame " were 

inextr icably l inked . Fame in terms of celebr ity 

increas ingly conf l i cted with the preva i l ing ideology o f  

gender that p laced women in the pr ivate , domestic sphere . 

The Bluestockings ' learn ing and fame were potent ial  

threats to the ir femininity so  they worked hard to 

ma inta in impeccable mora ls and virtuous reputations . 

Fame was thus ambiguous : it was someth ing to be 

cult ivated in terms of reputation but something to be 

modestly def lected in terms of celebr ity . This  conf l ict , 

and the paradoxica l fact that the publishing woman was 

necessar i ly in the public eye wh i l e  gender ideology was 

increas ingly dictat ing separate spheres of activity for 

men and women , mani fested itself in poetry by women in 

these f irst decades , and , indeed , throughout the per iod . 

In firmly associat ing the wr it ing woman with virtue , 

the B luestockings simultaneously opened the f i e ld o f  

l iterature and publ ication for women and def ined the 

l imits of that participation in terms of acceptabi l ity 

and respectabil ity . They did not try to make the ir own 

l ives models for others -- far from it -- but by their 

very example they raised the tone of Engl ish thought with 

13Samuel Johnson , A Dictionary of the Engl ish Language 
( London : Harrison , 1 7 8 6 ) . 
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regard to the va lue o f  their sex ( M .  W i l l iamson , "Who ' s  

Afra id? "  98 ) . Among the women poets influenced , directly 

or indirectly , by the Bluestockings were four o f  the most 

famous l iterary names of the late eighteenth century : 

Hannah More , Anna Let itia Barbauld , Anna Seward , and 

Helen Maria Wi l l iams . 

i i  Hannah More 

The shift from the original Bluestockings to the 

next generation , as already indicated , involved a shift 

from the upper classes to the middle c lasses , from women 

who ta lked about the need for education to women who 

actua l ly set up schools , and from thinkers to doers ( Ross 

1 9 2 ) . Hannah More epitomises this movement . Although a 

generation younger than the origina l B luestockings and a 

provincial schoolteacher , she became part of the ir circle 

and went on to become one of  the most inf luent i a l  and 

f amous writers of her day . Albeit best remembered for 

her prose works , More achieved fame initia l ly via drama 

and poetry . 

More was the fourth of five daughters of a 

s choolmaster who provided her with an early educat ion i n  

Latin , Ita l ian , Spanish and mathematics ( a lthough he grew 

a larmed at her mathematical abi l ity so discontinued thi s  

subj ect ) . With her s isters , More ran a school in 
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Br isto l , and her role as schoolteacher prompted her 

l iterary incl inat ions . Her work The Search After 

Happiness was circulated as a school text many years 

before it was published in 1 7 7 3  (Todd , British 4 8 3 ) . A 

broken engagement resulted in a compensatory annuity that 

a l lowed More to l ive comfortably and independent ly , never 

marrying ( Lonsdale 3 2 3 ) . 

More f irst vis ited London in the winter of 1 7 7 4 -7 5 , 

quickly making prominent friends such as the theatr ica l 

Garr icks (Myers 2 6 0 ) . Her social  ease and wit ensured 

her popu larity with such luminaries as Johnson and 

Montagu , and London vis its became an annua l event ( Todd , 

Bri t i sh 4 8 2 ) . She exper ienced rapid social and l iterary 

success as a poet , essayist , and dramatist , qui ck ly 

becoming a prominent f igure in the l iterary scene through 

her combinat ion of sentiment and moral rhetoric ( Lonsda l e  

xxx iv ) . Her output was prol ific , with the ma j or ity of 

her poetry appearing in the years from 1 7 7 6  to 1 7 8 8 . 

Lonsda le sees More as be ing at the height of her 

celebr ity in London in 1 7 7 7  when she publi shed her Essays 

on Var ious Subjects, Principa l ly Des igned for Young Girls  

( xxxv ) , though her most inf luential period was 

undoubtedly 1 7 9 0  to 1 8 1 0  during publication of The Cheap 

Repository Tracts . 

More ' s  early poetry tended toward fairly l ight 

narrative verse in the sentimental vein ( though she was 



8 2  

later t o  denigrate the fashionable cult o f  sens ibi l ity ' s  

art i f ic i a l  ecstasies over the " sacred rapture '' of pa in 

felt by the tru ly sens it ive (Todd , British 4 8 3 ) ) .  T itles 

l ike S ir Eldred of  the Bower, and The Bleeding Rock : Two 

Legendary Tales ( 17 7 6 ) , and "Ode to Dragon , Mr Garr ick ' s  

House-dog , at Hampton" ( 1 7 7 7 ) indicate her early 

interests . The death of her mentor Garrick saw the end 

of More ' s  theatrical career ( she later regretted her 

a f f i l iat ion with the stage) , and was an intense persona l 

loss that perhaps initiated her move to a preoccupat ion 

with morality ,  soc ial concerns , and eventua l ly 

Evangel ism . Her later poetry i l lustrates a shift towards 

such issues , in poems l ike " Sensibi l ity : A Poet ica l 

Ep istle to the Honourable Mrs Boscawen" ( 17 8 5 )  and 

S l avery, A Poem ( 17 8 8 ) . 

Cons idering More ' s  renown and respectabi l ity , it i s  

perhaps surpr is ing that references t o  fame are absent 

from any of her poems . Even her poem on the 

B luestockings , " The Bas Bleu , or , Conversation , "  

circulated in manuscript before being pub l ished in 1 7 8 6 , 

does not address the is sue of women and fame . 14 I n  the 

poem More made prominent the view of the Bluestockings a s  

conversationa l ists , but i n  the process somewhat 

trivial ised the older women ' s  motives by attributing 

the ir fondness for conversation to their oppos ition to 

14More claimed in the adverti�ent for the poem that she only 
publ i shed it to prevent cop ied manuscripts with errors in them 
f rom c ircu l ating ( Florio 6 6 ) . 



card games . The circle arose more out of a des ire to 

promote women ' s  intel lectua l capacit ies and rationa l 

conversat ion abi l ities than mere ly to replace whist 

(Myers 2 6 2 ) . 
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A l ikely reason for More ' s  lack o f  wr iting o n  fame 

is its relevance to her own l i f e . Given her pro l i f i c  

output ( Jackson ' s  bibl iography conta ins 3 3  entr ies for 

More , most of which appear in mu ltiple editions , and this  

ta l ly exc ludes the co l lect ions that More ' s  work appeared 

in) , and her f inancial success , it seems reasonab l e  to 

assume that Hannah More had l iterary ambitions . The 

natura l consequence of her success was fame . However , 

More ' s  own l i fe was at odds with her teachings and her 

conservat ive opinions on the role of women . I suggest 

that More was astute ly aware of this contrad ict i on and 

had no des ire to draw attention to it by wr it ing about 

fame or ambit ion . 

Hannah More was probably the most regressive of the 

B luestock ings and the ir protegees in terms of her 

attitude towards "the advancement of women" (Myers 2 6 0 } . 

I n  her Essays of 1 7 7 7  she shi fted the grounds on which 

the early B luestockings sought to participate i n  

l iterature by advocating the not ion of separate spheres 

for ma le and fema le writers . More refers to the publ i c  

sphere a s  the "proper element" for men , not women , and 

says that the female mind is capable of " l ive ly 
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imagination s "  and " exquis ite perception" but not a 

mascul ine " strength of intellect . "  Women ' s  poetry is  to 

be character ised by " the beaut i ful , the soft , the 

de l icate , "  whi le "the steeps of Parnassus " are to be 

reserved for the "bold adventurers of the other sex " 

( qtd . in Lonsdale xxxiv-xxxv) . These prescriptions for 

women ' s  writing ga ined currency as the century drew to a 

c lose . 

More ' s  earl iest publ icat ion , The Search After 

Happiness , encouraged the notion of separate spheres for 

men and women in a l l  areas , not j ust l iterature . When 

one of the fema le characters expresses a des ire for fame 

she is reprimanded , and reminded of the need for 

humi l ity : "A meteor , not a star you wou ld appear , I For 

woman shines but in her proper sphere . "  More was adamant 

that woman ' s  role should be a domestic one , and i f  she 

did take a l iterary role then it should be for the mora l 

betterment o f  society : " · a woman ' s  talents are only 

a means to a sti l l  higher atta inment . . . ; mere ly to 

exerc ise them as instruments for the acquisition of fame 

and the promot ing of pleasure , is subvers ive to her 

de l icacy as a woman" ( qtd . in Poovey 35 ) . Though More 

promoted the ultimately damaging notion of separate 

spheres of l iterary act ivity for men and women , she a l so 

del ineated a clear space for , and therefore author ised , 

women ' s  wr iting .  
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As was the case with the original B luestockings , but 

to a greater extent , More ' s  l i fe and her teachings , her 

actions and her words , were contradictory . Marlon Ross 

notes how More cont inued to depict herself  as a 

provinc i a l  schoo lmarm despite her enormous fame and 

inf luence in polit ical and educat iona l spheres ( 2 0 4 ) . 

( How successful  she was in promot ing this conception of 

herse l f  is  shown in comments l ike Thomas De Qu incey ' s ,  

assessing that " she was modest , feminine , and , by nature , 

retiring ; . . .  it was only by a most unnatural and 

trans i ent effort that she ever attempted to shine " 

(Moulton v :  1 9 1 )  . )  She had to balance her own phenomena l 

fame and extens ive publication with her cont inua l writing 

aga inst fema le ambition and fema le participat ion in the 

publ ic sphere . She had to be publicly inf luent i a l  

without being a publ ic spectacle (Ross 2 0 6 ) . I n  order to 

defend the femininity o f  her own fame she stressed her 

propr i ety . Like the B luestockings before her , but more 

systemat ica l l y ,  she combined fema le gen ius with fema le 

virtue and domestic abi lity : 

The truth is , women who are so puf fed up with the 
conceit of talents as to neglect the plain dut ies o f  
l i fe , wi l l  not frequently be f ound t o  b e  women o f  
the best abi l ities . And here may the author be 
a l lowed the grat i f ication of observing , that those 
women of real genius and extens ive knowledge . . . 
have been , in general ,  eminent for economy and the 
practice of domestic virtues . . . ( qtd . in Ross 
2 0 8 )  

By d i fferentiating between genuine feminine genius and 

pretension to genius More could declare l i terary pursuits 
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proper for women whi le denying ambit ion and mascul inity 

( Ross 2 0 8 } . Th is also a l lowed her to praise the works of 

the B luestocking circle . To the third edition o f  The 

Search After Happiness More added an ep i logue wh ich a l so 

d i fferent i ated kinds of wr iting women . One character 

says : 

' How we l l  so ' er these l earned ladies wr ite , 
They se ldom act the virtues they recite ; 
No useful qua l ities adorn their l ives , 
They make sad mothers ,  and sti l l  sadder w ives . '  

The reply of the second speaker qualif ies these 

assertions : 

' I  grant this satire j ust in former days , 
When Sapphos and Corinnas tuned their lays , 
But in our chaster times ' t is no offence , 
When fema le virtue j o i ns with fema le sense . 

Severa l of the Bluestockings , inc lud ing Aikin ( later 

Barbaul d ) ,  Carter and Montagu , are sing led out for 

pra i s e , though the character hastens to add : 

I 

' She bids me add -- though Learning ' s  cause 
One virtuous sentiment , one generous deed , 
Af fords more genu ine transport to the heart 
Than genius , wit , or science can impart . .  

I plead , 

I 

Feminist in the modern sense she was not , but More 

was aware of the precarious soc ial position of the 

educated , publ ishing woman l ike hersel f : 

But there is one human cons ideration whi ch would 
perhaps more ef fectually tend to dampen in an 
aspir ing woman the ardours of l iterary vanity . . 
than any which she w i l l  derive from mot ives o f  
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hum i l ity , propriety , or religion ; which is , that i n  
the j udgement passed o n  her performances , she wi l l  
have to encounter the mortifying c ircumstance of 
having her sex always taken into account , and her 
highest exertions w i l l  probably be received with the 
qua l i f ied approbation , that is rea l ly extraordinary 
for a woman . ( qtd . in Poovey 3 9 }  

This  i s  a n  interesting quotat ion as More does acknowledge 

that women can enterta in the idea of " aspiring " to 

" l iterary vanity , " and , desp ite her own assert ion that 

women and men should operate in separate spheres , she 

sounds genu inely annoyed by the qua l i f ied pra i s e  meted 

out to women writers . More ' s  response to the threat of 

thi s kind o f  treatment was to publish a l l  but her last 

four works anonymous ly , a lthough they were instantly 

recogn isable to readers ( Poovey 3 9 ) . 

Yet , though she allowed the poss ibi l ity o f  l iterary 

ambition in women in genera l ,  More denied any such 

ambition on her part . Predominant ly in the prefaces to 

her poems , More attempted to appear self-effac ing and 

unambitious , though her protestations sound c lums i ly 

overstated to the modern reader . She went to great 

lengths to represent her work as ins ignif icant and 

herse l f  as having no esteem for her product ions . Rebecca 

Gould G ibson notes that post- 1 7 6 0  women poets start to 

refer to their works as " endeavours"  and " labours , "  a 

change from the ear l ier f ocus on women ' s  poetry as 

" tr i f l e s "  and " d iversions '' ( 8 2 ) . Not More , however . I n  

her dedication t o  David Garr ick prefacing S i r  Eldred of 

the Bower, and, The Bleeding Rock : Two Legendary Tales 
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( 17 7 6 )  she refers to her volume as a " l ittle product ion" 

and "a tri f le"  ( 2 4 1-42 ) .  Simi l arly in her ded icat ion to 

Horace Wa lpole that precedes " F lor io : A Ta le , for F ine 

Gentlemen and Fine Ladies " { 1 7 8 6 )  she speaks of her 

" l ittl e  ta le"  and " l ight verses , "  and the advert i s ement 

accompanying "The Bas B leu" ca l ls her poem a " tr i f le"  and 

a " s l ight performance"  ( Florio i i i - iv ;  6 6 ) . I n  a l l  these 

cases More a l so expresses her reluctance to publ ish . 

Hannah More wrote and published throughout the 

period 1 7 7 0  to 1 8 3 5 , but she focused on didacti c  prose 

from the 1 7 9 0 s . Although stressing women ' s  role a s  

domestic and subservient to men , More gave women a means 

of participat ing in national identity by giving them a 

sense of moral respons ibi l ity {Todd , British 4 8 5 )  . She 

is  interesting as an example of a woman achievi ng 

l iterary fame while denying a l l  aspiration to such f ame 

and never mentioning in her poetry the conf l ict between 

being fema le and being famous . I sha l l  return to 

discuss ion of More and her attitude to the woman poet and 

fame l ater , in relation to her patronage of a f e l low 

woman poet , Ann Years ley . 

i i i  Anna Letitia Barbauld 

S im i lar in many respects to More was her 

contemporary Anna Letitia Barbauld . ( The maj or 
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d i fference between the two was re l i g ion , More being a 

staunch Angl ican and Barbauld a Dissenter . )  Barbaul d  

( nee Aikin)  was the daughter o f  a D i ssenting min ister who 

ran a school for boys , and her father and brother were 

respons ible for her unusua l ly thorough education . Her 

brother John Aik in was also responsible for encouraging 

her to publ ish her poetry in a vo lum� entit led s imp ly 

Poems ( 17  7 3 )  . 15 Barbauld ' s biographer , Betsy Rodgers , 

tel ls us that the " book had an immed iate and astonish ing 

success , pas s ing through four ed itions in twe lve months , 

and from ( then ] on she was cons idered a famous author " 

( 5 7 ) . Barbauld ' s  class ical education was evident in her 

poetry but she was never obscure and her language was 

s imple and direct ( Rodgers 6 1 ) . An enthus iastic review 

from the Month ly Review showed Barbauld was a lready known 

as a poet -- " Before these elegant poems appeared in 

pr int , we were not whol ly unacqua int ed with th i s  Lady ' s  

extraordinary mer it , & fine ta lents " -- indicat ing that 

her poems had circulated amongst fam i ly friends prior to 

publ icat ion ( Rodgers 58 ) . 

Although the Monthly Review spoke favourab ly of the 

volume , the reviewer did have reservations about 

15Lucy Aikin ' s biography of Barbauld , her aunt , says " . . 
her Poems were selected , revi sed , and arranged for publ icat i o n : 
and when a l l  these preparations were comp l eted , findi ng that she 
sti l l  hes itated and l ingered . . .  he procured the paper , and set 
the press to work on his own authority" ( qtd . in McCarthy and 
Kraft xxx ) . Whether this  was the truth or Aikin ' s  des ire to 
present Barbaul d  as suitably modest for an 18 2 0s audience we can 
only guess . 
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Barbau ld ' s  absence o f  feminine concerns : 

We hoped the Woman was going to appear ; & that whi le 
we admired the genius & learning of her graver 
compositions , we should be affected by the 
sens i b i l ity & pass ion of the softer pieces . Miss 
Aik i n ,  l ike most fema le wr iters , has , in some 
measure , disappo inted us on the subj ect of Love . 
( qtd . in Rodgers 5 9 )  

He goes o n  to discuss the inappropr iateness o f  women 

quitting the ir station and province to wr ite about 

"mascu l ine topics . "  According to the reviewer , she and 

other fema le writers , in "pursuing the road to fame , " 

trod too much in the footsteps of men , through no fau lt 

of their own , but because of a lack of feminine 

companionship and because they had been educated by men 

( qtd . in Rodgers 5 9 - 6 0 ) . These comments show the 

emerg ing emphasis  on separate l iterary spheres for men 

and women , and indicate the fai lure of the B luestocking 

idea l of women part icipat ing in the mascul ine l iterary 

tradit ion . 

Miss Aikin became Mrs Barbauld in 1 7 7 4  and the focus 

of her l i fe became the boys ' school that she and her 

husband ran . Her writing was influenced by this 

occupation and she achieved further fame as a writer of 

chi ldren ' s  l iterature . Many commentators , inc luding 

Samuel Johnson , regarded her marr iage to Rochemont 

Barbauld as sti f l ing her l iterary potential  ( McCarthy and 

Kraft xxi i ) . The marriage was not without its problems . 

The threat of hereditary insanity hung over her husband ' s  



fami ly , a threat that was eventua l ly rea l ised and 

resulted in enforced separation from his wife (he was 

violent towards her , trying to k i l l  her on severa l 

occas ions ) and later , su icide . I n  many ways Rochemont 

Barbauld l ived in the shadow of his famous and we l l­

respected wife , something she seems to have been 

consc ious of and tried to avo id drawing attent ion to a s  

she subordinated her own interests t o  her husband ' s  

( Rodgers 6 2 } . 
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As we l l  a s  being an accomp l i shed poet , Barbauld 

wrote successfu l ly in prose ( a lthough never writing a 

novel ) ,  and she was part icularly impassioned about social 

and Dissent ing causes . She supported the abo l it ion 

movement and Amer ican independence , and was a sympath iser 

with the French Revolution in its early stages .  She 

pub l i shed several political tracts ( anonymous ly)  on these 

issues ( Curran , "Women" 1 8 8 ) . Desp ite her far-reachi ng 

social  sympathi es Barbauld has been j udged very 

conservat ive in her attitudes towards women ' s  education . 

Like More , she cons idered her own s ituat ion as a we l l ­

educated and successful ly publ ishing woman a s  an 

exception , and not a mode l  for others to fol low ,  and 

a l located men and women separate spheres : men were to 

participate in "various departments in active l i fe "  whi le 

women part icipated in the domestic sphere only , as " a  

wife , a mother , a mistress o f  a family . "  She quashed 

E l i zabeth Montagu ' s  suggest ion in 1 7 7 4  that she head an 
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academy for women , not seeing how rigorous educat ion 

would help women to be "good wives or agreeable 

companions . "  Defending her own role as author , Barbauld 

said "my s ituat ion has been pecul iar , and I would of fer 

no rule for others " ( qtd . in M.  Wi l l iamson , "Who ' s  

Afra id? "  9 1 )  . 

The assessment of Barbauld as unfeminist has been 

cha l lenged recently by Wi l l iam McCarthy . Reading her in 

the l ight of her contemporary conditions , McCarthy sees 

Barbauld as ind icating her resentment of woman ' s  

restricted lot in her poems , which represented both her 

imaginative res istance to that lot , and her efforts to 

conce ive a more satisfying idea of her gender . In 

pub l i shing her sel f -construct ions she performed the 

polit ica l act of inviting others to emulate and observe . 

He sees women readers ' responses to Poems as confir�ing 

her wr it ing as l iberat ing rather than constra ining in its 

depiction of womanhood (McCarthy 1 1 6 )  . 16 McCarthy a l s o  

notes that Barbau ld ' s  compla ints against "her culture ' s  

oppress ive construction of ' woman ' "  are necessar i ly 

encoded because the poems " circulated in the very m i l ieu 

of which they comp lain" ( 1 2 5 ) . 

16Poems was wel comed by Mary Scott , for example , in The 
Fema le Advocate , and Hannah Cowley in The Scottish Vi l lage . A 
young Mary Robinson was also impressed by the volume ( McCarthy 
and Kraft xxxi i ) . She "read them with rapture ; [ and ] thought 
them the most beaut i ful Poems [ she ] had ever seen , and cons idered 
the woman who could invent such poetry , as the most to be envied 
of human creatures" ( Robinson , Memoirs 5 5 ) . 
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From her ch i ldhood Barbauld had been acqua inted with 

l eading intel lectua l figures of the day , part icularly 

D issenters l ike Joseph Priest ley . Her success with Poems 

opened doors to the l iterary circles o f  London . Rodgers 

notes that the letters and memoirs of the time show 

l iterary society to be sma l l  and intimate , with ch ief 

wr iters knowing each other wel l  and keeping in constant 

contact . Those who l ived in the country like More and 

Barbauld made regu lar trips to London (Rodgers 8 0 )  . Her 

rema le literary acqua intances inc luded E l i zabeth Montagu , 

Hester Chapone , Joanna Ba i l l ie ,  and Hannah More . 

More and Barbauld developed a warm friendsh ip 

desp ite the ir wide ly dif fering re l igious and political  

bel iefs . Accord ing to More they felt "no envy or ma l ice 

towards each other " ( Rodgers 8 1 )  . Barbauld wrote much 

rel igious verse , suggest ing that fa ith empowered her not 

with the mora l respons ibil ity of More ' s  idea of the 

separate spheres , but "with purpose , vigour , courage , and 

activity that is  not gendered " (McCarthy and Kra ft xxv­

xxvi ) . But both rel igion and pol itics were powerful 

forces in the late eighteenth century , and not everyone 

was prepared to d isregard Barbauld ' s  convictions . Horace 

Wa l pole , a c lose friend of More ' s ,  wrote to her of 

Barbauld : " I  have ne ither read her verses , nor wi l l . As 

I have not your a spen consc ience , I cannot forgive the 

heart of a woman that is party per pa le blood and 

tenderness , that curses our clergy and fee l s  for negroes "  
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( qtd . i n  Rodgers 1 1 2 ) . Wordsworth , too , had h i s  vision 

c louded by these issues , saying Barbauld "was spoi led a s  

a poetess by being a dissenter , and connected with a 

dissent ing academy , "  but he sti l l  fe lt her to be the 

f irst among l iterary women (qtd . in Rodgers 1 4 9 } . 

Barbau ld herse lf  was very consc ious of the 

potentia l ly divis ive force of re l igion and po l i t ics . 

When Maria Edgeworth wrote of her father ' s  idea for a 

magaz ine written solely by women , Barbauld responded that 

she thought it a bad idea as she felt politica l ,  

rel igious , and mora l differences wou ld prevent many women 

want ing to appear in pr int alongs ide one another . 

Barbauld said that rea l ist ically there is "no bond of 

union among l iterary women , any more than among l iterary 

men , " and she even mentioned Hannah More by name as 

probably not want ing to publish with her , as much as they 

would both be re luctant to publish a longside Mary Hays or 

Mary Wol lstonecraft ( Rodgers 13 3 } . Yet More and Barbaul d  

were united by the ir unusua l  public pos ition , the ir mora l  

be l iefs , and the ir conservative outlook on the educat ion 

and pos ition of women in society ; both prof ited from 

their wr iting but , to protect their sense of decorum , 

refused to see themselves as working in a vocation ( Ro s s  

2 2 9 ) . 

The poetic s i l ence that resulted from Anna Let i t i a  

Barbauld ' s  marriage was broken in 1 7 9 1 , aga in at her 
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brother ' s  encouragement , with her publ ication o f  Epist l e  

t o  W i l l iam Wilberforce , her poem in support o f  

W i l berforce ' s  rej ected anti-slavery b i l l . From 1 7 9 6  

Barbauld contributed to the Monthly Maga z ine which John 

Aikin was editing ( Lonsda le 3 0 0 ) , and she also worked as 

an editor and reviewer . Dur ing the per iod of her 

husband ' s  sickness and the grief exper ienced after h i s  

death , Barbauld did not wr ite much . She eventua l ly 

returned to poetry with Eighteen Hundred and E l even , A 

Poem , in wh ich she predicted the eventua l decay of 

Europe , expecting l iterature and phi losophy to l ive on 

on ly in the New Wor ld . Written dur ing a period of long 

war and impover ishment , it was very unpopular . 17 

Barbauld was harshly crit icised , even by her fr iends , for 

attempt ing satire and meddl ing in pol itics , and was 

attacked merci lessly in the Quarterly : 

Our old acqua intance Mrs Barbauld turned satirist ! 
The last thing we should have expected , and , now 
that we have seen her satire , the last thing we 
could have desired . . . . But she must excuse us i f  
we think she has wandered from the course i n  which 
she was respectable and useful , and miserably 
mi staken both her powers and her duty . . . ( qtd . 
in Rodgers 140-4 1 )  

Barbauld was so mort i f ied by the hosti le react ion that 

she publ ished no more poetry in her l i fet ime . In fact , 

in the 52  years of her l i fe that fol lowed the publ icati on 

of Poems ( containing 3 3  poems ) , Barbauld publ ished only 

17See Wi l l iam Keach ' s  article "A Regency Prophecy and the End 
o f  Anna Barbauld ' s  Career" ( Studies in Romanti cism 3 3  ( 1 9 9 4 ) 5 6 9 -
7 7 )  for more deta i l  on the poem and the critica l reaction t o  it . 
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2 2  more poems herse l f  ( some seven or eight were pub l i shed 

without her permiss ion ) .  In old age she sometimes spoke 

of col lecting a l l  her poems , published and unpub l i shed , 

to be pr inted . But it was not unt i l  after her death that 

her niece , Lucy Aikin , edited and publ i shed her works , 

present ing 52  new poems to the public , though rej ect ing 

some p ieces (McCarthy and Kraft xxi ) . The new poems 

included simple and d irect l ines on her experience of 

bereavement , pa in , res ignat ion , and contentment , 

inc luding " some of her best poems , "  suggest ing that her 

pr ivate poet ic voice dif fered markedly from her publ ic 

persona (Rodgers 14 3 )  . 18 

Like More ' s ,  Barbauld ' s  publ ic persona is  

consp icuous in  its modesty , though this  is  expressed in 

her poetry rather than in prefaces and dedicat ions . 

Though they invite a biographical reading because they 

abound with the autobiographical " I , "  her poems a lso 

s l ightly repel such a reading by obscuri ng titles , peop l e  

and p l aces . The effect of ha lf-disclosure i s  to make 

them seem as though they were not meant for the pub l i c  

eye - - they are more like overheard private mus ings . 

Pr ivacy was the realm of woman so this  strategy helps 

B arbauld to emphasise her femininity , indicating both 

that she is writing of pr ivate themes and that she is  

1 8McCarthy a l so notes that her pub l i shed and unpubl ished 
poems are d i fferent , observing that in the publ i shed poems the 
person a l  is  encoded in displaced forms ( 12 0 } . 
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re luctant to present the deta ils  of her l i fe t o  the wor ld 

( McCarthy 1 1 7 ) . 

Barbauld a l so frequent ly refers to the feebleness of 

her muse in an ef fort to establish her modesty . In one 

of her ear l iest poems , "Cors ica , Wr itten in the Year 

1 7 69 , " Barbauld refers to her muse as "A Br itish Muse 

. . weak and powerless" as she launches into a lengthy 

poem on the Cors ican f ight for independence . In  the same 

poem , as she contempl ates the fame to be bestowed upon 

Paol i ,  the leader of the fight , she says that his name i s  

one that 

. . .  some Muse ,  
More worthy of the theme , sha l l  consecrate 
To after-ages , and applauding wor lds 
Sha l l  bless the godl ike man who saved his country . 

Barbauld frequent ly employs this method in her poetry to 

emphas i se her expected modesty and lack of ambit ion . 

S imi larly , in " The Invitation : To Miss B--- - - '' Barbauld 

c loses the poem thus : 

Here cease my song . Such arduous themes requ ire 
A master ' s  penc i l ,  and a poet ' s  f ire : 
Unequa l far such bright des igns to paint , 
Too weak her colours , and her l ines too fa int , 
My drooping Muse folds up her f luttering wing , 
And hides her head in the green lap of spring . 

Yet these l ines come after a long poem that has touched 

on numerous " arduous themes . "  In " To Mrs P-------- , with 

s ome Drawings of B irds and Insects " Barbauld a lso 

stresses her poetic l imitations : 



But humbler themes my art less hand requ ires , 
Nor h igher than the feathered tr ibe aspires . 

Barbauld ' s  repeatedly expressed lack of conf idence 

as a means of reta ining feminine modesty in the face of 

obvious poet ica l accomp l ishment in often "masculine" 

subj ect areas , is occas iona l ly supported by an  overt 

statement denying any desire for fame . The l a st stanz a  

o f  " To Mrs P-------- ,  with some Drawings o f  B irds and 

I nsects " reads : 

Thy fr iend thus strives to cheat the lone ly hour , 
With song , or pa int , an insect , or a f l ower : 
Y et i f  Arnanda pra ise the flowing l ine , 
And bend del ighted o ' er the gay des ign , 
I envy not , nor emulate the fame 
Or of the pa inter ' s , or the poet ' s  name : 
Could I to both with equal claim pretend , 
Y et far , far dearer were the name of FRI END . 
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Barbau ld consc ious ly , as appropr iate , deflects fame even 

as she achieves it . 

Though she def lected the fame associated with 

celebr ity she certa inly cultivated the fame o f  

reputation . As wel l  as ma inta ining a virtuous l i festy l e  

o f  her own , she encouraged virtue in others . For 

examp l e , in her poem "To Miss R---- , On her Attendance 

Upon her Mother at Buxton" Barbauld compares celebr ity 

with v irtue and f inds virtue the super ior : 

. For this ,  when that fair frame mus t  fee l 
decay , 

Y e  Fates protract it to a distant day , - ­

When thy approach no tumults sha l l  impart , 



9 9  

Nor that commanding glance strike through the heart , 
When meaner beaut ies sha l l  have leave to sh ine , 
And crowds divide the homage lately thine , 
Not with the trans ient pra ise those charms can boast 
Sha l l  thy fair fame and gentle deeds be lost : 
Some pious hand sha l l  thy weak l imbs susta in , 
And pay thee back these generous cares aga in ; 
Thy name sha l l  f lourish , by the good approved , 
Thy memory honoured , and thy dust be loved . 

An apparent role model for Barbauld was the early-

e ighteenth-century poet , E l i z abeth Rowe . In  "Verses on 

Mrs Rowe " Barbauld praises the religious poet for her 

combination of "Chr istian meekness " and "poet ' s  fire , " 

for her love of her work but shunning of pra i s e , wh ich 

a l lowed her to be "with love , with hea lth , with fame , and 

friendsh ip blest . "  Barbauld ca ll s on Rowe thus : 

Bright pattern of thy sex , be thou my Mus e ; 
Thy gentle sweetness through my soul d i f fuse : 
Let me thy palm ,  though not thy laurel share , 
And copy thee in char ity and prayer : 
Though for the bard my l ines are far too fa int , 
Yet in my l i fe let me transcribe the sa int . 

Aga i n ,  Barbauld denigrates her own poetic abi l ity but 

there i s  a sense of longing in the poem , a long ing that 

she too may balance the requirements of femininity with 

l iterary success . 

The problem with fame was that it was a m ixed 

bless ing . I f  the woman poet could ma inta in an 

unimpeachable reputation by conforming to the critics ' 

percept ions of what a woman should be , do , and say , then 

fame could be acceptable . Barbauld ' s  "mascu l ine" 
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tendencies i n  her poetry , however , meant that fame 

brought crit icism in a period when the incl inat ion was 

increas ingly toward developing a feminine l iterary 

sphere . She showed a range of poetical subj ects and 

styles , and could not be eas i ly categor ised as having 

either a mascu l ine or feminine sensib i l ity (McCarthy and 

Kraft xxi i i ) . Barbauld ' s  react ion to her fame was to 

modestly def lect her celebr ity and qu iet ly yearn for the 

abi l ity to ba lance the conf licting aspects of the woman 

poet ' s  lot . 

iv Anna Seward 

A poet with far more overt conf idence in her 

abi l ities than Barbauld , and less deference in her 

demeanour than More , was Anna Seward . According to 

Lonsda le , " she proj ected herse l f  for many years as 

perhaps the most prominent and formidable woman wr iter of 

the later century" ( 3 13 ) . Like both More and Barbauld , 

Seward was provincially based . Unl ike the other women , 

she seems not to have made regular trips to London 

( perhaps because of her commitment to looking after her 

sen i l e  parent ) , instead fostering a l iterary circle 

around herse l f  ( Lonsdale 3 12 ) . Although Seward was not 

directly invo lved in the l iterary circles of London , she 

did have an extens ive l iterary correspondence , inc luding 

Helen Mar ia W i l l iams and Hester Thra le Pioz z i ,  and she 
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was friends with Wi l l iam Hayley and S ir Walter Scott . 

Her father , a poet and a supporter of women ' s  access to 

l iterature , was the Canon of Lichfield Cathedra l ,  and 

Seward l ived in Lichfield all her l i f e . 

Lichf ield had no shortage of inte l lectua l and 

l iterary figures : its two most famous sons were Samuel 

Johnson and Erasmus Darwin , Darwin act i ng as Seward ' s  

mentor . Her l iterary ambitions deve loped in her mid-

thirt ies , seemingly indulged as a resul t  of the 

termination of var ious attachments to young men out of 

obedience to her father ( Scott x )  . 19 She was surrounded 

by a c irc le of admirers whom she f lattered and who 

f l attered her , a lthough , according to one commentator , 

she d id not rea l ly have the knack for making friends 

( Moulton iv : 5 4 1 ) . She became a regul ar contributor to 

the Gent leman ' s  Magaz ine . 

She quickly established her l iterary reputat ion with 

the publ icat ion of her Elegy on Captain Cook ( 17 8 0 )  and 

her Monody on Major Andre ( 17 8 1 ) , which went through 

success ive editions unt i l  182 1 .  These poems were 

f o l l owed by numerous other volumes that were popular , a l l  

going through severa l editions , i f  not necessar i ly 

19Seward had wr itten poetry from a young age but " l iterature 
was deemed an undes irable pursuit for . . the heiress of a n  
independent fortune . . . destined to occupy a cons iderable rank 
in society . " Her mother di scouraged her vers i fying and her 
father a l so withdrew his support , apparently worried that h i s  
daughter would turn into " that dreaded ph�nomenon , a l earned 
lady" ( Scott vi i ) . 
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there was such a large number of reviews and counter 
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revi ews , poems to and by Seward , that Lonsda le refers to 

them as be ing so pervasive as to defy brief summary 

( 3 1 2 ) . In  1 7 8 9  Seward l isted seven distingui shed 

contemporary women poets in the Gentleman ' s  Maga z ine 

Barbauld , More , Helen Maria Will iams , Rester Pioz z i ,  

E l i z abeth Carter , Hannah Cowley ,  and Charlotte Smith 

discreetly leaving it to the editor to add herself 

( Lonsda le xxxv ) . Her admirers ca l led her the Swan o f  

Lichf i e ld , a title she seems to have regarded as not 

unmerited (Mou lton iv : 5 4 2 } . To many , Anna Seward was 

the epitome of the gushing ,  provincia l , sent imenta l  

B luestocking , but to others hers was a model o f  a 

l iterary woman ' s  l i fe ( Todd , Brit ish 6 0 1 } . 

Seward had very def inite ideas on poetry and was not 

afraid to voice them . Unl ike More and Barbauld she saw 

poetry as her vocation , not in a financial sense but more 

in terms of a moral obl igation ( Lonsda le xxxv i i )  . Seward 

was not afraid to venture into the rea lm of cr iticism and 

is  notorious for her dislike of Johnson ' s  character and 

for her host i l ity towards the adulation he received upon 

h i s  death ( something she addresses in her poetry ) . w  Her 

20S onnet lxvi i i .  "On the Posthumous Fame of Doctor Johnson " 

Wel l  i t  becomes thee , Britain , to avow 
Johnson ' s  high claims ! -- [ y ] et boast ing that h i s  f ires 
Were o f  unclouded lustre , Truth retires 
B lushing , and Justice knits her solemn brow ; 
The eyes of Gratitude withdraw the glow 
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lofty perception o f  poetry a lso meant that she was often 

a r igorous critic of her fel l ow fema le poets . Seward 

quarrel led in print with Clara Reeve and was cr itical o f  

More , Smith , and Pioz z i ' s  verse ( Lonsda le 3 1 3 ) . Her 

d i s l ike of the sonnets of Charlotte Smith -- she ca l led 

them "a perpetua l dun on pity'' -- Curran attr ibutes to 

profess iona l j ealousy ( Introduct ion xxv ) , but Seward , a s  

we l l  as bemoan ing Smith ' s persistently me lancho ly tone , 

based her critic ism on Smith ' s  non-Petrarchan form . 

Seward publ ished her own volume of sonnets in 1 7 9 9 , 

towards the end of her career , and the publ ication 

i l lustrates her confidence in her abil ity . The Preface 

to the vo lume is a didact ic treatise on the suitab i l ity 

of the sonnet to the Engl ish language { Smith had a l so 

discussed this  in her 1 7 9 7  volume , but more br i e f l y )  and 

makes no apo l ogies , nor offers any excuses , for her 

poeticising { Gibson 84 ) . Seward also prefaces her own 

sonnets with two poems penned by men in her pra i se , 

hardly a modest act for a woman poet . In introduc ing the 

second part of her volume , her paraphrases from Horace , 

she says that she submitted her work to two ma l e  fr iends 

H i s  mora l stra in inspired . -- Their zeal requires 
That thou should ' st better guard the sacred lyres , 
Sources of thy bright fame , than to bestow 
Perfection ' s  wreath on him , whose ruthless hand , 
Goaded by j ealous rage , the laurels tore , 
That Justice , Truth , and Gratitude demand 
Should deck those lyres t i l l  time shal l  be no more . 
A radiant course did Johnson ' s  glory run , 
But large the spots that darken ' d  on its sun . 
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for revis ion and correction and they praised them , hence 

she is  " indifferent to the expected cavi l s  of i l l ibera l 

crit icism . " 

However , the pen of the critics appears to have been 

somewhat of a preoccupat ion with Seward . Wa lter Scott 

felt that she was j ealous of critical authority when 

exerc i sed over her own or her friends ' work ( Scott xxiv) . 

Numerous poems remonstrate with the cr it ics in gener a l  

and Johnson in particular . One example is her " Ep i s t l e  

t o  Nathaniel  Lister , Esq . o f  Lichf ield , on Having Read 

his Verses in Manuscr ipt , Written December 17 8 6 11 : 

And mark the scribbl ing Serpent ' s  stat ion , 
Art i f icer of defamation ! 
Who , sore beneath the genera l sense 
Of h i s  va in Muse ' s  impotence , 
Turns publ ic Cr itic , to supply 
His sp leen , and gaunt necess ity ; 
Breathes purchas ' d  praise , in servi le tone , 
On lays a s  meagre as his own , 
And with rapacious spite abuses 
Each happ ier votary of the muses . 
Behold , from day- light caut ious screen ' d ,  
His kenne l -dirt , with labour glean ' d , 
Thi s  sel f-elected censor f l ing , 
This  dul l , ins idious , name less thing . 

o ,  wise art thou those paths to shun,  
Where much is lost , and l ittle won . . . 

The popular ity of Seward ' s  poetry was shortl ived . 

She was strongly inf luenced by the cult of sens ibi l ity 

and her poems were large ly sent imental and effus ive . 

Although she was immensely popular during the 1 7 8 0 s , a s  

sens ibi l ity l ost favour s o  too d i d  the reputation o f  her 
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works . Seward ' s  work was cr itic ised as ornamenta l  and 

a ffected , and her e laborate and obscure style dated 

qu i ckly (Wordsworth , Introduct ion to Seward) . 

I ronica l ly , given her own cr iticism of the De l la cruscan 

poet Robert Merry ( ''All  his poems that I have seen are a 

heap of fust ian vulgarity , and nonsense . . .  " ( qtd . in 

Hargreaves-Mawdsley 2 1 6 } } ,  Seward ' s  poetry was seen by 

some as imitating the Del la Cruscan school of obscur ity 

and tinsel , Llangol len Vale in particular (Wordsworth , 

Introduct ion to Seward ) . 

Despite her fading popularity Seward had one eye on 

posterity and as her hea lth fai led she began to prepare 

her works and correspondence for posthumous publ ication , 

which she asked Wa lter Scott to edit . Scott re luctant ly 

accepted the task o f  present ing her works to the publ ic , 

mindful that taste had changed , but dec lined to pub l ish 

her l etters , which she left with an Edi nburgh bookse l l er 

anyway (Moulton iv : 54 3 ) . When they were pub l i shed , a l l  

s i x  volumes , they attracted much cr it i c ism . Mary Russe l l  

Mitford said , in 1 8 1 1 , that Seward ' s  letters were 

" a ffected , sentimenta l ,  and lackada is i cal to the h ighest 

degree ; and her taste is even worse than her execut ion" 

( qtd . in Moulton iv : 54 3 ) . 

Despite Seward ' s  public prof i le and l iterary 

conf idence , she did not concern hersel f  with the issue o f  

f ame i n  her poetry . Or rather , she did not give any 
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indicat ion that she perce ived a confl ict between her role 

as a woman and her l iterary career , for fame in 

connect ion with others appears frequently in Seward ' s  

cop i ous output . Genera l ly fame is ment ioned in terms o f  

mil i tary glory , as in her Elegy On Captain Cook and her 

Monody on Major Andre . Seward also repeatedly refers to 

l iterary fame but genera lly in associat ion with ma le 

f igures such as Johnson , Garrick , and Wi l l iam Hayley . 

For example , her poem "Monody on the Death of David 

Garrick , Esq . " asks the muses to give him their " loudest 

fame , " engraving on their shrines Garrick ' s  "unriva l l ' d  

name . "  S imi larly , in " Epistle to Mr Romney , Be ing 

Presented by him with a Picture of Wi l l iam Hay ley , Esq . , "  

one of her many poems concerned with Hay ley , she wr ites : 

Though ne ' er beheld the actua l form he wears , 
My spirit thus thy Hayley ' s  fame reveres ; 
Marks his dear Muse her charming strains extend , 
And boasts the privilege to ca l l  him Friend . 

Despite frequently wishing fame upon her l iterary 

f r i end s , Seward is careful not to pri z e  fame for herse l f . 

Other gifts are cons idered to be more des irable than 

celebr ity : 

An honest heart i s  a l l  to me , 
Nor so il , nor t ime , makes that look old ; 
And dearer shal l  the j ewel be 
Than youth , or beauty , fame , or gold . 
{ from "Hast Thou Escaped the Cannon ' s  Ire? " )  

" To Char les S impson . " makes a s im i lar comment : 
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O !  whi l e  this great essay o f  learned art 
Meets thy clear j udgment , charms thy l ibera l heart , 
Sti l l  may the donor thy kind friendship c l a im ,  
Than gold more welcome , and more wish ' d  than fame ! 

Literary modesty does not seem to have come natur a l ly to 

the conf ident Seward , but l ike More and Barbaul d  she too 

cou ld den igrate her own poet ic abi l ity : 

Ingenious Romney , in thy libera l heart 
We fee l thy virtues riva ls of thy art ; 
Indu lgent wi lt thou then accept my lay , 
Though fa intly gi lded by poet ic ray , 
When it  would tel l  how much to thee I owe , 
That on these wa l ls thy Hay ley ' s  features g l ow? 
( from " Epistle to Mr Romney . . . " )  

Yet Seward a l so occas iona l ly allowed hersel f to admit the 

attractions of fame : 

Ah ! why have I indulged my daz z led sight 
With scenes in Hope ' s  delus ive mirror shewn? 
Scenes , that too seldom human l ife hath known 
In more than vis ion rise ; -- but O !  how bright 
The Mind ' s  soft sorceress pour ' d  her rosy l ight 
On every promis ' d  good ; -- oft on the boon 
Whi ch might at Fame ' s  resounding shrine be won , 
Then l anc ' d  its beams where a l l  the Loves invite ! 
( Sonnet xvi i )  

The one poem that dwe l l s  o n  fema le literary fame i s  

Poem t o  the Memory of Lady M i l lar . Lady M i l lar had 

encouraged numerous poets with her poetry ses s i ons at 

Bath-Easton , Seward among them . The poem beg ins by 

asserti ng that to be celebrated in poetry i s  not the sole 

prerogat ive of those who achieve mi l itary g lory , but is  

equa l ly merited by deserving fema les : 
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Not t o  your shades a lone , y e  mart ial  Dead , 
The scatter ' d  flow ' rs of plaintive rhyme be long , 
Tho ' Va lour , marching round your grave , may shed 
The richest seeds of elegiac song ; 
Tho ' Fame ' s  proud chissel o ' er your trophied tomb 
Hangs the bright falchion high , and bends the 

warr ior-plume . 

When Death with silent footstep pr ints the p l a in , 
And spreads o ' er fema le worth his sable pa l l ,  
Sha l l  Poesy renounce the mournful train , 
Sha l l  her me lodious tears refuse to fa l l ,  
Where Friendship ' s  s ighs , where Love ' s  deep groans 

invite , 
And Virtue cal ls aloud to aid the solemn rite? 

Seward l inks virtue and ambition in Mi l lar ,  two aspects 

rarely regarded as compat ible for a woman , and cred its 

Mil lar with induc ing her to pub l i sh :  

Benignant Laura ! to the Muses dear , 
Thy virtuous mind with br ight ambit ion glow ' d ,  
To tune the lyre , the vot ive shrine to rear , 
By Science ha l low ' d  in the ir fair abode ; 
From ster l ing wit to clear each base a l loy , 
And f i l l  with purest fires the crysta l lamp of j oy .  

With high-soul ' d  p leasure , and ingenuous truth , 
' Twas th ine to nurse the hopes of young Renown ; 
' Twas th ine to elevate the views of youth ; 
To look , with ca lm disda i n ,  super ior down 
On Pr ide ' s  cold frown , and Fashion ' s  po inted l eer ; 
On Envy ' s  serpent l ie ,  and Folly ' s  apish sneer 

Tho ' a l l  unknown to Fame its artless reed , 
My trembl ing hand , at thy k ind bidding , tried 
To crop the blossoms of th ' uncultur ' d  mead , 
The pr imrose pale , the briar ' s  blushing pride , 
And on thy vase with true devotion laid 
The tributary flow ' rs---too soon , alas ! to fade . 

Safe thro ' thy gentle ordea l ' s  lambent f l ame 
My Muse ,  aspir ing dar ' d  the fiercer bla z e ,  
Which Judgement l ights before the hi l l  o f  Fame , 
W ith calm determin ' d  hand and searching ga z e ; 
But for thy l ib ' ra l  pra ise , with awful dread , 
Far from those burning bars my trembl ing feet had 

f led . 
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Despite dwe l l ing on Millar ' s  contribut ion to foster ing 

poetic fame , Seward is careful to emphasise Mi l lar ' s  

mora l  goodness as much as her l iterary efforts , pra i s ing 

her for her shunning of the "public v i ew . " Says Seward : 

Thus whi l e  with fervent zea l  the auspicious Nine 
O ' er Laura ' s  form the classic cestus threw , 
Hung a l l  the ir golden harps within her shr ine , 
And ting ' d  her wreaths with undecaying hue , 
Yet , Charity , thy soft seraphic f lame 
A purer glory shed around her spotless name . . . 

Nor yet that worth , which shunn ' d  the publ ic view ,  
Wilt thou , 0 mournful muse ! refuse to s ing ; 
Each virtue rather to its shade pursue , 
And stoop from shining he ights thy trembl ing wing ; 
Teach the soft sex whence genuine transport f l ows , 
Te l l  them , domest ic j oy the ful lest bliss bestows . 

This beauteous lesson may they wisely read 
In the white page of Laura ' s  vita l state ; 
And emulate each great , each gent le deed , 
That crown ' d  her fame , or that disarm ' d  her fate ; 
For sky-rob ' d  Innocence can smi l ing brave 
The dart of instant death , and tr iumph o ' er the 

grave . 

Once again , fema le fame is only acceptable in combinat ion 

with virtue and domest ic ity . And lest her aud ience th ink 

her too conf ident in her own poeticising ,  Seward c loses 

by saying : 

Yet must this  verse thy kind indulgence crave , 
Thou , who wilt most perceive its fail ing art ; 
Who view ' st ,  slow wand ' ring round thy Laura ' s  grave , 
Her j uster image in thy widow ' d  heart ; 
For the fond wish to bid her mer its l ive , 
Forgive the fa inter tints , the err ing l ine forgive ! 

Seward regards her own fame , with a rare d i sp l ay o f  

humour , i n  "To Ch . Clarke , Esq . on h i s  Request t o  Obt a i n  

the Author ' s  Signature Written with her Own Hand " 
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contrived l ines on fame that we have from a woman poet o f  

th is period : 

our self-inscrib ' d  name , as the scro l l  were a 
treasure , 

When strangers request , in the ir fanc ifu l  pleasure , 
It  f l atters the hope that our bark may be scuddi ng 
From this  corpora l cl imate of beef and of pudding , 
To the high shrine of Fame , where posterity know 

men , 
And we deem such request a right prosperous omen . 
But gales inauspicious oft blow from that region , 
And for one who attains it they blow back a legion ; 
Then in spite of Clark ' s  wish , and his brother ' s  

kind record , 21 

Whose rays from that shrine my pa le streamers have 
checker ' d ,  

Its winds w i l l  too probably soon blow from leeward , 
And s ink in obl ivion ' s  cold waves Anna Seward . 

Seward ' s  comments are perceptive . She acknowledges that 

it is men who are known by poster ity , and also direct ly 

states that femininity and fame are not necessar i ly 

perce ived as appropr iate companions : when domest ic women 

aspire to fame '' inauspic ious" gales blow back . She a l so 

acknowledges that for every woman who achieves success , 

there are many who fa il . The poet would have been 

depressed by , but perhaps not surprised at , the eventua l 

ful f i lment of the prophecy of her c losing l ine . 

A Victor ian anthologist of English poetesses i n  

1883 , Er ic Robertson , felt that the esteem Seward earned 

21The accompanying note to the poem , by Seward , tel l s  the 
reader that the brother of the gentleman addressed had pub l i shed 
a volume in 1 7 93 which inc luded descriptions of Lichf ield " and 
very flatteri ng ment ion . . . of the Author of thi s  Misce l lany . " 
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was because she was " a  much more perfect mistress o f  her 

conduct than she was of the poet ' s  pen" ( qtd . in Moulton 

iv : 5 4 2 } , and certa inly her virtue was never in doubt . 

Her education was not as thorough as that of the original 

B luestockings as she had not been taught the classical 

languages , but she was sti l l  a learned woman for the 

t ime . Her sense of poetry as a vocation dist inguishes 

her from More , Barbauld and their predecessors but she 

was sti l l  conservative in her approach to the pos i t ion o f  

women i n  society . As with the Bluestock ings , More , and 

Barbauld , Seward ' s  acceptabil ity as a publ ishing woman 

came large ly from her impeccable reputat ion ; the two 

senses of fame were aga in inseparable . 

v He len Maria Wi l l iams 

A l iterary friend and correspondent of Seward ' s  was 

He len Maria W i l l i ams . Will iams was a generation younger 

than More , Barbauld , and Seward but in her init i a l  per iod 

of poet ic fame she moved in the same c ircles . Born in 

Wa les to a D issenting fami ly , Wi l l iams wrote poetry at an  

early age and was only 20  when she went to London armed 

with Edwin and Eltruda : A Legendary Ta l e ,  which she 

pub l i shed in 1 7 8 2 . It  was we l l  received and a wide 

l iterary acquaintance fol lowed , including Fanny Burney , 

W i l l iam Hayley , Robert Burns , Or Johnson ,  Char lotte 

Smi th , E l i zabeth Montagu , and Seward ( Todd , Br itish 7 2 0 } . 
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Wi l l iams pub l ished An Ode o n  the Peace i n  17 8 3 , and Peru 

in 1 7 8 4  ( dedicated to Montagu ) . Poems ( 1 7 8 6 )  was 

succes s fu l ly publ ished by subscription , dedicated to the 

Queen . The subscr ipt ion l ist included such names a s  Mrs 

More , Mrs Carter , Miss J .  Bai l l ie ,  and Miss Seward . I t  

was f o l lowed i n  1 7 8 8  by the publ icat ion of a poem against 

the s lave trade . 

W i l l iams ' association with the conservat ive f igures 

of the l iterary circles of London did not endure . By the 

1 7 9 0 s she was moving in more radical circles as a 

sympathiser with the French Revo lution . Unl ike Barbauld 

and S eward , Wi l l iams did not lose her enthus iasm for the 

cause : in 1 7 9 1  she left Britain for France and changed 

from sentimental poet to prose chronic ler of history . 

Her extreme views , and l ater her irregular persona l l i f e  

( she l ived with a divorced man ) , served to separate her 

from the early generat ion of women poets , and a l ign her 

po l it ica l ly with radical writers l ike Mary Wol l stonecraft 

and Mary Hays ( Todd , Br it ish 7 2 1 ) . Many of her fr iends 

were deeply offended at what they perce ived as her mora l 

lapse , Seward publ icly denounc ing W i l l iams ' cont inuing 

enthusiasm for the French Revo lution in 1 7 9 3  ( Lonsda le 

3 1 2 ) . Nevertheless , her initial period of fame came from 

her fashionable verse of the 1780s . 

Wi l l iams ' poetry , l ike Seward ' s ,  was i n  the 

sent imental vein . Her poetry attempted themes that were 
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po l itical  and publ ic but i n  a n  acceptably feminine 

manner . That is , as Kel ly explains , she wrote as a woman 

of fee l ing , and employed many topics and devices of the 

l iterature of Sensibil ity ( "Revolutionary " 1 1 9 ) . Like 

More and Barbau ld she wrote sent iment a l ly against the 

s lave trade , and her long poem Peru had a pol itical  

subtext aga inst co lonisation . In  the March 1 7 8 7  i s sue of 

the European Magaz ine a sonnet appeared , ent itled '' On 

See ing Miss Helen Mar ia Wi l l iams Weep at a Ta le  of 

Distress , "  under the pseudonym of "Axiologus . "  Wi l l iams ' 

sens ibi l ity had impressed sixteen-year-old Wi l l iam 

Wordsworth , leading to the pub l i cat ion of his f irst poem 

(Wordsworth , Introduct ion to W i l l iams ) . 

Again , desp ite popu larity and frequent publ icat ions 

Wi l l iams cul tivated the image of a modest ,  sens it ive 

woman reluctant to publish .  Wi l l iams ' 1 7 8 6  vo lume Poems 

marked the height of her fame as a poet (Wordsworth , 

Introduct ion to Williams ) . The Preface to Poems ta lks 

about her apprehens ion in " subm itting these Poems to the 

j udgement of the Public , "  excus ing them as "written under 

the d isadvantages of a conf ined education . "  Wi l l i ams 

says she was persuaded to pub l i sh Edwin and E ltruda by Dr 

Kipp i s , though it had been composed " to amuse some 

sol itary hours and without any view to publ icat ion . "  The 

" favourable reception" the " l ittle poem" met with 

encouraged her " st i l l  farther to meet the pub l i c  eye . " 

She a sserts that she has revised those poems in the 
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volume which have been publ i shed previous ly to " render 

them somewhat more worthy of perusa l , "  and that the other 

poems are " of fered with a degree of humi l ity . "  Her 

a f f inity with sens ibi l ity is clearly evident , as she 

c l a ims that a tear fi l ls her eye in thanks for the 

friendsh ips which enabled her to pub l ish Poems by 

subscription (Wi l l iams A3-A5 ) . The advertisement that 

precedes Peru in the vo lume expla ins why the poem is not 

a ful l  h istor ical narration of the f a l l  of the Peruvian 

Emp ire by denigrating her poetic abi l ity :  she is  

" conscious of her utter inabil ity to execute such a 

des ign" (Wi l l iams 03 -04 ) . 

Wi l l iams has no poem that direct ly concerns its e l f  

with fema le l iterary fame . It is  rea l ly on ly in her 

verse dedication to Mrs Montagu , in the revised version 

of Peru , that the subj ect of fame arises at a l l  and then , 

as with the other poets , Wi l l iams is  eager to deny her 

own poetic abi l i ty :  

0 might a trans ient spark o f  genius fire 
The fond ef fus ions of her fearful youth ; 
Then should thy virtues l ive upon her lyre , 
And give to harmony the charm o f  truth . 

Va in wish ! they ask not the imperfect l ay ,  
The weak applause her trembl ing accents breathe ; 
With whose pure radiance glory bends her ray , 
Whom fame has circled with her fairest wreathe . 

Wi l l iams a l so does this  in her " Ep i stle to Or Moore " 

where she pleads "Oh for a muse less weak of wing "  to do 

j ustice to her subj ect . 



As with the other poems that touch on fema le 

l it erary fame , in the dedication to Montagu the two 

mean ings of fame are virtua l ly synonymous :  

For this , whi l e  fame thro ' each success ive age 
On her exult ing l ip thy name sha l l  breathe ; 
Wh ile  woman , po int ing to thy finish ' d  page , 
C l a ims from imperious man the cr itic wreathe ; 

Truth on her spotless record sha l l  enrol l  
Each moral beauty to her spirit dear ; 
Pa int in br ight characters each grace of soul 
Whi le admiration pours a gen ' rous tear . 
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W i l l iams thus unites Montagu ' s  l iterary achievements ( as 

Shakespearean critic)  with her impeccable mora l 

reputat ion , though ambiguously prais ing her for sett ing 

the precedent of cla iming the role of critic from 

" imperious man . " Nevertheless , it is  Montagu ' s  abi l ity 

to combine l iterary recognit ion and virtuous reputation 

that ensures her last ing fame . 

vi Shar ing Fame 

Despite Barbauld ' s  assertion that there was no bond 

o f  union among l iterary women , the poets often cross-

referenced each other in their poetry and were frequent ly 

l iterary correspondents , if  not close friends . As 

W i l l i ams ' poem on Montagu and Barbau ld ' s  address to Mrs 

Rowe both i l lustrate , the poetic cross-referencing often 

provided an opportunity to overtly pra ise another woman 

writer . Although , because of the bounds of modesty , they 
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were unable t o  glory i n  the ir own fame and success , they 

could direct their pr ide in female l iterary success 

towards other worthy women writers . This phenomenon 

occurs repeatedly in this  generat ion of women p oets but 

a l so cont inues throughout the per iod . Marlon Ross 

d i scusses the notion of shared fame in relat ion to the 

l ater poet Felicia Hemans but his ideas apply equa l ly 

we l l  to these women publish ing ear l ier in the period . He 

argues that for women poets the only acceptabl e  fame was 

ref lected or shared fame and that the women were 

conscious of the reputat ion of one affect ing the 

reputat ion of the ir sex in general ( Ross 3 0 0 - 0 1 ) .  

Address ing one another in poetry becomes a means by which 

they pub l i c ly encourage one another ' s  endeavours and 

share the potential burden of fame . 

I n  1 7 7 4  Mary Scott wrote The Fema le Advocate to 

extend Duncombe ' s  origina l rollca l l  of worthy fema l e  

writers , and included E l i z abeth Montagu and other f irst-

generat ion Bluestockings , along with Anna Barbauld (Myers 

2 7 3 -7 4 ) . Amongst the poet ic tributes within this f irst 

wave of publ ishing women poets , More made a f latter ing 

reference to Barbauld in her poem " Sens ibi l ity , "  wh i l e  

modest ly d i sparaging her own abi l ity : 

Nor , Barbauld , sha l l  my glowing heart refuse 
Its tribute to thy virtues or thy Muse ;  
Thi s  humble merit sha l l  at least be mine , 
The Poet ' s  chaplet for thy brow to twine ; 
My verse thy ta lents to the wor ld sha l l  teach , 
And praise the genius it despairs to reach . • . 
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to which Barbauld responded with pra i se for More ' s  

" Sacred Dramas "  in a letter to her ( Rodgers 8 1-8 2 ) . 

Seward wrote a flattering poem on More , "Written 

After Having Vis ited Miss More , and her Sisters at 

Cows l i p  Green , Near Br istol , in August 17 9 1 . "  She 

pra ises the c ity of 

. .  Bristol ; that hears her More ' s  dist ingu i sh ' d  
name 

Wafted , by echoes , round the shr ine of Fame . 
On whose mi ld brow she sees br ight laurels twi ne , 
Cu l l ' d  from the ir choicest bowers by a l l  the n ine , 
Enwreath ' d  with charity ' s  assuas ive ba lm , 
And faith ,  and virtue ' s  never-dy ing pa lm . 

And ye , sweet sate l l ites , that gently bear 
Your lesser radiance round th is beamy star , 
Aid ing her pious ef forts to impart 
Rel igion ' s  lustre to the youthful heart , 
That e l se in l ight less ignorance must stray , 
Where gui lt ' s  fe l l  snares the indigent betray , 
Ye fair examples of an heed less age , 
Ye glowing votar ies of the sacred page , 
O !  may your virtues wake the j ust desire , 
" To l ive l ike you , and be what we admire ! "  

Seward addressed a sonnet to her "Poet ic sister " W i l l iams 

( Lonsda le 4 1 3 ) , and Wi l l iams pra ised Seward ' s  verse in 

her " Ode to the Peace . "  Seward also ded icated a poem to 

the great actress , Mrs Siddons , as did W i l l iams , wr iting : 

Yet the heart says , respect a rival c l a im ,  
A claim that rises in unvanquish ' d  str i fe ; 
Behold , dividing sti l l  the pa lm of Fame , 
Her radiant Science , and her spot less Life ! 

As a lways , l iterary or publ ic success and virtue are 

inextricably i nterwoven . 
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The women not only wrote of each other but were a lso 

addressed by ma le poets . As wel l  as being poet ica l ly 

addressed by the young Will iam Wordsworth , Wi l l iams a l s o  

had a poem written t o  her by the Del l a  Cruscan poet 

Edward Jerningham (Ke l ly , Women 4 0 ) . Seward was 

addressed by many poets , and was f lattered and regarded 

as a patron by H . F . Cary , Thomas Li ster , Thomas Park , and 

W i l l iam Newton ( Lonsdale 3 1 2 ) . 

Of course , not a l l  references to these famous women 

were flattering and those who were aga inst the education 

of women , or an i ndividual ' s  po l itical  or rel igious 

views , for examp l e , often made them the vict ims of 

sat ire . More was satirised by John Wolcot , as a 

p l agiar i st amongst other things , and by Charles P igott a s  

a self-serving conservative (Myers 2 8 6-8 7 ) . Barbau ld was 

treated with host il ity by both Coler idge and Char les Lamb 

over petty matters ( see Rodgers 1 4 7 -4 9 ) . Gos s ip was a l s o  

a risk that famous women exposed themselves to , and whi le 

the woman poets I have discussed largely had 

unquest ionable reputations , Wi l l iams certa inly suf fered 

from gossip when she became known as a radica l .  

Although Hannah More , Anna Letitia Barbauld , Anna 

Seward , and Helen Maria Wi l l iams were very d i fferent 

individua l s  they did have some things in common . They 

were a l l  pub l i shing women poets in the 1 7 7 0 s  and 1 7 8 0s , 

they were a l l  famous , and they a l l  moved in l iterary 
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c ircles . Of the ir fame there can be no doubt . Most 

conspicuous ly , the numerous edit ions of the ir works 

attest to the ir popularity . Barbauld had f ive edit ions 

of her Poems pub l i shed between 1773 and 1 7 7 7 ; More s ix 

vo lumes of poetry between 1 7 73 and 1 7 8 6 ; Seward multiple 

ed itions of her monody on Maj or Andre , elegy on Cook , and 

poet ical nove l Louisa ; and W i l l iams had seven poetical  

volumes publ i shed between 1 7 8 2  and 17 9 1  { Curran , 

"Romantic Poetry : The I "  18 7 ) . 

Other indices of fame a lso testify to their renown . 

More and Barbauld were both inc luded in Richard Samue l ' s  

pa int i ng of "The Nine Living Muses of Great Britain"  

a l ong with f irst-generat ion Bluestock ings and prominent 

learned women (Myers 2 7 6 ) . Seward ' s  prominence enabled 

her to act as a patron to aspiring young ma le poets , 

including Wi l l iam Newton the uneducated Derbyshire 

Minstrel . More , of course , patronised Ann Years ley ; 

W i l l iams became a leading figure in sa lon circ l es ; and 

Barbauld took an interest in young poets ( address ing 

Co ler idge in a poem , for example) . 

More , Barbauld , Seward , and Wi l l iams a l l  cont inued 

to wr ite into the nineteenth century , but tended to focus 

on genres other than poetry . Their inf luence on women ' s  

poetry , however , was far-reaching . They made poetry seem 

more access ible to the middle classes , as none of these 

successful  women had as good an education as the origina l 



1 2 0  

B luestocki ngs . They also made publishing poetry a viable 

occupat ion for women , showing that it was poss ible to 

combine a large l iterary output and a virtuous 

reputat ion . They did not fully ma intain the goal of the 

B luestock ings to part ic ipate in the ma le l iterary 

trad it ion , instead tending to encourage separate spheres 

for mal e  and fema le wr iters , whi le not necessarily 

subscribing to those spheres themse lves . Nor did they 

cont inue the Bluestocking a im of reforming education for 

women , or at least not in the manner advocated by the 

early network : by and large , More , Barbauld , Seward , and 

W i l l iams publ icly advocated keeping women in their 

convent iona l role , a role they themselves stra ined 

aga inst . They were l ibera l with regard to some soc i a l  

issues , such a s  slavery , but they were more conservat ive 

than the B luestockings on the "woman question , '' 

Wo l l stonecraft famously attacking Barbauld on th is  issue . 

Duri ng the 1790s  Britain experienced a period of 

social  and politica l upheaval . As Marlon Ros s  observes , 

the fact that the second generation of women were more 

t imid in their feminism than their B luestock ing 

predecessors a l lowed them to "make headway as famous 

authors i n  an age of react ionary retreat " ( 2 1 6 - 17 ) . 

However ,  a new group of women poets gained prominence 

from the 1 7 8 0s into the 1 7 9 0s , and these contrasted with 

More , Barbauld , and Seward in their pol itica l views , 

their f inancial circumstances , and the ir pub l i c  images . 
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The most famous of the publ i shing women poets i n  thi s  

unsettled per iod were Charlotte Smith , Ann Years l ey , and 

Mary Robinson , whom I sha l l  look at in deta i l  next . 
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CHAPTER THREE 

THE REVOLUTIONARY YEARS 

i The Second Wave 

The late 1 7 8 0 s  and early 1 7 9 0s saw a change in the 

B luestocking l i festyle , as women of the ear ly generat ion 

of Blues died or retired from soc i a l  l i fe . The women 

poets whom they had inspired , Barbauld , Seward , Wi l l i ams , 

and More , cont inued to wr ite , but the idea of a shared 

network of soc i a l  and l iterary act ivity for women became 

increasingly unviable . The soc i a l  instabil ity associ ated 

with pol itical events in England and France , the 

evange l ical reviva l , and the increas ing commerc ial isation 

o f  l iterature overrode any unifying inf luence that gender 

might exert . D i fferences in bel i ef s , differences in 

reasons for publ ishing , and differences in class a l l  

hindered the ma intenance of women poets as a distinct 

social group . 

Thi s  chapter looks in deta i l  a t  the relationship 

between f ame and three women poets : Charlotte Smith , Ann 

Yearsley , and Mary Robinson . Essentia l ly , these women 

were contemporaries of Barbauld , Smith , Wi l l iams and 

More : a l l  of them published during the 1 7 9 0 s . However , 

their mot ivation for publ ication , and their approach t o  
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fame and the career of a poet , were vast ly d i f ferent from 

those discussed earl ier . Smith , Yearsley , and Robinson 

a l l  publ ished out of a need for financ i a l  ga in ; a l l  

lacked the benefits of a nurturing circle o f  l iterary 

peers ; and a l l  were di sadvantaged by inadequate spouses . 

I n  ef fect , they had less status and respectabi l ity than 

the women poets who were nurtured by the Bluestockings 

( a lthough , as a lready indicated , Wi l l iams ' s ituation 

changed with her move to prose wr iting in the 1 7 9 0 s ) . 

For th is  new generation of publishing women poets , 

because they rel i ed on the income they could generate 

from their writing , fame was a measure of success and 

vita l  to the ir l ivel ihood . Yet a l l  three faced s imi lar 

ideo logica l pressures concerning modesty and femininity 

to those faced by the earlier poets . So , how d id they 

ba lance the desire for f inancial success and its 

accompanying fame with the requirements of femininity? 

i i  Charlotte Smith 

Char lotte Turner Smith earned her fame f irst as a 

poet , then as a nove l ist . She was born into a good 

f ami ly and l ived in a wor ld "of gentee l elegance , "  

spending her ear ly years at Bignor Park in Sussex 

( Curran , I ntroduction xix) . Her mother died when she was 

young , and for a time she was raised by an aunt who saw 
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husband rather than given a " bluestocking"  education . 
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Her father , however , encouraged her early poetry writ ing 

and she publ ished some verse in the Lady' s Maga z ine in 

the ear ly 1 7 6 0s (Todd , Br itish 62 3 ) . Her comfortable 

l i festyle came to an end when her father remarr ied , as he 

decided his nupt ials were an opportune time to arrange a 

match for h i s  daughter . Consequent ly , in 17 6 5 , at the 

age of f i fteen , Charlotte marr ied twenty-one-year-old 

Benj amin Smith ( Ehrenpreis v i i i ) . 

The marriage was not a success . Benj amin was 

f inancia l ly incompetent , and Charlotte ' s  letters indicate 

he was both unfaithful and phys ica l ly abus ive ( see 

McK i l lop 2 3 8 - 3 9 ) . Nevertheless , the union produced 

twe lve chi ldren , nine of whom survived infancy . Ten 

years into the marr iage , her father- in- law d i ed , leaving 

a compl icated wi l l  which resulted in protracted 

l it igation for three decades , and Smith worked t ire lessly 

to try and secure her chi ldren ' s  inher itance for them . 

I n  1 7 8 3 the fami ly ' s  f inancial woes reached the stage 

where Benj amin was imprisoned for debt . Char l otte 

accompanied him to prison and from there arranged 

pub l i cation of her Elegiac Sonnets, and Other Essays , 

whi ch appeared shortly before he was re leased in May 

1 7 8 4 . She had to f inance publ icat ion hersel f , though she 

was a ided by her former neighbour , the poet W i l l iam 

Hayley , whom she approached for he lp after she had been 
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refused by several publishers ( Todd , British 6 2 4 ) . 

Fol lowing Benj amin ' s  release from prison , the fami ly 

moved to France to escape from his creditors , and there 

Smith took on trans lation work . 

I n  1 7 8 7  Charlotte Smith separated from her husband . 

He f led to Scotland to l ive but sti l l  made f inanc i a l  

claims upon her , a s  he was entitled t o  do a s  her husband 

( Lonsda le 3 6 6 ) . Smith ' s recourse was her wr iting . 

Poetry not be ing lucrative enough to support her large 

fam i ly , she turned to prose and produced almost a nove l a 

year for a decade , from 1788  to 1 7 9 9  ( Curran , 

Introduct ion xxi i i ) . Yet , to Smith , her nove ls were 

merely a means of subs istence and not a source of 

l iterary pride : " I  am wr it ing ( pour vivre) another Novel 

which I hope the last" ( qtd . in McK i l lop 2 4 5 ) . The 

dist inct ion between poetry and prose was important to 

Smith : " I  love nove ls ' no more than a Grocer does f igs ' " 

( qtd . in Ehrenpre is ix-x) . Smith never forgot where she 

came from , or what her chi ldren were ent itled to , and her 

sense of "her gentee l her itage and her cla ims to 

artistry " meant she was a lways more committed to her 

poetry than her prose ( Curran , Introduction xxi i i )  . 

Although her novels far surpassed her poetry in terms of 

prof itab i l ity , 

she valued poetry more for her reputation , and it 
was important for her own estimation of her worth as 
a wr iter . Since she felt that she was forced to 
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Smith ' s  va luing of her poetry over her novel s  a l so shows 

that she , l ike many of the women poets , had interna l i sed 

the mascul ine l iterary hierarchy of genre . 

Besides her numerous sonnets Smith published two 

l ong narrat ive poems express ing her views on events in 

France , name ly The Emigrants ( 1 7 9 3 ) , and Beachy Head 

( 1 8 07 ) . Smith was a sympath iser with the Revo lution 

unt i l , l ike many others , she re luctantly changed her 

v i ews around 1 7 9 3 . The Emigrants , according to Curran , 

i s  the f inest blank verse between The Task ( 17 8 5 )  and The 

Pre lude ( 17 9 9 )  and a "miss ing l ink " in its interweaving 

o f  private and pub l ic , pol itical and persona l ,  its 

meditative absorption of the poet ' s  surroundings , and its  

sense of un iversal existent ial cri s i s  ( Introduction 

xxiv) . " It belongs not to a feeble and feminine hand to 

draw the bow of Ulysses , "  Smith wrote when ded icating The 

Emigrants to Wi l l iam Cowper .  Her assumed modesty does 

not disguise the fact that she does exactly that : that 

is , draw the bow (Anderson 1 ) . Matthew Bray interprets 

Beachy Head as Smith ' s  most subvers ive work in its 

violation of the imp l icit code of patriotic di scourse for 

the era , as she focuses on the Normans ' c ivi l i s ing 

inf luence rather than on celebrating Anglo-Saxonism 

( 1 57 ) . Late in her career Smith a lso wrote poems for 

chi ldren , but her use of the sonnet form and her b l end of 
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intense melancho ly and vivid natural description became 

her trademark ( Lonsda le 3 6 5 ) . 

According to Ra lston , the sonnet appea led to women 

wr iters for severa l reasons . First , traditional topics 

of the sonnet were centra l to fema le exper ience : 

friendship , mora l reflection , scenic descr ipt ion , and 

romant ic love . Second ly , the sonnet was regarded as 

poetry of the private rather than the pub l i c  sphere . I t  

w a s  a lso a form that emphasised the individua l se l f ,  

whi ch , according to Ra lston , appea led to the women poets 

and their strong persona l ities ( 12 5 ) . Along with Seward , 

Wi l l i ams , and Mary Robinson , Smith was one of the most 

popul ar sonnet writers at the close of the eighteenth 

century (Ra lston 1 2 5 ) . When the Elegiac Sonnets were 

pub l i shed they proud ly bore the name of the author , 

'' Char lotte Smith , of B ignor Park in Sussex , "  who never 

hid behind the c loak of anonymity ( Curran , I ntroduction 

xxi i ) , and gave no clue as to the motivat ion for 

pub l i cat ion . They were a huge , immediate , and lasting 

success , eventua l ly going through eleven editions ( by 

1 8 5 1 )  and being trans lated into severa l l anguages 

( Wordsworth , I ntroduction to Smith) . It was the f i fth 

edition , pub l ished in 1 7 8 9 , that undeniably indicated 

Smith ' s  arr iva l as a respected poet . Pub l ished by 

subscription , it l isted over 7 0 0  6oWtrlbators , among them 

notables of society , literature , and pol itics . By 18 0 0  

her sonnets were housed i n  two volumes and adorned with 



1 2 8  

the engravings of the maj or i l lustrator Thomas Stothard 

( Curran , Introduct ion xx i i i ) . 

When the Elegiac Sonnets were f irst pub l i shed , the 

reviewers , though impressed by the poetry , expressed some 

concern as to the author ' s  melancho ly ( Lonsd a l e  3 6 5 ) . 

The me lancho ly was no doubt a genuine response to the 

l ega l , f inancial , and emot iona l troubles that loomed over 

l i fe , yet it was also part of a poetic persona that Smith 

shaped for public consumpt ion . Jud ith Pascoe ident i f ies 

Smith ' s  careful ly constructed persona as "the sorrowful 

Charlotte''  ( Staging 2 )  . n  The introspect ion of  the poems 

invited the reader to assoc iate the poetic persona with 

the poet , and Smith encouraged that percept ion in her 

prefaces by relat ing accounts of her own sorrows . 

I ncluding her name and origins with her poems a lso helped 

construct her persona , because her readers cou ld see her 

as an impover ished gent lewoman , worthy of pub l ic not ice . 

Having ga ined the publ ic ' s  respect and sympathy with her 

poetry she could then turn to other works for prof it 

( Labbe 6 8 ) . She j ust i f ied her l iterary career both to 

herse l f  and to the public by focusing on her s e l f  as a 

maternal f igure battl ing inj ustice on beha l f  of her 

chi ldren . In emphasis ing this  aspect of her l i f e , and 

22Smi th ' s s ister indicated that the melancholy poetic persona 
was not Smith ' s  natural nature , descr ibing her as p layfu l , witty 
and cheerful ,  particularly in her youth ( Curran , I ntroduction 
xxvi i ) . This  a spect of Smith ' s  personal ity is evident only in 
a sma l l  number of her poems , the best example o f  which is  the 
gently amusing "Thirty-eight . "  
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thereby creat ing a persona for public consumpt ion , she 

was able to ma inta in respectabi l ity whi l e  simultaneously 

seeking financ i a l  success . She turned chiva lry into a 

marketing too l , promoting her poetry as written by a 

woman in need , avo iding the charge of prostitut ion by 

references to her chi ldren and her soc ial pos ition ( Labbe 

6 8 ) . Her growing awareness of the usefulness of her 

pub l i c  persona , and her construction of it , can be traced 

in the prefaces to each edition of the Elegiac Sonnets 

( Pascoe , Staging 9 - 1 0 ) . 

I n  her later prefaces Smith emphasises that she had 

turned to l iterature in order to support her fami ly , and 

that the sorrows she bears as a mother are numerous and 

painfu l . However , the Preface to the first and second 

editions of the Elegiac Sonnets does not directly refer 

to her dire financial situat ion but rather says she was 

moved to publ i sh because her friends had multip l i ed 

copies of her sonnets , which had found their way i nto 

print in a "muti l ated state" ( s imi lar to More ' s  reasons 

for pub l i sh ing The Bas Bleu )  . This  implies a pride in 

her craft : she cares about the fate of her poems ( Gavin 

1 2 5 ) . It i s  a lso , however , a fami l iar stratagem o f  the 

e ighteenth century : "muti lated " work often provided an 

excuse to publ ish an authorised edition . Smith a lso says 

that " some very me lancholy moments have been begu i l ed by 

expressing in verse the sensat ions these moments 

brought . "  This  suggests that her origina l motivat ion for 
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writ ing was pr ivate , rather than publ i c ,  grati f ication 

( Gavin 1 2 4 ) . She refers to her sonnets as " l ittle Poems " 

and is  modest about her use of the sonnet form ( Smith , 

Poems 3 ) , showing the proper humil ity expected of a woman 

wr iter . 

The Preface that accompanies the third and fourth 

ed itions st i l l  stresses her modesty , as she exp la ins that 

she has added a few more sonnets "recovered from [ her ] 

acqua intance , to whom ( she ] had given them without 

thinking we l l  enough of them at the t ime to preserve any 

cop ies ( hersel f ] "  ( Smith , Poems 3 ) . This  remark aga in 

ind icates that origina l ly Smith was not wr iting for 

publicat ion , but also shows a changing att itude to her 

work . The public reception of her work gave these poems 

some value , and pub l ic opinion has more we ight than her 

own estimat ion or that of her friends ( Gavin 1 2 6 ) . Smith 

has come to view her work differently s ince it has 

appeared i n  print . What was once personal has become 

d i sposable property . That Smith is now th inking about 

her poet ic craft , not j ust "beguil ing t ime , " is shown by 

her discuss ion of how she is attempt ing the Ital ian 

mode l . The fact that she is now wr iting for an aud i ence 

i s  also shown by the provis ion of notes for sources . 

This  is  a lso indicative of a des ire not to be accused o f  

p l agiarism -- another sign of her growing sense o f  

profess iona l ism ( Gavin 12 6 ) . Smith is careful to ret a i n  

the appropriate appearance o f  modesty , however , as her 
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attempts at the Ital ian sonnet come "with what success I 

know not " ( Smith , Poems 4 ) . 

By the s ixth edition ( 1 79 2 ) , Smith i s  far more 

assured and secure in her popular ity , and devotes a large 

portion of the long Preface to defending herse l f  aga inst 

cr itic ism of her monotonous tone . She provides an 

explanation for the me lancholy tone of the poems , 

re ferr ing to her lega l batt les , thus making pub l i c  her 

pr ivate troubles . Smith both plays for the reader ' s  

sympathy for her s ituation and defends her pos ition as a 

pub l i shing woman ( Smith , Poems 4 - 6 ) . Her defence of her 

me lancho ly tone gives credibi l ity to the idea that she 

wr ites persona l ly and honestly : that i s ,  it gives 

credibil ity to her persona and encourages the reader to 

i denti fy the persona with the poet ( Gavin 1 2 8 ) . In 

keep ing with the requirements of the ideology of the 

f eminine , at l east superficia l ly ,  she careful ly notes for 

her readers that she is "we l l  aware that for a woman - ­

' The Post o f  Honour is  a Pr ivate Station ' "  and that she 

prefers it to l iterary fame ( Smith , Poems 6 ) . 

Smith closes the Preface with a ve i led threat to 

deta i l  more of the l aw case in the future , presumably to 

embarrass the partic ipants into action , whi le c l a iming 

that her frequent appearances as an authoress stem 

d irectly from the actions of " those gentlemen" who del ay 

the settlement . The Preface to the second vo lume of 
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poems { 1 7 9 7 }  makes good this threat as Smith del ivers an 

angry and defens ive diatr ibe against the ills that have 

befa l len her and bewa ils her helplessness in the face of 

the protracted lega l process . Thi s  preface was 

suppressed when the second edition was pr inted in 1 8 0 0  

{ Smith , Poems 6 ) . 

The last poem of the first vo lume of the Elegia c  

Sonnets ( the ever-expand ing editions led to the sonnets 

being housed in two volumes ) also points to the pub l i c  

image she wanted to establ ish for hersel f . "Verses 

Intended to Have Been Pref ixed to the Nove l of Emme l ine ,  

but then Suppressed " was origina l ly ent itled "To My 

Chi ldren " and summar ises Smith ' s  tribulations . Smith 

writes : 

O ' erwhe lm ' d  with sorrow , and susta ining long 
"The proud man ' s  contume ly , th ' oppressor ' s  wrong , "  
Languid despondency , and va in regret , 
Must my exhausted spirit strugg le yet? 
Yes ! -- Robb ' d  myself of a l l  that fortune gave , 
Even of a l l  hope - - but she lter in the grave , 
St i l l  sha l l  the pla intive lyre essay its powers 
To dress the cave of Care with Fancy ' s  flowers , 
Maternal Love the f iend Despair withstand , 
St i l l  an imate the heart and guide the hand . 
- - May you , dear obj ects of my anx ious care , 
Escape the evi ls I was born to bear!  

By constructing herself as the wronged domestic woman she 

legit imised her wr iting , and was able to touch on themes 

that were deemed by the age as unsuitable for the f emal e  

pen , such as pol itics and the legal system ( Ehrenpre is  

x ) . By appea l ing to the ef fects of pol itics and other 

elements of the public sphere on the fami ly and domestic 
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sphere she was operating within the feminine ideo logy and 

was able to crit icise the public sphere . The success of 

her strategy is shown by a comment from Southey , who 

praised her because 

( b ) y  having a large fami ly , she is more humanised , 
more akin to common feelings , than most l iterary 
women . Though she has done more and better than 
other women wr iters , it has not been her whole 
employment -- she is not looking out for admirat ion 
and talk ing to show off . ( qtd . in McK i l lop 2 5 2 ) 

Not everyone , however , was impres sed by the 

" sorrowfu l Char lotte " persona , and some crit icised her 

pub l ic parading of persona l woes ( Ehrenpre is  i x ) . 

Ra lston suggests that Seward , for one , was harshly 

critical of Smith ' s " dun on pity , " because Smith was 

i ncapable of finding consolat ion through nature or 

rel igion at the end of her melancho ly poems ( 1 2 8 } . Smith 

certainly ma inta ins a fa irly cons istently sorrowfu l vo ice 

i n  her poetry , particularly the sonnet s ;  she proj ects a 

s e l f  of extreme sens it ivity to suffer ing ( Ra l ston 1 2 9 } . 

Her troubles are rarely referred to specifica l ly ;  in 

fact , very few direct references are made to any aspect 

of her l i f e , but her mis fortunes pervade in terms of 

general tone ( in her novels she was far less ret icent , 

providing thinly disguised characteri sations of her 

husband and others ) .  

Smith was definitely aware of the persona that she 

was construct ing . This  is clearly i l lustrated by the 
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concern she expressed in a letter to her pub l i sher Cadel l  

i n  March 1 7 9 4 , in which she was " cons idering , with some 

morti f icat ion , a request by Sewell  to publ ish her 

( Smith ' s )  memoirs in the European Magaz ine , a tribute to 

her popular ity and reputation in the early 1 7 9 0 s "  ( R .  

Taylor , " Evils"  3 1 3 ) . She felt that her hi story of 

" suf ferings & sorrows " made the prospect of her be ing 

" drawn & memoir ' d" painful and potentia l ly embarrass ing . 

She feared that public disclosure of her husband ' s  

f i nances and her own tr ibulat ions would harm her l iterary 

career and affect her chi ldren adversely . Yet , as Taylor 

says , 

[ t ] he image of the author as impoverished , 
self-sacr i f icing mother , conveyed autobiographica l ly 
in her letters and prefaces and fictively in 
characters such as Mrs . Sta fford in Emme l ine , is  one 
of the most pervas ive and distinct ive features of 
her work . (R.  Taylor , " Evils"  3 1 3 )  

Smi th asked Cade l l  to l iaise with Sewe l l  for her , to 

enable her to " escape being exhibited in a Maga z ine ( for 

whi ch I own I have no taste) " ( qtd . in R. Taylor , " Ev i l s "  

3 17 ) . Her reticence about be ing memoired shows that she 

by no means sanctioned carte blanche revelation of the 

deta i ls of her l i fe . This  would seem to indicate that 

Smi th was consc ious ly and carefu l ly construct ing a " se l f "  

f o r  the publ ic : the prospect o f  having her s e l f  wr itten 

by someone e lse was highly unappea l ing .  Also 

contributing to the idea that Smith careful ly monitored 

mater ial that was made ava i l able to the pub l i c , is  her 

s i ster ' s  information that she " left no posthumous works 



whatever . The sweepings of her closet were , without 

exception , committed to the f l ames" ( qtd . in Curran , 

Introduct i on xxvi i )  . 

Part of the reason Smith was so careful about how 
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she was portrayed to the pub l i c  was her absolute need for 

f inanc ial success . Although she spoke of her l iterary 

career with pr ide towards the end of her l i fe , her f irst 

thought wa s necessar i ly money ( Stanton 3 7 5 ) . She hated 

the subscr iption method of publicat ion because money was 

s l ow in coming in and it left her "a kind of l iterary 

beggar" ( qtd . in Stanton 3 8 8 ) . Unfortunately her lega l 

problems meant she saw "no other prospect than be ing the 

s lave of the Booksel lers as long as my hea lth or fancy 

hold out " ( qtd . in McKil lop 2 3 9 ) . Some scho lars suggest 

that Smith ' s  sense of her own gent i l ity meant that she 

l ived beyond her means , as she attempted to keep her 

chi ldren in the sty le to which she had been accustomed , 

be l ieving her writ ing to be a stop-gap measure only unt i l  

the inher itance was settled . In a letter to her 

pub l i sher Cadell she ment ions that Be l l , another 

pub l i sher , treated her as 

a m i serable [ Author ] under the necessity of writ ing 
so many sheets a Day . This  is but too true , but I 
have not yet learned to endure contempt that I very 
natura l ly wish to return , where I have a lways 
received the treatment of a Gentlewoman . ( qtd . in 
R. Taylor , "Charlotte" 1 5 1 -52 ) 

Stanton ' s  a rticle " Char lotte Smith ' s  ' Literary Bus iness ' :  

I ncome , Patronage , and Indigence" provides much 
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interesting detail  regarding Smith ' s  f inances . There i s  

n o  doubt that her family suffered a series of  traged i e s , 

including inj ury and il lness , that exacerbated her need 

for money . So how did Charlotte Smith , with her gentee l 

her itage but desperate financ ial s ituation , deal with the 

conf l i ct between the modesty required of her as a woman 

and the fame conferred on her as a financia l ly succes s fu l  

author? 

Essent ia l ly she constructed herself  a publ ic persona 

that legitimised her publishing her work . In th is  way 

she was able to retain her femininity and a lso speak out 

on controversial issues , tradit iona l ly assigned to the 

public sphere , because of her role as a mother batt l ing 

inj ustice on beha l f  of her chi ldren . In choosing to 

stress her materna l ,  sorrowful image , however , Smith was 

not free to comment on poet ic ambition and the des ire for 

fame as a reward for her craft . The only success she can 

legitimate ly aspire to is f inancial  success , because of 

her focus on her materna l duties . Not surpris ingly , 

therefore , there are few direct references to fame , in 

part icular fema le l iterary fame , in her poetry . 

The comments that Smith does make concerning 

poetica l aspirations are genera l ly in regard to 

patronage . In  Sonnet 19 , "To Mr Hayley , on receiving 

some e legant l ines from him , " Smith describes her muse as 

inspired by sorrow to form an " artless" song . She 



expresses her grat itude to Hayley , who from his p lace 

"h igh in Fame ' s  bright fane" he lped her poetry last 

longer than mere "transient hours . "  I n  Sonnet 3 4  she 

addresses a friend , probably Hayley , describing her 

del ight in his pra i se :  

But when thy envied sanction crowns my l ays , 
A ray of pleasure lights my languid mind , 
For wel l  I know the va lue of thy praise ; 
And to how few , the f latter ing meed conf in ' d ,  
That thou , -- the ir highly favour ' d  brows to bind , 
Wilt weave green myrtle and unfading bays ! 

"To Dependence , "  Sonnet 57 , seems to refer both to a 

poet ' s  struggle with patronage and the struggle of  a 

woman in a man ' s  wor ld ( Smith , Poems 5 1 ) . Evident ly 

Smith found it hard to ba lance patronage and poet ic 

freedom . " Dependence ! heavy , heavy are thy cha ins , "  
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begins Smith , who sees labourers who work for a pittance 

as happ ier and 

More noble than the sycophant , whose art 
Must heap with taudry f lowers thy hated shrine ; 
I envy not the meed thou canst impart 
To crown HIS  service -- whi le , tho ' Pr ide combine 
With Fraud to crush me -- m� unfettr ' d  heart 
Sti l l  to the Mounta in Nymph 3 may offer mine . 

A s imi lar sent iment is  expressed in Sonnet 8 2 , "To the 

shade of Burns , "  where Smith ra i l s  aga inst the 

i nd ignities of subscript ion both in her poem and in the 

a ccompanying footnote . 

23The footnote to the poem indicates that the Mounta in Nymph 
i s  the mounta in goddess , Liberty , from Mi lton ' s  L ' Al legro ( Sm i th , 
Poems 5 1 ) . 



1 3 8  

The most direct reference that Smith makes t o  fame 

comes in the last poem of her last , posthumous ,  vo lume , 

Beachy Head, Fables and Other Poems ( 18 0 7 ) . "To My Lyre" 

expla ins Smith ' s relationship with her poetry throughout 

her l ife , the symbol of the lyre perhaps meant to 

indicate that her verse was the persona l and private 

realm of lyrica l poetry . She descr ibes her early l i fe : 

Far from my nat ive f ields removed , 
From a l l  I va lued , a l l  I loved ; 
By early sorrows soon beset , 
Annoy ' d  and wearied past endurance , 
With drawbacks , bottomry , insurance , 
With samp les drawn , and tare and tret . 

In  a tone a lmost l ighthearted compared to that of  her 

sonnets , she notes that she felt out of place in the 

c ity : " For I was of a d i f ferent spec ies . "  Va luing her 

lyre as her fa ithful companion through her troubled l i fe , 

Smith closes with the fol lowing stanz a :  

And as the t ime ere long must come 
When I l ie s i lent in the tomb , 
Thou wilt preserve these mournful pages ; 
For gentle minds w i l l  love my verse , 
And Pity sha l l  my strains rehearse , 
And tel l  my name to distant ages . 

Th i s  prediction of the longevity of her fame rests on 

future readers identi fy ing with her poet ic persona : 

" sorrowful Charlotte . "  Smith , far more c l early than 

More , Wi l l iams , Barbauld , and Seward , devel oped a persona 

distinctly for the reading public ; she was able to 

control the construction of her sel f  that entered the 

marketp lace . She chose to stress the feminine , maternal 
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aspect o f  her l i f e ,  actively seeking f inancial success i n  

the name o f  her chi ldren . 

Despite her general poetic s i lence on the subj ect of  

fame , there is  l ittle doubt that Smith enj oyed a spects of  

her success . Her fame was a consequence of that success , 

and while she could not overtly enj oy its benef its , Smith 

certa inly acknowledged privately her pleasure in it . She 

pos s ibly could have been a greater influence on the 

l iterary scene had she not been forced to wr ite to 

survive ( she had to sel l her works before they were 

comp leted to whomever would buy them because she was so 

desperate for money ( Stanton 3 8 6 ) ) .  In February 1 8 0 2 , 

a fter comp leting her most prof itable works , she wrote to 

her publ ishers : " I  am never so we l l  pleased as when I 

have a good deal of work to do , & my greatest vexat ion i s  

that the a ffairs o f  my family require s o  much of  my 

attention that I cannot work at my l iterary bus i ness & at 

that only" ( qtd . in Stanton 3 7 5 ) . Her fami ly a f f a irs 

were thus both the legitimis ing reason for her wr iting 

and a distract ion from it . 

Smith certa inly took as much pride in her l iterary 

f ame as in her income . She was most gratif ied that her 

reputation won benef its for her chi ldren , bringing about 

the promot ion of one of her sons in the civ i l  service 

( Todd , British 62 4 ) . In a letter of  1 7 9 0 ,  Smith assures 

Cadel l  she is not writing for another publ i sher , having 
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decided that a l itt le temporary advantage would not 

outweigh the long-term effects which she thought might 

" injure my fame" ( qtd . in R. Taylor , " Evi ls" 3 1 3 ) . Smith 

was very aware that her popularity was essent i a l  to 

susta in her income . She successfully managed to mainta in 

her respectabil ity ,  whi le express ing controvers ial views 

on controvers i a l  issues ( not an easy task for a 

separated , working woman in the late eighteenth century ) . 

Smith ' s  l iterary success , her fame , came in the face 

of every possible obstacle ( Stanton 3 9 6 ) . Un l ike her 

contemporar ies (More , Barbauld , etc . ) ,  Smith worked in 

virtua l l iterary isolation . Constant f inanc i a l  pressure 

and i l l-hea lth kept her from ma inta ining an expens ive 

London l i festyle and trave l l ing regular ly . She did not 

develop the large l iterary correspondence usua l for 

successful wr iters of the day , and demands on her t ime 

meant that her reading was also l imited . Accord ing to 

McKil lop , Smith had only casua l and intermittent contact 

with the l iterary scene and her letters indicate her 

readi ng was dictated by persona l i nterest : she read those 

whom she knew persona l ly , l ike Hayley and the Lee s i sters 

( 2 5 2 -5 3 ) . 

As a consequence Smith ' s  l iterary network was 

restricted . She was initia l ly patronised by Wi l l iam 

Hay ley , but the two fe l l  out . Through him she met 

Romney , who sketched her , and Cowper , to whom she 
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dedicated The Emigrants . She knew He len Mar ia Wi l l iams , 

whose politics she shared , and provided the young 

Wordsworth , d i stantly re lated to Smith by marr iage , with 

an i ntroduction to W i l l iams when he vis ited her 

(Wordsworth , I ntroduction to Smith ) . She also 

enterta ined Coler idge in 1 8 0 0  ( Ehrenpre i s  x ) . Among the 

women of her period , Smith is known to have ra ised the 

ire of Anna Seward , pra ised Joanna Ba i l l ie ,  and been a 

close friend of Henrietta O ' Nei l l . I n  a time when the 

l iterary c ircle was sma l l  and close , Smith indeed had 

l im ited l iterary contacts . 

Despite her re lative isolation from the l iterary 

scene , Smith ' s  poetry had a wide and important impact on 

numerous l iterary f igures . Her sonnets attracted the 

attention of Wordsworth , Coler idge , W i l l iam Lis le  Bowles , 

Burns , Cowper ,  and Hayley . Wordsworth included a 

quotat ion from Smith ' s  "To the South Downs " in h i s  "An 

Evening Wa lk" (Kel l ey 2 2 0 )  and on Chri stmas Eve 1 8 0 2  he 

read aloud sonnets by himse l f , Mi lton and Charlotte Smith 

( Tayler and Lur ia 1 0 5 ) . Curran goes so far as to 

describe Smith as the f irst poet in England who can be 

ca l led "Romantic . " He claims that through her popular ity 

o f  2 5  years she established " endur ing patterns of  thought 

and convent ions of style that became norms for the 

per iod" ( Curran , I ntroduction xix) . When she died in 

1 8 0 6 , she was wide ly lamented by other women poets : " They 

testif ied at  once to her personal struggle for 
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independence in the midst of mis fortune and to the publ ic 

pos ition she so long sustained as a beacon to writers who 

emul ated her popular ity" ( Curran , Introduction xxvi i i ) .  

An aging Wordsworth ref lected that she was a poet "to 

whom Eng l i sh verse is under greater obl igat ions than are 

l ikely to be either acknowledged or remembered" ( Curran , 

Introduct ion xix)  . 

i i i  Ann Years ley 

Ann Cromart ie Years ley was a work ing-class woman who 

del ivered milk for a l iving . Her mother , a l so a 

mi lkwoman , encouraged her to read and her brother taught 

her to write ( Tompkins 60-6 1 ) . Born in 1 7 5 2 , Ann was 

on ly 1 8  when she marr ied John Years ley ,  whose income o f  

s i x  pounds a year was thought too advantageous to refuse , 

and the couple produced six chi ldren ( Lonsda le 3 9 2 ) . The 

m i lkwoman led a conventiona l labour ing woman ' s  l i f e  -­

w ith the exception of her poetry wr it ing . She was nearly 

thirty years old when she came to public attent ion as a 

poet . 

I n  the winter o f  1 7 8 3 -84 , the Years ley fami ly were 

virtua l ly destitute , and were only j ust rescued from 

starvation , in time for a l l  but Ann ' s  mother to survive , 

by a kindly man who happened to look into the stable 

where the fam i ly were sheltering ( Tompkins 6 3 ) . Some 
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months after this  low ebb , Hannah More discovered 

Years ley ' s  wr iting through her cook , from whom Year s l ey 

bought household scraps {Tompkins 6 5 ) . More was 

impressed by Yearsley ' s  poetry and moved by the 

d i f f i cu lty of her situation , so much so that she 

undertook patronage of her . Be fore arranging for the 

pub l i cat ion of her poetry via subscription , however ,  she 

assessed Yearsley ' s  suitabi l ity in mora l terms . I n  a 

letter to E l i z abeth Montagu , More is at pains to po int 

out that Years ley ' s  poetry is secondary to her domestic 

dut ies : "tho ' she never a l l owed herself to look i nto a 

book t i l l  her work was done and her chi ldren a s l eep , yet 

in those moments she found that reading and wri t i ng cou ' d  

a l l ay hunger and subdue calamity" ( qtd . in Lonsda l e  3 9 2 ) . 

At the time that they met Yearsley was not only 

f inanc ia l ly desperate but also menta l ly depressed by the 

death of her mother {Tompkins 64 ) . Her emotiona l 

lethargy in the face of this  loss perhaps served to give 

More the wrong impress ion of her persona l ity . 

More worked hard on beha lf  of Yearsley , enl i st ing 

the help of Montagu , with whom she often corresponded 

about her protegee . More was adamant that she was 

attempti ng only to provide Years ley with f inanci a l  gain : 

" ·  • .  I am utterly aga inst taking her out of  her 

station . Stephen [ Duck ] was an exce l l ent Bard a s  a 

Thrasher , but as the Court Poet , and riva l of  Pope , 

detestable" ( qtd . in Wordsworth , Introduct ion to 
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It i s  not intended to place her in such a state of  
independence as might seduce her to devote her t ime 
to the idleness of Poetry . . . as a wife and 
mother , she has duties to f i l l ,  the sma l lest of 
whi ch is of more value than the finest verses she 
can write . (qtd . in Shiach 5 6 )  

More was careful to delineate the appropr iate sphere of  

activity for Yearsley , dictated by both her class  and her 

gender . 

An uns igned account of Yearsley appeared in the 

Gentleman ' s  Maga z ine in December 1 7 8 4 , and in January 

1 7 8 5  she was ha i led as a " l iterary phenomenon" in the 

London Chronicle . Some of her poems were also publ i shed 

in periodicals ( Lonsdale 3 9 3 ) . By June 17 8 5 ,  when Poems 

on Severa l Occas ions was published , there were over 1 0 0 0  

subscr ibers , including many nobi l ity . The maj ority o f  

the subscr ibers were women , More having ut i l i sed the 

B luestocking network we l l  ( Shiach 5 6 ) . The vo lume was 

prefaced by a letter from More to Montagu giving a 

detai led account of Yearsley ' s  background , reading , and 

character ( Lonsdale 3 9 3 ) . Poems met with instant 

acc l a im . Years ley set before the pub l ic the results o f  

a n  intens ively creat ive decade o r  more o f  

autobiographical poetry . The public  responded 

enthusiastica l ly ,  and three editions were publ i shed ( by 

Cade l l )  before she and More parted company ( Ferguson , 

" Res istance"  2 5 0-5 1 ) . According to Tompkins , the 

interest came not from her poetry but the f igure o f  
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Yearsley the poet struggl ing to surmount the barriers of 

whi ch she was pa infully aware ( 69 ) . 

Ann Yearsley d i ffers s igni f icant ly from the famous 

women poets discussed previous ly because she was working-

class . Many scholars , inc luding Donna Landry , Moira 

Ferguson , and Morag Sh iach , have looked at Yearsley ' s  

work in relation to the peasant poet trad it ion . 24 

Yearsley ' s  c lass is  important when cons idering how she 

reacted to and felt about her fame because for Years ley 

f ame did not j ust bring money or literary fr iends , but 

a l so the opportunity for social mobil ity . 

Peasant poetry enj oyed an upsurge in popular ity in 

the e ighteenth century , as society increasingly va lued 

" natura l "  genius in the hope that those uncu lt ivated by 

l earning could recover the "natura l f ire" of Homer . 

Peasant poets were a l so popular because of the increasing 

sentimenta l ity towards the simple and primit ive , and , 

though potentia l ly revolutionary in showing natural  

gen ius as superior to art , they were a l so comforting to 

the Estab l ishment because they were not actua l ly 

art i st ically superior to the educated poets ( R i z z o  2 4 1-

4 2 } . Years ley was welcomed as an examp le of  the 

24See Landry ' s  The Muses of Res istance : Labor ing-Class 
Women ' s  Poetry in Britain, 1 7 3 9 - 1 7 9 6  ( Cambridge UP , 1 9 9 0 } ; 
Ferguson ' s  "Res i stance and Power in the Life and Wr itings of  Ann 
Year s ley" ( The E ighteenth Century: Theory and I nterpretation 2 7  
( 19 8 6 )  2 4  7 -68 ) and "The Unpubl i shed Poems of  Ann Years ley" ( Tu l s a  
Studi es i n  Women ' s  Literature 12 : 1  ( 19 9 3 }  1 3 - 2 9 } ;  and Shiach ' s  
Discourse on Popu lar Culture ( Pol ity Press , 198 9 } , 3 5 -7 0 .  
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primit ive force of genius by a reading public who feared 

that genuine poet ic fire was elus ive in their age . She 

was l iving proof , as More said , "that genius i s  

antecedent t o  rules and independent ( of )  crit i c i sm" ( qtd . 

in Tompk ins 5 8 ) . Simpl icity of express ion and honesty of 

emot ion were va lued in peasant poets . More said of 

Years ley : " she seems to possess the general principles of 

sound taste and j ust thinking [ ; ]  . . .  you w i l l  se ldom 

f i nd in her those inexpl icable poet ic sins , the false 

thought , the puer i le conceit , the di storted image " ( qtd . 

in Shiach 4 5 ) . 

More ' s  patronage of Years ley led to the ir now 

infamous quarrel , Years ley taking except ion to More ' s  no 

doubt well -meaning but condescending att itude to her . 

More had refused to let her protegee consider the l i fe of 

an author , and aimed only to a l l eviate the fam i ly ' s  

f inanc ial worries wh ile Yearsley cont inued in her pr imary 

duties as mother , wi fe , and mi lkwoman .  She dreaded that 

pub l i cation might unsettle Yearsley ' s  sobriety and " by 

exciting her vanity , indi spose her for the labor ious 

employment of her humble condition" ( qtd . in Tompkins 

6 5 ) . More arranged that she and Montagu would have 

contro l o f  Years ley ' s  income via a trust so a s  to save 

the funds for her chi ldren , after having rel ieved the ir 

immedi ate wants . Not surpris ingly , perhaps ,  Years ley 

resented the lack of control over her own earnings and 

More ' s  attitude in genera l .  Years ley sought upward 
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mob i l ity and resented More ' s  control l ing her l i fe , 

espec ia l ly as More herse l f  had ach ieved such mobi l ity 

through her own wr iting . 

According to Years ley ' s  test imonies and poems , More 

des ired , on the one hand , the fame attached to 

patroni s ing an uneducated poet and the praise accorded to 

such cu ltura l phi lanthropy , and on the other she wanted 

Years ley to do as she was told . Yearsley was a cultural 

f ind but had to be control led and therefore was not 

supposed to ga in f inancial , thence social , independence 

( Ferguson , "Unpubl ished" 1 6 ) . The ideological conf l i ct 

between More and Years ley centred on More ' s  des ire to 

elevate the standing of " Lact i l l a '' ( Yearsley ' s  poet i c  

persona ) whi l e  keeping Years ley the mi lkwoman i n  her 

place ( Landry , Muses 1 3 0 ) . More den ied that she f e lt any 

pride in the act of be ing a discoverer : 

For my own part , I do not feel myself actuated by 
the idle vanity of a discoverer ; for I confess , that 
the ambition of br inging to light a genius bur i ed in 
obscur ity , operates much less powerfu l ly on my mind , 
than the wish to rescue a meritorious woman from 
mi sery , for it is not fame , but bread , which I am 
anxious to secure her . ( qtd . in Ri z zo 2 5 9 }  

Ironica l ly ,  Yearsley was publ icly pra ised ( in the Monthly 

Review ' s  review of her Poems On Severa l Occasions ) for 

trying to imaginatively emancipate herself from her 

disadvantages at the very time when she was be ing denied 

pract i ca l  upward mobil ity in that her right to her money 

was hotly contested ( Landry , Muses 1 5 1-52 ) . 
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Years ley was a l so annoyed by More ' s  prefacing her 

vo lume with the deta ils of her l i fe and by her 

" correct ion" of her poems , and she was mortif ied that 

More had a l lowed the publishers to burn her manuscr ipts . 

Years ley wrote to More : 

You helped place me in the pub l ic eye ; my success 
you thi nk beyond my abi l ities , and purely aris ing 

. from your protect ion . You have led me to s ign 
a sett lement that defrauds me of my right . . and 
let me ask you , Miss More , what secur ity have you 
ever given my children whereby they may prove the ir 
claim? ( qtd . in Wordsworth , I ntroduct ion to 
Years ley) 

The dispute that developed caused More to withdraw a l l  

support from Years ley . Tompkins refers to the furore 

caused by the protegee turning on her patron as "a n ine 

day wonder in London , "  but notes that for both Years ley 

and More the ef fects of the sp l it were far-reaching ( 7 3 ) . 

Within a few weeks of the publ icat ion of Poems on 

Severa l Occas ions it was known in l iterary c ircles that 

Years ley was not " turning out we l l " : she was quarrel some ; 

prosperity had made her arrogant ; she was ma l icious ; and 

she spread s lander about More ( Tompkins 59 ) . This  

construction of Years ley stemmed d irectly from her 

position as a labour ing-class woman obl iged to a patron . 

The large and respectable body of subscr ibers were 

d i sappointed and cynica l .  Horace Wa lpole had assumed 

that when she received her money she would "hum no more 

d itties , "  and he sympathised with More ( Lonsdale 3 9 3 ) . 

He told More that he was " s ick of mendicant poetesses"  
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and was a stonished by Yearsley ' s  " super lat ive " 

ingratitude to her patron , who had "washed and combed her 

trumpery verses" ( qtd . in Lonsda le 3 9 3 } . Anna Seward was 

a l ittle more percept ive : she recogni sed the pr ide behind 

Years ley ' s  anger and " ingrat itude . "  Seward wrote to the 

Rev . T . S .  Wha l ley in February 17 8 6 :  

The m i lk-woman ' s  celebr ity must have reached you 
across the seas . She is said to have behaved most 
ungrateful ly to her humane and energet i c  patroness , 
Miss H .  More . . . . Her writings breathe a gloomy 
and j ealous dign ity of spirit . Great del icacy was 
required in the manner of conferring obl igat ion on a 
mind so tempered . Miss More ' s  letter to Mrs 
Montagu , prefixed to Lacti l la ' s  f irst publ ication , 
struck me with an air  of superc i l iousness towards 
the be ing she patronized ;  and the pride of genius in 
advers ity revo lted . (qtd . in Wordsworth , 
Introduction to Yearsley) 

Years ley ' s  moment of fame had turned into a pro longed 

peri od of infamy . 

Thi s  was not the sort of celebr ity that Years ley 

des ired , as although it might st i l l  lead to f inanc ial  

success , it forced on her a public image o f  herse l f  that 

she was not comfortable with and threatened her persona l 

reputat ion as a woman .  In an attempt to counteract the 

construction of herself as an ungrateful troublemaker , 

Years l ey appealed to the public by providi ng them with 

the deta i ls of her dispute with More . She prefaced the 

fourth edition of Poems on Several Occasions with a ten-

page narrative that defended her against charges of 

ingratitude . But such a public air ing of pr ivate 

troubles was not a lways acceptable even f or upper-class 
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women ( criticism of Smith ' s  publ icis ing her woes 

i l lustrates thi s ) , and it  was cons idered embarra s s i ng 

from a fema le member of the working c lass whose foe was 

of super ior status . Her public denigration of popu lar , 

virtuous and respectable More lost Years ley many 

admirers , a lthough it gained her support from those who 

did not l ike More . 

For More , the quarrel was a relatively short-term 

embarrassment , an "odious ta le"  that was a means o f  

spir itua l growth . Her reputation survived intact , 

a lthough the inc ident evidently changed her att itudes 

later when , in her evange l ica l ro l e ,  she decided not to 

encourage the working class to wr ite ( Tompkins 7 6 ) . For 

Yearsley , however , the impact was deeper . She was bitter 

and angry , and her pr ide and her consciousness of class 

d i f f erence led her to become very personal in her 

insulting of More , stooping even to comment on her broken 

engagement . Her Poem on the Inhumanity of the S l ave 

Trade ( 1 7 8 8 )  was no doubt intentiona l ly publ i shed to 

compete with More ' s  poem on the same subj ect . Year s ley 

sa lved her hurt pride with arrogant def iance ( Tompkins 

7 7 )  . 

Years ley ' s  l iterary career was not unscathed by her 

f a l l ing out with More . Cade l l ,  More ' s  publ i sher , refused 

to have anything more to do with Years ley and she had to 

f ind another publisher in the Robinsons ( Tompkins 8 0 )  . 
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By 1 7 8 6  she had a lso found a new patron in the wea lthy , 

i f  somewhat disreputabl e ,  Frederick Augustus Hervey , 

B i shop of Derry and Earl of Bristol ( Lonsda le 3 9 3 ) . 

Years ley continued to publ ish ,  encouraged by favourable 

critical comment . She published a second vo lume of 

poetry , Poems on Var ious Subjects , in 1 7 8 7 . 

Aesthetica l ly freed by the di stant patronage offered by 

Hervey , Yearsley ' s  work became increas ingly radica l ,  

soc i a l ly critical , and pol itici sed ( Landry , Muses 12 2 } . 

She supported the French Revo lut ion and ra i led against 

soc ial inj ust ice , though never offic i a l ly a l i gning 

herse l f  with any part icular group ( Landry , Muses 1 2 4 } . 

During the 1 7 9 0 s  she published poems on Marie Antoinette , 

the death of Louis XVI , and an hi storical play on Earl 

Goodwin .  I n  Stanzas of Woe ( 17 9 0 ) , Yearsley publ icly 

condemned the former mayor of Bristo l ,  Levi Eames , for 

his authoris ing of the whipping of her chi ldren for 

p l aying on h i s  property , and later f or his ind irect 

caus ing of  her miscarr iage ( Yearsley saw two boys runn i ng 

from a man and the fear that her chi ldren would be 

whipped aga in induced labour ) ( Tompk ins 8 2 - 8 3 ) .  Her 

poet ic attack was followed by a prose pamph let The 

D i spute :  Letter to the Publ ic from the Mi lkwoman 

( Lonsdale 3 9 4 ) . 

It is  Yearsley ' s  last volume o f  poetry , The Rura l 

Lyre ( 1 7 9 6 } , that many critics cons ider to be her best 

because of  its wide scope and cons i stent sty l e . I n  The 
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Rura l  Lyre Yearsley ' s  public space changes : her issues 

become more g loba l , and her private l i fe less a matter 

for pub l ic record ( Ferguson , "Unpubl i shed " 2 5 ) . During 

the 1 7 9 0 s she sat somewhere between being a c ivic poet 

for Br istol and a soc i a l  dissident ( Landry , Muses 1 2 2 ) . 

Her l ater publ ications were reviewed respectfu l ly by the 

Monthly and Critical Review ( Tompkins 8 2 ) . However , due 

to her class she was not taken serious ly as a political 

thinker , but rather relegated to the position of  a 

cur ios ity ( Ferguson , " Resistance" 2 6 6 )  . 

Years ley ' s  desire for social mobi l ity was rea l i sed 

in 1 7 9 3  when she opened a circulating l ibrary in Br isto l , 

f inancia l ly helped by Ra lph Gr i f f iths , Thomas Beddoes , 

and Joseph Cottle . Her fame a l so secured apprent iceships 

for two of her sons . Years ley ' s  hea lth deteriorated in 

the l ate 1 7 9 0s , and two sons died , followed by her 

husband in 1 8 0 3 . These domestic troubles may have 

prevented further work after The Rura l Lyre , but she had 

a l so ident i f ied herse l f  with l ibera l sent iments in a t ime 

of growing conservatism .  Literary critic ism was tainted 

w ith po l itical prej udice and the l i bera l reviewers were 

f orced to step wari ly ( Tompkins 9 8 ) . 

Though Years ley was probably more concerned about 

her own class struggle and f inancial gain than she was 

about whether she was conforming to the ideology of  the 

f eminine , she sti l l  experienced the anxiety of  perception 
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that came at the moment of  publ ication for the woman 

poet . Years ley ' s  pride and motivat ion ensured that she 

attempted to control how she was perceived by the world , 

and consequent ly ensured a h igh public prof i le . Yearsley 

hoped to ga in social mob i l ity from her poetry , whereas 

the famous women poets previous ly di scussed a lready moved 

in e l ite soc ial circles , so she had to have a publ ic 

image that a l lowed for class movement . The modesty 

expressed by other women poets , in an ef fort to reta in 

the character istics of femin inity even as they 

part ic ipated in a mascul ine act ivity , is present in 

Yearsley ' s  work for a d i f ferent reason . The modesty she 

vo ices regarding her poet ic abi l ity is more an 

acknowledgement of her lack of educat ion than an ef fort 

to be demure and feminine . 

Th is  modesty can be seen in Yearsley ' s argument to 

her poem " Brutus : A Fragment " :  

The Author offers this  humble specimen a s  a spark , 
from whence she wishes a body of f ire may ari se in 
the imag inat ion of some more able Poet . The Aene id 
is  not so eventful , nor so interesting , but that an 
Epic Poem from the H istory of England might vie with 
it . I f  the Author may presume to offer an opin ion , 
her opinion wi l l  be , that some of  the greatest 
geniuses of this is land neg lect the cho i ce of 
subj ects best suited to their learning and their 
natura l  powers . 

Her own poetry is  portrayed as "humble , "  and it is  those 

with both " learning" and " natura l powers" who would be 

better suited to the grand theme . 
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Yearsley cont inua l ly struggled to rewrite the 

publ ic ' s  impress ion of her a fter her quarrel with More , 

to turn her infamy into fame . To paci fy the con f l i ct 

between her celebr ity ( her infamy ) and reputat ion ( her 

honour ) it is  clear that Years ley worked at the 

construct ion of a poet ic persona that was acceptable to 

the read ing publ ic . Moira Ferguson ' s  article " The 

Unpubl ished Poems of Ann Years ley " discusses how , when 

she died in 1 8 0 6 , Years ley left behind a large quant ity 

of  unpubli shed poems . Ferguson shows that a number of 

the poems that Yearsley kept from publ ication would have 

contr ibuted to the view of her as a radical , angry and 

troublesome author . She surmi ses that Yearsley 

consc ious ly constructed a poetic ident ity and protected 

her publ ic image . Donna Landry al so ident i f i e s  a c l early 

constructed persona in Years ley ' s  wr iting . She shows how 

class ident i f ication is comp lex and contrad ictory for 

Year s l ey because her wr iting d i f ferentiated her from 

other working-class women in that she was capable of 

pub l i c  se l f-representat ion through wr iting ( Landry , Muses 

1 2 5 } . But in her writing she clearly inscr ibes hers e l f  

as a poet ical mi lkwoman , " Lacti l la , " who possesses " a  

stubborn and a savage wi l l . "  Lact i l la i s  proud , bo ld , 

somet imes comica l ,  but never cringing . Years ley was 

aware of her audience ' s  expectations and packaged herse l f  

accordingly , showing herself t o  be a shrewd profess iona l 

( Landry , Muses 1 2 8 - 2 9 } . 
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In her f irst volume o f  poetry Years ley constructed 

herse l f  as More desired her to be . She expressed the 

gratitude appropriate to " Stella , "  her patron . Once in 

exile  from More she cou ld deve lop her own poet ic 

identity . Ferguson ident i f ies a poem , "To Ste l la , "  

written in the heat of Yearsley ' s  quarre l with More , that 

Years ley toned down and turned into the more general  "To 

Those Who Accuse the Author of Ingrat itude " for 

publ ication in Poems on Various Subjects .  The poem " To 

Ste l l a "  wou ld have titil lated the reading publ ic , but 

would a l so have contributed negat ive ly to Yearsley ' s  

reputat ion , so she refra ined from publishing it . I n  the 

last stanza of the or iginal poem she denounces More ' s  

claim to fame , her mot ivation , and her Chr istian 

princ iples , denunc iations that would have shocked the 

read ing publ i c  whom More was popular with ( Ferguson , 

"Unpubl ished " 1 5 - 1 6 ) . "To Those Who Accuse the Author of  

Ingrat itude" is sti l l  an  angry response to the a fter-

effects of her quarrel with More . Yearsley quest ions the 

mot ives of those who "thro ' opti cs dim , so falsely view"  

the wor ld : 

A wish to share the false , tho ' publ i c  din , 
I n  which the popular , not virtuous , l ive ; 
A fear of being singular , which claims 
A fort itude of mind you ne ' er cou ld boast ; 
A love of base detract ion , when the charm 
S its on a flowing tongue , and willing moves 
Upon its darl ing topic . These are yours . 

Years ley implies that it is only through her fort i tude of  



mind that she can cope with the fear associated with 

be i ng different , with being famous . 
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Yearsley obviously learnt discret ion as she became 

more exper ienced in the ways of the l iterary wor ld . She 

a lmost certa inly l e ft some of her most controvers i a l  

poems unpubl i shed i n  the des ire not t o  foster her 

notor iety as a troublemaker , and to negate the image of  

her as an  angry , vulnerable working-class subj ect . 

Years ley shows her sense of discriminat ion and 

se l f -discipl ine in holding these poems back from the 

pub l ic . She preferred a less volat i l e  and more 

uncontrovers i a l  public persona , a lthough she did operate 

out of a sense of soc ial j ustice and therefore touched on 

potentia l ly radica l topics . According to Ferguson , the 

poems withheld from publ icat ion show Years ley was 

uncomfortable with her public representation , and 

i l lustrate a pol i t ical and personal cultura l struggle 

that sheds new l i ght on Yearsley ' s  be l iefs in relation to 

her notor ious publ ic profi le in  the years 1 7 8 6 - 8 9  

( " Unpubl ished" 2 5 -2 6 ) . 

Years ley a lso attempted to redress the negative 

image of herself in her poetry . " Revenge" appeared in 

Poems on Var ious Subjects , written in response to the 

events of her patronage . In the poem Years ley struggl e s  

with her conscience regarding her reaction t o  More ' s  

inj ustices . She expresses regret that she a l lowed 
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Revenge t o  motivate her t o  "hang up human fra i lty t o  the 

view , I Of a poor piti less World" : 

I loathe thy curst acquaintance : urg ' d  by thee , 
The wounded Victim p lucks the arrow forth , 
Writhing with anguish strikes the gui lty Foe , 
Then groans in horr id sympathy . 

Year s l ey acknowledges " the wounds I feel , 1 In  base 

Revenge , sha ll never find the ir cure . "  She a sks Revenge 

to " spare the slave of Fame . " 

In  the poems that were made ava i lable to the pub l i c , 

Yearsley only f itful ly addresses the issue o f  fame . Like 

the other women poets , she is aware of the correlat ion o f  

the two mean ings of " fame , " a s  she cynically i l lustrates 

in "Lucy , A Ta le . "  When the marr ied Lucy deve lops a 

platonic friendship with a ma le neighbour her reputat ion 

is  at stake : 

Hark , Lucy ! Censure l i fts her tongue ; 
On its fell point thy name is hung . 
Now striding o ' er the vi l la ' s  [ s i c ]  near , 
Nor thee , nor Lel ius , wi l l  she spare ; 
But breathing strong the venom ' d  blast , 
Fame ' s  brighter trophies down are cast . 

With Lucy the victim of  v i l lage scandal , the ma le friend 

con s i ders ris ing in her defence : 

Conscious of inj ur ' d  Fame , he tries 
His rectitude of sou l ,  but fl ies 
The task -- for pub l ic Fame he knew , 
To secret Virtue ne ' er was true . 

S im i l arly , in " Brutus : A Fragment " fame is mentioned in 

terms of reputation : 



Z aunus came next , of swarthy Lara born , 
Lara the maiden ' s  and the matron ' s  scorn ; 
She young neglected virtue : deaf to fame , 
Zaunus existed as the heir of  shame . . . 

There are no poems that dea l with a woman ' s  l iterary 
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fame , a lthough she often ref lects on her own poet i c i s ing . 

For example , in " C lifton H i l l , "  she reca lls her early 

fasc ination with words , remember ing how , when she and her 

mother vis ited the local cemetery , epitaphs on the graves 

attracted her , whi le her mother was fasc inated by the 

scu lptures . In  "Addressed To I gnorance , Occasioned by a 

Gent leman ' s  des iring the Author never to Assume a 

Knowledge of the Anc ients" Years ley plays on assumptions 

of class in relation to her poet icis ing . 

Yearsley impl icitly l inks the two senses o f  " fame " 

together on one occas ion . In  " To W i l l iam Cromart i e  

Years l ey . O n  h i s  Becoming a Pup i l  to Mr . --- . " she 

wr ites : 

Where Virtue is not , Fame her wreath denies . 

int imat ing that a good reputation is  critical to poetic 

success . This  c lear ly ref lects her own experi ence of 

fame , and succ inctly encapsulates the bel iefs of  the 

famous women poets a lready ment ioned . 

Year s l ey is pa inful ly aware that fame is not an easy 

burden to bear . In "To Mr V-- -- 11 she states : 
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Corros ive , curst Avarice , sti l l  preys o n  the heart ; 
Ambition high stretches the mind ; 
Loud Fame may awh i le her false transport impart , 
Yet a l l  leave their torment beh ind . 

We l l  into her career and freed from the yoke of More ' s  

patronage , however , Yearsley refused soc iety ' s  

prescript ion of humil ity and eschewa l of fame . In the 

Preface to her 1 7 9 5  nove l The Roya l Capt ives she bo ldly 

a sserts : 

. . . I love Fame , though I have only heard her 
whispers ; am sens ible she incites towards the 
wonderful , the great and good ; and that Authors , who 
affect to despi se her , are cowards ,  ins incere , and 
gui lty of profanat ion ; yet there is a vast 
difference in being her lover and her s lave . For 
me , I confess myse l f  not deaf to , nor independent o f  
the voi ce of the world , except i n  those enraptured 
moments when bewitching Fancy renders me insens ible 
to the real dependenc ies of l i fe . In poesy , I am 
her s l ave ; in prose I wish her to be mine . . . . 
Nature hersel f  drew delus ion in the desert where I 
was be loved by Fancy , before I was al ive to Fame , 
and tasted more de l ight than I have found s ince in 
the midst of proud society , where favour fa l l s  
heavily on the heart from the hand o f  arrogance 

. . One of my mot ives for publ i shing the work 
unf in ished , is , that the wor ld may speak of me as I 
am , whi l st I have power to hear . The clouds that 
hang over my fortunes intervene between me and the 
Publ ic . I i ncessantly struggl e  to dissipate them , 
feel those struggles in va in , and sha l l  drop in the 
ef fort . . . ( i - i i i )  

Her attack o n  those who af fect t o  despise fame i s  

undoubted ly directed a t  More , who had , of course , made 

many comments denying her desire for fame . Years ley ' s  

open claim for the r ight to enj oy her fame and her 

repudiation of arrogant patronage show a refreshingly 

honest and forthr ight att itude for a woman poet of  the 

period . 



Years ley required f ame to bring f inanc i a l  success 

and a lso c lass mob i l ity , but the fame she achieved was 

nearer to infamy and threatened her reputation as a 

virtuous woman . To succeed in her ambitions , Years l ey 

needed to " sustain patronage and public interest , [ but ) 

in the long run c lass and reputat ion told against her " 

( Ferguson , "Resistance " 2 5 3 ) . Yearsley was a lways 

ta inted by soc ial st igma ; pra ise was qua l i f i ed with 

contemp lat ion of her vocation ( Ferguson , "Re s istance " 
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2 4 7 ) . When she died in 1 8 0 6  she had fal len into relative 

obscur ity , not having publ i shed s ince 1 7 9 6 . Her death 

produced an unkind epitaph --

Ann Years ley tasted the Cast i l ian stream 
And skimmed its surface as she skimmed her cream ; 
But struck at last by fate ' s  unerring blow 
Al l that rema ins of Ann is -- "Mi lk Below . " 

-- which was at least proof that she had not been 

ent irely forgotten ( qtd . in Tompkins 1 0 1 ) . There was a 

br ief  reviva l of interest in Yearsley in the ear ly 

nineteenth century , prompted by the re-engraving of a 

portra it of her ( one of two done ) and its publication in 

the Ladies ' Monthly Museum in 1 8 1 4 , and in 1 8 3 1  Southey 

treated her respectfully in his Lives and Works of the 

Uneducated Poets (Tompkins 1 0 1 ) . 
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iv Mary Robinson 

Mary Robinson differs from a l l  the women poets 

discussed previously because she was already famous when 

she began to earn a reputat ion as a poet . Her l i f e  i s  an 

extraordinary chronicle of a woman in the pub l i c  eye in 

the late e ighteenth century . Her prominence a s  

soc i a l ite , actress , fashion trendsetter , royal mi stress , 

as we l l  as author , kept her constantly under pub l i c  

scrutiny , as revealed by innumerable newspaper ment ions 

of her , cartoons , pa int ings , and other textual 

references . 

Mary Darby Robinson ' s  chi ldhood began with every 

indulgence but her father shattered that existence when 

he went to make his fortune in America , leaving h i s  

fam i ly but taking h i s  mi stress . Says Robinson i n  her 

autobiography : "My father ' s  impracticable scheme had 

impoverished his fortune , and deprived his chi ldren of  

that inf luence which , in  the ir infancy , they had been 

taught to hope for" (Robinson , Memoirs 2 1 ) . Yet Robinson 

remembered her father fondly , and felt he was " the vict im 

o f  an unfortunate attachment" (Robinson , Memoirs 1 7 ) . Mr 

Darby ' s  desertion resulted in fluctuating fortunes for 

the fami ly . Eventua l ly ,  Mrs Darby was approached about 

cons ider ing a stage career for her beaut i ful and 

phys ica l ly mature daughter . Accord ing to Robinson , her 

mother was persuaded to a l l ow it by the exampl e s  o f  
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s ituation , preserved an unspotted fame " ( Memoirs 2 5 ) . 
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Robinson ' s  stage career was postponed for some 

years , however , by her marr iage to Thomas Robinson when 

she was f i fteen . According to her memoirs , she was 

ent iced into the marriage from her s ickbed by Thomas , who 

misrepresented h i s  c ircumstances to both mother and 

daughter . The couple mingled in h igh society , l iving 

we l l  beyond the ir means . Thomas was lured into gambl i ng 

and womani s ing , whi le Mary Robinson thr ived on the 

attention her beauty and dress sense obtained her . 

Although at f irst '' not accustomed to the gaze of  

impertinent high breeding , '' she dres sed in such a way 

that couldn ' t  he lp but "attract attention at places of  

public enterta inment " (Robinson , Memoirs 5 1- 52 ) . The 

young wife soon found herself the obj ect of upper-class 

male lechery but in her memo irs denies any inf ide l ity on 

her part . 

Thomas Robinson ' s  neglect led her to turn to poetry : 

" I  dedi cated a l l  my leisure hours to poetry : I wrote 

verses of a l l  sorts . . .  " (Robinson , Memoirs 57 ) . 

Spending her t ime in such a manner proved useful in 1 7 7 5  

when she accompanied her husband t o  prison for debt . 

From there she arranged publ ication of her poems , sending 

a copy to the Duchess of Devonshire . The Duchess , whom 

Robinson was later to rival as England ' s  fashion queen , 



1 6 3  

was moved to help the imprisoned young wife and mother . 

The volume , Poems , was largely ignored criti ca l ly and 

a lthough it was followed by another publ ication , 

Captivity. A Poem; and Celadon and Lydia . A Tale ( 1 7 7 7 ) , 

thi s  was someth ing of a false start to Robinson ' s  

l iterary career . What these early publ ications show is  

that though Robinson wrote poetry from a young age her 

pr imary mot ivation for publication was f inanci a l . 

Her husband ' s  phi landering and gambling and her own 

extravagant l iving led to Robinson reviving her interest 

in a stage career . Supported by David Garr ick and 

Richard Sher idan , Robinson debuted in 1 7 7 6 , and " looked 

forward with de l ight both to cel ebr ity and fortune " 

( Robinson , Memo irs 1 07 } . Her success was immediate and 

she quickly became the maj or drawcard of Drury Lane . 

Robinson rel ished the lime l ight , as her "prospects , both 

of fame and aff luence , began to br ighten" ( Robinson , 

Memo irs 1 1 9 } . Robinson ' s  memo irs deta i l  the extent of 

her renown , as much for her beauty as her ta lent , and 

i l lustrate j ust how public a f igure she was :  " I  was 

consulted as the very oracle of fashions ; I was ga z ed at 

and examined with the most inquisitive curios ity" ( 1 1 3 } . 

The public scrutiny Robinson was under was to 

i ntens i fy . . Her acting , though resulting in sexua l 

o f fers , d id not unduly tarnish her reputat ion : 
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It was a t  this  period that the most al luri ng 
temptations were held out to a l ienate me f rom the 
paths of domestic quiet . . • But I had st i l l  the 
consolation of an unsu l l ied name . I had the h ighest 
of fema le patronage , a c ircle of the most 
respectable and partial friends . (Robinson , Memoirs 
1 1 1 )  

What did sully her name , and also brought her acting 

career to an end , was her affair with the young Prince of 

Wa les . Even before the affair officia l ly began the 

newspapers were running stor ies on the roya l f l irtat ion . 

Once the l i a ison , wh ich lasted about a year , was cemented 

the couple publ icly flaunted their relationsh i p . From 

her memoirs it is c lear that Robinson saw her l i fe as 

be ing under constant public surve i l lance ( " I was now 

known by name , at every publ ic place in and near the 

metropo l is "  ( 69 ) ) ;  her memo irs are a record of increasing 

publ ic exposure ( Pascoe , " Spectacular" 1 6 6 ) . 

Whenever I appeared in public , I was overwhe lmed by 
the gaz ing of the multitude . I was frequently 
obl iged to quit Rane lagh , owing to the crowd wh ich 
staring cur ios ity had a ssembled round my box ; and , 
even i n  the streets of the metropolis , I scarcely 
ventured to enter a shop without exper ienc ing the 
greatest inconvenience . Many hours have I wa ited 
t i l l  the crowd dispersed , which surrounded my 
carriage , in expectation of my quitting the shop . 
( Robinson , Memoirs 1 3 9 -4 0 )  

Robinson seems to have been both vexed and bemused by the 

attention g iven to her , though it had some compensat ions . 

S ome of the publicity was far from kind , but she was 

l iving the h igh life  in royal  favour so was not unduly 

concerned by the mal ice of her enemies . The Prince had 
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sworn his undying love to the beaut i ful "Perd ita " ( the 

character Robinson had been playing when he f irst noti ced 

her ) , and had a l so promised to support her f inanc ia l ly ,  

p ledging a 2 0 , 0 0 0  pound bond when he came of age . 

Unfortunate ly for Robinson the Pr ince was as wayward 

with his af fections as her husband . When she was 

unceremon iously rej ected by her roya l consort , her " fame " 

quickly turned to infamy . She was immed iate ly a f a l l en 

woman , fa l l en from favour and sexua l ly fal len , in the 

eyes of the public . Her fal len reputation and her 

popularity and renown ( her fame in both senses ) ,  meant 

she became fair game for gossiping society and the pres s : 

Every engine of fema le ma l ice was set in mot ion to 
destroy my repose , and every petty calumny was 
repeated with tenfo ld embel l ishments . Ta les of the 
most infamous and glaring falsehood were invented , 
and I was again assai led by pamphlets , by 
paragraphs , and caricatures ,  and a l l  the art i l lery 
of  s l ander . . . (Robinson , Memoirs 1 4 5 ) 

For Robinson , who had enj oyed a l l  the trappings of fame 

when the attent ion was pos itive , the public scanda l was 

unbearable . The af fair inspired a flow of titi l lating 

l iterary commentary . The fict iona l portraya l s  of her 

l i fe were virtual ly soft pornography , and she f led to 

Paris  to escape from the scanda l s  of  the newspapers 

( Pascoe , Staging 9 5 ) . 

Robinson did not leave the l imel ight , however . She 

moved in h igh circles in France , where she met Mar i e  
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Anto inette ( about whom she was later to wr ite a poem ) , 

and when she returned to Eng land impressed hersel f  once 

more on the fashion scene . She was also rumoured to have 

had several prominent men ( Lord Meldon and Char les Fox 

among them) as her lovers ( Fox secur ing for her a 5 0 0  

pound annuity from the Pr ince o f  Wa les i n  lieu o f  the 

bond ) . Her movements , dress , carr iages , partners , and 

hea l th were a lways recorded in the newspapers . By the 

mid- 1 7 8 0 s , pr imarily through her assoc iation with famous 

men , she was a stock f igure in pr int i l lustrations of  

London crowd scenes ( Pascoe , " Spectacular" 1 6 6 ) . Her 

portraya l in the press ranged from ido latrous to vic ious , 

perhaps the worst example be ing G i l lray ' s  cartoon "The 

Thunderer " ( 1 7 8 2 ) , in which a barebreasted Robinson is 

sexual ly impa led upon a whirl igig (the army ' s  treatment 

for prost itutes ) ,  whi le two men ( the Pr ince and another 

lover , Colonel Tar leton ) compete for her af fections ( Bass 

2 0 1 ) . Another examp le of the kind of attack Robinson 

suf f ered is the 1784  anonymous pamphlet The Memo irs of  

Perdita ; interspersed with Anecdotes of the Hon . Char les 

F-x; Lord M-- - ;  Col . T---; P-E of W-s ;  COL St . L---R; Mr . 

s - - -N ,  and many other wel l  known characters ( Pascoe , 

Staging 9 5 ) . 

In 17 8 2  Robinson began an eighteen-year a f fair with 

Banastre Tarleton , himself  a famous military and soc ia l  

f igure . Early in their relationship Robinson suf fered a 

f ever , speculated to be the result of  a miscarriage , that 
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resulted i n  the para lys is o f  her lower l imbs . The coupl e  

began to travel the continent i n  search o f  a cure , 

Robinson now spending more t ime on her wr iting . The 

papers observed her absence : "Of Mrs Robinson , once so 

famed , the wor ld hears nothing" ( qtd . in Bass 2 5 2 ) . On 

July 14 , 1 7 8 6 , the Morning Post pub l i shed an inaccurate 

obituary of Robinson , ca l l ing her i l l egit imate and 

focus ing on her amours . She responded from Germany , 

correct ing the incorrect informat ion and defending her 

honour ( Bass 2 5 3 -54 ) . While  on the cont inent she 

published some poetry in France and worked on 

trans lations . She returned to England in 1 7 8 8 , and began 

her l iterary career in earnest . 

Robinson ' s  second entry into the l iterary wor ld was 

an anonymous one . Soon after her return to London she 

met the poet Robert Merry and began a poetica l 

correspondence with him ( Bass 3 0 0 ) . Merry had begun to 

introduce England to a poet ic sty l e  that he had picked up 

in Italy . The school of poets who wrote in this  f lorid 

manner , exuding sens ibi l ity and abounding in 

person i f ication , were known as the " Della Cruscans . "  

They used poetry to carry on pub l i c  conversat ions and 

f l irtat ions , a l l  us ing pseudonyms ( Gavin 1 4 4 ) . " Laura" 

( Robinson ) became the darling of " De l la Crusca " ( Merry ) 

when "Mat i lda " ( Hannah Cowley ) f e l l  from grace , and they 

poetica l ly adored each other in the pages of the Wor ld 

( Pa scoe 3 5 ) . In some senses the poems were very 
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personal , but they were always seen as a performance of  

the ir craft despite the ir protestat ions of sincerity 

( Gavin 1 4 4 ) . For a time , the sty le was very popul ar and 

many memor ised and rec ited them ( Bass 3 0 0 }  . 

According to Pascoe , the De l la Cruscan construct ion 

of the poet as a highly sens itive figure propel led by 

emot iona l intens ity was useful for women to mask their 

art i stic and commercial ambitions . Robinson in her "Ode 

to Della Crusca " represented the poem as an 

uncontrol lable outpouring of feel ings in response to 

those of the male poet ( Pascoe , Staging 4 5 - 4 6 } . In a 

l etter of 1 7 9 4 , Robinson said that pleasure was her prime 

motivation to wr ite ( " I am never happy but when I am 

tagging rhymes ,  and never pleased with them when they are 

f in i shed" ( qtd . in Pascoe , Staging 5 0 ) ) ,  though the 

persona she adopted in her publ ic role was that of the 

sens it ive poet forced into verse by the strength of her 

feel ings . De l l a  Cruscanism ushered women into print 

because it did not require special tra ining and a l lowed a 

pose of suppl i cation to a revered master that hid their 

own ambition ( Pascoe , Staging 5 0 } . Though the De l l a  

Cruscans cla imed di sinterest i n  fame and fortune , it is  

highly l ikely that Robinson was mot ivated by both 

( Pascoe , Staging 3 6 ) . She also needed to rewr ite her 

infamy into a respectable reputation . 
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The pub l ic was initia l ly impressed by Del l a  

Cruscanism but the critica l t ide turned quick ly against 

the movement . Robinson rece ived more favourabl e  reviews 

than Merry ; out of chiva lry , the reviewers portrayed her 

as an innocent trapped in the web of Della Crus canism : 

True taste turns with disdain and disgust from a l l  
meretr icious ornaments .  We think Mrs . Robinson is 
somet imes in danger of being mi sled by the glare of 
what some may think sp lendour . ( qtd . in Pascoe , 
Staging 4 1 )  

Robinson , i n  her memoirs , encouraged th is view o f  herself  

be ing temporari ly mis led , a view sometimes conven ient to 

other women writers who used the movement as a medium for 

their own poetic desires ( Pascoe , Staging 4 1 ) . 1 7 9 1  saw 

the De l la Cruscans receive the ir f irst serious public 

critic ism ( in the Month ly Review) . They were attacked 

for wr iting bad poetry but were rea l ly literary 

scapegoats in a pol itical witch hunt : they were too 

radical at a time of revo lution ( Hargreaves-Mawdsley 

2 4 3 ) . W i l l iam Gif ford wrote The Baviad ostens ibly to 

rid icule the De l la Cruscan poet ic style , but there were 

many far worse poets he could have attacked . G i fford ' s  

rea l mot ivation was h i s  host i l ity to the ir l iberal 

sympath ies and , according to Pascoe , to the femini sation 

of  poetry . G i fford was scathing and person a l  in h i s  

attack o n  Robinson , and was equa l l y  rude i n  his seque l 

poem , The Maeviad , in wh ich he openly attacked Robinson ' s  

Jacobin sympathies ( Pascoe , Staging 58-6 2 ) . 
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Having established her poet ica l abi l ities Robinson 

capita l ised on her new career , using at least ten 

pseudonyms . Her use of pseudonyms meant she was able to 

have her poetry read and judged without her pub l i c  image 

interfer ing . The dec is ion was effective , as is  

del ightedly recounted in  her memoirs : 

. several ladies of the B luestocking c lub , whi l e  
Mrs Robinson remained unknown , even ventured to 
admire , nay more , to recite her productions in their 
learned and critica l coterie . ( Robinson , Memo irs 
1 7 0 )  

Though she c l a imed her use o f  pseudonym5 was to ensure an 

honest response from her readers , this does not exp l a i n  

the pro l i feration of names ( Pascoe , Staging 1 6 6 ) . Also , 

the pseudonyms were not necessari ly a lways an attempt to 

obscure her tarnished reputat ion because she invariably 

ident i f ied herse l f , sometimes a lmost immediately a fter 

publ icat ion ( Pascoe , Staging 1 6 4 - 6 5 ) . Her del iberate 

creat ion of multiple se lves can be read as an attempt to 

keep the private , stable se l f  from the pub l ic eye and 

commodity status ( Pascoe , Staging 16 3 ) . Alternat ively , 

the p seudonyms can be seen as a l lowing her to construct a 

variety of roles or personae in her poetry , a para l le l  

with her theatr ical career . Un l ike Smith and other women 

poets , Robi nson did not conf ine herself to a single 

pub l i c  stance in  her poetry . She was able to be f luid in 

her presentation of herse l f  to the publ ic . 
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One example of  the f luidity allowed by the 

construction of vari ous personae is the poem Modern 

Manners , published under the male pseudonym " Horace 

Juvena l . "  The 1 7 9 3  poem is a satire on the place of the 

cr itics and the excesses of fashion . The ma l e  pseudonym , 

combining two famous satirical styles , a l lows Robinson to 

be more critical than would be expected from a femin ine 

pen : 

. . .  Ye solemn potentates ! whose secret trade 
Befits the sul len sol itude of shade ! 
Ye sel f -nam ' d  monarchs of the laurel ' d  crown , 
Props of the press , and tutors of the town ! 

. Who spare nor age or sex , nor friend or foe , 
But deal on a l l  al ike , the recreant blow .  
Who batten o n  the pasture you abuse , 
And while ye slander , p i l fer from the Muse . 
Think not , because each meek and timid wight 
Shr inks from your touch , and dwi ndles in your s ight , 
That Men of  Genius dread your feeble sway , 
The Lion trembles not when Asses bray ! 

The Bluestock ings , who were a particu lar bane of the 

mora l ly suspect Robinson ' s  li fe , a lso came under attack 

in the poem : 

. There in blue stocking dignity divine , 
The blooming daughters of the v irgin Nine ! 
Not l ike the wither ' d  witches i n  Macbeth , 
Who f i l l  the murd ' rous cauldron "pale as death ; "  
But with enchanting smi les , and harmless glee , 
Dissect the laurel wreath , and sip the ir tea ; 
Who comp l iment in prose , and court in rhymes ,  
The purest censors of the purest times ! 
The fair d i str ibuters of taste and fame , 
Who k indly flatter , -- where they dare not blame ! 

Despite her use of pseudonyms her poems were large ly 

autobiographica l ,  many obviously addressed to Tarl eton . 
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Though constructing herself  a new , l iterary , ident ity she 

assured herself of f inanci a l  success by t it i l l at ing her 

readers w ith references to her past and her present 

sexua l l ia isons . Robinson ' s  poetry was read by reviewers 

and the public al ike with her persona l history in mind 

( Pascoe , Staging 57 ) . Trading on her image a s  a fal len 

woman to make her poetry more compe l l ing ,  she 

s imultaneous ly appea led to the reader ' s  chiva lry and 

piqued that reader ' s  prurient attention , in a far more 

sexua l i sed way than Smith ( Labbe 7 0 -7 1 ) . 

In 1 7 9 1  Robinson publ ished Poems by subscription 

( d i f ferent in content from the 1 7 7 5  volume of  the same 

name ) . Among the six hundred subscribers were the titled 

( including the Prince of  Wa les ) , and prominent m i l itary 

and soc i a l  f igures . Notably absent were those f ema le 

f igures norma l ly support ive of women ' s  wr iting , that is , 

the Mores , Carters and Montagus . The vo lume was we l l  

reviewed . Many of the poems were autobiographical in 

nature , and her "novelty of express ion , in unusua l f igure 

and str iking metaphor , '' abounding in "vivid exertions of  

genius , pathos , and sentiment , "  saw the Critical Review 

l ink Robinson with the emergence of Romant icism ( qtd . in 

Bass 3 0 7-08 ) . 

The aspects of her l i fe that Robinson referred to 

publ icly in her poetry were those aspects that the pub l i c  

a lready knew of . Other details of her l i fe she kept 
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private . Because she already had a kind of  publ ic voice 

as a theatri cal  and " roya l"  celebrity , Robinson had no 

need to release further informat ion regarding her l i fe . 

She suf fered i l l  hea lth throughout her career yet seldom 

comp la ined directly of it in her poems ( unl ike Smi th and 

her lega l problems ) ( Gavin 1 5 0 ) . She seems to have had 

less personal connect ion with her poetry than the women 

poets who were her contemporar ies ( Gavin 15 8 ) . Both 

Smith and Robinson led l ives of hardship but Robinson was 

able to apply her poetic g i ft to a wider range o f  

c ircumstances and events than Smith was able to . She 

used her poetry as a vehicle for comment ing on pol itics , 

soc i a l  observat ion , story-tel l ing , and mood description 

( Gavin 1 5 9 ) . 

Robinson ' s  various poet ic pub l icat ions record her 

sh i ft ing style . She was a pro l i f i c  writer in a var iety 

of forms , capable of assuming dif ferent ro les for 

d i ff erent ef fects ( Gavin 1 4 0 )  . She moved from the " fa lse 

metaphors and rhapsodica l extravagance" ( Robinson , 

Memoirs 1 7 0 ) of her De l l a  Cruscan phase to the s imp l ic ity 

and directness to be found in vo lumes like Lyr ical  Tales 

( 18 0 0 ) . Her verse shows a humanitarian sens ibi l ity 

towards the poor , the menta l ly i l l  and other marginal 

f i gures , and aga inst racism , slavery , and so on . Many of  

her love poems were set to music ( Todd , Brit i sh 5 7 6 ) . 

The theatre was a big inf luence on her work , with many of  

her poems emphasis ing ora l ity and performance ( Gavin 14 1 -
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4 2 ) . Verse was not lucrat ive enough , however , to support 

Robinson ' s  sti l l  f lamboyant l i festyle , and Tar leton ' s  

gambl ing . She turned to novel writ ing and met with 

instant success :  her first nove l Vancenz a  sold out on the 

day of publ ication . Numerous others followed . Her books 

became famous , and were trans lated into severa l 

languages . By the late 1 7 9 0 s , her popular ity had reached 

such he ights that publishers were compet ing for her work 

( Todd , British 5 7 6 ) . 

Robinson ' s  hea lth deteriorated dur ing the 1 7 9 0 s  and 

her affair with Tarleton came to an abrupt end , both of 

wh ich made her l i fe more dif ficult . In 1 7 9 8  she became 

poetry ed itor of the Morning Post , and al so contributed a 

mu lt itude of poems (using pseudonyms ) to its pages a s  she 

tr ied to susta i n  herself f inancia l l y . Wr it ing for the 

Post meant she was able to take an active ro le in the 

type of celebr ity coverage she got . Editor Dani e l  Stuart 

and Robinson worked together in developing her as a 

" persona l ity . '' Stuart made good use of her notoriety and 

speci a l  place in the public interest . By dripfeeding h i s  

readers with i nformation about Robinson , t itbits about 

her hea lth , dress , and lovers , he mainta ined her pos it ion 

as fash i onable , thereby creating a demand for her work 

and biographical detai l  about her ( Pascoe , Staging 1 5 6 -

5 8 ) . The paper frequently conta ined newsbr iefs and 

flatter ing remarks about Robinson . She , in turn , 

contributed a large number of works to the paper and 
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actively part icipated i n  constructing the personal ity 

that Stuart wanted . � 

I n  many ways Robi nson was more overt ly commerc i a l  i n  

her wr it ing than either Smith or Years ley , and certa inly 

more so than More , Barbauld , Seward and W i l l iams . Her 

f lexib i l ity in sty le and voice increased her 

marketabil ity . She a lso shrewdly publ ished and 

republ i shed her poems , in order to make as much money out 

of them as possible . For examp le , she would publ ish them 

under pseudonyms in various newspapers a nd then , later , 

col l ect them for a vo lume ( Pascoe , Staging 17 2 ) . 

According to Fergus and Thaddeus , Robinson attempted to 

control her own career and made many pub lishing dec i s ions 

herse l f  but was not particularly successful ( 1 9 6 ) . She 

blamed some of her fai lure on swindl ing pub l i shers , but 

Fergus and Thaddeus suggest Robinson hersel f  misj udged 

the market and tended to print too many copies of her 

works ; in 1 7 9 7  she changed publishing compan ies but sti l l  

struggled to l ive off her prof its ( 1 9 6 -9 7 ) . 

Mary Robinson was too notorious to move free ly i n  

the homes of  respectable London , but she was cruc i a l  to 

the social fabric and many of London ' s  el ite vis ited her 

25Robinson ' s venue of publ ication may have contributed to her 
l ater decl ine in reputation , as she embraced the market whi ch 
most Romantics st igmati sed as to be avoided . The denigrat ion o f  
popular appeal ,  a s  compared to the el itism o f  h igh l iterature , 
i s  part of  the Romanti c  ideology sti l l  commonly embraced today 
( Pascoe , Staging 1 7 3 -7 4 ) . 
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( Pascoe , " Spectacular" 1 6 7 ) . Her revolut ionary 

sympathies led to friendship with Godwin and 

Wo l lstonecraft , some of her prose work , such as Thoughts 

on the Cond it ion of Women, and on the Injust ice of  Menta l 

Subord inat ion , showing that inf luence . Through her work 

for the Morning Post she became acqua inted with 

Coleridge , who showed much respect for her . They 

addressed each other poet ically , Robinson wri t i ng a poem 

to celebrate the birth of another Coler idge son , and 

another poem that shows Coleridge had sent her an early 

copy of  "Kubla Khan'' (Wordsworth , Introduct ion to Lyrical 

Ta les ) . 26 

Robinson died on December 2 6 ,  1 8 0 0 , aged forty and 

penn i l ess . Virtual ly her whole life had been spent in 

the publ i c  eye . She left behind her incompl ete 

autobiography , which was f inished by her daughter and 

pub l ished in 18 0 1  ( Lonsda le 4 7 0 ) . There were many 

tr ibutes to Perdita , inc luding numerous poems from the 

pens o f  ma l e  poets . Her fame was in many respects 

sexua l ly based , and she d id not rece ive support from 

l iterary women ; her memoirs frequently note that " fema l e  

ma l ice"  was her maj or foe . Like Years ley , Robinson f e l l  

prey t o  infamy and had t o  rewrite her se l f  in order to 

rega i n  pub l ic favour ( though she was soc ia l ly in a far 

better position to do so than Yearsley ) . I ronica l ly ,  she 

ususan Luther discusses their relationship in her art i c l e  
"A Stranger Minstrel :  Coleridge ' s  Mrs . Robinson " ( Studies in 
Romanti c i sm 3 3 : 3  ( 1 99 4 ) : 3 9 1- 4 09 ) . 
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had to use that infamy and her fal len reputation to g a i n  

respectabi l ity .  

Perhaps because of the pro longed and var i ed nature 

of her celebrity , Robinson makes many more direct 

references to fame than her contemporary women poets , but 

in ways often ambiguous and contradi ctory . Robinson ' s  

early foray into the l iterary market , as mentioned 

previously , came as a resu lt of her husband ' s  

impr isonment for debt . In these f irst poems , Robinson 

displays or affects the modesty whi ch has been 

establ ished as typica l of the woman poet . She denies a l l  

ambition for fame and ins ists that she pub l i shes only out 

of desperate f i nanc ial need . She a l so repeatedly 

denigrates her own poet ic abi l ity . 

These strategies to establ i sh her ful f i lment of  the 

role of the ideal woman , despite her entry into the 

mascul ine sphere via publ ication , can be seen in her poem 

" Captivity . "  Robinson wr ites : 

Whi le bright-ey ' d  Science crowns this favor ' d  I s l e , 
And Wisdom o ' er the nation deigns to smi le , 
Whi le genuine Knowledge f i l l s each ample page , 
And many a Bard adorns this  happy age : 
Say , shal l a Female ' s  soaring breast aspire , 
To boast what Genius only can acquire? 
The partial  Friend ' s  applause she may obta in , 
But i f  she hopes for more , -- she hopes in 

va in . 

. The Captive ' s  woe inspires the bold essay ; 
Ye N ine , assist the weak untutor ' d  lay : 
An humble vot ' ry at your shr i ne confess ' d ,  
Pours forth the dictates of an artless breast . 



. . . Frown not on me , the lowl iest in your train , 
No proud applause my artless ta le can gain : 
At P ity ' s  shrine my humble vows I pay , 
And soft Humanity inspires the lay : 
For thee alone , I court the pens ive Muse , 
For thee , Captivity ' s  the theme I chuse ;  
For thee alone , I soar on Fancy ' s  wing , 
Alone from thee , my young ideas spring ; 
No other views my s lender efforts claim , 
Untaught by Wisdom , and unknown to Fame ; 
I heed not what the giddy throng may say , 
I f  Heaven-born Char ity approves the lay . 

1 7 8  

The keynotes here are her lack of ambition , her lack of 

esteem for her own talents , and the f inanc i a l  mot ivation 

behi nd publ ication . The same emphasis  on lack of  

ambition appears in  " El egiac Verses" : 

Be  such the sanct ion of an humble Bard , 
Untaught the depths of Science to explore ; 
Whose numbers , whi le they flow from pure regard , 
Seek not on Fame ' s  expanded wings to soar . 

She expresses simi lar sent iments in " Celadon and Lydia : A 

Ta l e , " the companion p iece to "Capt ivity . "  The heroine , 

Lyd i a , i s  descr ibed thus : 

One peaceful tenor of serene repose 
Her bosom own ' d ,  from pain and troubl e  free , 
She never sought Ambition ' s  gi lded woes , 
Content to fol low Nature ' s  soft decree . 

The re lationship between the lovers a lso stresses a lack 

o f  ambition : 

Each shar ' d  the grief or j oy the other prov ' d ,  
Their hearts were one , their wishes were the same , 
In calm serenity they meekly mov ' d ,  
Nor barter ' d  sweet Content for gl itt ' ring Fame . 

S imi larly to her contemporaries , Robinson emphasises 

virtue as much as renown : 



Thro ' the wide country largely spread her fame , 
Her virtues echo ' d  thro ' the distant land , 
And every vo ice proclaim ' d  Ce l inda ' s  name . 

Robinson ' s  later poems , wr itten after her h i gh 
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pub l i c  prof i l e  was established , reflect her experiences 

of fame . Fame in Robinson ' s  poetry is never treated 

cons i stent ly : at times it is  portrayed as a negat ive 

burden , at times as an excit ing phenomenon . The positive 

views of fame are often connected with famous ma l e  

f igures , Robinson be ing no doubt aware that femininity 

and fame are less sure companions than mascul inity and 

pub l i c  recogn ition . In " E legy to the Memory of  David 

Garr ick Esq . , "  Robinson refers to "the br ight harvest of 

luxuriant Fame . " And in her elegy on Chatterton she 

laments the young poet ' s  loss of personal fame ( h is name 

hidden by " OBLIVION ' S  wing" ) but is reassured that h i s  

verse w i l l  " in daz z l ing lustre l ive . " Similar l y , in "A  

Monody to the Memory of Sir Joshua Reynolds , " Robinson 

says : 

. . .  Br ightly it shines where thy pure a shes s leep ; 
And whi le pale melancho ly hides to weep , 
Fame , with gl ittering wing , sha l l  fan the f ire , 
To shed new lustre on the Muse ' s  lyre ! 

. . . And though thy vo ice no more can charm the 
breast , 

Though thy pure spirit mingles with the b lest , 
Thy s a inted ashes sha l l  e ' en death defy ; 
For f ame , which virtue gives -- sha l l  never d i e . 
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I t  is  i nteresting that Robinson unites fame and 

virtue even for a ma le . It is  certa in ly something that 

she repeated ly does when she writes about women and fame . 

For example , in her poem " Elegy on the Death of  Lady 

Middleton , "  who " by peer less VIRTUES c laim' d the fa irest 

fame , " Robinson invites a comparison as she sets up 

Middleton ' s  l i fe in contrast to her own : 

Nor did those Virtues f launt the ir innate rays , 
To court app lause , or charm the vulgar throng , 
No ostentatious glare i l lum ' d  her days , 
No id le  boast escap ' d  her tunefu l tongue . 

When FAME , ambitious to record her praise , 
On g l itt ' ring pinions spread her name afar , 
Her gent le nature shunn ' d  the da z z l ing bla z e , 
Mi ld as the lustre of the morning star ! 

Robinson seems a lmost ashamed of her own lust for fame 

and recognition . Other poems test i fy even more 

expl icitly to the burden of fame for a woman , i f  one 

interprets the speaker as Robinson hersel f .  

"Reflections , "  for instance , makes this cynica l comment 

on the matter : 

We pant for gl itt ' ring Fame , 
And when pale Envy blots the page 
That might have charm ' d  a future age , 
We f ind ' t is but a name . 

Robi nson specif ica l ly discusses the poet ' s  response 

to fame in "The Adieu to Fancy , "  emphasis ing the pains 

rather than the pleasures that fame brings : 

' Ti s  Fancy wings the Poet ' s  thought , 
With classic Taste sublimely fraught ; 



And bids the fount o f  Reason f low , 
With smooth del ight , or ruffled woe . 

Ful l oft the gentle Sylph I ' ve seen , 
With soothing smi le and sportive mien , 
When , wand ' ring to her fa iry bow ' rs ,  
She bound my grateful breast with f low ' rs .  

And oft with f latt ' ring Hope she came 
To twine a wreath of promi s ' d  Fame ; 
Yet ' midst the laurel ' d  gift I found 
Ful l  many a thorn my breast to wound . 
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" Stan z a s '' repeats the sentiment , also i n  relation to the 

poet : 

For what are the p leasures the wor ld can bestow - ­

The gay mirthful scene , or the banquet profuse? 
What the laurel of Fame , or the song of  the Muse , 
When the heart bleeds in silence , the victim of  woe? 

Many of Robinson ' s  poems are apparent ly 

autobiographical , and would therefore seem to express her 

own feel ings about her fame . "Ode to Beauty " draws on 

Robinson ' s  exper iences of being ear ly in the pub l ic eye . 

First l inking beauty to i l l -nature , j ealousy and slander , 

she then addresses a beauti ful young maid : 

Lur ' d  by the babb l ing tongue of FAME , 
Too soon , ins idious FLATT ' RY came ; 
F lush ' d  VANITY her footsteps led , 
To charm thee from thy blest repose , 
Whi le Fashion twin ' d  about thy head 
A wreath of wounding woes . . . 
Whi le Envy ' s  meagre tribe assa i l  
Thy gent le form , and spotless mind . 

For Robinson , fame as celebrity , in this poem , 

contr ibutes to the downfa l l  of the beaut i ful woman , whi ch 

i n  turn leads to an attack on her fame a s  reputation . 
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(Th i s  i s  a n  uncann i ly accurate descript ion o f  Let itia 

Landon ' s  exper ience of fame in the n ineteenth century . )  

In ' 'An Ode to Van ity " Robinson bemoans the inf luence of  

van ity on peop le from all  wa lks of l i fe , from the warr ior 

whom "mad ambition warms " to the Indian who " pa i nts h i s  

tawny face " out of vanity . Robinson includes herself  in 

those under vanity ' s  sway , surpr is ing ly not in relation 

to her beauty , but in relation to her l iterary 

aspiration : 

TRIUMPHANT , DEATHLESS VANITY ! 
E ' en now , I feel thy vivid sparks infuse 
A warmth that guides my hand , and bids me court 

the MUSE . 

Thus Robinson admits a desire for recognition and pra i s e ; 

though fame has been the cause of much gr ief , she is  

st i l l  attracted to it . 

Robinson ' s  l i f e  in the public eye was obviously 

dra ining at t imes . In " Stanzas to a Fr iend " she 

indicates her d i s i l lus ionment : 

Tir ' d  o f  the world , my weary mind recoi ls  
From splendid scenes , and transitory j oys ; 
From f e l l  Ambition ' s  false and fruitless toi l s , 
From hope that f l atters , and from bliss that c loys . 

However , in "The Reply to Time" Robinson shows that whi l e  

fame i s  not a lways des irable ,  obl ivion is not an 

attractive a lternative : 

The loftiest fabric rear ' d  to f ame ; 
The sculptur ' d  BUST , the POET ' S  name . . .  
The f l ame that warms th ' empass ion ' d  heart ; 



All  that f ine feel ing can impart ; 
The wonders of exter ior grace ; 
The spel l s  that bind the fairest face ; 
Fade in obl ivion ' s  torpid hour 
The victims of the TYRANT Pow ' r !  
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I n  " Stanzas to a Friend , Who Des ired to Have my Portrait"  

we f ind Robinson openly admitting her love of fame : 

I ' m odd , eccentric , fond of ease , 
Impat ient , d i f f icult to please ; 
Ambition f ires my breast ! 
Yet not for wealth , or titles va in 
Let the Laure l  deck my strain , 
And , Dulness , take the rest ! 

Together with Years ley ' s  Preface to The Roya l Capt ives , 

this  is one of the most direct , i f  whims ica l ,  

dec larat ions of aspiration to fame from the pen of  a 

woman poet in the Romant ic Per iod . 

One measure of  the change in Robinson ' s  att itude 

towards her poetry , and also of the change in the t imes 

in terms of the growing assertiveness of the publ ishing 

woman in the tumultuous 1 7 9 0 s , is Robinson ' s  use of the 

pen name " Sappho . "  According to Pascoe , Robinson ' s  

pub l i c  image was a s  "the Engl ish Sappho , "  equiva lent to 

Smith ' s  " sorrowful Charlotte" ( Pascoe , Staging 2 ) . 

Rob inson ' s  persona , unl ike Smith ' s ,  was more sexua l i sed 

than materna l .  In the public eye she was a f a l len woman , 

and the t itle of Sappho was double-edged -- both eroti c  

and poetic . Pascoe and Adburgham both quote from reviews 

to show that the t itle was accorded to her by the critics 

( Adburgham 1 7 6 ;  Pascoe , Staging 1 57 ) . 



1 8 4  

It was a n  assoc iation Robinson encouraged with her 

1 7 9 6  vo lume Sappho and Phaon , as she rewrote and 

transformed the deta i ls of her own l i fe through the 

l iterary persona of Sappho ( Ralston 1 4 0 ) . "The story of  

the LESBIAN MUSE . . .  [ is an ) example of  the human mind , 

enl ightened by the most exquis ite talents , yet yielding 

to the destruct ive controu l of ungovernable pass ions " 

wrote Robinson ( Sappho 3 ) . Her "Account of Sappho" 

preceding the sonnets stresses Sappho ' s  fame as a natura l 

consequence of her ta lents : " ( her ) fame beamed around her 

with the superior effulgence which her works had created 

. . . " ( Robinson , Sappho 5 )  . The c lass ical persona o f  

Sappho gave her conf idence to assert hersel f as an 

independent , talented and sensua l woman , but protected 

her from being persona lly accused of mascu l i nity , egoti sm 

or l ibert inism (Ra lston 14 1 ) . Robinson also wrote a 

h istory of  the sonnet in associat ion with Sappho and 

Phaon , so while playing to the reading publ ic ' s  knowl edge 

of her past she also cla imed l iterary respectab i l ity 

( Pascoe , Staging 1 7 - 18 ) . 

I n  the sonnets themselves , fame recurs aga in and 

again . The f irst sonnet a l lows the poet ' s  a spirat ion to 

fame : 

Wel l  may the mind , with tuneful numbers grac ' d , 
To Fame ' s  immortal attributes a spire , 
Above the treach ' rous spells  of  low des ire , 
That wound the sense , by vulgar j oys debas ' d .  

Sonnet v refers to "That fame , i l l - f ated Sappho lov ' d  s o  
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wel l , "  as being unable t o  replace love ; i t  i s  this  

sentiment that is  echoed throughout the sequence , for 

exampl e  i n  sonnets vi i i , x i , and xxi . v 

Apart from the sonnet sequence of Sappho and Phaon , 

Robinson encouraged her assoc iation with Sappho in other 

poems , inc luding "To a Fa lse Friend . In Imitat ion o f  

Sappho " : 

F a l se Lover ! no , upon the tow ' ring steep , 
Where Fame her temp le rears , defying T ime , 
S appho sha l l  mark unaw ' d  the bounding deep , 
And meet her fate with fort itude subl ime ! 
And whi l e  thy name to blank Obl ivion fades , 
Sappho sha l l  smi l ing seek th ' E lys ian shades . 

Both the assertion of lasting fame for the woman poet and 

the author ' s  literary conf idence in assuming the name 

" Sappho " po int to how much Robinson ' s  attitude and the 

t imes had changed since her f irst publ ications . Also 

showing Robinson ' s  end-of-career confidence are a series 

of  pseudonymous works in wh ich she responded to cr iticism 

of  women ' s  public role , and her " c ity " poems which br ing 

women i nto the public rea lm and domestic detai l  into the 

street , confus ing and disrupting two supposedl y  separate 

spheres ( Pa scoe , " Spectacul ar" 17 0 ) . 

As with Smith and Years ley ' s , Robinson ' s  pub l i c  

l iterary r o l e  emerged from f inancial necess ity . To be 

27Jerome McGann explores Robi nson ' s feel ings regarding Sappho 
and the pos it ion of women in l iterature in depth in h i s  article  
" Mary Robinson and the Myth of  Sappho" {Modern Language Quarterly 
5 6 : 1  { 1 9 9 5 )  5 5 - 7 6 ) . 
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successful in the marketp lace Robinson had t o  deve lop a 

marketing strategy : her use of pseudonyms , her 

autobiograph ical details , and her newspaper " persona l ity " 

a l l  contributed to her success . Despite the commerc i a l  

motivation beh ind the publ ication o f  her poetry , Robi nson 

does seem to have wi shed f ina l ly to be remembered by 

poster ity as " the MUSE , and not the WOMAN" ( Robinson , 

Sappho 5 ) . Robinson ' s  l iterary career was at its peak in 

the 1 7 9 0 s , a t ime of socia l upheaval in Brita i n . The 

to lerance of that decade was not to last . The end o f  the 

century saw a change in the cl imate -- Robinson ' s  memo irs 

were meant to j ustify her actions , reclaim propr iety , and 

stress the materna l ,  as I sha ll di scuss in the next 

chapter . 

v Changing Times 

Charlotte Smith , Ann Years ley , and Mary Robinson 

were a l l  poets of renown at the c lose of the eighteenth 

century . Because of their lack of  connection and overt 

need to wr ite f or money , these women who were not part of  

the Bluestockings raised issues that the Blues had 

managed to avoid ( Gavin 18 ) . The ir lack of f inanc i a l  

security was important because the need to wr ite for 

money directly cha l lenged the domestic ideol ogy that 

relegated women to the home . All  three needed fame for 

the f inancial success it brought with it , but struggl ed 
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t o  f ind ways of juggl ing fame ' s  impl ications i n  terms of  

femininity and respectab i l ity . The emphatic tone in 

which these poets often ins isted they were fu l f i l l ing 

the ir obl igat ions as mothers by writing , served to 

highl ight the flaws of domesticity , and theref ore of the 

ideo logy of the feminine ( Gavin 1 9 ) . By pub l i sh i ng 

poetry women made the ir economic pl ight and the mascu l ine 

f a i lure that caused it publ ic . Smith and Robinson in 

particular exploited the idea that women needed men ' s  

protect ion for survival , constructing personae that meant 

that readers saw not j ust the poems but the poets , not 

j ust authors but women in distress ( Labbe 6 8 ) . They a l so 

threatened the myth of poetry as a priestly vocat ion , or 

a lternative l y  as a di lettant i sh hobby , by making it seem 

l ike a j ob or career ( Gavin 2 0 ) . 

Years ley , Smith , and Robinson were public f igures in 

a d i fferent way to More , Seward , Barbauld and Wi l l iams . 

They were much more consc ious of , and to some extent 

control led , what deta i ls of their l ives went publ ic . 

They a l l  became sens ible of the need to deve lop a poeti c  

persona for the marketplace , unl ike the ir more 

conservative contemporaries , so as to di stance the ir 

private se lves from the ir publ ic reputat ions . They did , 

however , exploit the deta i l s  o f  their l ives that 

encouraged f i nancial success , s e l l ing their sorrows to 
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se l l  their poetry ( Labbe 7 1 ) . u The ir poetry is  i n  some 

ways less persona l than the previous generat ion ' s  because 

the women were now much more aware of the public and 

publ i c  percept ion . To be successful i n  the marketplace , 

they had in part to appease those who feared the growing 

power of the commercial woman writer . Accordingly the 

poets had to express the expected protestat ions of 

modesty and reluctance to publish .  However , the ir 

l iterary success brought conf idence in their abi l it ies , 

as shown by the changing prefaces and admissions of 

des i re for and enj oyment of fame . 

Together with Seward , Barbauld , More , and Wi l l iams , 

Smith, Years le� and Robinson represent the el ite of women 

poets from 1 7 7 0  to 1 8 0 0 . Although these women were the 

most famous and successful , they were by no means the 

only women publishing poetry during these years . 

Jackson ' s  bibliography of Romant ic women poets provides a 

multitude of names of women who publ ished volumes of 

poetry . Many published on ly one edition of one volume ; 

others managed two volumes , or perhaps a number of 

editions . From 1 7 7 0  to 1 7 9 9 , which provides a convenient 

i f  somewhat arbitrary cut-off date for d ist inguish ing two 

per iods of ideology , 3 3 5  f irst edit ions of poetry were 

pub l i shed by women poets . In a l l , 4 3 1  editions of 

28Labbe refers only to Smith and Robinson in her art ic le , but 
I think Y ears ley a l so sold her sorrows to se l l  her poetry , i f  in 
a somewhat dif ferent and l ess sophisticated manner than the other 
two women . For example , she complained of her treatment by More 
and her chi ldren ' s  misfortunes in her poems . 
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women ' s  poetry appeared ( Jackson 3 9 3 } . In the next 

chapter I sha l l  look at the poetry of some other women 

who aspired to a l iterary reputation but met w ith l imited 

success . I sha l l  a l so look at the changes in gender 

ideology ( that factors l ike the French Revolut ion and the 

commerc ial i sation of literature he lped to produce } ,  and 

the e f fect they had on the women poets ' re lat i onship with 

f ame into the nineteenth century . 



CHAPTER FOUR 

THE NEW CENTURY 

i Fleet ing Fame 

1 9 0  

Not a l l  women publishing poetry before the turn of 

the century achieved the recognit ion that Smith and 

Robinson , in particular , did . Other women had more 

f leet ing entr ies into the public sphere . Among them were 

a number of working-class women ( Years ley was not the 

only labour i ng woman to venture into print) , who met with 

l imited success . The per iod ' s  taste for the concept of 

natural genius assi sted these women ' s  access to pr int , 

but didn ' t  necessar i ly ensure everlasting fame . The 

working-class women poets were often quite cynical about 

their recept ion into the l iterary wor ld and the 

l ikel ihood of l iterary success ,  and were not above 

vent ing that cynicism in the ir poetry . Perhaps the 

roughness of their education , coupled with the ir 

margina l i sed position in  l i f e , meant they were not quite 

as reticent or as decorous as the ir upper-class 

co l leagues i n  dea ling with possible pub l ic react ion . 

One such " peasant poet " was Janet Little , a Scottish 

dairy ma id . She was in service with Robert Burn s ' patron 

Mrs Dun lop , a pos ition that faci l itated the pub l ication 
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o f  The Poet ica l Works of Janet Little, the Scotch 

Mi lkma id in 1 7 9 2 . The annexing of her occupation to the 

t itle of her publ ication indicates Little may have 

del iberate ly assumed the role of peasant poet , with a l l  

the advantages and disadvantages this enta i led .  

Present ing herself as a self-taught wr iter wou ld have 

helped secure patronage , but custom dictated that 

patronage should be uncr itica l ly and humbly apprec iated . 

Appeasing a patron and mainta in ing artistic integr ity 

were two aims not a lways compatible ( Bold 2 3 } . 

Litt le dedicated her volume " To the Right Honourable 

F lora , Countess of Loudon , "  saying that the " fo l lowing 

poems are with Permission , Humbly I nscr ibed , by Your 

Ladyship ' s  Ever Grateful , and Obed i ent , Humble Servant , 

Janet Little"  ( qtd . in Ferguson , " Janet " 2 0 5 } . Her 

dedication shows her to be suitably sel f-effac ing about 

her own soc i a l  pos it ion and suf ficiently flatter ing o f  

her patron ' s .  Var ious poems , including "To a Lady Who 

Sent the Author some Paper with a Reading of S i l lar ' s  

Poems , "  " On See ing Mr . -----Bak ing Cakes , "  and " To My 

Aunty , "  a l so a l lude to herself and her poet ic abil ity i n  

an appropriately humble manner . I n  "To the Pub l ic"  the 

thrice-margina l i sed ( fema le ,  Scots , and peasant ) poet 

asks for indulgence , in the third person , of her 

background : 

"Va in are her hopes , "  the snarl ing critic cries ; 
"Rude and imperfect is  her rur a l  song . " 
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But she on publ ic candour firm rel ies , 
And humbly begs they ' l l pardon what is  wrong . 

Yet it is  clear from her poetry that Little would 

have loved to have been as successful as her countryman 

Burns , whom she addresses in severa l poems , inc luding the 

respectful  " Epistle to Mr Robert Burns "  ( Bold 2 3 )  . �  She 

seems to have been somewhat vexed by the lack of response 

from Burns to her attempts to contact h im ,  and resentful 

i n  genera l of the double standards she faced as a fema l e  

peasant poet ( Bold 2 5 ) . Her poem "G iven to a Lady Who 

Asked me to Write a Poem" shows some bitterness about 

react ions to her attempt at literary success :  

" Yet Burns , I ' m tauld , can wr ite wi ' ease , 
An ' a '  denominat ions please ; 
Can wi ' uncommon glee impart 
A usefu ' lesson to the heart ; 
Can i lka latent thought expose , 
An ' Nature trace whare ' er she goes : 
Of pol itics can talk w i '  ski l l , 
Nor dare the cr itics blame his qui l l .  

" But then a rust ic country quean 
To write -- was e ' er the l ike o ' t  seen? 
A mi lkma id poem books to pr int : 
Ma ir f it she wad her da iry tent ; 
Or labour at her sp inn ing-wheel ,  
An ' do her wark baith swift an ' wee l . 
Frae that she may some profit share , 
But winna frae her rhyming ware . 
Does she , poor s i l ly thing , pretend 
The manners of our age to mend? 
Mad as we are , we ' re wise enough 
Sti l l  to despise sic paultry stuff .  

2�oira Ferguson has ana lysed Little ' s  relat i onship with 
Burns and her treatment of it in her poetry . See "Janet Litt l e  
and Robert Burns : The Po l i tics of the Heart " i n  Romantic Women 
Writer s : Vo ices and Countervoices , eds . Paul a  R .  Feldman and 
Theresa M .  Ke l ley { Hanover UP of New England , 199 5 ) , 2 0 7 -2 1 9 . 



"May she wha wr ites , of wit get mair , 
An ' a '  that read an amp le share 
Of candour every fault to screen , 
That in her doggerel scrawls are seen . " 

Al l thi s  and more , a cr itic said ; 
I heard and s lunk behind the shade : 
So much I dread their cruel spite , 
My hand sti l l  trembles when I wr ite . 

I t  is  notable that the " crue l spite " of the critics 

1 9 3  

causes her only to hide from publ ic view ( and therefore , 

presumably , publ ication ) , and not to cease writ ing 

a ltogether . The dist inct ion between writing and 

pub l i shing , as previous ly noted , is an important one , a s  

i t  i s  not unt i l  the moment of publicat ion that the woman 

enters the public sphere . Janet Litt l e  published only 

the one vo lume in her l i fet ime , though some re l igious 

poems were published after her death ( Lonsdale 4 5 3 ) . 

E l i z abeth Hands was another worki ng-c lass poet who 

produced only one volume : The Death of Amnon . A Poem . 

With an Appendix; Containing Pastora l s ,  and Other 

Poet ical Pieces appeared in 1 7 8 9 . Her ma in poem , " The 

Death of Amnon , "  was about incestuous rape , and there was 

apparent ly some concern over its poss ible reception , even 

though the subj ect was biblical . The reviewers , however , 

did not mention the controversial topic . One reviewer 

did comment that though he did not fee l the volume would 

rescue her from obl ivion , he hoped that the subscript ion 

money would a l low Hands and her fami ly to lead a 

comfortable l i fe ( Lonsda le 4 2 2 ) . 
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In her vo lume , Hands inc luded two interesting poems 

that anti cipate people ' s  react ion to a poet ical servant . 

"A Poem ,  On the Suppos it ion of an Advert isement appearing 

in a Morn ing Paper , of the Publ ication of a Volume of 

Poem s , by a Servant-Ma id " mimics the tea-time 

conversation of a group of ladies discussing the 

advert isement : 

" I  suppose you a l l  saw in the paper thi s  morn ing 
A volume of Poems advert ised -- ' t is  s a id 
They ' re produced by the pen of a poor servant-ma id . " 
"A servant write verses ! "  says Madam Du B loom : 
" Pray what is the subj ect -- a Mop , or a Broom? " 

The women go on to discuss appropriate behaviour for 

servants : 

11 • • If  servants can tel l  
How to wr ite to the ir mothers , to say they are wel l ,  
And read of a Sunday The Duty of Man ,  
Whi ch i s  more I be l ieve than one ha lf  o f  them can ; 
I think ' t is much properer they should rest there , 
Than be reaching at things so much out of their 

sphere . "  

Hands ' companion piece , "A Poem , On the Suppos ition of 

the Book having been Pub l i shed and Read , " parodies the 

same ladies reacting to her work . Hands sneers at the ir 

va lues , imagining them reacting to her top i c  of rape ( '' ' A 

Rape ! . . .  A del icate theme for a fema le I swear ' " ) , and 

mocks the ignorance of her socially superior audi ence : 

" . .  Amnon , Miss Rhymer , who ' s  he? 
His name , " says M i s s  Gaiety , '" s quite new to 

me" . 
Says Sir T imothy Turtle , "My daughters never look 
In anything else but a cookery-book : 
The properest study for women des igned . "  
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Having been told the poem i s  based on a Scr ipture ta l e , 

Miss Gaiety declares if she thought she could f ind it 

she ' d  borrow her housekeeper ' s  B ible , Hands scorn ing the 

dubious Chr i stianity of her social  betters who have to 

borrow the B ible from the ir servants . The ladies are 

more concerned with Hands ' occupation and family than the 

products of her pen , dismiss ing her poetry thus : 

" Some p ieces , I think , that are pretty correct : 
A style elevated you cannot expect ; 
To some of her equa ls they may be a treasure , 
And country lasses may read ' em with pleasure . "  

The working-class women poets were always aware that 

they were stepping out of not on ly their expected gender 

ro le , but a l so their social sphere . They dealt 

conf idently with the potentia l ly negat ive reaction of 

the ir audience , often in a satir ica l style . However , 

such conf idence perhaps be l ies a genuine anxiety o f  

perception that these women felt , for though assured 

enough to wr ite about the potent ial criticism that they 

faced , they were undoubtedly harmed by such crit i c i sm :  

the nature of their social posit ion meant that they were 

re l iant on the ir publ ications be ing prof itable . I would 

suggest that the very fact that they anticipated negative 

react ions to the ir verse is ind icat ive of an underlying 

concern about their reception . 
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i i  The Backlash 

The 1 7 9 0 s  were years of pol itical and social  

turmo i l , when many d i fferent strands of  ideology and 

be l ief competed for dominance in an increas ingly unstable 

environment . The French Revolut ion was a dramatic symbo l 

of the soc i a l  and economic change that threatened 

England . It chal lenged trad it iona l English soc iety and 

its ideology , as compet ition and confrontation rep laced 

the paterna l istic not ions of responsibi lit ies and 

dependences ( Poovey xv) . Literature did not escape the 

turbulence , and "when the hopes for a republ i can France 

began to fa i l ,  the genera l l iterary c l imate turned 

against or attempted to moderate the feminine sens i b i l ity 

that had former ly dominated the scene " (Ralston 15 3 ) . 

The 1 7 9 0 s  had seen a huge increase in women ' s  wr it ing in 

a l l  genres and the f irst concerted representat ion of 

f eminist thought ( Curran , "Women " 1 8 5 ) . As a 

consequence ,  revolutionary sympathy , l ibera l ism , and 

feminism a l l  became l i nked in the pub l ic ' s  mind , so that 

the pol itica l backlash aga inst Jacobinism enta i led a 

s imultaneous movement aga inst feminist thought . 

The assoc iation of these va lues i s  conveniently and 

neatly i l lustrated by Richard Polwhele ' s  now frequently 

c ited poem The Unsex ' d  Fema les . In the poem , Polwhe le 

deplores the inf luence of Mary Wol lstonecra ft ( whose 

v i l i f ication typ i f ied the conservative resurgence)  , 
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l inking her feminist sympath ies with subvers ive 

" revolut ionary pol itics and ant i-Chr istian va lues"  

( Byrnes ) .  Polwhele labels several other women as her 

fol lowers and simi larly berates them . Amongst these 

women are the poets Anna Barbauld , Char lotte Smith , Helen 

Mar ia W i l l iams , Ann Years ley and Mary Robinson . Only 

Wi l l iams of this l ist can j ustly be termed a follower of 

Wol l stonecraft ( she steadfast ly supported the French 

Revo lut ion) . The others a l l  had br ief f l i rtations with 

revo lutionary idea ls but this , along with their pub l i c  

presence a s  writers , was their only substant ial l ink with 

Wo l l stonecraft . 

The real reason these women were classed as 

"unsex ' d" was not so much what they did as what they 

didn ' t  do . Unl ike the cata logue of l iterary women whom 

Po lwhele holds up as exemplary ( including poets Hannah 

More and Anna Seward , and the prominent Bluestock ings ) ,  

these women did not prov ide posit ive role mode ls  of 

chaste , sent imenta l ,  subordinate femininity . It is More 

that Po lwhele extols  as the most sa intly example , because 

she was vehemently opposed to Wol lstonecra ftian feminism 

and bel ieved in the natura l intellectua l and 

psychological differences between the sexes . Ma inta ining 

gender role distinction is Polwhele ' s not-so-hidden 

agenda in an ostensibly pol it ical poem ( Byrnes ) . 
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Pub l i c  ponderings on what might happen to Eng land i f  

women abandoned their femininity and domestic 

obl igat ions , as al leged in The Unsex ' d  Fema les , generated 

fear that contributed to a backlash aga inst cert a i n  kinds 

of fema le writ ing and certa in k inds of females . Other 

contr ibut ing factors were the react ion aga inst 

sens ibil ity (what Gary Kel ly terms the 

" remasculin isation" of l iterature ) , the increas ing moral 

conservatism o f  English soc iety , and the growing emphas i s  

o n  the "natura l "  differences of kind between the sexes . 

Consequent l y ,  the ideology of the feminine was re­

emphas ised for the new century . The terms under which 

women could partic ipate in the public sphere were 

redef ined . Women were not to be eradicated from the 

publ ic sphere a ltogether : pub l i shing mater ial by women 

that supported and enforced the gender ideology was a 

useful means of entrenching ideas . Domestic ity , 

mora l ity , and del icacy were stressed as essent i a l  to the 

femininity of the publishing woman . Literature had to 

ref lect and authorise the newly del ineated role of the 

domestic woman . 

Nancy Armstrong credits the increase in domestic 

wr iting from the eighteenth century on as  ref l ect i ng a 

shift from a c lass-based culture to a culture based 

pr imar i ly on gender norms (Armstrong 1 1 ; 6 5 - 6 6 ) . 

Domestic ity was characterised by the division o f  s pheres 

of inf luence , with pol itica l concerns being ass igned to 
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the mascul ine arena and all  functions related to the 

management of the home being assigned to the feminine . 

Women ran the household but were a l s o  label led the 

instinctive or natural experts of emot iona l and moral  

re lat ions ( Gavin 2 0 ) . New conservat ive conduct books 

came out in force at the end of the 1 7 9 0 s ,  and Hannah 

More and E l i z abeth Hami lton ' s  efforts he lped redef ine the 

domestic woman as custodian of the nation ' s mora ls 

( Ke l ly ,  Women 2 1 ) . The irony was that women in fact had 

to participate in the publ ic sphere ( as readers , wr iting 

subj ects , and written-about obj ects ) for the feminine 

ideology of the domestic to be enforced ( Sheve low 1 5 ) . 

Marlon Ross ident i f ies a hierarchy of four 

" categories " of poet in the years 1 7 9 0  to 1 8 2 0 :  the 

powerful ma le poet , the femini sed ma l e  poet , the feminine 

fema le poet , and the abnorma l Bluestocking woman poet 

( 1 8 9 - 9 0 ) . Th is h ierarchy i l lustrates the dramatic f a l l  

i n  status of the inte l lectual woman writer and the 

corresponding rise in status of the overtly feminine 

woman poet . The term " Bluestocking , "  once bringing to 

m i nd shining examples of fema le virtue and learning , came 

to be pej orative , as fear deve loped that "overeducat ing " 

women would leave them unf it for the ir sphere ( M .  

W i l l iamson , Introduction xv) . The h ierarchy a lso 

provided women poets with a space o f  their own from 

within which they could be approved a s  writers : " the 

f eminine poetess ( could ] pos ition herself and del ineate 
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her own norma l ity" aga inst the abnormal ity o f  the 

B luestocking poet (Ross 19 0 ) . The image of l iterary 

feminin ity that was deemed acceptable was d i f ficult for 

women to challenge because it was so embedded in the 

dominant culture ( Poovey 4 ) . By the end of the 

e ighteenth century " fema le" and " feminine" were thought 

by a lmost a l l  to be synonymous ( Poovey 6 ) , so to not be 

feminine in wr iting threatened the poet ' s  fema le ident ity 

as a whole . 

Not surpr is ingly , the impact of th is ideology on 

women poets was enormous . By publishing poetry they 

transgressed the boundaries of the public sphere and 

r i sked be ing label led unfeminine , and as a resu lt women 

wr iters grew more re luctant to be seen as profess i ona l 

wr iters or attempt the tradit iona l ly mascul ine genres and 

discourses (Kel ly , Women 1 7 4 ) . From the turn of the 

century , the woman poet had to work within the conf ines 

of the soc ia l ly acceptable definition of " feminin ity " or 

f a i l  to succeed as an author . For poetry , this meant 

avoidi ng overt ly pol itical subj ects , or indeed any topic 

related to the public sphere -- unless it was in some way 

connected to the upho lding of moral va lues . Sent imenta l 

feel ing and the soft a ffect ions were emphas i sed in 

contrast to the reason and excess ive passions that had 

supposedly led Wol lstonecraft astray ( Curran , "Women" 

1 9 0 )  . It also meant the women poets had to emphas i se 
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hours and not an occupat ion . 
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As a consequence of the visibil ity of either their 

success or fai lure , women worked hard at present ing 

themselves as paragons of domestic virtue , trying to 

establ i sh the ir authorship as an extens ion of the ir 

domesti city rather than an a lternat ive role ( Hi ckock 1 1 -

1 2 } . Often the women poets constructed the ir readership 

as a circle of fami ly or friends to be enterta ined , " thus 

avoiding charges of mascul ine ambit ion" while reassur ing 

readers of activity proper to the ir sex (MacDona l d  Shaw 

9 6 } . For example , Mary Tighe ' s  Psyche was pr inted 

pr ivate ly and distributed to her friends . Her poems were 

" not publ ished until after her death but it is c l ear they 

were intended for publ ication a l l  along'' ( Ross 1 5 9 ) . 

Modesty was essential for the woman poet , and there 

is a marked return to the gestures of re luctance to 

pub l i sh in prefaces after 1 8 0 0 , gestures that had 

disappeared from poets l ike Smith and Robinson . Prefaces 

were used by the women poets a fter 1 8 0 0  to deny the ir 

l iterary ambit ion ( a  strategy s imi lar to that of the 

f irst group of women poets discussed) and to emphas ise 

the ir femininity . Publishing at the behest of f r i ends or 

to relieve financ ial burdens were again frequent 

pretexts . For example , Anna Adcock ' s  1 8 0 8  volume Cottage 

Poems contains an address "To the Public" which 
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apologises for her temerity in publ i shing the poems . She 

assures her readers that the book is  "exclus ively for the 

benefit of [ her ) Creditors" ( qtd . in MacDona ld Shaw 9 2 ) . 

Women were a lso eager to signa l that they he ld thei r  

poet ic ef forts in l ittle regard and that they were 

certa inly not attempting to compete with the ma le poets . 

Often this  was done by stress ing the ir own ignorance . To 

use Adcock aga in as an example , the same address po ints 

out her lack of education and her knowledge that her 

poems are " ne ither elegant nor correct . "  She emphas i ses 

that they were wr itten from the heart , a heart that she 

tells  the reader is honest (MacDonald Shaw 9 2 ) . 

In many respects these methods are simi lar to those 

used by Barbauld , More , Seward and W i l l iams , as they 

attempted to appear demure and feminine even as they 

published poetry . However , the events of the 1 7 9 0 s  

inf luenced the new generat ion o f  women poets . The f i rst 

group had a l l  been advantaged by social  pos ition and a 

good education . The new poets did not necessari ly have 

e ither benef it .  The modesty of the earl ier poets often 

appears assumed : in the l ight of the i r  often complex and 

intel lectual works their demureness comes across as an 

expected component of publ ication rather than a s i ncere 

express ion of feel ing . After the 1 7 9 0s there is a sense 

o f  genuine concern on the part of the woman poet that she 

w i l l  be perceived by her audience as ambitious and 
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unfeminine because she publ i shes . Whereas the earl ier 

generation sought to reassure their audience that they 

were feminine , the later women poets often seek as much 

to reassure themselves as the ir audience . They have 

absorbed the bel iefs of the ideology of the feminine . 

This  new ideo logy was monitored in part by the 

critics . The approach cou ld be fairly subtle : rather 

than admonishing those who strayed from the prescribed 

va lues , they pra ised those who adhered to them . Reward 

rather than punishment ent iced women to conform . Those 

poets who concentrated on themes of love , and other 

a spects of the domest ic sphere , had the ir works gushed 

over by chiva lrous ma le reviewers . The more conservat ive 

the viewpoint of the woman poet the more she was pra i sed 

-- for example , Jane West and Ann Bannerman ( Curran , 

"Women" 1 8 9 -9 0 ) . In 1 7 9 9 , The Br itish Crit ic pra ised 

West for her abi l ity to "communicate instruct ion to the 

young , " and , in 1 8 0 0 , Ann Bannerman ' s  volume Poems was 

pra i sed by the same j ourna l because " it offers itse l f  to 

the wor ld in a plain , s imple , and modest garb , without 

any promise of tit le-page , or vain parade of preface ; and 

i s  merely addressed to a friend in . . . chaste and 

beaut i ful l ines " ( Rev . of West 2 7 9 ; Rev . of Bannerman 

1 3 9 ) . 

Critical indulgence of women poets kept them in 

the ir place more effect ive ly than host i le criticism ,  
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f l atter i ng women into complaisance whi le frustrating the 

efforts of the more discerning ( Poovey 3 9 ) . The ir 

contr ibutions to society were rewarded by both male 

approva l and a sense of self-worth , so women had an 

investment in natura l i s ing the feminine ide a l  ( Poovey 

1 5 } . Pun ishment for stray ing from the establ i shed path 

was meted out , however , when it was thought warranted . 

One o f  the most start ling examp les of this i s  the 

previous ly mentioned host i le reception to the poem 1 8 1 1 , 

by the otherwise respected and much- loved Anna Barbauld . 

Another who fell victim to changing def initions of 

mora l ity and femininity was Mary Robinson . Both the 

content and the reception of Robinson ' s  Memo irs point to 

changes in the dominant ideology . 

I n  her autobiography , Robinson works hard at 

construct ing herself  foremost as a wife and mother . Her 

writ ing is portrayed as both an extens ion of her domestic 

duty and secondary to it ( '' I  divided my time betwixt 

reading , writ ing , and maki ng a l ittle wardrobe for my 

expected darl ing . I l ittle regretted the busy scenes of 

l i fe ; I s ighed not for pub l ic attent ion " (Memo irs 7 1 } } .  

She asserts that her fa l l ing into disrepute i s  the result 

of her husband ' s  fail ings and not her own : " ·  . . my 

CREATOR can bear witness that had I been blessed with 

that f idel ity and affect ion which I deserved , my heart 

was disposed to the observance of every duty , every c l a im 
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which would have embe llished domestic propr iety" ( Memoirs 

7 3 )  • 

Robinson tried to re-wr ite her l i fe in accordance 

with the preva i l ing ideo logy of the new century . She 

tried to present herself as a domest ic woman forced into 

the publ ic arena , but , as Peterson notes , there is a lways 

a sense of her appreciat ing the f inancial calamity that 

a l l owed her to venture into pr int , and she also c l early 

de l ighted in the public speech and self-presentat i on that 

act ing a l l owed ( Peterson 17 0 ) . Robinson cla ims she 

turned to poetry , then acting , to support herse l f  and her 

daughter that i s ,  from a des ire to fulf i l  her domestic 

funct ion but this is hardly the truth of the matter 

( Peterson 17 0 ) . Her fai lure to convince her aud i ence of 

her d isregard for fame can be seen in the response to the 

pub l i cat ion of her memoirs . 

Robinson had general ly been fa irly we l l  treated by 

l iterary critics , particular ly a fter she moved away from 

Del la Cruscanism . The 1 7 9 2  edit ion of her poems had been 

reviewed as "the elegant effusions of a mind which seems 

to feel too much for its own peace" ( qtd . in Todd , 

Dictionary 2 7 2 ) . In December 1 7 9 6  The Brit ish Cri t ic 

dec lared : "We have frequently had occas ion to commend the 

taste and talents of this fair writer . " Of the 

publ i cation they were reviewing , Sappho and Phaon , the 

review pronounced : "We think this  before us the most 
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pol ished product ion of her pen" ( Rev . of Sappho 6 2 7 ) . 

F ive years later , however , in August of 18 0 1 ,  The Br i t i sh 

Critic said of her memoirs : 

We treated the performances of this we l l-known 
female , when al ive , with a certain complacency 
inspired by her misfortunes , and j ust i f i ed by the 
degree of talents she possessed . These Memo irs have 
nothing to do with the one , and exhibit no proof o f  
the other . ( Rev . o f  Memo irs 2 17 - 18 ) 

Also in 18 0 1 ,  a d isgruntled reader s a id : "we surely want 

not public panegyr ics upon characters wh ich have been 

lost to decency and shame " ( qtd . in Todd , Dict ionary 

2 7 1 )  . 

Accord ing to MacDonald Shaw , memoirs l ike Robinson ' s  

( and Wi l l iam Godwin ' s  biography of Wo l lstonecraft ) were 

seen to be soc i a l ly and mora lly subvers ive , deta i l ing a s  

they did alternative l i festyles t o  the patr iarcha l fam i l y  

( 1 0 9 ) . In 1 8 0 6 , Arthur Aikin , nephew o f  Anna Barbauld , 

cautioned in a review of Robinson ' s  Poetica l Works : 

Before a tender-hearted young lady has committed to 
memory the invocation to "Apathy , "  or learned to 
rec ite with tragic emphasis the " Ode to 
Ingratitude , "  let her at least be aware from what 
ref lections the author wished to take she lter in 
insens ibi l ity , and for what favours her lovers had 
proved ungrateful .  (qtd . in Lonsda le 4 7 0 ) 

Thi s  quotat ion shows the increasing emphasis on 

i nterpret ing and j udging a woman ' s  poetry in the l ight o f  

b iographica l detai l .  Ironica l ly ,  thi s  approach , which 

was to have enormous repercuss ions for the women poets o f  

the nineteenth century , had been encouraged by Robinson 
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and Smith in the ir use of the ir own l ives a s  a bas i s  for 

thei r  public personae and their poetical themes . 

Not everyone agreed with the l iterary 

Establi shment ' s  reassessment of women ' s  poetry , however . 

Some women poets managed to show dissent . For example , 

Char lotte Dacre , whose poetical publ ications met with 

l imited success , wrote in support of Robinson in 1 8 0 5 . 

"To the Shade of Mary Robinson " was written after 

Robinson ' s  death and is effus ive in its pra ise of the 

poet . Dacre refers to Robinson as an ange l several  

t imes , and rather me lodramat ically and somewhat 

unbe l ievably comments on her "high virtues , ange l ic , yet 

glorious . "  She also ment ions in ve iled terms the 

troubles of Robinson ' s  l i fe , character is ing them as being 

caused by "base upstarts . "  Dacre sees Robi nson ' s  fame as 

a v i ctory : " Sti l l ,  sti l l  in the grave dost thou tr iumph 

victor ious , f Thy fame sounding loud in thine enemies ' 

ears ! "  Dacre asks that the spirit of the " love ly Mary " 

smi l e  on her and be her companion for the rest of her 

l i f e . Dacre clearly def ies the critics ' efforts to 

cons ign Mary Robinson to obl ivion . 

i i i  The Conservatives 

Surpr is ingly , cons ider ing the social c ircumstances , 

more women publi shed first editions of poetry a fter 1 8 0 0  
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than before . From 1 8 0 0  to 18 2 9 ,  8 5 1  first editions were 

pub l ished and 1 4 5 4  editions of women ' s  poetry in a l l  

( Jackson 3 9 3 -9 4 ) . Even a cursory glance at Jackson ' s  

bibliography , however ,  shows that a large number of these 

pub l ications were devot iona l poems and poetry f or 

chi ldren - - two genres that f itted perfectly with woman ' s  

newly demarcated role as moral guardian . A large number 

were a lso women who made br ief forays into pub l i shing 

poetry , only to return to obscurity . No woman poet was 

to achieve the same prominence as any of the poets before 

the c lose of the century , unt i l  Fe l icia Hemans emerged as 

a l eading poet ic figure after 1 8 1 5 . Joanna Ba i l l i e  was 

probably the most respected and famous fema le l iterary 

f igure between 1 8 0 0  and 1 8 1 5 , but her renown rested 

predominantly on her dramas . The f irst decade o f  the new 

century saw the death of some of the more prominent women 

poets : Robinson ( 1 8 0 0 ) , Smith ( 1 8 0 6 ) , Years ley ( 1 8 0 6 ) , 

and Seward ( 1 8 0 9 ) . Severa l other poets , mostly 

conservative , outl ived their more famous counterparts and 

managed to weather successfu l ly the changes that occurred 

in the l iterary and socia l environment as the e ighteenth 

century gave way to the nineteenth . 

Jane West was one such poet : she was conservative , 

adaptable , and her publ ications spanned the two 

centuries . West is perhaps better remembered a s  a 

nove l i st ,  but she publ ished seven volumes of poetry from 

1 7 8 6  to 1 8 1 0 . She subscribed to the conservative 
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ideology espoused by the l ikes of More , her 1 8 0 6  conduct 

manual Letters to a Young Lady advocating women be 

educated in order to fit them for the task of mora l ly 

up l i fting soc iety ( Todd , Brit ish 7 0 7 ) . She was the w i f e  

of a farmer but deta i l s  o f  her f inancial pos it ion are 

unc lear now and were presented to the public somewhat 

confus ing ly in her own time ( Lonsda le 3 7 9 ; Todd , British 

7 0 6 )  . 

West ' s  conservat ism deve loped with the changing 

social c l imate , perhaps indicat ing her abi l ity to 

astute ly j udge the requirements of the changing 

marketp lace rather than her mora l growth . Her init i a l  

publications are certa inly not as " correct" i n  out look a s  

her later efforts . The advertisement to West ' s  volume o f  

1 7 8 6 ,  Misce l l aneous Poetry,  presents West as a domestic 

woman before a l iterary one but interestingly closes on 

the admiss ion that she seeks "Literary Fame . " 

Nevertheless , she is  careful not to claim literature a s  a 

career : 

. . . the Writer is so ful ly engrossed by the 
essential duties of domestic l i fe , as not to be able 
to cons ider Poetry in any other l ight , than as an 
agreeable relaxation . 

The author ' s  apparent modesty is somewhat undercut , 

however , by the clos ing passage : 

Should the present undertaking meet with a favorable 
reception , she may , perhaps , have the courage to 
publ i sh a l arger work ; but whatever may be the 
event , she w i l l  have the consolation to ref l ect , 
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that the cause of Re l igion and Mora l ity wi l l  receive 
no inj ury by her attempt to acquire Literary Fame . 

Lonsdale describes her as always se l f-deprecating but 

persistent ( 3 7 9 ) , in that she always expressed modesty 

but certa inly worked hard at her l iterary endeavours . 

Such a descr ipt ion suggests that West was aware that 

modesty he lped ensure the acceptabil ity of fame for the 

pub l i shing woman . 

The f irst poem in Miscel laneous Poetry has West 

addres s ing a friend who had advised her to correct and 

pub l i sh her poems . " Elegy to a Friend'' expresses West ' s  

trepidat ion as she exposes her verses to pub l ic view , but 

it a l so clear ly states her motivat ion : 

With such a bosom inmate sha l l  I dare , 
The unknown paths of public fame to try ; 
At fashion ' s  high tr ibunal urge my prayer , 
And on the sentence of capr ice rely? 

Sti l l  as of  old , fame ' s  go lden fruit to guard , 
An ever wakeful dragon couchant l ies ; 
Around l ies scatter ' d  many a murder ' d  bard , 
Who erst adventur ' d  to obta in the pri z e .  

Say , should thy t imid friend the f ight demand , 
F ir ' d  by the prospect of the rich reward , 
W i l l  generous candour and the tuneful band , 
Who know to gain success , her doom award? 

It is surely no coincidence that such an open 

acknowledgement of fame as a motivation comes only in the 

f ir st volume of West ' s  career . As we l l  as mak ing th is  

acknow ledgement , the l ines also voice West ' s  expected , 

and partially feigned , anxiety of perception . How w i l l  

the dragon respond t o  her works? Wi l l  she too become a 
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"murder ' d  bard? '' Does she dare risk offering her work to 

a f ickle publ ic? These protestations of fear of publ ic 

scrutiny are remini scent of the largely pretended modesty 

of poets l ike More and Barbauld . 

Together these stanzas and the advert isement 

i l lustrate n icely the two contradictory pos itions of the 

woman poet . On the one hand is the emphasis on 

domest ic ity , reluctant publ icat ion , and mora l ity ; on the 

other hand there is the increas ing viability of l iterary 

fame and success for women poets . West capita l i ses on 

both of these positions by express ing re luctance and 

concern over publishing wh i l e ,  in the process ,  ca l l ing 

attent ion to her hopes for her poems . She later 

estab l i shed herself firmly in the conservat ive camp 

ideo logica l ly ,  but was st i l l  a prol ific and popu lar 

wr iter , so i n  fact , l ike More , she balanced both s ides of 

the equat ion . 

West presented her modesty and domest ic ity more 

convincingly in a later poem , "To the Hon . Mrs . 

C [ ockayn ] e "  ( 17 9 1 } , but her desire for fame i s  st i l l  

evident . I n  this poem she descr ibes hersel f i n  the third 

person as a woman " Sel f-taught , and married to a farmer ; 

I Who wrote a l l  kinds of verse with ease , 1 Made pies and 

puddings , frocks and cheese . "  But the sel f-effacing pose 

is  undercut somewhat at the end of the poem where she 

laments the hosti le treatment poetry is  subj ect to from 
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great ones would conf ine 1 Such treatment to such vers e  

a s  mine , I Adapted but to entertain 1 A part ial friend or 

s imple swa in . "  But what fol lows suggests she would 

prefer less hosti le  treatment : 

Yet , with a votary ' s  ardent zea l , 
The sorrows of the Muse I fee l . 
Wh i l e  Painting for her sons can claim 
At once emolument and fame ; 
Wh ile  Mus i c ,  when she str ikes the chord , 
Confers di stinction and reward ; 
Contemptuous scorn , or cold regard , 
Awa its the heaven- i l lumined Bard . 

West i s  a lways careful to separate herself from the ranks 

of the "heaven- i l lumined , '' but , in doing so , spends such 

a lot of time dwel l ing on the treatment meted out to 

poets that one cannot help but think it of persona l 

concern . However , West ma intained that for women 

l iterature was "an ornament , or an amusement , not a duty 

or profession [ ; ]  . when it is  pursued with such 

avidity as to withdraw us from the especial purposes o f  

our creat ion , it  becomes a cr ime " ( qtd . i n  Poovey 4 0 } . 

She thus subscr ibed to the newly dominant ideology , wh i le 

exploiting it for her own ends : she preached a 

conservat ive message whi l e  establ i sh ing for herse l f  a 

l iterary career . 

I n  contrast to West , the poet Anne Grant adamantl y  

rej ected fame a s  a motive for wr iting poetry in her work . 

Grant ver s i f ied throughout her l i fe , but only publ i shed 

two vo lumes of poetry , in 18 08 and 1 8 1 4 , when her husband 
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volume The Highlanders and Other Poems , "A Fam i l iar 
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Epistle to a Friend : Wr itten in 17 9 5 , '' o ffers an insight 

into how the famous women poets of the 1 7 9 0 s  were 

perce ived by their fema le readers . The " Fami l iar 

Ep istle" deta i ls the domest ic l i fe Grant leads as a 

c lergyman ' s  wife and mother of eight chi ldren . She tel l s  

her fr iend , ironica l ly i n  a lengthy poem , how marr iage 

and domest ic duty have resulted in her no longer writ ing 

poetry : 

And as for the fr iend of a l l  poets , Invention , 
' T is a thing , of late years , I scarce think of or 

ment ion : 
Or of useful invent ions a lone make my boast , 
Such as saving potatoes and turnips from frost ; 
Or repuls ing who le armies of mice from my cheese ; 
Or plucking the qui l ls without pain ing the 

geese . . . 
And the lyre and the garland , were forced to give 

place 
To dut ies domestic and records of grace . 
Qu ite dead and ext inct a l l  poet ical fire , 
At the foot of the cradle concea l ' d  lay my lyre . 

Despite miss ing her poetical and mus ical outlets , Grant 

a f f i rms that the domest ic path is the preferred choice : 

. . . For noisy app lause or for t insel parade , 
Would we part with sweet Peace that de l ights in the 

shade? 
Or blame the kind harbour , remote and obscure , 
Where our minds were kept tranqui l ,  our hearts were 

kept pure? 

The tone of the poem suggests that though Grant init i a l ly 

regretted the suppress ion of her talents to domestic 

concerns , contemplating the fate of those women who 

pursued their l iterary ambitions reassures her that she 
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made the r ight decis ion . She al ludes to the brevity of 

the fame and reputations of severa l unnamed f amous women 

poets , one of whom is c learly He len Mar ia Wi l l iams : 

While  with streamers a l l  flying , and wide-swe l l ing 
s a i l s , 

Tossed high on the b i l lows , the sport o f  the gales , 
The Muse ' s  fair daughters tr iumphant were borne 
T i l l  the public app lause was converted to scorn ; 
For by vanity guided , so wi ldly they steer ' d ,  
Or by capr ice directed , so frequent ly veer ' d ;  
Creat ion ' s  proud Masters observ ' d  with a sneer , 
That l ike comets eccentr ic forsaking the ir sphere , 
The ir br ightness so gaz ' d  at , would never produce , 
Or p leasure , or profit , or comfort , or use . 
--- and --- thus shone for a day , 
How pra i s ' d  was each per iod ! how f latter ' d  each lay ! 
T i l l  a crop so luxur iant arising of pride , 
Affectat ion , and f i fty new fol l ies bes ide , 
The dut ies and j oys of the mother and wife , 
The nameless soft comforts of calm private l i fe , 
Fell  victims together at Vanity ' s  shrine , 
For who cou ld endure to exist and not shine . 
With virtues , and graces , and beaut ies bes ide , 
The del ight of her friends , of her country the 

pr ide , 
S ay ,  who could to --- the ir suf frage refuse , 
Or who not be charm ' d  with her chaste c lassic  Muse? 
To the passion for l iberty giving loose rein , 
At l ength she flew off to carouse on the Seine ; 
And growing inebriate wh ile qua ff ing the draught , 
Equa l ity ' s  new-fangled doctr ines she taught ; 
And murder and sacr i l ege ca lmly survey ' d .  

In  conc lusion Grant dec ides that the domest ic sphere is  

far more appealing than the publ ic . The phrases '' no 

longer pursue " and "why regret " conf irm that Grant had 

been attracted by a l iterary career herself , but , with 

the examp les of the famous poets of the 17 9 0 s  before her , 

I think her concluding sentiments are genuine : 

No longer pursue those fond lovers of f ame , 
Nor envy the honours and trophies they c la im ;  
No further excursive to speculate roam , 
But f i x  our attention and pleasure at home : 



Why regret , when celebrity proves such a curse , 
The cares of the mother and toi ls  of the 

nurse . . . ? 

Yet the reader is always aware of the paradox 
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i nherent i n  the poem : whi le she celebrates her cho ice o f  

domestic ity over the fame that accompanies entry into the 

public sphere , and laments the loss of pur ity , the publ i c  

scorn , and the vanity that accompany woman ' s  l iterary 

f ame , the reader is always consc ious that she i s  

express ing these sent iments i n  a pub l i shed poem . 

Publ ish ing in 1 8 0 8 , Grant was perhaps aware that 

va loris ing domesticity provided a legitimate means for a 

woman ' s  enter ing the public sphere . She thus includes 

this ear ly poem in her volume to appeal to the more 

conservat ive l iterary marketplace . 

Ironica l ly ,  Grant ended up becoming a famous 

l iterary f igure herself : " ·  . . to the last her l iterary 

celebrity made her an obj ect of cur ios ity and attract ion 

to strangers from a l l  parts of the wor ld" ( qtd . in 

Moulton v: 3 2 9 } . After a series of domest ic misfortunes , 

friends ra l l ied to see if Grant could receive a pens ion 

for her services to literature and Grant vigorous ly took 

up her own case , much to the chagr in of Sir Wa lter Scott 

who had been involved in the init ial petition . Scott ' s  

assessment of the e lder ly Grant was that she was "proud 

as a High land-woman , va in as a poetess , and absurd as a 

b luestocking" ( qtd . in Moulton v :  3 2 9 } . 
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Mary Tighe was another woman poet who warned of the 

per i ls of public l ife . This  Irish poet , as a lready 

ment ioned , achieved posthumous fame when her work was 

pub l i shed by her husband . Apparently , Tighe l iked to 

shine in soc iety and had enj oyed the success of her poems 

that were circulated in manuscr ipt a l ittle too much 

( C la rke 5 0 -5 1 )  . In  the poem "The Vartree" T ighe reproves 

hersel f , t e l l ing herself that she belongs in the natura l  

shade o f  the vartree not i n  the art i f icial  glare of 

publ ic view : 

Here , Mary , rest ! the dangerous path forsake 
Where folly lures thee , and where vice ensnares , 
Thine innocence and peace no longer stake , 
Nor barter sol id good for br i l l iant cares . 

. Hast thou not trod each vain and giddy ma z e ,  
By F lattery led o ' er Pleasure ' s  gayest f i e ld?  
Basked in  the sunshine of her brightest bla z e , 
And proved whate ' er she can her votaries yie ld? 

. Hast thou not tried the vanities of l i fe ,  
And a l l  the poor , mean j oys of Fashion known? 
Blush then to hold with Wisdom longer str i f e , 
Submit at length a better guide to own . 

Here woo the Muses in the scenes they love ; 
Let Science near thee take her patient stand : 
Each weak regret for gayer hours reprove , 
And y ield thy soul  to Reason ' s  calm command . 

Poetry itself is not the problem , since she sti l l  al lows 

herself to woo the muse ; it is the consequences of the 

attention that comes from presenting her work to the 

worl d  that are to be avoided . 

Tighe ' s  preface to her most famous poem , Psyche ,  

conf irms her anxiety of pub l i cation . She wr ites of how 
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publ i sh ing poets must steel themselves to poss ible 

cr iticism :  

The author , who dismisses to the public the darl ing 
of his sol itary cares , must be prepared to cons ider , 
with some degree of indif ference , the var ious 
reception it may then meet . (Tighe , Psyche i )  

Her next sentence cla ims that preparing herself for 

critici sm is even more difficu lt when her audience 

cons ists o f  friends . It is harder to steel her heart 

aga inst those opinions she va lues : " But from those , who 

wr ite only for the more interested eye of fr iendship , no 

such ind i f ference can be expected" ( Tighe , Psyche i ) . 

She follows these remarks with the usual modest comments 

about her l ack of abi l ity , her "deficiency of genius , "  

then interest ingly asserts tha t  she has not " been able to 

res i st the seduct ions of the mysterious fair" ( Tighe , 

Psyche iv-v) . As Anderson notes , wr iting an ep i c  ( a  

mascu l ine genre ) like Psyche opened Tighe to accusations 

of ambition ( 8 5 ) . By descr ibing her muse as a seductress 

she attempts to make the muse the active agent and 

herse l f , the poet , a pass ive recipient , thus abso lving 

her of charges of mascul ine ambit ion (Anderson 8 7 ) . 

Another conservative approach to fema le fame can be 

found in a poem by Ann Taylor . Together with her s i ster 

Jane , Taylor wrote and pub l i shed poetry for chi ldren . 

The s i sters published 19 volumes of verses and hymns for 

" infant minds , " many going through multiple edit i ons . 

Ann Taylor ' s  poem "The Discontented Violet" makes a c lear 
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analogy with women seeking fame , and provides a decidedly 

conservat ive viewpoint : 

A violet who blossomed gay 
Beneath a hedge of prickly may , 
Condemn ' d  upon her stalk to l inger , 
No tal ler than one ' s  l itt le finger ; 
With nothing but her gentle sme l l , 
Her place o f  res idence to tel l ;  
But young in days , in wisdom younger , 
For pub l ic fame began to hunger . 

S ings the violet : 

"Green Earth , or whosoe ' er you be , 
"Who had the care of forming me , 
"What fame or glory could you get 
" By making me a violet? 
"No trave l l er p lucks me for h i s  own , 
"My very being is  unknown ; 
"And a l l  the sweetness I possess ,  
" I s  wasted on the wi lderness !  
"O ! hear my humble prayer , "  she cr ied ,  
"And make m e  any thing beside . "  

The earth hears the violet ' s  lamentations and moves her 

to a more visible flower bed , where she awa its the dawn : 

At length the shadows broke apace , 
And day l ight stared her in the face : 
Ful l  front ing to the southern sky 
She was a sunflower , two yards high ! 
And not a neighbour , great or sma l l , 
Grew nearer than the garden wa l l . 
The sun , who did not recol lect her , 
Look ' d  rude ly at her to detect her , 
And overcome with shame and dread , 
She blush ' d ,  but could not hang her head : 
Alas ! no friendly bush was n igh , 
To screen her from his cruel eye . . . 

The l ittle f lower quickly regrets her foray into the 

pub l ic glare and yearns to return to the protect ive shade 

of her former role : 



" O ! pitying mother Earth , " she cr ied , 
" Forgive a si l ly creature ' s  pride ! 
"Again my pretty bank permit 
"To shield thy fool ish violet , 
"And on thy bosom evermore , 
"My freshest fragrancy sha l l  pour . "  

. Kind Earth the better wish obey ' d ,  
And dropp ' d  her i n  her native shade . 
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As with Grant , there i s  a certa in irony in the pub l i shing 

woman poet advocating women be content with the pr ivate , 

domestic sphere . All the poets who adopted a 

conservat ive approach to women ' s  role in their poetry 

demonstrate the paradox of the ideo logy of the feminine 

that Shevelow ident i f i es : women have to part ic ipate in 

the public sphere in order to convey the ideo logica l 

message that they belong in the domesti c  realm ( 1 5 ) . But 

they a l so show that by conveying the ideology of the 

feminine in the ir poetry they are able to f ind an 

acceptable place in the public sphere . In this  way 

that i s , in manipulating the literary market for the ir 

own ends the ideo logica l ly conservat ive women poets 

after 1 8 0 0  in fact adopt the methods of the more radical 

poets of the 1 7 9 0s whom they were defining themse lves 

aga inst . 

iv Mixed fee l ings 

Not a l l  the women poets who pub l i shed a fter 1 8 0 0  

expressed such certainty of the fol ly of seeking publ i c  

recognition for their poetry . Yet nor were they sure 
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that poet ic success would be ent irely benef i c ia l . 

Severa l poems from the pens of women poets i l lustrate 

mixed feel ings on fame : they show it to be both des ired 

and feared . While want ing recognition for the ir work , 

and in many cases f inancial remunerat ion , some women 

poets feared the effect of publ ic success on the ir 

feminin ity : they feared how they wou ld be  perce ived by 

the pub l i c  and how that wou ld af fect the ir own s e l f -

perception . 

Anna Adcock ' s  poem "Lines to Sophia" i l lustrates 

both responses to fame . It  a lso demonstrates one of the 

techniques women poets used to va l idate the ir 

poeticis ing . Sophia fears the crit ics ' response to her 

poetry but Adcock manages to va l idate publicat ion . 

Adcock says to Sophia who has dec ided not to pub l i sh : 

Sophia , I am much surpr i s ' d  to hear 
That your productions are not to appear ; 
The wor ld you say is ful l  of scribbl ing folks , 
Abler by far , to bear the critics [ ' ]  strokes . 
For your part , you ' re content to l ive concea led 
And not in future have your thoughts revea l ed . 
"Thoughts that are simpl e , "  say you , "how should 

they 
Amuse the learned wor ld in present day . [ ? ] 
Therefore , no more of wr iting say , I pray 
I ' l l occupy my mind some better way . " 

Sophia expresses her anxiety about publ ication , a fear of 

the consequences of enter ing the public sphere .  Adcock 

responds by us ing rel igion to j usti fy a woman ' s  writing 

and pub l i shing , tel l ing Sophia to "hold up a mirror , l et 

mankind see God . " The woman poet ' s  ta lent is  portrayed 



as a gift from God that should be uti l ised for mora l 

benefit ( MacDona ld Shaw 9 4 ) . Thus Adcock represents 

publ icat ion , and the poss ible accompanying recognit ion , 

as legit imate for a woman . 
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Financial worries were also often used to j ustify a 

woman ' s  ventur ing into print . Mary Bryan publ ished 

Sonnets and Metrical Ta les in 1 8 1 5  with the he lp of a 

patron , who , from the information in her Ded ication , 

appears to have been her doctor ( Wordsworth , Introduct ion 

to Bryan) . The preface to the volume tells the reader 

that she is a widow with s ix chi ldren , and that though 

her husband forbade her to wr ite poetry she has turned to 

it now to keep the fami ly from poverty ( Bryan x i i i ) . 

Modesty accompanies f inanc ial ca lamity . Both 

Bryan ' s  Preface and Dedication establish the modest 

regard she has for her poetry . In  the Dedicat ion she 

informs the reader : " I  neither expect nor wish for th i s  

volume more than a local c irculat ion . . .  " ( Bryan i i i ) . 

She has apparent ly chosen her patron because he " cannot 

mistake the mot ive " for her ventur i ng to pub l i sh ,  and she 

w i l l  " not be suspected of mot ives [ she ] disda in [ s ] , or , 

perhaps , j ustly incur the charge of presumption , in 

making an of fer ing of undecided worth , that cannot be 

important , and may be deemed altogether ins ign i f icant " 

( Bryan iv ) . In the Preface she asks that those who feel  

her poems are " pueri le and worthles s "  favour s i lence over 
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cr itic ism in order to "cons ign the present effort to the 

obl ivion it must deserve , and prevent future attempts , "  

as she fee ls she is  " i ll  calculated to support" a 

critical attack ( Bryan x i i )  . Yet a note later in the 

text says that " [ t ) he annexed Pieces were intended for a 

separate publ ication" (an idea discarded when she thought 

that those who appeared in her poetry might obj ect ) , 

showing that she had at least cons idered " future 

attempts "  ( Bryan 9 9 ) . 

Most of Bryan ' s  poems are to do with the people and 

the events of her l i f e ; there is  virtua l ly no reference 

to fame in her poetry and no contemplation of her own 

chances of success . Her most interest ing poem , in terms 

of this study , is "Lines , On Reading in Miss Seward ' s  

Letters , Vol . VI . p . 4 3 , ' I  have ca l l ed Mrs Smith ' s  

Sonnets Ever lasting Duns on Pity . ' "  Bryan refutes 

Seward ' s  criticism ,  prais ing Smith ' s  poems and te l l ing of 

the comfort she found in them . She closes the poem thus : 

Now years have ro ll ' d  away and brought thee rest 
And pour ' d  on that devoted one , i l ls keen as th ine ! 
More helpless , far , to ward their coming fate , 
Trembl ing , she views her l ittle thoughtless group 
And suffers every pain she wept as thine . 

I t  is  not only in this  poem that Bryan l ikens herse l f  to 

Charlotte Smith . In  her Preface she also exa lts Smith ' s  

genius and her abi l ity to r ise above her misfortunes and , 

though acknowledging her genius inferior to Smith ' s  

( "More helpless " ) ,  she sti l l  draws a para l l e l  between the 
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two with her exclamation "Admired Woman ! blessed Mother ! 

under a l l  thy cares , blessed in that independence wh ich 

thy ta lents secured to thy children ! "  ( Bryan x ) . She 

goes on to say : 

After thi s ,  it might appear highly presumptuous to 
mention the inf luence of accidental sim i l ar ity of 
c ircumstances towards the present product ion -- yet 
has it contributed its effect ; not , however , 
induci ng the va in hope of obta ining her success or 
fame . The wr iter respects gen ius too much to wish 
that meed which ought to  be its sole and s acred 
reward . ( Bryan x-x i )  

Bryan thus uses her predecessor ' s  respectable image to 

j ustify her own publicat ion . Worried about how the 

publ ic w i l l  react to her work , she establ ishes hers e l f  in 

para l le l  with a successful woman poet who had been 

accepted as a publishing woman on the basis of  h er 

materna l persona . 

Another poet , Sydney Owenson , was aware that her 

poetry wr it ing both affected how peop le perce ived her and 

was at odds with her role as a woman . Her poem "To My 

Muse , On Mak ing a Vain Ef fort to Wr ite on a Given 

Subj ect" humorous ly records her frustrat ion both at her 

muse and at others ' response to her poeticis ing . 

Address i ng her muse , she says : 

. Nay , by thy ingrate self I swear ; 
Ne ' er from this  moment to  implore 
Thy aid or inspiration more ; 
Nor sacrif ice my youth ' s  short day , 
I n  begging a poetic lay ; 
Or wit to scribble song or sonnet , 
When I should trim a cap or bonnet : 
Entreat a spark of atti c  f ire , 



To animate my languid lyre , 
When I ,  as in my sex befitt ing , 
Shou ld take my work or mind my knitting ! 
For thee what have I not endur ' d ,  
To scof f s , and taunts , and sneers inur ' d ;  
By misses for thy favours maul ' d ,  
By masters " learned lady" ca l l ' d !  
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She berates her muse for str iking her with inspirat ion at 

awkward moments , caus ing her fema le companions to fret 

over her : 

In whispers they converse and shew it , 
The poor th ing ' s  mad , or worse , turn ' d  poet ; 
Then vow they ' d  pardon any crime , 
In their own girls but love of rhyme , 
Which should it epidemic prove , 
Might we l l  af fect a l l  those they love ; 
And spread ing quick the caut ioning rumour , 
To exi le from their presence doom her ! 

Though the poem may be lighthearted , Owenson seemingly 

amused at the impress ion she makes and even her muse ' s  

f ickleness , be ing known as a poet c learly af fected 

people ' s  response to her . The types of react ions she 

describes may have been amus ing at one level , but , at 

another , Owenson must have been frustrated with the 

response she engendered . A later poem , " Fragment xvi i i :  

Home , " makes a more convent iona l comment on her poet i c  

fame when she says : 

For tho ' the world ' s  fleet j oys awhile deceive me , 
Though da z z led by my more than meed of fame , 
Should thy dear threshold , Home , again rece ive me , 
Thou ' lt f i nd my warm , my untouch ' d  heart the same . 

Here she stresses that fame does not alter her and 

emphas ises the genuine affections of the pr ivate sphere 

over the dubious attractions of the public sphere . 
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Few women poets open ly cla imed desire for fame but , 

neverthe less , the attract ions of fame are acknowledged in  

some works . Isabe l l a  Lickbarrow was a poet who ment ioned 

fame often , but in varying contexts . Lickbarrow was 

descr ibed in the preface to her second work , Lament for 

Pr incess Charlotte , as " a  young Fema le in humble l i f e , a 

native of Kenda l . . . an orphan , un lettered , and of 

exemp lary character " ( qtd . in Wordsworth , Introduction to 

Lickbarrow ) . Her exact occupat ion is a mystery but the 

I ntroduct ion to her Poet ical Effus ions ( 1 8 1 4 ) te l l s  us 

that she published " to ass ist the humble labours of 

herse l f  and her orphan sisters . . . and better the ir 

condi tion in l i fe . " The introduction also te l l s  us that 

" the benevo lence of kind friends suggested the present 

pub l i cation to the Authoress , who after the domest ic 

empl oyrnents of the day , had secret ly indu lged herse l f  in  

' woo i ng the Muse ' at  interva ls stolen from repose . "  

There are no signs of poetic ambition here , j ust 

acceptable modest requests for indu lgence of her 

" intrusion upon the public"  ( Lickbarrow i i i ) . 

Lickbarrow was certa inly capable of adher ing to 

acceptabl e  views on fema le poet ic ambit ion . "Thoughts on 

Friendship" offers a convent iona l and expected view of 

f ame from a woman poet . Fame , honour , wealth , and 

f r i endship are a l l  compared ; not surpr i s ing l y , friendsh ip 

ends up be ing the most highly va lued . The faults 



Lickbarrow f inds with fame are its brevity and 

insubstant ial ity : 

Fame is  but a tel l-tale echo , 
Which the pass ing sounds repeats , 
Loud ly prai sing each new obj ect , 
T i l l  the next its f latt ' ry greets ; 

' T  i s  a momentary bubble ,  
Buoy ' d  up by th ' unstable air ; 
Let censure ' s  busy finger touch it , 
And ' t  wi ll instant disappear . 
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"Occas ioned by Reading T .  Wi lkinson ' s  Elegy on Life"  is 

a lso a convent iona l express ion of poet ic ambit ion , or 

lack o f  it , by a woman poet . Lickbarrow disparag ingly 

refers to herself as young and inexperienced , unknown to 

the world , and a name less rhymer , and wonders how the 

revered ma le poet will  regard her uncouth l ines , artless 

stra ins , and presumptuous pen in address ing h im .  

Lickbarrow denies her own poetic abi l ity and ambition in 

deference to her perceived superior . 

Yet some of Lickbarrow' s poetry unmistakeably 

attests to both a desire for accolade and a fear of 

negative recept ion . The first poem of the volume , 

" Introductory Address :  To the Muse , "  shows Lickbarrow ' s  

fear of public rej ection . Address ing her muse she says : 

" • together we must try 1 The favour of the world , or 

bear its frowns . I How dear is to the anxious parent ' s  

heart 1 The reputation of a darl ing chi ld ! " She 

e laborates further : 



And ah ! how keenly wi l l  my bosom feel , 
I f  with an eye severe and harsh reproofs , 
A frowning world should scan thy num ' rous faults , 
And with unfeel ing censures blot thy name . 
Together then we ' l l seek some lonely spot . .  

. . . then s i lent sleep for ever , 
Whi le my warm heart sha l l  grow as cold and ch i l l  
As f l inty rocks encrusted o ' er with ice . 
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" On the D i f f iculty o f  Atta in ing Poet ica l Exce l l ence " 

sees L ickbarrow descr ibing the ta lents a poet needs to 

achieve long-lasting fame , in contrast to those " busy 

gl itter ing butterf l ies " who , when their "gleam of 

sunshine" is  past , meet "Neglect ' s  cold winter " and are 

succeeded by " another race of f lutterers gay . " The few 

who " share the lasting wreath of fame " and endure " Beyond 

the l imits of an age" must have act ive minds , gen ius , 

j udgement , taste , imag ination , and an overf lowing heart . 

To ensure " never-ending fame , " 

Harmonious language , rich and strong , 
Should in spontaneous numbers f low , 
And ev ' ry thought with beauty glow . 

Bes ides Wordsworthian echoes , the reader is left with the 

d i st inct impress ion that Lickbarrow counts herse l f  

amongst the " lesser stars " but wistfu l ly wishes she coul d  

partake of greater glory . 

"To an Opening Rose" would seem to aff irm thi s  

sentiment . I n  this poem Lickbarrow laments the 

transience of the glory of the flower and then l i nks it 



to her own morta l ity .  Considering her own death , she 

says : 

What muse wi l l  then in stra ins of sorrow , 
Pour the s imp le dirge for me? 
What kindred mind inspir ' d  by pity 
Frame one pla intive elegy? 

I ,  l ike the wild flowers of the mountains , 
That unknown , unheeded die , 
L ike them sha l l  leave a name unhonour ' d ,  
And l ike them forgotten lie . 

"The Mountain Flower " deve lops a simi lar ana logy , and 

reca l ls Taylor ' s  discontented violet . Lickbarrow 

describes a " s imp le" flower , faced with ungen ial skies 
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and infert i le so i l , that , though it cannot compete with 

its more luxur ious counterparts of a tended garden , may 

"p l ea se some humbler eyes . "  The comparison with her own 

situation as a poet is obvious from the beginning , but 

Lickbarrow states it anyway : 

. oft I ' ve stay ' d  my eager haste , 

To view the flower so unassuming , 
So s imp l e , yet so spot less fair , 
Which on no higher rank presuming , 
Blossoms and dies in secret there ; 

And thought perhaps my art less ditties , 
Had better l ike their si ster been , 
St i l l  a l l  unknown in towns and cit ies , 
And had bloom ' d  and died unseen . 

A more sophisticated poem concerned with the brevity 

o f  f ame i s  "On the Fate of Newspapers . "  Lickbarrow 

satirica l ly cons iders the short- l ived popu larity o f  the 

newspaper ( "What once was va lu ' d ,  h ighly pri z ' d ,  1 I s  i n  
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a few short hours despis ' d" ) , not ing that only hours 

after its purchase it has been reduced to wrapping the 

handle of the kettle and being used to light the cand les . 

The fate of poetry is s ingled out for a speci a l  ment ion : 

I t  surely would , beyond a j oke , 
The pat ience of a sa int provoke , 
To think that after a l l  the ir pains , 
The rhymes wh ich rack ' d  the poet ' s  bra ins . 
Should come to this disgraceful end . 

Address ing the unappreciated poets , she offers them sma l l  

conso lat ion by saying that the ir l ines may be used to 

l ight a p ipe , and then 

They ' l l ,  with tobacco fumes , infuse 
The inspiration of the muse ,  
And furnish many an empty brain - ­

If so , we ' l l write and s ing aga in . 

The l ast l ine -- " I f so , we ' l l wr ite and s ing aga i n "  

is somewhat problemat ic . Hitherto , Lickbarrow has 

exc l uded herself from the poets she addresses ( referring 

to them as "good sirs " and their poems as "your 

productions " ) , but th is last l ine seems to include 

herse l f  in their number . Therefore , she is perhaps 

sat i r ica l ly deal ing with her own di scomfort at the 

treatment of her poetry . At the same time , she could be 

referring to herself as one of the " empty bra i n s "  wa iting 

to be f i l l ed with inspiration provided by the burning o f  

a lready pub l i shed poetry , in which case she is  sat ir is i ng 

her own poet icising . Either interpretation suggests a 

degree of discomfort with the treatment of poetry and its 

brevity . 
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Lickbarrow ' s  concern about publ icat ion result ing in 

only a brief moment of publ ic favour proved we l l  founded . 

Her subscr ipti on l ist to Poet ica l  Effusions reads l ike a 

'' ro l l - c a l l  of Lake District worthies , "  including Thomas 

De Quincey , Robert Southey , and Wordsworth (Wordsworth , 

I ntroduction to Lickbarrow) . But , as Jonathan Wordsworth 

notes and Jackson ' s  bibl iography conf irms , no second 

edit ion was cal led for . Lickbarrow ' s second publ i cation 

in 1 8 1 8  met with no more success . 

Unl ike L ickbarrow , Ame l ia Opie was one of the more 

successful fema le poets of the nineteenth century . 

Dur ing the 1 7 9 0 s  Opie moved in radical circles , 

befriending W i l l iam Godwin and Mary Wollstonecraft . 

Later she di stanced herse l f  from radica l ism , keeping her 

respectabi l ity ,  but sti l l  expressed an interest in  

humanitarian concerns . She publ ished a nove l anonymously 

in 1 7 9 0  but didn ' t  begin her l iterary career in earnest 

unt i l  a fter her marr iage in 1 7 9 8  to the divorced painter 

John Opie , at his encouragement . Most of her poet ical 

volumes were published in the ear ly 1800s  as in  her later 

l i fe  Opie became a Quaker , meaning she was not supposed 

to wr ite for amusement . She was popular and we l l  known 

for her high spirits , and observers noted that even her 

Quaker i sm d id not always prevent her from ma intain ing an 

a ir of fashionabi l ity (Moulton v :  7 4 1-4 2 ) . Her nove l s , 

a l s o  wr itten before her conversion , always had an obvious 

mora l and were written to appeal to the sent iments .  
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Francis Jeffrey of the Edinburgh Review commented on Mrs 

Opie ' s  S imple Ta les : 

. . she i s  too pathetic to be read with much 
advantage to pract ical moral ity .  Her writings , 
however , are very amiable and very beaut i ful , and 
exh ibit virtuous emotions under a very graceful 
aspect . They would do very we l l  to form a woman 
that a gentleman should fall  in love with , but can 
be of no great use in tra ining ordinary mort a l s  to 
ordinary duties . ( qtd . in Moulton v :  7 4 3 ) 

Op ie ' s  poems indicate the movement towards the 

phenomenon that has come to be known as the " feminine 

poetes s . "  She wr ites mainly about fema le concerns , the 

pains and j oys of romantic love being a dominant theme in 

her work . Humanitar ian concerns also pervade her poems : 

there are severa l addressed to the marg ina l in society , 

for example "To a Maniac" and "The Orphan Boy ' s  Ta l e . "  

The poems are genera l ly songs and ba l lads with s imp le 

sub j ects and s imp le construct ion . One humanitar ian poem 

that a l so ment ions fame is  "Lines Respectful ly Inscribed 

to the Soc iety for the Re l ief of Persons Impr isoned for 

Sma l l  Debts . "  Opie asks "What are the deeds that f i l l  

the h i stor i c  page , I And most the plaudits o f  the wor ld 

engage? I What actions most attract the eyes of Fame 

. .  ? "  and answers : 

The conqueror ' s  deeds , . . . the awful works of 
death [ ; ]  

For them the trophied bust , the flatterer ' s  breath . 
He , he a lone a nation ' s  praise enj oys , 
Whose noble daring daz z les , but destroys ; 
Whi l e  the blest deeds performed by Pity ' s  hand 
Nor pra i se nor not ice from the wor ld command . 



Opie decides to give credit where it is  due : 

But though I Valour ' s  offspring love to pra i se , 
To Pity ' s  humbler sons sha l l  flow my lays . 

To me the warrior ' s  br ightest wreath appears 
Steeped in the orphan ' s ,  parent ' s ,  widow ' s ,  

tears . 

and dedicates her poem to the charity workers .  
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The typical assoc iation of fame and mi l itary g lory 

is reiterated in '' To Henry" where Opie depicts pub l i c  

fame and domestic love a s  compet ing for a man ' s  heart : 

How I ha il this morn ' s  appearing ! 
I t  w i l l  thee , my love , restore : 
Safety danger past endear ing , 
Sure we meet to part no more ! 

Fame is  th ine , lo ! crowds aver it , 
And her smile is dear to thee ; 
But I charge thee , don ' t  prefer it 
E ' er again to home and me . 

Thou , thy country ' s  ca l l  obeying , 
Hast her batt les nobly fought ; 
And , thy ready zeal  repay ing , 
See , she gives the laurels sought . 

But have I no claims , my rover? 
C l a ims as fondly dear to thee? 
Yes , 0 yes ! and , wander ing over , 
Thou wilt rest with love and me . 

In thi s  cas e , the love of the woman draws the man from 

the pub l i c  sphere into the domest ic . Such happy endings 

are not a lways arrived at , as Opie ' s  " Secret Love '' 

indi cates . In this poem the woman loses her lover to the 

pul l  of g l ory in the public sphere : 

But he forgets that I am near . . . . 
Fame , future fame , in thought he seeks : 



To h im ambition ' s  paths appear , 
And br ight the sun of science breaks . 

H i s  heart with ardent hope is f i l led ; 
H i s  prospects ful l  of beauty bloom : 
But , oh ! my heart despair has chi l led , 
My only prospect is  . . . . the tomb ! 

One only boon from Heaven I c l a im ,  
And may i t  grant the fond des ire ! 
That I may l ive to hear his fame , 
And in that throb of j oy exp ire . 
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Op ie was not prone to se l f-reflect ion in her poetry : 

unl ike the poems of the ear lier women poets , none of 

Opie ' s  stands out as obviously autobiographica l . 

MacDona ld Shaw offers an explanat ion . She speaks of 

Opi e ' s  having " absorbed the concept of propriety wh i ch 

limited the achievement of women poets , persona and self  

being dangerous ly ident if ied in verse , threaten ing the 

idea l of modesty . . .  " (MacDona ld Shaw 10 2 ) . I f  one 

compares the number of clear ly autobiographica l ly-based 

poems produced by the l ikes of Barbau ld , Smith , Year s l ey , 

and Robinson to the l imited number in the output of Op ie 

and those who were to fol low her , this  explanat ion seems 

va l id .  Woman and text were ident i f ied as one throughout 

the period but the stricter confines of acceptable 

mora l ity a fter 1800  meant that many of the women poets 

were reluctant to use their own l ives as a bas i s  for 

their poetry . Instead they careful ly constructed a 

persona f i t  for public consumption and wrote more verse 

i n  which the speaker was meant to be di fferent iated from 

the author . 
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Because of thi s  shi ft away from of fer ing the self  to 

the publ ic , Opie does not overtly discuss her own 

exper ience of fame in her poetry . She does , however , 

have one very interest ing poem concerning fame and the 

woman artist in "The Ma id of Corinth to her Lover . '' I n  

thi s  tale the ma id , about to be separated from her lover , 

traces the outl ine of his face wh i l e  he i s  sleep ing , from 

which her father fashions a pottery l ikeness . Her talent 

at drawing leads to her becoming famous , after her lover 

has left for war , and in the poem she wr ites to him of 

her experiences . 

In  the opening stanzas of the poem the ma id , Eudora , 

tells her lover Phi lemon of her fame but says it means 

nothing to her in his  absence : " I  hate e ' en glory , i f  

unshared by thee . "  Further into the poem Eudora appr ises 

h im of the extent of her fame , te l l ing him how the peop l e  

o f  Cor inth assure her her fame wi l l  l ive on after her 

death : " ' Know , future ages sha l l  Eudora bless , 1 And ha i l  

the art that sprang from chaste des ire . ' "  Eudora , 

however , i s  qui ck to po int out that she prefers love to 

fame : 

But wel l  thou know ' st I shun , not covet fame ; 
From the fond breast that genuine pass ion sways 
For ever d istant be Ambition ' s  f lame ! 

The only two comforts she takes from her renown are that 

it p leases her father and that it makes her more worthy 

of her lover . Later in the poem she also mentions that 
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f ame has brought her and her father wea lth .  

Eudora also expresses a desire for Phi lemon to 

choose l ove over fame by not dying a hero for Greece but 

returning to her instead . She tel l s  h im that fame comes 

a t  a cost : 

. • .  For , oh ! when Fame my humbl e  roof drew n igh , 
Fr i endship I saw by slow degrees depart . 

The fair companions of my lowly youth 
With coldness pra ise me , or with ma l ice blame , 
And on my heart impress this mournful truth , 
"They forfeit friendship , who are dear to fame . "  

Love is  the maid of Corinth ' s  eterna l comfort , and in the 

poem she tells of a dream in which she was vis ited by the 

God of Love , who promised her that Phi lemon would return 

safely to her . Signi f icantly ( because the woman artist 

never actual ly has both her lover and f ame 

s imultaneously) , this reunion does not take p lace in the 

poem . I n  the last stanza Eudora dec lares that she is  

a lways i n  a state of "di stress "  except when she presses 

the drawing of her lover to her "throbbing heart . "  

Fame is presented in "The Ma id of Corinth " a s  

secondary to romantic love . It  is a mixed blessi ng with 

both negative and positive aspects but is never an 

adequate replacement for the love of a man . Although 

Eudora i s  never berated for her fame , which is careful ly 

depicted as aris ing out of her love , she never achieves 

the happiness of having love and fame together in the 
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poem . It  i s  up to the reader to infer whether her lover 

w i l l  return or not , and whether it is possible for a 

woman arti st to have both domesti c  and publ ic success . 

This poem is  extreme ly interesting because it compares 

remarkably to a Fel icia Hemans poem publ i shed 2 0  years 

l ater , " Pr operz ia Ros s i "  (which I shal l  discuss in the 

next chapter ) . 

Some women poets were quite outspoken and 

unconvent i onal when they ment ioned fame in the ir poetry . 

Caro l ine Bowles ' "What if  the ta le was true , as some 

bel ieve" atypically bemoans woman ' s  limited access to 

f ame . The sonnet contemplates how a woman may only 

a ch i eve f ame through the reflected glory of a man : 

What i f  the tale was true , as some bel ieve , 
That Tasso ' s  love to Leonora gave? 
Oh ! happy Leonora ,  to receive 
Such fame-conferr ing vows from such a slave ! 
Darl ing of many hearts ! Of short-l ived fame 
The f avoured minion ! born in courts to shine ! 
Yet but for him , for his i l lustrious name , 
What deathless annals had recorded thine? 

The l ines seem critical of woman ' s  devalued pos ition in 

soc i ety and the sent iment is aga in simi lar to that o f  a 

later poem by Hemans , "The Ef f igies , "  which contempl ates 

the tomb of a husband and wife ; the husband had earthly 

fame but Hemans finds comfort in the thought that the 

woman wi l l  be rewarded in heaven . 

On the other hand , of some kinds o f  fame one could 

get too much . Lady Carol ine Lamb' s poem A New Canto , 
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1 8 1 9 , i n  the style o f  Byron ' s  Don Juan , laments the lot 

o f  the infamous woman poet : 

I ' m s i ck of fame -- I ' m gorged with it -- so f u l l  
I a lmost could regret the happier hour 
When northern oracles proc laimed me dul l ,  
Grieving my Lord should so mistake his power 
E ' en they , who now my consequence would lul l ,  
And vaunt they hai l ' d  and nurs ' d  the opening f lower . 
V i l e  cheats ! He knew not , impudent Reviewer , 
Clear spring o f  Hel icon from common sewer . 

. . . Mad world ! for fame we rant , cal l  names , and 
fight 

I s corn it heart i ly ,  yet love to da z z le it , 
Dark i ntel lects by day , as shops by night , 
A l l  with a bright , new , speculative gas l it ,  
Wars the blue vapour with the o i l - fed l ight , 
Hot sputter Blackwood , Jeffrey , G i f fard [ s i c ] , 

Haz l itt 
The Muse runs madder , and , as mine may te l l ,  
Like a loose comet , mingles Heaven and He l l . 

You sha l l  have more of her another time , 
S ince gul led you w i l l  be with our f l ights poet ic ,  
Our eight , and ten , and twenty feet subl ime , 
Our maudlin , hey-down-derrif ied pathetic : 
For my part , though I ' m doom ' d  to write in rhyme , 
To read it wou ld be worse than an emetic - -
But something must be done t o  cure the spleen , 
And keep my name in capita ls , l ike Kean . 

The woman poet often had a love-hate re lationship with 

f ame , but it was a relationship that was rarely expressed 

in such an overtly and spiritedly autobiograph ical poem . 

v Joanna Bai l l ie 

A d iscuss ion of  the women poets of  the late-

e i ghteenth and ear ly-nineteenth centuri es would be 

i ncomp l ete without mention of Joanna Ba i l l ie . 

Principa l l y  a dramatist , Ba i l l ie was a prominent l iterary 



f i gure from around 1 8 0 0  through until the 18 2 0 s .  Her 
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f irst pub l ication was an anonymous offering o f  poems in 

1 7 9 0 ,  a volume that she later remembered as having 

received only one review . But it was her pub l i cation in 

1 7 9 8 , a lso anonymous ,  of the f irst of her plays that 

began her career in earnest . Ba i l lie  successfu l ly 

acquired l iterary fame yet suffered no threat to her 

f emininity in a period when this was no easy task . 

was 
Her Plays on the Pass ions � preceded by an 

" Introductory Discourse" which was a modest but 

i nt e l l igent and critical theoretical introduct ion to her 

dramatica l ambition . It was immediately assumed to have 

been written by a man and was in fact attributed to Sir 

Wa lter Scott for some time (Whyte 1 ) . ( This " D i scourse , " 

incidenta l l y ,  provides the use of ordinary language in 

poetry w ith a spirited defence that predates Wordsworth ' s  

famous " Preface" by two years . )  Though her l i f e  

exemp l i f ied feminine virtue , it was the mascu l inity o f  

her work that was often pra ised : "Of a l l  Eng l i sh 

women-poets , she speaks in accents least eas i ly 

dist i nguishable from a man ' s " (Whyte 4 ) . The frequent 

references to Ba i l l ie ' s  "mascu l ine muse" part i a l ly 

explain her success in ba lancing her femininity w ith her 

fame . Ba i l l ie did not write in the manner prescr ibed for 

the femini ne poetess : she wrote in a more int e l lectual ,  

"mascu l ine" way . Though encouraging women to write in a 

feminine way , the critics actual ly preferred and elevated 



mascu l ine writing . By referring to her muse a s  

mascu l ine , ma le critics d i d  not have t o  rel inqui sh the 

idea of good l iterature being a mal e  preserve . They 
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therefore constructed Bai l l ie as a k ind of androgyne in 

the ir own minds , though pub l ic ly pra i s ing her femininity . 

Thi s  i s  exemp l i f ied by Byron ' s  react ion to Ba i l l ie ' s  

drama s : 

When Voltaire was asked why no woman has ever 
written even a tolerable tragedy? "Ah ( sa id the 
Patriarch ) the compos ition of a tragedy requ ires 
testicles . "  -- I f  this  be true , Lord knows what 
Joanna Ba i l l ie does -- I suppose she borrows them . 
( qtd . in Mel lor ,  "Joanna" 5 5 9 ) 

Though she c learly transgressed the boundaries o f  

the mascul ine sphere by writing i n  a mascul ine sty l e , her 

exempl ary pr ivate li fe , her modest attitude , and her 

l iterary ski l l  a l lowed her transgress ion to be 

accommodated by male and fema le readers al ike . Ba i l l ie 

never marr ied , the title "Mrs " be ing a mark o f  respect 

for her age , so she could not be accused of negl ect ing 

her domestic duty (her husband ' s  and chi ldren ' s  needs ) 

when she wrote . Initially she pub l ished anonymously , so 

she could not be accused of seeking fame . She l ived a 

quiet l i fe with her sister away from the soc i a l  whirl of 

London , so she could not be tarnished by scanda l .  

W i l l i am Howitt wrote of the sti l l - l iving Ba i l l ie in 1 8 4 7 : 

The powerful dramatic writer , the graceful and witty 
lyrist , and the sweet and gentl e  woman , who has for 
so many years , in her quiet retreat at Hampstead , 
let the wor ld flow past her as if she had nothing to 
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d o  with it , nor cared to be mentioned by i t  • . • 

Joanna Bai l l i e ,  a name never pronounced • . . but 
with the veneration due to the truest genius , and 
the affect ion which is the birthr ight of the truest 
specimens of  womanhood . . • [ She is ] the woman 
whose mascul ine muse every great poet has for nearly 
ha l f  a century del ighted to  honour [ ;  she ] wrote 
because she could not help pouring out the fulness 
of her heart and mind , and the natural consequence 
was fame ; otherwise , whoever sees that qui et , 
amiable , and unassuming lady . . . sees that , though 
not scorni ng the fair reputation of we l l  exerci sed 
i ntellect , she is at home in the bosom of home , and 
l et s  no rest l ess desire for mere fame d isturb the 
pure happiness of a serene l i fe . . .  " ( 2 : 2 4 8 )  

Ba i l l ie ' s  modesty in l i fe extended to her poetry . 

She seems not to have arti culated any conf l ict she may 

have f e lt between her role as a famous l iterary f igure 

and her role as a woman . In this  respect she seems to be 

an exception among most of  the fema le poets wr it ing a fter 

18 0 0 . Nowhere in the huge corpus that makes up her 

vo lume The Dramat ical and Poet ica l Works of Joanna 

Ba i l l i e  ( 18 5 1 )  does she express a des ire for fame . She 

does acknowledge her poeticising , but always in an 

appropriately modest and gently sel f-mocking way . I n  

"Addres s  t o  the Muses" she gently berates the muses for 

the i r  lack of inf luence on her "rugged" verses : 

0 lovely S isters ! we l l  it shows 
How wide and far your bounty f lows . 
Then why from me withhold your beams? 
Unvis ited of vis ion ' d  dreams , 
Whene ' er I a im at heights subl ime , 
S t i l l  downward am I call ' d  to seek some stubborn 

rhyme . 

No hasty l ightning breaks my g loom ,  
Nor f lashing thoughts unsought f or come , 
Nor fanci es wake in t ime of need : 
I labour much with l ittle speed , 



And when my studied task is  done , 
Too wel l ,  a las ! I mark it for my own . 

Despite their lack of inf luence on her work , Ba i l l ie 

pra ises the s i sters : 

Yet should you never smi le on me , 
And rugged sti l l  my verses be , 
Unpleasing to the tuneful train , 
Who only p r i z e  a flow ing strain , 
And sti l l  the learned scorn my lays , 
I ' l l l i ft my heart to you and s ing your praise . 
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Ba i l l ie c loses the poem by saying the wild he ights of the 

muses are too great for her but " ·  . .  sti l l  contented 

wi l l  I be , 1 Though greater inspirat ions never fa l l  to 

me . "  She thus is suitably modest about her poeticis ing , 

though , in fact , her verses have won her fame . Thi s  

modesty extends t o  her other poems . For examp l e , in "The 

Legend of Lady Griseld Ba i l l ie" she refers to her ski l ls 

as " feeble . "  

Though never directly address ing fame i n  her poetry 

Bai l l ie mentions literary fame in her "Lines on the Death 

of S i r  Wa lter Scott . "  The poem emphasises Scott ' s  moral 

goodness as much as his l iterary abi lity , thereby 

esta b l i shing h i s  candidacy for fame : 

For who sha l l  virtuous sympathi es resign , 
Or feed fou l  fancies from a page of thine? 
No , none ! thy writings as thy l i fe are pure , 
And thei r  fair fame and inf luence wi l l  endure . 

When those , who now thy recent death deplore , 
Lie in the dust , thought of and known no more , 
As poet and romancer , thy great name 
Wi l l  brightly shine with undiminish ' d  f ame ; 



And future sons of fancy fondly strive 
To the ir compatriots works l ike thine to g ive . 

Bai l l ie a lso addressed a poem to a famous woman 

contemporary . " To Mrs Siddons" pays tribute to the 
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ret i red actress , acknowledging the j ustness o f  her renown 

but a lso emphasis ing her moral goodnes s , echoing ear l ier 

poems ( by Wi l l iams and Seward ) addressed to S iddons : 

And now in crowded room or rich sa loon , 
Thy stately presence recognised , how soon 
On thee the glance of many an eye is cast , 
I n  grateful memory of pleasures past ! 
P leased to behold thee , with becoming grace , 
Take , as bef its thee we l l , an honour ' d  p lace 
( Where blest by many a heart , long mayst thou 

stand ! ) 
Among the virtuous matrons of our land . 

S im i larly in another poem , "The Legend of Lady Gr iseld 

Ba i l l ie , " Ba i l l ie emphas i ses her vers ion of the idea l 

woman . She is  to be brave , modest , wise , tender , 

generous , and cheerful ( fame is  inc identa l ) . At the 

c lose of the poem Bai l l ie holds up Lady Griseld in 

contrast to the women of her own day , making part icu lar 

reference to feminist bel iefs . She f irstly berates the 

f a sh i on-conscious , and then those with l iterary ambition 

who cons ider themselves too good for the domestic sphere , 

asking : 

[ Wi l l ] she , whose cultured , h igh-strain ' d  ta lents 
soar 

Through a l l  th ' ambitious range of letter ' d  lore 
With soul enthusiasti c ,  fondly smitten 
With a l l  that e ' er in classic page was written , 
And whi l st her wit in critic task engages , 
The echoed praise of a l l  pra ised things outrages ; 
Whose f i nger , white and sma l l , with ink-sta in t ipt , 
Sti l l  scorns with vulgar thimble to be c l ipt ; 



Who doth with proud pretence her c laims advance 
To phi losophic , honour ' d  ignorance 
Of a l l , that , in divided occupation , 
G ives the base stamp of  fema le degradation ; 

. • . No whit behind the very costl iest f a i r  
That wooes with dai ly pains the public stare ; 
Who seems a lmost ashamed to be a woman , 
And yet the palm of parts w i l l  yield to no man , 
But holds on battle-ground eterna l wrang l i ng , 
The plainest case in mazy words entangling : -­
W i l l  she , I trow , or any kirtled sage , 
Admire the subj ect of my artless page? 

Agai n  we can see a woman in the public eye , herse l f  

famous , enforcing the ideol ogy of the feminine and the 

notion of separate spheres in her poetry ( though 
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s imultaneous ly undermining these concepts by publ i sh ing 

her works and achieving fame ) . Bai l l ie succes s fu l ly used 

the domestic ideology to l egitimise her own wr iting . She 

was certainly not without l iterary ambition , but it seems 

that her ambition was private rather than pub l i c ,  and 

acceptable because of her l iterary ski l l , virtuous 

private l ife , and mora l intentions . Ironica l ly ,  her 

modest approach to her l iterary career contr ibuted to 

women ' s  aspirat ion to fame because she was an idea l 

feminine model for novice women poets . 

Ba i l l ie was certa inly admired by many other women 

aspirants to l iterary fame . Anne Grant and Anne 

Bannerman are j ust two of the women poets who pra i sed her 

poet i ca l ly . Grant incorporated a tr ibute to her fel l ow 

Sect in her l engthy poem " Eighteen Hundred and Thirteen " : 

Bring freshest bays , and cul l  the greenest bough , 
To twine around Joanna ' s  modest brow ; 
The cypress , too , sha l l  mingle in the wreath , 



The mournfu l tree , that s i lent speaks of death . 
Amidst that wreath one only flower appears , 
A l onely purpl e  flower begirt with spears : 
Whi l e  with pure hands she decks the tragi c  shrine , 

Exulting Ca ledonia sees her shine , 
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And cries , " the Maid inspired , and armed f l ower , are 
mine ! " 

Anne Bannerman , also a Scottish poet , published two 

vol umes of very conventiona l and conservative poetry 

{ 18 0 0  and 1 8 02 ) . She wrote "To Miss Baillie On the 

Publ icat ion of Her First Volume of P l ays on the 

Pas s ions . "  The poem begins by demonstrating Bannerman ' s  

reading of the works and pra is ing Ba i l lie ' s  l iterary 

ta l ent s . The last four l ines , however , point to the 

purpose of Bannerman ' s  pra i se : 

Then may these accents for their country c l a im 
The pride , the honour , of thy native name ; 
And with the voice of Fame del ighted J 01n 
To ha i l  the triumph of the sex -- in thine . 

Though she herse l f  was never to achieve lasti ng fame , she 

de l ighted in the success of a fel low woman and a f e l l ow 

Scot . 

Another woman poet who was inf luenced by Ba i l l ie was 

F e l i c i a  Hemans . The two ended up becoming 

correspondent s , and Hemans dedicated her best-known 

vo lume , Records of Woman , to Ba i l l ie . It i s  the hugely 

successful , and unquestionably feminine , poetess Hemans , 

and her contemporary Let itia Landon , whom I sha l l  d iscuss 

next , as I look at how those who who l ly subscribed to the 

construction of the " feminine poetess"  dealt with f ame . 



CHAPTER FIVE 

FELICIA HEMANS 

i Sweet Success 
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F e l icia Dorothea Browne Hemans was commerci a l ly the 

most successful Engl ish-language poet of the n ineteenth 

century ; indeed , she is commercial ly the most successfu l  

woman poet ever ( Cochran ) . When she died in 1 8 3 5 ,  at the 

age o f  4 1 ,  she had brought out 2 5  maj or pub l ications and 

col lect ions and contributed to numerous annua l s  and 

periodicals (Wordsworth , I ntroduction to Hemans ) .  The 

author of a prefatory memoir for an edit ion of her works 

wrote : "Her songs were set to mus ic , and sung in every 

home , and her volumes of poems were eagerly bought as 

they were issued from the press" ( Prefatory xvi ) . Such 

phenomenal success for a woman poet , however , did not 

c ome without a price . Fel icia Hemans demonstrated " the 

potent i a l ly devastating effects of the cultural  

construction o f  ideal femininity on a woman art i st "  

( Clarke 3 2 ) . 

Hemans f irst came to the attention of the publ ic a s  

F e l i c i a  Browne in 1808 , when she publ ished a quarto 

volume of her j uvenile verse at the age of fourteen . 

There were 9 7 8  subscribers to the volume , whi ch the 
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Adverti s ement acknowledged as owing its publ i cation to 

"the regard and partial ities of friendship , and to the 

hope that the poems may in some degree be rendered 

subservi ent to the earnest wish of the young authoress 

for int e l lectua l improvement" ( qtd . in Trinder 6 ) . The 

cr itical  response to this work was far from kind ( the 

Monthly Review commented that the verses conta ined " some 

erroneous and some pitiable l ines " ( qtd . in Hemans , Poems 

3 ) ) ,  caus ing Miss Browne to be taken i l l  for several 

days : " the young poetess was thus early initiated into 

the pains and peri ls attendant upon the career of an 

author • . .  " ( Hemans , Poems 3 ) . 

Though the harsh cr itic ism meted out to her f irst 

publ icat ion was never to be repeated , Hemans certa inly 

went on to feel the "pa ins and per i l s "  of authorship . 

The consequence of her commercial success was a fame and 

renown far surpass ing that of any woman poet who had 

preceded her . Whi le this  fame brought her some rewards 

- - money and contacts within the l iterary scene , for 

exampl e  -- it a lso thrust her into the publ ic eye . 

Hemans subscribed wholeheartedly to the role o f  the 

f eminine poetess but found that fame and femininity were 

at var iance . Her life and works fascinatingly testi fy to 

the confl ict between the public and private spheres that 

emerged for a successful woman poet at the end of the 

Romanti c  Period . 
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According to contemporary notions , Hemans was the 

idea l middle-class young lady (Tr inder 1 0 ) . Except for 

Latin l essons whi ch she received from the loca l 

c lergyman , Hemans was educated by her mother . She was 

competent at French , Ita l ian , Spanish , Portuguese , 

German , mus i c  and drawing . She read Shakespeare at the 

age of s ix ,  was renowned for her abi l ity to memorise , and 

composed poems f rom an early age ( Prefatory x i x )  . 

Unusua l ly for a wel l-known author , she led a sheltered 

existence , l iving in the l iterary isolation of rural  

Wales for most o f  her l ife ( she vis ited London only once , 

a s  a chi ld ,  but did not enj oy " its crowds and ga i ety" 

( Chorley 1 2 ) ) .  Her lifestyle led Hemans ' contemporary 

poetess Letitia Landon to comment : 

. . . Mrs Hemans was spared some of the keenest 
morti f ications of a l iterary career . She knew 
nothing of it as a profess ion which has to make its 
way through poverty , neglect , and obstac les : she 
l ived apart in a sma l l , affectionate circ l e  o f  
fr iends . ( qtd . in Hemans , Poems 63 2 )  

These c ircumstances nurtured her talents , and she was a 

prol i f ic poet , publishing regularly from 18 1 2  to 1 8 3 4 . 

Hemans '  prol i ficness meant that she covered a 

variety of themes , settings , and subj ects . A large 

proportion of her poetry revolves around the domestic 

a ffect ions , concerned with not only the love between 

woman and her mate , but the materna l bonds between mother 

and chi ld .  Most of her poems endorse the doctrine of 

s eparate spheres ,  showing women as purifying and 
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sustaining the domestic rea lm while men seek g l ory and 

nob l e  conquest in the pub l i c , for example "The Troubadour 

and Richard Coeur de Lion , " " The Death of Conrad in , " 

Songs o f  the Cid and The Vespers of Palermo ( Me l lor , 

Romanti c i sm 1 3 5 ) . The poems often , however , show the 

frag i l ity of the domest ic sphere , women ' s  pr ivate wor lds 

bei ng destroyed by the publ ic ambitions of men . Many of  

her women characters die in their pursuit of  domestic 

happiness , often a s  a consequence of men going i n  pursuit 

of amb i t i on , mil itary glory , and financ ial power (Mel lor , 

Romant i c i sm 1 2 4 ) . 

Another prominent feature of Hemans ' poetry is  her 

focus on imperia l i sm and m i l itary glory . Pol i tics was 

not an acceptable subj ect for a woman poet but Hemans 

managed to work and rework political themes by l inking 

them to the domestic affect ions . Throughout her career 

she wrote political poems behind the vei l  of domesticity , 

focusi ng on the trials of feminine affections ( Ross 2 8 5 ) . 

Even a s  a young girl she was aware of  her transgress ion 

into an  inappropriate sphere , but sought to j ustify 

herse l f . She wrote to an aunt in 1 8 08 : " [ M ) y whole heart 

and soul are interested for the gal lant patri ot s  [ of the 

Peninsul ar War ) , and though fema les are forbidden to 

interfere in pol it ics , yet as I have a dear , dear brother 

. . . on the scene of action , I may be allowed to fee l 

some a rdour" ( qtd . in Chorley 13 ) . As Gary Kel ly 

succinctly summarises , Hemans led the way for women to 
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move from themes o f  subj ect ivity and domesticity t o  the 

pub l i c  and pol itica l  by showing women to be the 

repos itory of national culture , but outs ide the pub l i c  

sphere ( " Revo lut i onary" 1 2 6 ) . 

In her poetry , Hemans explored the cosmopol itan 

mil i eu ( ironica l ly from the isolated sanctuary of Wa l es ) . 

She was a "modern" woman and cit i z en o f  an imper i a l  age , 

in whi ch the traditiona l ly lesser European languages were 

more useful than the classics ( Curran , "Women" 1 9 0-9 1 }  . 

Many o f  her poems are set in a variety of exot i c  

locations , m but the affections and emotions of the 

individuals  are always recogn isable as a shared humanity . 

Her themes are the excitement of distant lands and 

customs , cha l lenges that test the human spirit , the mora l  

nature of man and woman put · to tria l , and the values of 

heroism and compass ion inspired by rel igious a s surance 

{ Trinder 2 1 ) . Hemans always found comfort and strength 

in the promise of the after l ife , and so too did her 

characters . The overriding tone of her poetry was that 

of a weary melancholy with things earthly , but hope for 

better things in the next world . " Evening Prayer at a 

Girls ' School , "  "The Graves of Martyrs , "  and "To My own 

Portra it"  a l l  d i splay her fa ith in the afterl i f e . 

3�emans ' Mediterranean themes and settings are examined in 
impress ive deta i l  i n  Nanora Sweet ' s  dissertation The Bowl of 
L iberty:  Fe l icia Hemans and the Romantic Med iterranean 
( Univers i ty of Michigan , 199 3 ) . 



Her settings , themes , and tone were extreme ly 

popular with the reading publ ic , and her poet ic ski l l s  

were admired by the critics . In 1 8 1 9  Hemans won a 
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national compet ition with her poem Wal lace ' s  I nvocat ion 

to Bruce , defeating such notable competitors as James 

Hogg . ( Hogg was gracious in defeat , admitting her poem 

was " greatly super ior both in elegance of thought and 

composition . Had I been constituted the j udge mysel f ,  I 

would have given hers the preference by many degree s "  

( qtd . i n  Trinder 1 9 ) . )  By 1 8 2 0 ,  the year after the 

fai lure of her marriage , Hemans was j udged to have 

" arrived'' on the l iterary scene (Trinder 2 6 )  . She was 

both a popular and cr itica l success , and dur ing the 1 8 2 0 s  

her reputation continued t o  grow , peaking i n  1 8 2 8  with 

the publ ication of Records of Woman . 

The critics loved Hemans , and her career benef ited 

from the support she had from the mal e  Establ ishment i n  

Reginald Heber , Henry Milman , and W i l l iam G i ff ord , a l l  

Tory paterna l i sts of the Quarter ly Review { Cochran ) . The 

reviewers were effus ive in their pra i se . The Edinburgh 

Monthly Review gave this  glowing account on publ icat ion 

of The Scept i c  in 182 0 :  

The verses of Mrs Hemans appear the spontaneous 
o ffspring of intense and nobl e  feel ing , governed by 
a clear understanding , and fashioned i nto elegance 
by an exquisite del icacy and precis ion of taste . 
With more than the forces of many of her mascul ine 
competitors , she never ceases to be strictly 
feminine in the whole current of her thought and 
feel ing , nor approaches by any chance the verge of 
that free and intrepid course o f  speculation , of 
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whi ch the boldness is more conspicuous than the 
w i sdom , but into which some of the most remarkable 
among the f emale l iterati of our t imes have freely 
and fearlessly plunged . She has . . . made a choi ce 
o f  a subj ect of which it  would have been very 
d i f fi cult to have reconci led the treatment , in the 
hands of some fema le authors , to the del icacy whi ch 
be longs to the sex , and the tenderness and 
enthus iasm which form its f inest characteri stics . 
( qtd . in Hemans , Poems 1 1 4 ) 

Blackwood ' s  Magaz ine in December 1 8 2 6  said of  Hemans : 

Of  a l l  the female poets of the day , Mrs Hemans is , 
i n  the best sense of the word , the most truly 
f eminine -- no false g l itter about her -- no 
ostentatious display -- no gaudy and j ingl ing 
ornaments -- but , as an Eng l i sh matron ought to be , 
s imple , sedate , cheerful , elegant , and re l igious . 
( qtd . in Hemans , Poems 3 7 2 } 

Sim i larly , Lord Jeffrey of the Edinburgh Revi ew wrote i n  

18 2 9  o f  The Forest Sanctuary :  

I f  taste and elegance be titles to enduri ng fame , we 
might venture securely to promise that r ich boon to 
the author before us , who adds to those great merits 
a tenderness and loftiness of feel ing , and an 
ethereal pur ity of sentiment , which could only 
emanate f rom the soul of a woman . ( qtd . in Hemans , 
Poems 3 3 7 } 

Hemans ' success spanned both s ides of the Atlant i c ; 

indeed , many o f  her most ardent admirers were Ameri can . 

The American l iterary luminary , and Hemans ' American 

editor , Andrews Norton wrote of her poems : " [ I ] n  what 

part of the United States are they not known? So genera l 

has been the attention to  those of  her pieces adapted to 

the purposes of a newspaper , we hardly fear to  assert , 

that throughout a great part of  thi s  country there i s  not 
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a fam i ly of the middl ing c lass , in whi ch some o f  them 

have not been read" (qtd . in Cochran ) . As Blackwood ' s  

Maga z i ne noted a fter her death in 1 8 3 5 ,  her " pre-eminence 

has been acknow ledged , not only in her own land , but 

wherever the Eng l i sh tongue is spoken . . .  " ( qtd . i n  

Hemans , Poems 6 3 0 ) . 

i i  Publ i c  versus Private 

What was the key to Hemans ' popularity with reader 

and critic al ike? Marlon Ross suggests that Hemans ' 

success rested with her abi l ity " to write poetry without 

d isturbing the harmony between the sexes " ( 2 4 0 ) . Anne 

Mel lor fol lows the same l ine of thought , exp l a in ing that 

Hemans constructed herself as " the i con of f ema l e  

domest icity , the embodiment o f  the ' cult o f  true 

womanhood ' "  ( Romanticism 1 2 3 ) . Norma Clarke sees Hemans ' 

abi l i ty " to fuse her poetry with the images o f  the poet 

that [ the pub l ic ] des ired" as bei ng the source of her 

popularity ( 8 8 ) . By be ing undeniably , unquestionably 

f em i nine in her very pub l ic , and therefore potent i a l ly 

unf eminine ( mascul ine ) , role as a publ ishing poet , she 

could be perceived as successful as both woman and poet . 

Certa inly , as can be seen from the excerpts above , 

the reviewers constantly emphas ised Hemans ' unfa i l i ng 

f em ininity . The practica l hardship involved in writing 
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poems was ignored ; part o f  the womanl iness o f  her poetry 

was the effortl essness and invisibil ity of wr iting 

( Leighton 2 8 -2 9 ) . Clarke explains that because thi s  was 

a t ime when poetry was going through a period o f  

uncerta i nty , discuss ion of the nature o f  the poet often 

preceded any review of an actua l work ( 8 1 ) . Ross 

examines thi s  phenomenon , looking at severa l reviews of 

Hemans ' work ( 2 3 3 -4 3 ) . As a poetess Hemans was taken 

serious ly and h ighly ranked by reviewers , but d i f f erently 

than a poet would have been . The character of the 

poetess is conf l ated with the worth of the poetry , and 

she i s  j udged on the bas i s  of her womanly virtues ( Ross 

2 3 6 ) . The critics never found her femininity wanti ng . 

The success of her l iterary career was not , however , 

para l le led by success in her pr ivate l i fe . I n  1 8 1 2  

Fel ic ia had marr ied Captain Hemans ,  an army o f f icer some 

years her senior . Seven years , f ive chi ldren , and s i x  

maj or poetic publ ications later , Captain Hemans left 

Britain for Italy , ostens ibly for reasons of hea lth ; he 

never saw his wife again . 

The reasons why Hemans ' marriage disintegrated have 

never been clearly established . It  was a topi c  that was 

largely avoided by Hemans hersel f , and her protective 

friends . Var i ous scholars point to various reasons , 

including incompatibi l ity of age and temperament ( Tr inder 

1 4 ) , Captain Hemans ' ego ' s  being a f fronted by h i s  w i fe ' s  
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earni ng power ( Cochran ) , and Hemans ' preferring to fol low 

her poetic career than accompany h im to Italy ( Clarke 4 5 ; 

Leighton 1 9 ) . Whatever the reasons ( most probably a 

combi nation of those above ) , the breakdown of her 

marri age had a lasting effect on the poet , both 

pract ical ly and emotiona l ly .  

Practica l ly ,  the Capta in ' s  desertion of h i s  wife and 

fami l y  resulted in her becoming the sole means of income 

for herself and their five sons . However , it a lso meant 

cont i nued securi ty of res idence in the materna l fold , a s  

she and her boys l ived with her much-beloved mother i n  

Wal e s . ( Her father had also deserted the domestic 

doma i n ,  leaving Britain for Canada when Hemans was a 

chi l d . )  The marriage col lapse disadvantaged Hemans in 

that it  put pressure on her to earn from her poetry , but 

it was advantageous in that it rel ieved her from the 

burden of the everyday drudgery of running a household , 

a l low ing her to focus on her poetic career . 

Hemans never public ly compla ined of her husband , and 

even to her dearest friends rarely spoke of the f a i lure 

of her marriage (Hall  3 6 4 ) , but it is known that she 

cons idered the separation a tragedy . Hemans was aware 

that her conti nual poetic endorsement of a woman ' s  

primary love for and devotion to her mate stood in stark 

contrast to her own l ife (Mel lor , Romant icism 1 3 4 ) . She 

agonised over this unresolvable contradiction . Mel lor 



2 5 5  

states : " I n  publ ic , Hemans reconc i led the tens ion between 

her poetic commitment to the domestic realm and her 

f a i l ed marr i age by adopting the congenial pos ition of the 

pat iently suffering , neglected wife" (Romanticism 1 3 4 ) . 

Peopl e  refra ined from discuss ing Hemans ' private l i f e , 

even after her death , but this merely inscribed her 

further into the role of the feminine poetess ; her 

" de l icate c ircumstances " meant part of her was a lways to 

rema in unspoken (Mel lor , Romanticism 13 5 ) . " She , who 

could from her popularity and fame as a writer have won 

the sympathy of a l l  of England for her wrongs , was s i l ent 

. " wrote one memoirist ( Prefatory xxi ) . Hemans ' 

s i l ence was cons istent with her acceptance of the role of 

the feminine poetess . 

i i i  "Mrs Hemans " 

Hemans , and Letitia Landon a fter her , chose to 

inhabit the hegemonic construction of the idea l woman 

( Me l lor , Romanticism 107 ) . Hemans adopted , deve loped , 

and conscious ly proj ected a persona fit for pub l i c  

consumpt ion , that o f  the feminine poetess .  The rea l ity 

of her own l i fe was c learly unsuitable for an icon of 

female domest icity . Who would accept a separated woman , 

unburdened by domestic chores , wr iting ful l-time for 

money , as a paragon of femininity? Instead of the actua l 

deta i ls of Felicia Hemans ' l i fe , the myth of the holy and 



2 5 6  

sweet "Mrs Hemans " was fostered ( Le ighton 8 ) . The 

constructed image was of a melancholy , del icate ly 

suffering ,  neglected authoress ,  devoted to hearth and 

home . (The potentia l ly damaging counter- image of the 

ambit ious author who sacri f iced her marriage for her 

career was never al lowed to deve lop . )  "Mrs Hemans" was 

both a del iberate sel f-proj ection on Hemans ' part and an 

i nventi on of an age that needed it ( Leighton 8 )  . 

Hemans ' persona differed from the personae that 

Char l otte Smith and Mary Robinson had used duri ng the 

1 7 9 0 s .  Whereas Smith and Robinson had selected certain 

appropriate details  of  their l i fe to be revea l ed to the 

pub l i c  as a kind of market ing ploy , "Mrs Hemans " was 

a lmost as much a fantasy of  the poetess as a facade . 

Hemans was a product of her age : at one level she wanted 

to be the image that she constructed for the publ ic . 

Judging from her comments in prose and poetry , she 

idea l ly would have l iked to have been able to combine her 

poet ic career with her marriage , and have the best of 

both the pub l i c  and private worlds . However , because o f  

the f a i lure of  her marr iage and the extent of  her f ame , 

she worried about how others would perce ive her , 

particularly i f  they knew the truth about her domest i c  

circumstances . She wanted to be perceived as a holy and 

sweet model of  domestic propriety but was acutely aware 

that her own l ife was at odds with this image . Smith a nd 

Robinson were largely in control of  the images that they 
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proj ected ; Hemans seems as much control led by the 

dominant ideology as control l ing of it . The tensions 

that result from her struggle with the conf l ict between 

ideo l ogy and l ived experience are evident in her poetry , 

parti cularly the poems that deal with fame and the woman 

art i st .  

Neverthe less , the construct ion of the persona of  Mrs 

Hemans was extremely effective at one level : the critics 

and her readers were entirely convinced that she had 

managed to combine the roles of feminine woman and 

poetess . Although weary melancholy was the style 

responsible for her large fol lowing , particularly among 

women readers ,  Hemans ' earl ier poems show a wit and 

humour that suggest that the mournful tone of her pub l i c  

regi ster (made fashionable by the annual s )  was not 

necessari ly her natural one , but rather part of her image 

( Le ighton 1 1 )  . 31 In her early volume The Domestic 

Affections and Other Poems ( 18 12 ) , severa l p layfu l , 

humorous poems feature ( " Epitaph on Mr w-- , A Celebrated 

Minera logist"  and " Epitaph on the Hammer of the Aforesa id 

Mineralogist " ) . Chorley comments that Hemans ' forays 

into humorous verse were often destroyed after 

composit ion and that they were certainly not intended for 

publ ication ( 2 0 ) . The editor of  her Poems a lso remarks , 

31Thi s  is very simi lar to Charlotte Smith ' s  adoption o f  a 
melancholy voice in her sonnets , whi le her sister asserted that 
she was natural ly vivacious . Indeed there are many para l l e l s  
between Smith and Hemans in terms of  their pub l i c  images , as 
there are between Mary Robinson and Let itia Landon . 
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o f  another l ight poem , "The Fever Dream , " that her 

l ivelier ef fusions " she never wrote with any other view 

than the momentary amusement of her own immediate c ircle"  

( 1 3 9 ) . Humour and l ivel iness were not desirable 

attributes for a sweet and holy domestic woman poet . 

As I have discussed in ear l i er chapters , the woman 

author and her text were often seen as congruent dur ing 

the period . Poetry in particu lar was seen as the 

spontaneous effus ion of a woman ' s  emotions . Careful 

thought and hard work were not considered components of 

women ' s  poetry ; rather , poetry was cons idered a f low of 

feminine instinct onto the page , the natura l extens ion of 

equal ly effortless duty in the home ( Le ighton 2 9 ) . The 

concept of the poetess was imbued with Rousseau - l ike 

qua l it ies , her compositions supposedly unaffected by 

premeditation ( Berl iner 7 0 ) . The woman poet had t o  

ma inta in thi s  i l lus ion in order not t o  offend , reassuring 

a l l  that she was not a poet but a contented angel o f  the 

hearth . Hemans was hugely successful at this and her 

emphasised sa int l iness of character became a l i terary 

va lue for a l l  women ( Leighton 2 7 ) . 

Becaus e  of thi s  supposed congruency between text and 

author , the woman poet was often identi f ied with the 

speakers o f  her poems . Whereas the ear l ier poets l ike 

Smith and Robinson had exploited this  by us ing the 

detai ls of their own l ives to foster their causes and 
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attract readers , the feminine poetesses distanced their 

l ives from their writing ,  aware of the disjunction 

between fantasy and real ity . The autobiographical " I "  i s  

general ly absent from the works o f  Fel ic i a  Hemans . The 

" I "  that does feature in her poetry is the " I "  of the 

mythical Mrs Hemans . There are no poems in the f irst 

person on how she feels about her poetici sing , her 

husband ' s  desertion , her abandonment by her father , or 

her fame . There are , however , poems on her mother , her 

attachment to her home in Wales , and spec ific occasions 

in her l i fe ( such as moving house) : it is  only those 

a spects of her l i fe that accord with the image of the 

f eminine poetess that appear in her poetry . Hemans 

character istica l ly di sguises the more persona l 

autobiographica l aspects of her poems by ending them with 

public advice . She continued the tradition that began 

with More and Barbauld in which the woman poet is seen a s  

the " conscience of culture" ( Le ighton 2 7 ) . Behind 

Hemans ' sentimenta l i sm is an ethica l and rel igious 

purpose ; l ike Bai l l ie she bel i eved that her writ ing 

should have a mora l function ( Ber liner 3 1 ) . 

Hemans ' l iterary success suggests that she was 

astute at catering to the tastes of the market , winning 

over ma le and female readers a l ike . F i nancial necess ity 

seems to have been responsible for her prol i f icness but 

there i s  l ittle doubt that Hemans cons idered poetry to be 

her vocation . Yet , as for a l l  the woman poets , there was 
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some trepidat ion for her in presenting her work t o  the 

pub l ic . Not surpri s ingly , cons idering the discrepancy 

between her own l ife  and the persona of the feminine 

poetess , Hemans was deeply concerned with how the pub l i c  

would perceive her . She knew that in submitting her work 

for publication she was offering herself for pub l i c  

scrutiny . To some extent Hemans was protected by her 

geographica l isolation and the feminine space she had 

ensconced herself in . Her mother and s i ster were her 

audience and fame was acceptable as long as it was shared 

and reflected , bringing pleasure to her family . 

Unref lected fame was improper and destructive ( Ross 2 9 7 ) . 

"The pleasure of fame to woman must ever be ref lected , 

such at least is my feel ing of i t , " wrote Hemans to Mary 

Howitt ( qtd . in Chorley 99 ) . I n  a letter to Mary Russe l l  

Mitford she re iterated that sentiment : " I  am sure that 

you wi l l  agree with me , that fame can only afford 

ref lected del ight to a woman" ( qtd . in Chor ley 6 5 ) . 

Sharing her fame was a way of def lecting the pub l i c  

g l are from herself . 32 For Hemans the c lose family that 

surrounded her eased the burden of her fame . Like the 

homes of her poems , her own home had been affected by 

ma le part i cipation in the pub l ic sphere . Her father ' s  

32This seems to para l lel the early generation of women poets 
(More , Barbauld , etc . ) ,  who had modestly def lected their 
celebrity in their prefaces and poems . The maj or d i f f erence , I 
think , is that whi le the early poets did so mostly because it  was 
expected of them ( they were not necessari ly sincere ) , Hemans did 
so because it was necessary to protect her own sel f - image . 
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f inanci a l  fai lures had caused her family to move from 

L iverpool to Wa les when she was only s i x , and he had 

l ater left the fami ly to go to Quebec ( Le ighton 9 ) . 

Hemans seems to have coped with desertion by the men in 

her l i fe by forming strong bonds with the rest of her 

f ami ly , her mother in particular . Many criti cs h ighl ight 

the importance of Hemans ' mother to her poetry and to her 

l i fe ,  including Mel lor , Trinder , Leighton and Ros s . All  

commentators on Hemans note that her mother ' s  death in 

1 8 2 7  was a turning point in her l ife and career , a blow 

f rom whi ch she never ful ly recovered . After Mrs Browne ' s  

death , Hemans ( then 3 4 )  said : " How hol l ow sounds the 

voice of fame to an orphan ! "  ( qtd . in Chorley 9 6 ) . Her 

s i ster ' s  marriage soon fol lowed , causing Hemans to 

comment : "O how many deaths there are in the world for 

the a ffect ions ! "  ( qtd . in Chorley 6 1 ) . Hemans tried to 

replace the closeness of her fami ly with fema le friends ; 

from 18 2 7  she corresponded with Joanna Bai l l ie ,  Anne 

Grant , Mary Mitford , Carol ine Bowles , Mary Howitt , and 

Maria Jane Jewsbury ( Hemans , Poems x i ) . 

The disintegration of Hemans ' domestic c ircle meant 

that her f ame became more and more of a burden for her . 

The private letters published after her death attest to 

the negat ive aspects of her fame : " ·  . •  I feel so alone , 

so unprotected ; and this  weary celebrity makes such 

things , I bel ieve , press the more bitterly" ( qtd . in 

Chorley 1 3 1 ) . The loss of Hemans ' feminine space through 
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her mother ' s  death and sister ' s  marriage threatened her 

health a nd her poetic capacity as her poetry was an  

extens i on of that space ( Ross 297 ) . Hemans repeatedly 

said she was only able to bear fame because of  the 

protect ion her fam i ly offered . She did not want her 

poet i c i s ing to threaten her status as a feminine woman 

( " Peop l e  rea l ly do take me for a sort o f  literary ogress 

. . .  " ( qtd . in Chorley 107 ) ) ,  and she shrank f rom publ i c  

attent ion . Her fam i ly had been a means of con f irm ing her 

as an ordinary , feminine woman . In the eyes of  the 

publ i c ,  however , she was not ordinary , and was revered 

and sometimes even feared . " I  appear to be regarded as 

rather a ' curious thing ' . . .  I should be strongly 

tempted to  do something very strange amongst them , in 

order to ful f i l  the ideas I imagine they entert a i n  of 

that a ltogether foreign monster , a Poetess . . .  " ( qtd . 

in Chor ley 2 4 1- 4 2 ) .  

Thi s  is not to suggest that Hemans found a l l  aspects 

of  her fame burdensome : she certa inly seems to have 

enj oyed the intel lectual stimulation of  the prestigious 

l iterary friends she won , and to have va lued the 

f inanci a l  success that accompanied her celebr i ty . It  was 

the interest of " the public"  and the scrutiny of  her 

private l ife that Hemans found difficu lt to cope with , 

because they might have led to her persona be ing exposed 

as a f ictiona l construction , and they also intens i f i ed 

her perception of  herself as aberrant . 



iv Feminine Fame 

The feminine poetess was required to abj ure 

amb i tion ; fame from her poetry was supposed to be the 

natural consequence of her spontaneous effus ions of 

womanl iness . (The paradox that the author had to make 
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the decis ion t o  publ i sh ,  and therefore send her most 

private feminine feel ings into the public sphere , seems 

to have been ignored by her contemporar ies as long as she 

was perceived as subscr ibing whol ly to the ideology o f  

the feminine . )  Hemans and her admirers were keen to 

establish that she was not an ambitious writer . I n  h i s  

b i ography , Chorley asserts that Hemans ' poems were 

" unsull ied by any base a l loy of ambition" ( 5 6 ) . He 

idea l ises Hemans as " seeking rather sympathy than pra ise"  

( Chorley 57 ) . As an ideal woman she could not , of 

course , demonstrate any desire for fame . Hemans was 

a lways anxious about how she would be perce ived , and 

worked hard at convincing herse l f  and her audience that 

she was a true " feminine poetess . "  

One anecdote which suggests how sensitive Hemans was 

to public perception of her is her decis ion regardi ng the 

dedication of the poem The Scept ic . Her friend and 

l it erary advisor Reginald Heber had suggested that she 

dedicate the poem to Will iam Gif ford , the editor of the 

Quarterly Review . Hemans did not take h is advice , 

however , a s  according to Chorl ey she "was a fterwards 
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deterred from putt ing it into execution , by a fear that 

it might be construed into a manoeuvre to propitiate the 

good graces of the Quarterly Review ; and from the 

s l ightest approach to any such mode of propitiation , her 

sens i tive nature recoi led with almost fastidious 

del i cacy" (qtd . in Trinder 2 7 ) . Hemans ' construction of 

herse l f  as unambitious was so successful that even 1 5 0  

years after her death , Trinder felt able to write : " She 

was a facile writer of verse rather than an ambitious 

poet" ( 5 0 ) . 

Hemans ' fear about how others would perce ive her was 

certa inly not groundless . In 183 0 ,  she vis ited the 

Wordsworth household . She was at the height of her 

career , used to being the centre of attention , and 

apparently ta lked much duri ng her stay . Wordsworth 

himse l f  was impressed by her inte l l ect , according to 

Chorl ey ' s  memoirs . The two poets both disagreed with 

Moore ' s  assessment in his biography of Byron that genius 

was unfit for domestic happiness ( Chorley 17 5 ) ; 

Wordsworth ' s  c ircumstances supported the ir theory but 

Hemans ' hardly did . It is  worth noting ,  however , that h e  

was shocked a t  her lack of knowledge of things domesti c  

( Clarke 65 ) . He had expected the poet to be the domest i c  

Mrs Hemans o f  her poetry , i l lustrati ng how successful the 

construction of her public persona was . When she d i ed , 

Wordsworth wrote of her pass ing , without having to name 

her : 



Mourn rather for that holy spirit , 
Sweet a s  the spring , as ocean deep , 
For her who , ere her summer faded , 
Has sunk into a breathless s l eep . 
( from " Extempore E f fus ion upon the Death of James 
Hogg " } 
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The women o f  the Wordsworth household , however , were not 

so enamoured of Hemans . Sara Hutchinson said she was 

" spoilt  by the adulation of ' the world ' "  and found her 

" a ffectat ion . . . perfectly unendurable" ( qtd . in Clarke 

6 4 } . Hutchi nson also made a disda inful comment regarding 

Hemans ' fame , saying that a Miss Hami lton wrote " ten 

t imes better poetry than Mrs Hemans but would be shocked 

if she thought the world should ever know she had written 

a l ine" ( qtd . in Clarke 74 } . Such a comment i l lustrates 

that it is not writing that threatens a woman ' s  

feminin ity , but the wor ldly success that comes from 

publ i shing . 

Whi le Hemans may have unconscious ly conveyed her 

worldly success at times , she also worked at presenti ng 

her se l f  as unambitious of fame . As noted ear l i er , Clarke 

persuas ively argues that bemoaning the l i fe of a femal e  

writer was a lmost a r itual : i t  was a way of disclaiming 

authority at the very moment of claiming it through 

publ ication , a way of being weak at the point of strength 

( 2 9 } . Hemans constantly complained of the rewards of her 

authorship : " I  wish I could give you the least idea o f  

what kindness i s  t o  m e  -- how much more , how far dearer 

than fame" ( qtd . in Chor ley 8 7 }  . Compla ining about f ame 
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assured her friends , her pub l ic , and herself that she was 

a true feminine poetess , not an ambitious author 

reve l l i ng in her success . Clarke a l so suggests that the 

networks of femal e  writers may have ironica l ly endorsed 

women into the role of feminine poetess . Many women 

writers suffered some degree of uncertainty about their 

own f emininity in the face of public success , and wrote 

to one another for assurance that they were indeed 

feminine ( C larke 8 1 )  . The letters of Hemans ' that 

Chorley prints seem to support both these arguments .  

Heman s  used her writing both to sustain the image she had 

constructed and to reassure hersel f that she was indeed 

close to that image . 

Fear not any danger for me in the adulat ion which 
surrounds me . . . .  Of a l l  thi ngs , never may I 
become that despicable thing , a woman l iv ing upon 
admiration ! The vi l lage matron , tidying up for her 
husband and chi ldren at evening , is far , far more 
enviable and respectable . . .. 

wrote Hemans in a letter to fel low author Mary Russe l l  

Mitford ( qtd . i n  Clarke 5 0 ) . Hemans emphasised that she 

drew emotional satisfact ion from her domest i c  setting and 

f e lt better " formed for ( the family ' s ) quiet happiness ,  

than for the weary part of femme cel ebre which I am now 

enacti ng" ( qtd . in Clarke 4 7 ) . Agai n  to Mary Rus se l l  

Mitford , Hemans wrote : " there i s  n o  enj oyment t o  compare 

with the happiness of gladdening hearth and home for 

others -- it is  woman ' s  own true sphere" ( qtd . in Mel lor , 

Romanticism 1 2 3 ) . For Hemans to have enj oyed the rewards 



of her fame m ight have suggested that she had 

del iberate ly set out to achieve it , contradicting her 

image and the message of her poetry ( Clarke 5 0 ) . 
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Fame had its advantages , but there were aspects of 

renown that were undesirable , namely those that 

h ighl ighted the contradictory nature of Hemans ' pub l i c  

image and her private l ife . She was sought out as a 

tourist attraction : people trave l led across the Atlantic 

to meet her . Chorley records how " ( s ] ome came merely to 

stare at the strange poetess ; others to pay proper 

neighborly morning ca l l s , and d iscuss household matters . 

Great was their surpr ise at f inding that she was not 

ready with an answer on these important topics" (8 8 ) . 

That people expected their be loved poetess to be able to 

g ive household advice shows how convincing her image as 

the icon of domesticity was ( Ross 2 5 3 ) . The ir surprise 

a t  her lack of knowledge must have only served to remind 

Hemans of the disjunction between her image and hers e l f . 

In the later years of her career , Hernans resented 

the increas i ngly frequent invas i ons of her privacy by her 

devoted fans . Hemans '  letters speak of the interruptions 

of touri st s  seeking her out , " the Albumean persecut i on , " 

and a storm of ma i l  ( Chorley 8 9 ) . The inundati on was 

overwhelming . Such a multitude of vis itors i l lustrates 

the contradictory nature of a society that bel i eved fame 

and publici ty were bad for women but sti l l  sought and 
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i nvaded the privacy of the woman writer ( Ross 2 5 2 -5 3 ) . 

Ross notes that though at times Hemans expressed fear 

that she was perceived as a monster ( see quotation from 

Hemans above ) , on other occas ions she felt it was the 

public who were monstrous and who threatened her 

f emininity : "That monster known by the name of the People 

i s  tormenti ng me . • .  " ( qtd . in Ross 2 5 3 ; Chorl ey 2 04 ) . 

W i l l iam Howitt tells how Hemans attempted to escape 

to the Lake District for peace and quiet , but 

it  was a great mistake to suppose that a woman of 
any reputation could escape the inroads of the 
Tour ist Vandals so near Ambles ide , and Lowood . I f  
anyone wants t o  set up for a l ion or lioness , let 
h im or her go and take a cottage in the Lake country 

. . . • a l iterary creature is a fascinat ing monster 

. . . I f  I heard of a l iterary person settl ing at 
the Lakes , I should at once say , that person i s  
anxious to be l ionized . But this  was not the case 
w ith Mrs Hemans . To avoid all notor iety , she never , 
a fter her reputation was spread , would visit London ; 
she sought for peace . . . { 2 : 1 1 6 ) n 

Even as l ate as 18 4 7 , Howitt wrote that Hemans ' house of 

birth in Liverpool was " st i l l  pointed out to strangers " 

( 2 : 1 0 5 ) . 

Despite her distaste for coming face to face w ith 

her publ i c , Hemans still  wanted to be a successful poet . 

Though the feminine poetess was not supposed to be 

33Though sceptics could argue that she del iberate ly set 
herse l f  up for " a  l ioness , "  she left Liverpool to avoid the c ity 
and its  hordes of admirers , and chose the Lake Distr i ct because 
of her health , the rura l setting , and the benef it to her sons ( W .  
Howitt 2 :  1 1 5 - 17 ) . Proximity t o  her favourite poet , Wordsworth , 
may a l so have inf luenced her decision.  
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ambitious , in her fina l years Hemans admitted her 

l iterary aspirations . Writing to a close fema le friend , 

she s a id : 

I t  has ever been one of my regrets that the constant 
necess ity of providing sums of money to meet the 
exigencies of the boys ' education has obl iged me to 
waste my mind in what I cons ider mere desultory 
effus ions : 

Pouring myself away , 
As a wild bird , amidst the fol i age , tunes 
That which within him thr i l ls , and beats , and 

burns , 
Into a fleeting lay . 

My wish ever was to concentrate a l l  my mental energy 
in the product ion of some more noble and comp lete 
work , something of pure and holy excel lence which 
might permanent ly take its p lace as the work of a 
British poetess . . . a greater freedom from those 
cares , o f  which I have been obl iged to bear up under 
the whole respons ibi lity , may do much to restore me 
. . .  I feel the powers of my mind in ful l  matur ity . 
( qtd . in w .  Howitt 2 :  12 0 )  

Th i s  quotat ion threatens the myth o f  the feminine 

poetess . Not only does she portray her poet icis ing a s  

hard work done for financial need , she also d i sparages 

the critica l ly valued " desultory ef fus ions " of the 

poetess , in favour of a remarkably mascul ine-sounding 

" nobl e  and complete" work . The h int of compl aint about 

her deserting husband contradicts her s i lent ly suf feri ng 

persona . Also at odds with the ideal poetes s  is the 

des ire for f ame , the des ire to produce a work that has a 

permanent p l ace in l iterary history . Perhaps the only 

a spect of the quotat ion that saves Hemans ' image is  her 

des i re to produce a " pure and holy" work fit  for a 

British poetess , rather than a British poet . 
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The frag i l ity o f  Hemans ' persona was further 

emphas ised after her death . Her friend Henry Fothergi l l  

Chorley qui ck ly put together h i s  Memorials , containi ng 

l arge portions of Hemans ' ( edited ) correspondence , even 

though , on her deathbed , Hemans had asked that her 

l etters not be publ i shed ( Berl iner 1 3 4 ) . Chor ley focused 

on Hemans ' poeticis ing , saying that " the woman and the 

poetess were in her too inseparably united to admit o f  

their being considered apart from each other " ( 2 7 2 ) . 

Chorley presented Mrs Hemans as a dedicated and feel ing 

poetess but Hemans ' s i ster , Harr iet Owen , felt h i s  

depiction o f  her threatened the poet ' s  femininity . For 

examp l e , from the letters that Chorley prints it i s  clear 

that Hemans did not appreciate the attention of her fans . 

She comments often quite sarcastica l ly on the ir visits , 

r id icul ing them for their expectations of a fema le poet 

( Ross 2 5 2 ) . These letters undermine her fragi l e  pos ition 

a s  a femin ine poetess ,  displaying as they do the 

unsuitable characteristics of wit and ingratitude . 

Chorley tried to offset these anecdotes with others that 

rendered h i s  subj ect suitable for the t it le of feminine 

poetess . For example , he relates how she tore out pages 

from books that offended her del icacy , and never read the 

l i fe of Byron because she was so shocked by the excerpts 

that appeared in the periodica l s  ( Chorl ey 1 3 5 ) . 

Owen modif ied Chorley ' s  depiction of Hemans w ith 

her own memoir . She wrote : " Perhaps there never was an 



i nd ividual who would have shrunk more sens itive ly from 

the idea of  being made the subj ect of  a biographical  

memoir , than she ( of ]  whom , by a strange fatal ity , so  

many imperfect notices have been given to the worl d "  
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( qtd . in Ross 2 5 1 )  . Ross demonstrates that owen tr i ed to 

restore the image of  Hemans as a mother devoted to her 

chi ldren and her God . She tried to stress Hemans ' 

femininity over her career as a poetess , suppress ing the 

details that show Hemans ' wit and her distaste for her 

household duties . One key point that Owen rewrote 

concerned Hemans ' marr iage fai lure . Chorley had s a id : 

"Mrs Hemans , whose l iterary pursuits rendered it 

advisable for her not to leave England , rema ined w ith her 

f am i ly" ( 1 8 ) . The comment threatens Hemans ' persona as 

i t  indicates she put her public role before her private 

ro le . Owen , in contrast , emphas ised that the educat ion 

of  her chi ldren and her devotion to her mother , a s  wel l  

a s  her poetical career , led t o  her staying i n  Engl and , 

thus stress i ng Hemans ' maternal and f i l ial duties ( Ross 

2 5 2 ) . Paradoxica l ly ,  to do this Owen had to reve a l  more 

about her s ister , printing more of her letters and 

br inging more attent ion to her private l ife . Thi s  only 

emphas ised her famousness and therefore her abnorma l ity 

( Ross 2 5 1 )  . In death , even more than in l i fe , Hemans 

became part of the public discourse . 



2 7 2  

i v  Hemans ' Poetry 

Though Hemans appeared to balance her role as a 

woman and her role as a poetess pub l icly , by profess ing 

her a bhorrence of fame and endors ing the domestic duties 

of women , privately she knew that she was far from the 

ideal woman she promoted in her poetry . Her fear was 

that others would discover her charade . With the 

con f l ict between her public image and private l i f e  be ing 

a s ource of anxiety for Hemans , it is perhaps surpri s ing 

that fame , a subj ect that j eopardised a woman ' s  

femin inity , features so frequent ly in her work . One 

woul d  have e xpected Hemans to avoid dea l ing with a top i c  

that threatened the constructed image o f  herself (much as 

More and Barbauld had done ear l ier in the period) . 

I n  the early part of her career , particularly before 

her mother ' s  death , the subj ect of fame appeared aga in 

and aga in in her poetry , but it was predominantly 

associated w ith men and mil itary glory . Warrior a fter 

warri or , soldier after soldier , earned hims e l f  the r ight 

to glory and praise . Thi s  is particularly the case in 

the early volumes of Hemans ' career such as Ta les and 

H istoric Scenes , Songs of the Cid , and Greek Songs . 

Aga i n , thi s  cal ls to mind the 1 7 7 0s and 17 8 0 s . The 

earl i er women poets , such as Seward , had a l so ment ioned 

fame primar i ly in relation to men . Hemans was perhaps 

reviving a technique that al lowed a woman to write of a 
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subj ect thought inappropriate for her gender , a technique 

tha t  was also a means for vicarious ly express ing a 

woman ' s  own des ire for fame . In Hemans ' early writ i ng , 

fame and fema le were rarely l inked . Occas iona l ly i n  her 

j uvenile verses , such as "To My Mother , "  she wou ld 

br i e f ly touch on the subj ect in an uncharacteristica l ly 

personal way : 

And oh ! i f  e ' er I s igh ' d  to claim 
The palm , the l iving palm o f  fame , 
The glowing wreath of praise ; 
If  e ' er I wish ' d  the gl ittering stores 
That Fortune on her favour ite pours ; 
' Twas but that wealth and fame , i f  mine , 
Round thee with streaming rays might shine , 
And g i ld thy sun-br ight days ! 

Yet not that splendour , pomp , and power 
Might then irradiate every hour ; 
For these , my mother ! wel l  I know , 
On thee no raptures could bestow ; -­

But could thy bounty , warm and kind , 
Be , l ike thy wishes , unconf ined ,  
And f a l l  as manna from the skies , 
And bid a tra in of bless ings rise , 
Di ffus i ng j oy and peace . . . 

This  is an example of the acceptable kind of fame that 

Ross discusses : ref lected and shared fame . The 

cond itiona l " i f "  keeps her des ire for fame hypothetical  

a nd , if  she did yearn for fame , it would only be  t o  bring 

j oy to her mother . Even in her youth , Hemans had 

absorbed the requirements of the feminine poetess .  

But it  i s  not unt i l  the 18 2 8  volume Records o f  

Woman ,  publ ished after the death o f  her mother and the 

s ame year as the marr iage of her sister , that Hemans 

delves into the re lationship between fame and the woman 
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artist in any deta i l .  This  was the t ime in her l i fe when 

she was most vulnerable to the pressures of fame , her 

protect ive feminine space , which had previously she ltered 

her from these pressures , being no l onger inviolable . 

Hemans said there was "more of  hersel f  to be found" in 

Records of Woman than her other works ( qtd . in Chorley 

52 ) .  Aga in and again in this volume art is shown to be 

disrupt ive . The g i ft of song and the g ift of  fame 

undercut the emot i ona l l ife  on which the woman wr iter ' s  

happiness is based (Wordsworth , Introduction to Hemans ) . 

"Joan o f  Arc in Rhe ims , "  " Proper z ia Ros s i , "  and " The 

Grave o f  a Poetess "  are three poems from Records that 

focus on the tribulations of famous women . 

" Joan of Arc in Rheims " does not dea l part icularly 

with the woman art i st , but it sti l l  dea ls with a woman 

who has transgressed into the public , mascul ine sphere ; 

in thi s  case , the mil itary rather than the l iterary world 

has been entered . The victor ious Joan of Arc stands 

bes ide the altar wh ile the king is being crowned : 

Never before , and never since that hour , 
Hath woman , mantled with victori ous power , 
S tood forth as thou beside the shr ine didst stand , 
Holy amidst the knighthood of the land , 
And , beauti ful with j oy and with renown , 
Lift thy wh ite banner o ' er the golden crown , 
Ransom ' d  for France by thee ! 

After the coronation , the cheering crowd greet Joan : 

. . •  Then rose a nation ' s  sound : 
Oh ! what a power to bid the quick heart bound , 



The wind bears onward with the stormy cheer 
Man gives to glory on her high career ! 

The exh i larati on of her reception is  made to seem 
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ins ign i f icant , however , when out o f  the throng comes the 

lone voice of her father and she catches sight of h im and 

her brothers . Her thoughts immediately turn to her 

chi ldhood , and she sees " the pomp no more . "  The strength 

of the domest i c  affect ions outweighs the attract ion of 

fame . Hemans closes the poem with a melancholy stanza 

that warns that , for woman , the price of  fame is  high : 

Oh ! never did thine eye 
Through the green thoughts of happy infancy 
Wander aga in Joanne ! Too much of fame 
Had shed its radiance on thy peasant name ; 
And bought a lone by gi fts beyond a l l  price -­

The trust ing heart ' s  repose , the paradise 
Of  home , with all its love -- doth fate a l low 
The crown of glory unto woman ' s  brow . 

Fame a l so costs Properz ia Ross i , a "celebrated 

femal e  sculptor of Bologna" who is a lso talented 

poet i ca l ly and musica l ly . Addressing her be loved , 

Adri ane , who does not return her affections , Properz ia 

Ross i  sculpts h i s  face in her last p iece of work before 

she dies of unrequited love . Her artistic power i s  seen 

as the cause of her fai lure in love : 

It  comes ! the power 
W ithin me born flows back -- my fruitless dower 
That cou ld not win me love . 

Despite its f a i lure to win her love , she greets her power 
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w ith pride and enj oys her abi l ity to fashion the features 

o f  her be loved . 

In something of a vicious c ircle , the lack o f  love 

and companionship caused by her artistic gifts i s  b lamed 

for sti f l ing her tal ents : 

. . . Oh ! I might have given 
Birth to creations of far nobler thought ; 
I might have kindled , with the f ire of heaven , 
Things not of such as die ! But I have been 
Too much alone ! • . . 

Proper z i a  Rossi  goes on to der ide the "worthless fame" 

that has not brought her love , while admitting that her 

" heart , 1 In its own fa iry wor ld of song and art I Once 

beat for prai se . "  Her love , given to Adriane , has been 

" unva lued wealth . " Happiness and fame are shown to be 

incompatible for a woman : 

. . . I f  I could weep 
Once , only once , beloved one ! on thy breast , 
Pour ing my heart forth ere I sink to rest ! 
But that were happiness ! and unto me 
Earth ' s  gift is  Fame . . .  

In her imagination , her idea l was that her fame was a 

g lory for her lover ' s  brow . Ironica l ly ,  in the end , her 

f ame , her " name . . .  awhile to l ive , " is what she 

dedicates to her love , hoping he wi l l  remember her in 

death . The content of this poem para l l e ls that of Ame l i a  

Opi e ' s  "Ma id o f  Corinth" discussed i n  my previous 

chapter . Opie ' s  woman artist ' s  love was requited but her 

lover was not present while she found fame and the coupl e  
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were not reunited i n  the poem . Whereas Opie suggested 

that fame and love may have been compat ible , but did not 

show the two together , Hemans is clear that the two are 

i ncompat ibl e ,  perhaps indicating the ideological shift 

that had occurred in a twenty-year period . 

It  i s  extreme ly tempt ing to re late the sent iments 

expressed in "Properz ia Ross i "  to Hemans '  l i fe . Towards 

the end of her l i fe , as we have seen , Hemans expressed 

some regret as to the mediocre qual ity of her works . 

Some cri t ics considered her genius undeve loped . No doubt 

the pressures of providing an income and the lack of a 

supporti ve partner a ffected her poet ic output , but the 

reader cannot afford to forget that Hemans constructs the 

detai ls  of her l ife  for her public according to the image 

of the f em inine poetess . Cast ing hersel f  as the victim 

of unrequited love is  not necessari ly an accurate 

a ssessment of her marriage break-up , as evidence suggests 

she chose her career over her husband . Attribut ing a 

lack of any "great" work to the lack o f  a marriage 

partner may j ust be an excuse ,  and suggesting that fame 

and happiness are incompatible does not tal ly with the 

seemingly happy years between her husband ' s  leaving and 

her mother ' s  dying . Records o f  Woman , as Anderson points 

out , tends to be read as though the poems , because they 

are about women and because Hemans herself felt they 

reflected her l i fe , are part of Hemans ' own experi ence 

and observation ( 19 7 ) . But the poems are j ust as much a 
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product o f  her reading experience and imagination a s  her 

poems on Greece , I taly , and Spa in (Anderson 19 8 ) . The 

reader must always be wary of seeking complete congruency 

between the poems ' speakers and the poet . She a lways had 

her pub l i c  image to cons ider as she wrote the deta i l s  of 

her l ife into her poetry . 

One poem that is  always read as voicing Hemans ' own 

thoughts is "The Grave of a Poetess , "  the final poem in 

Records o f  Woman . It  is written in the f irst person and 

based on an occurrence in Hemans ' l i fe , hence the 

autobiographical i nterpretation . The speaker of the poem 

v isits the grave o f  the poetess Mary Tighe and mournful ly 

expresses sympathy for her . The speaker ' s  sadness at the 

poetess ' s  fate is soon comforted , however , when 

contemplating the better l ife in heaven that T ighe must 

have found , a l i fe where the roles of poet and woman can 

be reconci led : 

Now peace the woman ' s  heart hath found , 
And j oy the poet ' s  eye . 

I nterest ing ly , thi s  is  not the on ly poem Hemans wrote 

about T ighe . "Written After Visiting a Tomb" i s  a later 

poem on the same subj ect , and the accompanying f ootnote 

in Poems informs the reader that the earlier " Grave of a 

Poetess" was actua l ly "written several years previously 

to visiti ng the scene" ( 5 19 ) . The speaker of "Written 

After Vi s it ing a Tomb" addresses a butterfly that has 

distracted her from the gloominess of the tomb . The 



careless j oy of the butterf ly contrasts w ith the 

comp l i cat ions of the speaker ' s  life : 

Thou art not lonely , though born to roam , 
Thou hast no longings that pine for home ; 
Thou seek ' st not the haunts of the bee and bird , 
To f ly from the sickness of hope deferr ' d :  

I n  thy brief bei ng no str i fe of mind , 
No boundless pass ion , is deeply shrined 

I t  is  onl y  in the ninth stanza ( of twelve ) that the 

speaker turns her thoughts to T ighe : 

And she , that voiceless below me s lept , 
Flow ' d  not her song from a heart that wept? 
-- 0 Love and Song ! though of heaven your powers , 
Dark i s  your fate in thi s  world of ours . 

This  later poem more expl icitly states what was merely 

h i nted at in "The Grave of a Poetess" : the l i fe of a 

woman poet is  incompatible with happiness in love . 
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Hemans a l so wrote " Records o f  Immature Genius"  on Tighe , 

a poem whi ch Chorley says could just as eas i ly have 

appl ied t o  Hemans herself in its comments on poeti c  

maturity be ing thwarted . Perhaps Hemans felt that both 

she and T ighe had been held back from their true 

potent i a l  as poets : T ighe by death , herself by personal 

c ircumstances . 

I n  a l l  three poems , Hemans clearly sympathi ses with 

T ighe , aware of the complexities of bei ng a woman and 

be ing a poet . Tighe ' s  fami ly d id not approve of her 

poeticis i ng (W . Howitt writes that they were probably 

ashamed " that any o f  their name should have degraded 



herself by wr iting poetry" ( 1 :  4 19 ) ) .  Despite thei r  
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d isapprova l , Tighe pr ivately circulated her poems among 

her friends . According to Chor ley , Hemans said : " I  think 

I sha l l  feel much interest in vis iting ' the grave o f  a 

poetess ' . . .  her poetry has a lways touched me grea t ly , 

from a s imi l arity whi ch I imagine I discover between her 

destiny and my own'' ( 2 1 4 ) . It was apparently her ear ly 

d eath that attracted Hemans ; reca l l ing standing by 

T ighe ' s  grave , she commented : " ·  . .  though surrounded by 

a ttention . . . my heart was envying the repose of her 

who slept there" ( qtd . in Chorley 2 1 3 ) . 

To a friend , however , Hemans imp l ied more complex 

reasons for her fascination with her fellow poetess . She 

s a id of Tighe in a letter in 18 3 1 :  

I heard much of her unhappiness was caused by her 
own excess ive love of admiration and des ire to shine 
in soci ety , which quite withdrew her from Hearth and 
Home and a l l  the ir holy enj oyrnents ,  and that her 
mother , standing by her deathbed passionately 
excla imed -- "My Mary , my Mary , the pride of 
l iterature has destroyed you . " ( qtd . in Clarke 5 0 -
5 1 )  

Though Hemans does not explicitly state it , there i s  an 

underlying suggestion that these are fau lts that she 

worries that she shares with Tighe , the comment reca l l ing 

h er own fai l ed marriage . 

Fol lowing Records of Woman , the subj ect of fame in 



2 8 1  

relation to women appears frequently in various lyrics . � 

The final message is  always the same : the ideologica l ly 

sound conclus ion that fame and womanhood are incompatible 

is  always reached . Yet close readings of these lyr ics 

show that Hemans seems to have mixed feel ings about fame . 

On the one hand , the grati f i cation of being the centre o f  

attent ion is exc iting and rewarding , but on the other , 

fame a lways costs the woman her domest i c  happiness and 

therefore threatens her femininity . The deta i l s  of her 

own l i f e  must sure ly have inf luenced Hemans ' dep ict ion o f  

woman ' s  relationship with fame i n  her poetry . 

"Woman and Fame" is the only poem by Hemans that 

contains the word " fame " in its title . The poem decries 

fame for a woman but also expresses some of the 

attractions of renown . In  the opening stanza , H emans 

says fame " seems to lift this  earthly frame I Above 

mortal ity , "  but she bids it " away , " preferr ing i nstead 

the " Sweet waters from affect ion ' s  spring . "  The " proud 

wreath" and the " thrill ing tone " of fame are rej ected in 

favour o f  "words of home-born love . " Fame is  rej ected 

because 

A hol low sound is in thy song , 
A mockery in thine eye , 
To the sick heart that doth but long 
For a id ,  for sympathy - -

�Occasiona l ly Hemans examines fame in relation to the ma l e  
art i st o r  poet . Three of her poems concern Tasso , whi le others 
dea l with Korner , a dying improvi satore , and the death song o f  
a dying poet . 



For k indly looks to cheer it on , 
For tender accents that are gone . 

I n  the f inal stan z a , Hemans declares : 

Fame ! Fame ! thou canst not be the stay 
Unto the drooping reed . . . 

Thi s  seems to  be the voice of Mrs Hemans ,  the 

suffering del icate woman , " the drooping reed , " who 

celebrates domesti c  ties and reco i l s  from publ i c ity . 

2 8 2  

Whi le Fel icia Hemans may have felt that fame had cost her 

her domestic affect ions and was in some ways a curse , she 

in many ways chose fame and rel ied on it for her income 

and l i festyle . The practica l , financ i a l  benef its of  fame 

do not f eature in this , or any other , poem. Fame is  

always depicted a s  the thing that costs woman her 

romant ic relationships but the woman -- poet or otherwise 

-- is  a lways shown as the pass ive recipient of  f ame . 

Fame is  not depicted as a great height that has been 

reached via toi l  and effort . Never i s  the woman shown to 

have made a decis ion , for example to publish , that could 

be construed as her having sought or chosen fame . This  

contrasts with the earl ier poets who were alway s  aware 

that the i r  decis ion to pub l i sh opened them to the charge 

of courting fame , and who consequently denied ambit ion i n  

either their pref aces o r  poems . Hemans , avoiding the 

autobiographica l " I , "  is careful to depict fame as a lmost 

an inevitable outcome of ta l ent , uncontrolled by its 
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recipient , much a s  a woman ' s  poetry i s  a spontaneous , 

uncontrolled overf lowing of her soul . 

Another poem that l inks fame and the woman art ist i s  

" Corinne a t  the Capitol , "  based o n  a n  extreme ly 

inf luential novel of the early nineteenth century . 

Written by Madame de Stael , Corinne, or Italy was 

immensely popular from its pub l i cation in 1 8 0 7 . 

Cor inne ' s  story is  one of an independent , fami ly-less , 

free-spir ited heroine , a poet and improviser , beaut iful 

and powerful and posses sing a very public fame . Even 

though thi s  fame brings her lone l iness , desert ion and 

death , it is shown to be something she deeply desires . 

Cor inne dep icts poetry as a ca l l ing for women , rather 

than as a means of mora lising ;  the hero ine is proud to be 

performing on a publ ic platform ( Leighton 3 0-3 1 ) . This 

i s  one of very few poems of this  per iod to embrace the 

woman artist in the spirit of Corinne , even if she was 

represented as tragic and pining for domest icity 

( Le ighton 3 1 ) . 

The f irst f ive stanzas of " Corinne at the Capito l "  

focus on the glory and beauty of Italy and Cori nne ' s  

improvisatory powers ,  in lush and sensuous tones : 

. . .  And thy lyre ' s  deep s i lvery string , 
Touch ' d  as by a breeze ' s  wing , 
Murmurs trembl ingly at f irst , 
Ere the tide of rapture burst . 

. . . And the burning words of song 
From thy l ip f low fast and strong , 



With a rushing stream ' s  de l ight 
In the freedom o f  its might . 

The f ina l stanza abruptly changes the tone of the poem , 
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from wonderment at the nature o f  Corinne ' s  ca l l ing to a 

moral suited to the pen of an ideologica l ly sound 

feminine poetess : 

. Crown ' d  of Rome ! -- oh art thou not 
Happy in that glorious lot? --
Happi er , happ ier far than thou , 
With the laurel on thy brow , 
She that makes the humblest hearth 
Love ly but to one on earth ! 

The rewards of fame and attention in the public rea lm are 

thus bel ittled in the face of a woman ' s  lack of domest i c  

devotion to a mate . This is an exampl e  of what Leighton 

refers to as the " publ ic advice" at the end of Hemans ' 

poems { 1 8 ) , but it is  not enough to counteract the 

positive images of a famous woman poet that have preceded 

i t . As Leighton astutely observes , " Corinne at the 

Capitol "  a l lowed Hemans to enact the feel ing of publ ic 

g lory before condemning it { 3 3 ) . 

Another inf luence on Hemans '  poetry was the Greek 

poet Sappho . Sappho ' s  story was a mixture of sexua l  

pass ion and love , but also of self-expression that placed 

women at centre stage . Hemans ' " Last song of S appho" 

began a tradition o f  last songs for the famed Greek 

poetess ( Le ighton 3 6 )  . In the poem , Sappho gives one 

l ast poet i c  performance before plunging herself into the 

sea . Her cry is that she is "Alone , a lone ! " -- once 



aga in f ame has not brought the fema le artist happiness . 

. . . Was it for this the death-wind fel l  
On my rich lyre , and quench ' d  its l iving stri ngs? 

Let them lie s i lent at my feet ! 
S ince , broken even as they , 
The heart whose mus ic made them sweet 
Hath pour ' d  on desert sands its wea lth away . 

Yet g lory ' s  l ight hath touch ' d  my name , 
The laurel-wreath is mine --
With a lone heart , a weary frame --
0 restless deep ! I come to make them thine ! 

Give to that crown , that burning crown , 
P lace in thy darkest hold ! 
Bury my angu ish , my renown , 
With hidden wrecks , lost gems , and wasted gold . 

Sappho i s  the ultimate symbol of con f l i ct between 

domesti c  happiness and worldly fame for Hemans ( Ross 
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2 9 8 ) . She said of the statue of Sappho that inspired her 

poem : " • it seems to speak pierc ingly and sorrowful ly 

of the nothingness of fame , at least to a woman "  ( qtd . i n  

Chorley 1 9 8 ) . Yet , ironica l ly ,  Sappho ' s  suicide , though 

ending the earthly pains caused by the conf l ict between 

art and love , results in not only another poem but a l so 

everlasting fame . The ultimate solut ion to the con f l icts 

between love and art , home and fame , is  to die , but in 

death , art and fame preva i l . 

The negative effect of f ame on women ' s  domestic 

happiness is a crucial theme in Hemans ' poetry ( Ross 2 9 7 -

9 8 ) . According to Ross , Hemans was not concerned with 

fame ' s uncertainty and ephemeral ity but with the barriers 

that it p laced between the woman arti st and humankind 
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( 2 9 9 ) . Succes s  in the publ ic sphere is often contrasted 

with fai lure in the private sphere f or the famous woman 

artist in Hemans ' poems . Her statement is that woman 

cannot l ive on f ame ( Berl iner 3 2 ) . But Hemans ' 

relationship with fame in her own l i fe was ambiva lent . 

It brought her money , esteem , and success , but it a lso 

highl ighted the discrepancy between herself a s  woman poet 

and her poeti c  persona . 

" In the pursuit of l iterary renown she never forgets 

what is  due to feminine reserve , "  wrote George Bancroft 

in 1 8 2 7 , showi ng that Hemans was able to balance fame and 

femininity in her publ ic role . Despite this success , she 

privately suffered from anxiety of percept ion because o f  

the conf l ict between her prescribed role a s  a woman and 

her actua l role as a pub l ic poet . Hemans convinced her 

audi ence she was able to be both feminine and famous , 

ma i n ly through her poet ic message about the 

incompatibil i ty of fame and womanhood , but pr ivately she 

knew that she fell we l l  short of the ideal that she 

promoted and represented . 

In many ways , Hemans was sheltered from the ful l  

glare of pub l ic ity by her geographi cal isolation and the 

protective circle of fami ly and friends around her . When 

her c lose friend and fel low publ i shed writer Maria Jane 

Jewsbury d ied in India , where she had followed her 

husband , Hemans said : 
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Y et I would rather , a thousand t imes , that she 
s hould have perished thus , in the path of her chosen 
duties , than have seen her become the merely 
bri l l iant creature of London l iterary l i fe , l iving 
upon those poor succes de societe ( s ic ) , which I 
think utterly ruinous to a l l  that is  lofty , and 
holy , and de l i cate in the nature of a highly-endowed 
woman . ( qtd . in Chorley 2 5 5 )  

Thi s  s ounds l ike a thinly-ve i led reference to her 

contemporary Letitia Landon , who was not so fortunate as 

Hemans in her personal situation . Whereas she 

succes sfully managed to convince the public she was "Mrs 

Heman s , "  Let itia Landon let the facade of her public 

persona s l ip . I n  my f ina l chapter I sha l l  examine the 

conf l ict between feminine ideology and the fame of the 

woman poet that occurred in Landon ' s  l i fe and works . 
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CHAPTER SIX 

LETITIA LANDON 

i Fame and Finances 

Let itia E l i zabeth Landon , a lthough not as 

commerci a l l y  success ful as Mrs Hemans , was a l so a hugely 

popular poet during the 1 8 2 0 s  and 18 3 0 s . Many aspects of 

Hemans ' and Landon ' s  careers are simi lar : they both wrote 

f or the f inancial support of their fami l i es ;  they both 

were chi ld prodigies ; they both were profess iona l poets 

w ith a sense of vocation ;  and they both felt the 

pressures of fame . In other ways , however , the two poets 

cou ld not have been more different : whi le Hemans l ived in 

l iterary isolation , Landon j oined the soc ia l scene of 

London ; whi le Hemans was surrounded by a protective 

fami ly , Landon was a woman alone ; and while Hemans 

developed her poetic persona a s  the icon of domesti c ity , 

matronly and respectable , Landon subscribed to the 

ideology of the Beautiful� and developed a persona that 

emphasised the sensua l ,  romanti c  aspects of femin i nity . 

35Edmund Burke "cons i stently identified the qua l it i e s  of the 
beaut i fu l  with the feminine" in h i s  Phi losophica l Inqui ry into 
the Origin of our Ideas o f  the Subl ime and the Beautiful { 17 57 ) . 
He constructed the image of the idea l woman with emphas i s  on her 
appearance and her " softer virtues " {Mel lor , Romanticism 1 0 7 - 0 9 ) . 



L ike Hemans , Landon began poet i c i s ing at a young 

age . As a chi ld she showed an early ta lent for 

memori s ing and improvisation . Her j uvenile poems were 
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brought t o  the attention o f  her l iterary neighbour , 

magaz ine editor W i l l iam Jerdan . Jerdan at f irst thought 

that the poems were the work of Landon ' s  mother , but when 

convinced they were by Let it ia he accepted her work for 

publ ication ,  pri nt ing her f irst poem in the Literary 

Gazette in March , 1 8 1 8 , under the initial "L" ( Rena lds 

2 0 ) . Another poem followed in the next issue , and soon 

Landon ' s  poetry was appearing frequent ly in Jerdan ' s  

" inf luential and fame-dispensing pub l i cation"  ( Renalds 

2 0- 2 1 )  . Her success was immediate . 

The pra ise she received fed Landon ' s  hopes that her 

wr iting could be commercia l ly successful (Rena lds 2 1 ) . 

The Landon fami ly struggled financia l ly ,  and Landon ' s  

biographer Brenda Hart Rena lds suggests that even from 

her teens her mot ivation for publ ishing was f inancial  

{ 1 5 ) . Letters between Jerdan and Landon ' s  mother imply 

monetary need , Mrs Landon hinting at her daughter ' s  

mot ivation for publishing : "Need I say how very anxious 

she is for your opinion? I trust you w i l l  not think her 

arrogant , as I be l ieve you are aware of her reasons for 

wishing to pub l i sh"  ( qtd . in Rena lds 2 4 ) . � After her 

36Jerdan quoted these letters in his autobiography to show 
those unacqua inted with the publ ishing world " some of the 
tribulations which young aspirants to l iterary fame must undergo" 
( qtd . in Rena lds 2 5 ) . 
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success i n  the Literary Gazette , Landon favoured 

attempting a book because it would be more profitab l e , 

and so began work on a long poem with a view to having it 

pub l ished as a book , Jerdan providing advice and 

cr i t ic i sm ( Renalds 2 1 ) . 

The Fate of Adelaide was duly published in 1 8 2 1 ,  

dedi cated to Mrs Siddons , the famous actress who happened 

to be a friend of Landon ' s  grandmother ( Rena lds 2 5 ) . The 

vol ume sold wel l ,  and Jerdan commissioned Landon to do a 

ser i e s  of poetical sketches for the Gazette , sketches 

that she s igned " L . E . L . " .  Her poems appeared from 1 8 2 1 

to 1 8 2 4 , and the interest of the reading pub l i c  rose to a 

h igh pitch w ithin a few months , her initials becoming 

virtual ly a name (Rena lds 2 8 ) . The success and 

reputation that her poetical sketches brought gave Landon 

the confidence to publ ish a second volume of her verses 

in the more lucrative book form , introduced by the t i t le 

poem , "The Improvisatrice" ( Renalds 3 2 ) . 

The Improvisatrice ( 18 2 4 )  was a spectacular 

pub l ishing success , going through six editions in its 

f irst year . Within a month of publ ication it  had caused 

such a sensat ion that a discuss ion of it featured i n  the 

inf luent i a l  " Noctes Ambros ianae " of Blackwood ' s  Maga z ine 

( Rena lds 3 6 ) . Landon ' s  next volume , The Troubadour , 

appeared in 1 8 2 5 . In 1 8 2 6  The Go lden Violet was 

pub l i shed , followed by The Venetian Bracelet, The Lost 
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P leiad, The History of the Lyre, and Other Poems in 1 8 2 9 . 

Bes ides producing these large volumes Landon pub l i shed 

prol ifica l ly in the periodicals and annuals of the day . 

She contributed poems , reviews , and prose work . Within a 

few years she became one of the most sought-after names 

in the annuals , not only as a poet but also as an editor 

( Leighton 4 6 ) . In the 1 8 3 0s she also published s everal 

novels and a tragedy . 

Despite her popularity and pro l i f icness , the 

f inanc i a l  burden on Landon was great . Her father died 

when she was only 2 2 , leaving her the sole support of her 

fami ly . After his death she left home , as she apparent ly 

had a stra ined relationship with her mother . She br iefly 

took up res idence with her wel l -meaning but di sruptive 

grandmother before moving into a boarding house and 

achieving "a room of her own . " Though her independence 

was benef icial to her composition , it added to her 

f inanci a l  worries -- she supported her mother , 

grandmother and herself , and paid for her brother ' s  

education ( Leighton 4 8 ) . Landon herself  said : " ·  

from the t ime I was f ifteen , my l ife has been one 

continua l struggl e  in some shape or another against 

absolute poverty" ( qtd . in Leighton 4 8 ) . 

Money was considered an unsavoury topic in 

conj unction with the feminine poetess , whose sphere was 

love and domestic bl iss . There was an i ncongruity 
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between the g l amorous "natural "  effus ions of a gifted 

poet and the unnatural c ircumstances of a wage-earning 

daughter ( Le ighton 4 7 ) . The economic s ituation of the 

" ma l e less" woman poet was ignored , reviewers forgetti ng 

that L . E . L . depended on the f inancial benef its of the 

popular pres s  for her very survival .  Landon ' s  critics 

fe lt that she bel ittled her talent by stooping to write 

for all manner of publ ications in copious quantities . 

W i l l iam Thackeray was one who accused Landon of degrading 

her genius by writing for the periodica ls  ( Le ighton 4 9 ) . 

Landon herse l f  was clear on the subj ect of her earning 

capacity , the arrival of two cheques e l ic iting the 

comment : " [ W ) hat lover ' s  name wi l l  ever make my breast 

beat as does that of Messrs . Longman? " ( qtd . in Pascoe , 

Staging 2 3 7 ) . She wrote what the market required , and in 

quantity , at l east in part because she needed the money . 

The absolute need for money and the da i ly grind 

required to churn out poem after poem were a spects o f  

Landon ' s  l i f e  that she kept from her reading publ i c . 

Like Hemans , Landon avoided mentioning these areas o f  her 

l ife  in her poetry because they d id not accord with the 

publ i c ' s picture of a female poet , in particular the 

p icture she cultivated of herse l f  as an effortlessly 

improvising genius . However , the real ity of the 

s i tuation was that she spent much of her time hunched 

over her wr iting desk into the sma l l  hours of the morning 

in order to meet some deadl ine or other . Landon herself  



bemoaned the effort needed to susta in her fame and 

l ifesty l e . "My who l e  life has been one of  constant 

l abour . My contribut ions to various periodica ls  
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whether tales , poetry , or criticism - - amount to far more 

than my pub l ished volumes , "  she wrote to memoirist s . c .  

Ha l l  when asked to provide an outl ine of  her career ( qtd . 

i n  Hal l  2 6 9 ) . "What is my l ife? One day of drudgery 

a fter another ; diff iculties incurred for others whi ch 

have ever pressed upon me beyond hea lth , which every 

year , by one severe i l lness after another , is taxed 

beyond its strength . . .  " she compla ined ( qtd . in Hal l  

2 6 6 ) . Her compla ints distingui sh her from the s i lently 

suffer ing Mrs Hemans , and show the disj unction between 

her image as a feminine poetess and the real ity of her 

l i fe . 

It  was her work for the annua ls that was 

particularly stressful for Landon . The annual s  had 

deadl ines she had to  meet , even when she was i l l , and 

o ften required her to compose poems to pictures , p i ctures 

that were tedious ly s imi lar ( Rena lds 1 6 0 ) . Rena lds 

estimates that , beginning in 1 8 2 4 , she contributed 

" approximately 1 5 0  works of poetry and prose " to some 1 4  

annual s , writing three (annua l s )  i n  entirety in the 18 3 0s 

( 14 9 ) . The drawcard of the annuals  was their 

profitab i l ity .  They could a fford to pay the ir authors 

h igh fees and the initials " L . E . L . " were a strong s e l l i ng 
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point when she was at the height o f  her career ( Le ighton 

4 9 )  . 

i i  Fame and Femininity 

Money was not the only reason that Landon entered 

into the pub l i c  arena , however . "The des ire of 

pub l i cation is inseparable from composition . . .  , "  

Landon wrote to Hal l  ( qtd . in Ha l l  2 6 9 ) . I f  recognit ion 

was what Landon sought she certa inly achieved it i n  her 

l ifetime . She eagerly embraced the fame that she won by 

publ i sh ing her poetry . I n  the na ivety of her youth 

Landon seems not to have suffered any anxiety of 

perception . She does not appear to have anti cipated the 

conf l ict that would arise between her participation in 

the pub l i c  s phere as a feminine poetess and her status 

and expected role as a woman . The rea lity o f  the 

s ituation was to hit her with ful l  force later in her 

career . 

The initials " L . E . L . " s igned to the poems in the 

Literary Ga zette proved to be a marketing dream . They 

aroused the curios ity of the periodical ' s  readers , and 

when Jerdan let it s l ip that they belonged to a young 

g i r l  " st i l l  in her teens , "  the mysterious author was even 

more tantal is ing to the publ ic ( Greer 2 9 2 ) . 

( Interestingly , at the t ime Jerdan imparted this  
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informat i on about his prodigy , Landon was in f act 2 2  

( Pascoe , Staging 2 3 2 ) , which suggests that thi s  was part 

of an astute marketing ploy . ) Young men were 

parti cularly i nterested in the poetess and nearly a l l  

Landon ' s  biographers quote the anecdote o f  the Cambr idge 

undergraduates rushing for the Literary Gazette , admiring 

the verse of L . E . L . and wondering i f  she was young , 

pretty and r ich ( L .  Stevenson 3 5 6 ;  Mel lor , Romanticism 

1 1 0 ; Renalds 2 8 - 2 9 ; Leighton 4 6 -47 ; Greer 2 6 7 ; 

Stephenson 2 ) . 

I t  was not only smitten young men and the middle­

class readers of the periodicals and annua ls she 

contr ibuted to who feted Landon , however . She was a l so 

embra ced by l iterary soc iety , despite the , often glar ing , 

imperfections of her work . The profess ional critics and 

ser ious per iodicals ha i led her as a poetica l genius 

( Rena lds 6 8 ) . In 18 2 4 , Thomas Love l l  Beddoes discussed 

the possibil ity of Landon ' s  being a poetical replacement 

for the recent ly deceased She l ley ,  Byron and Keats ( L .  

Stevenson 3 5 5 ) . A cr itica l  work o f  184 1 said o f  Landon : 

" In the high p laces of intellect , indeed , her name is  

dear a s  a household word , and the radiance o f  fame 

encircles her brow" ( qtd . in Rena lds 7 0 ) . 

Apart from the admiration of her readers ,  the extent 

of her fame i s  attested to by several other facts . Her 

vol umes sold wel l ;  she was highly paid ; and she rece ived 
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numerous poet ic tributes , including verses from W inthrop 

Mackworth Praed , Bernard Barton , and Francis Mahoney ( L .  

Stevenson 3 5 6-57 ) . There was even an Arctic lake named 

after her by a British explorer ( Rena lds 3 1 ) . A maj or 

part of Landon ' s  attraction was her status as an 

attractive , young , s ingle woman . Reviewers constantly 

commented on her mater ial status ( Pascoe , Staging 2 3 5 ) , 

for examp l e , her age , her looks , and her romances , as 

they had done with Mary Robinson 35  years ear l ier . A 

reviewer o f  The Improvisatrice spent a third of the 

review giving instructions on how to get to her house 

( Pascoe , Staging 2 3 2 ) . Often , tr ibute poems were 

i nspired by her portraits rather than her verse , 

especia l ly the attractive portra it by Daniel Macl is e  

( a l ias Al fred Croqu is ) . A contributor to Fraser ' s  

Magaz ine in 1 8 3 3  wrote : 

[ S ] he is  a very nice , unbluestock ingish , we l l ­
dressed , and trim- looking young lady , fond o f  
s itt ing pretty much a s  Croquis . . . has depicted 
her , i n  neat and careful ly-arrayed costume , at her 
tab l e . ( qtd . in Pascoe , Staging 2 3 5 )  

She and her writing were both turned into purchasable 

i cons of female beauty (Me l l or , Romant icism 1 2 0 ) , a 

consequence of her f ame and ideological posit ion . 

Livi ng in London , Landon was drawn into the whirl of 

society , attending many l iterary parties and receiving 

cal lers . She ga ined a reputation as a socia l being and 

as her fame grew she became a sought-after attract ion at 
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f irst i n  a long l ine of media-created stars ( Romanti cism 

1 2 1 ) 37 ; she certa inly captured the publ ic ' s  imaginat i on 

more than any of her contemporaries . Wi l l iam Howitt said 

of Landon : " ·  . .  she had been for the greater part of 

her l i fe the cherished and caressed favourite of the most 

i ntell igent society of London . . .  ' ' ( 2 : 14 0 ) . He a lso 

refers to her as the " idol ized obj ect " of the soc i a l  

c irc les o f  the metropol is ( W .  Howitt 2 :  1 4 1 ) . According 

t o  s . c .  Ha l l ,  " ( s ) he became a ' l ion , ' courted and 

f lattered , and f�ted" by society , but she never bel i eved 

popularity was happiness "or l ip service the true homage 

o f  the heart" ( 2 6 7 ) . 

The themes of Landon ' s  poetry initially fue l l ed her 

success and popularity , although they were later to prove 

a bane . Her poems focused on romantic love and were 

i nvariably melancholy in tone . I f  Hemans had been 

relent less in her depiction of the domestic woman , Landon 

was pos itively monotonous in her portrayal of romant ic 

love . Woman was formed , according to the ideology of the 

feminine , f or the pr ivate sphere and the essence of woman 

was love , therefore what else could a feminine poetess 

wr ite about? Yet some critici sed Landon for her choice 

of subj ect . In 1 8 2 5  The Westminster Review wrote : 

37I would a rgue , however , that Mary Robinson equa l ly mer its 
this  title . 
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• . .  our serious and wel l-meant advice t o  L . E . L . 
i s ,  to free herself as much as possible from her 
poetical vocabulary , to nurse her poetical thoughts ,  
to avoid the subj ect of love , a topic so barren of 
thought , and , above a l l ,  not to be elated by the 
pra ise , or guided by the "poet ical taste and 
crit ical j udgement " of the Literary Gazette , i f  she 
w i sh that her reputation as a poet should rest on a 
s o l id and permanent foundation . (qtd . in Abbey 1 5 5 )  

Landon responded i n  her Preface to The Venetian Brace let : 

I a l lude to the blame and eulogy which have been 
equa l ly bestowed on my frequent choice of love as my 
source of song . I can only say , that for a woman 
whose inf luence and whose sphere must be in the 
a ffections , what subj ect can be more fitting than 
one which it is her pecul iar province to ref ine , 
spiritua l ise and exa lt? ( qtd . in Greer 3 7 0 )  

At least one reviewer agreed with her , Franci s  Mahoney o f  

Fraser ' s  Magaz ine writing , as late as 18 3 3 : 

How . . . can there be too much of love in a young 
lady ' s  wr itings? . . .  Is she to write of po l itics , 
or political economy , or pugi l ism , or punch? 
Certa inly not . We feel a decided disl ike of women 
who venture into these unfeminine paths . . . she 
does right in thinking that Sappho knew what she was 
a bout when she chose the tender passion as the theme 
for woman . (qtd . in Abbey 1 5 8 ) 

Love and poetry were indissolubly l inked themes for 

Landon and she repeatedly wrote about the nature of 

poetry and of the poet (Mel lor , Romanticism 1 1 4 ) . As 

with much of Hemans ' work , the settings were o ften exot i c  

and the endings were often tragic . She derived her p lots 

from medieval courtly love lyrics and Greek poetry , 

rather than from personal experience (Mel lor , Romant ici sm 

1 1 3 ) , a pract ice which a lso resulted in criti c i sm and 
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which she later regretted ( as I shal l  d i scuss later with 

reference to her poetry) . 

i i i  Public Persona 

Cons ider ing Landon ' s  exper iences as a woman poet , it  

should not be  surpri s ing that the topics of love and 

poetry recur in her work . First , she , i n  an initi a l ly 

uncritica l manner , embraced the idea o f  the feminine 

poetess , which largely def ined her own image and d i ctated 

the content of her poetry . Secondly , she was a young and 

inexper i enced woman when she found herself in the 

l ime l ight of the l iterary scene . The way she entered the 

public sphere was to inf luence how she would construct 

herse l f  and her poetry , and how she would be perceived by 

her aud ience , throughout her career . 

Anne Mel lor identifies Landon as constructi ng 

herself within the Burkean concept of the "Beaut i ful , "  so 

that her subj ectivity was def ined by love , f idel i ty , 

sensitivity , and me lancholy (Mel lor , Romanticism 1 1 2 ) . 

By us ing those mysterious init ials " L . E . L . "  she promoted 

herse l f  as a commodity able to be possessed , by young men 

in part i cu lar ( Romanticism 1 1 0 - 1 1 ) . Landon supported the 

construction of her image as a desirabl e ,  feminine woman , 

in contrast to Hemans ' domestic persona . Hemans , 

however , was a marri ed woman with a skel eton to h ide 
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she was painful ly aware of the discrepancy between her 

publ ic image and her private l i f e  in terms of the role of 

the feminine poetess . Landon was far more naive with 

regard to the intens ity of social  pressure and ideology . 

Whereas Hemans had a lways been wary of wholeheartedly 

entering the deta i ls of her life into the public 

d iscourse , Landon seems to have leapt in with both feet , 

perhaps bel ieving she could control the perception o f  her 

poetic persona and separate it from her self . She tr ied 

to l ive the Corinne myth ( the l ife  of de Stael ' s  

f ictional improvisatrice who had successfully marr i ed 

f em ininity and poeti c  fame) , but found fact more sordid 

than f iction ( Leighton 4 5 -4 6 ) . 

In her maj or poetry Landon ' s  persona was quite 

static : she a lways reinforced the conventiona l fema l e  

poetic voice . Pascoe argues that the women poets of the 

1 7 9 0s could fashion var ious personae for various types o f  

writing and publ icat ions , but that Landon ' s  poems 

represent a change from the f luid self  of the 1 7 9 0 s  to a 

static gesture of a self trapped in one persona ( Pascoe , 

Staging 2 4 ; 2 17 ) . Countering this  claim ,  Stephenson 

shows , by examining Landon ' s  prose work in contrast to 

her poetry , that , i n  fact , she had other voices ava i lable 

to her . I n  an anonymous critica l essay on poetry Landon 

fol lowed a "mascul ine" style that was grammatica l ly 

correct , unl ike much of her poetry , and used the 

typ ical ly mascul ine pronoun "we . " In contrast , in an  
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essay on Hemans , whi ch Stephenson argues she was us ing to 

develop her public identity , Landon wrote far more 

e f fus ive l y , in a personal style with grammatical errors 

( Stephenson 10- 1 1 ) . Contrast ing the styles of writing 

that Landon could master i l lustrates the del iberateness 

of her construction of her poetic persona . 

To be a l iterary success she needed an audience ; to 

win an audience , she needed critical  approva l .  So Landon 

wrote wha t  her audience required . She wrote accordi ng to 

a definite ideology and f i l led a def inite literary n iche . 

Jane W i l l iams suggested in 1 8 6 1  that Landon " composed 

poetry in accordance with her own idea of a poetes s "  

( qtd . i n  Stephenson 2 ) . But Stephenson argues that 

Landon ' s  poetic persona was to a great extent an imposed 

image and was therefore l imiting rather than l iberating 

{ 1 ) . The idea of the poetess was not rea lly her own , 

more a product of her society ' s  wants , so Landon was 

ful f i l l ing what she perceived the requirements of a 

poetess to be . Ber l i ner sees this as conf irmed by 

Landon ' s  abi l ity to lay out the requirements of the 

feminine poetess in the epi logue to The Golden Violet ( to 

be d iscussed later ) { 8 0 ) . 

She and Jerdan so successfully constructed her 

poetic identity , assumed to be reflective of the 

personal ity of the author , that it became of more 

interest than her work or her " real "  s e l f  { Stephenson 
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attractive young woman pouring out her soul in melodious 

verse ful l of r i ch imagery . Her treatment of the 

pass i ons and her own unconvent iona l l ifestyle t i t i l lated 

her readers ( Renalds 67 ) . Since a l l  her narrative poems 

dea lt with pass i onate love affairs and betraya l s , the 

centra l f igures often be ing artists , and since the woman 

poet and her text were conf lated , it was assumed that the 

fict i ons of her poetry were the story of the a ctual 

career of the poetess ( L .  Stevenson 3 5 9 ) . I n  1 8 2 9 , 

obj ecting to the publ ic interpret ing her poems as 

confess ions o f  her sins , Landon addressed the issue of 

congruency between poem and poet in her Preface to The 

Venetian Brace let : 

With regard to the frequent app licat ion o f  my works 
to myse l f , cons idering that I somet imes portrayed 
love unrequ ited , then betrayed , and aga in destroyed 
by death -- may I h int the conc lus ions are not quite 
logica l ly drawn , as assuredly the same mind cannot 
have suf fered such varied modes of misery ( qtd . in 
Greer 3 0 7 ) . 

But even though she ins isted that her poetry was not 

related to her own experi ence , she d id bring her own 

voice and experience into her poems with autobiograph ical 

digressions . Her attempts to distance hers e l f  from her 

works were thwarted by her technique , and one wonders at 

the s incer ity of the effort . Ironically ,  "The Venet ian 

Bracel et "  its e l f  begins by discuss i ng her own lack of 

acquaintance with Ita ly ( Greer 3 0 7 - 0 9 ) . In writ ing 

herse l f  into the poem , she reminded her readers of the 
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author behind the text , a lmost encouraging them t o  

associate her poetic persona with her self . Perhaps 

Letitia Landon , though aware that the feminine p oetess 

should not revel in her fame , chose thi s  as an indirect 

means of drawing attention to herself as author . 

iv Dangerous Gossip 

Landon ' s  success was to backf ire on her . She was 

easy target for the press because of the nature o f  the 

image that she constructed and that was constructed for 

her . As wel l  as embracing the image of the poetess as 

obsessed by romantic love , Landon plunged herse l f  

an 

wholeheartedly into the socia l aspects of the l iterary 

scene . Not surprisingly , she rel i shed the attent ion she 

was given and enj oyed the soc ial l i fe her poeti c  success 

made ava i lable to her . Unfortunate ly , the eagerness with 

which she embraced an active social l ife  and the f l attery 

she enj oyed served only to increase the burden of fame 

for Landon . She became trapped in the socia l d iscourse 

of her day , her l ife a source of public scrutiny and 

gossip because of her fame ( Me l lor , Romanticism 1 2 0 ) . 

Although as a famous , s ingle , pretty , and 

unprotected young woman she had been an obj ect o f  

scrutiny from the earl iest days of her career , i n  18 2 6  

harmless rumours escalated i nto a scanda lous and 
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envenomed attack on her character and reputation ( Renalds 

9 3 ) . Her dress , apparently careless and somewhat 

f lamboyant , and her work ( for its " immoral"  monotonous 

romantic themes )  were criticised , and , worse , Landon was 

rumoured to have committed indiscretions with the much 

o lder Jerdan and much-married W i l l iam Maginn ( Renalds 9 4 -

9 8 ) . , Being a practical person , she had real ised the best 

way to make a l iving in her profess ion was to pro f i t  by 

the ass istance of the editors ( L .  Stevenson 3 5 9 ) . Her 

bus iness friendships with the powerful editors Maginn and 

Jerdan gave r i se to gossip in part because there was no 

word to describe a purely col legial relationship ( Me l lor , 

Romanticism 1 2 2 ) . Having men visit her a lone in her 

rooms parti cu larly damned Landon in the eyes of some . 

Landon was quick to see that it was her precarious 

social pos i t ion that left her vulnerable to attack : " It 

i s  only because I am poor , unprotected , and dependent on 

popularity , that I am a mark for a l l  the gratuitous 

insolence and ma l ice of idleness and i l l-nature" ( qtd . in 

Renalds 9 9 - 1 0 0 ) . She was not so quick , however , t o  

real ise her own behaviour fuel led the gossip . Rather 

than curb the aspects of her l ifestyle that were i nviting 

criticism ,  Landon stubbornly refused to change her 

behaviour , bel ieving that to do so would suggest gui lt ;  

she feigned indifference to the public and resolved to 

"wear no f a l se manner" to appease vicious tongues ( qtd . 

in Renalds 1 0 1 ) . Fortunately her inf luential f r i ends , 
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such as the Ha lls , ra l l ied round in support of her , 

refuting the gossip . 

That was not the last of the innuendo , however : the 

s ame kind of ins inuations emerged severa l  years later and 

this  time the effects were more devastating ,  resulting in 

the termination of Landon ' s  engagement to John Forster 

( later himself famous as Dickens ' biographer ) . Although 

some sources suggest Landon and Forster were not su ited 

( Ha l l  2 6 6 ; Renalds 2 09 - 12 ) , the broken engagement was 

devastating for Landon ' s  publ ic image : it opened her to 

more s lander as it was impossible to exp lain her motives 

to the publ ic , who assumed a degree of guilt ( Rena lds 

2 1 3 ) . Phys ical repercuss ions went hand - in-hand with 

emotiona l consequences , Landon suffering ill hea lth and 

depression as she became the obj ect of intense pub l ic 

scrutiny and speculat ion . The fragment " Gossiping" 

provides an  ins ight into Landon ' s  feel ings about the 

s landerers : 

These are the spiders of society ; 
They weave the ir petty webs of l ies and sneers , 
And l ie themselves in ambush for the spoi l .  
The web seems fair , and g l itters in the sun , 
And the poor victim winds him in the toi l  
Before he dreams o f  anger , or o f  death . 
Ala s , the misery that such inf l ict ! 
A word , a look , have power to wri ng the heart , 
And l eave it struggl ing hopeless in the net 
Spread by the false and the crue l , who del ight 
In the ingenious torment they contrive . 
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On November 2 0 ,  18 3 5 , the actor W i l l iam Charles 

Macready recorded in his diary : "I felt quite concerned 

that a woman of such splendid genius and such agreeable 

manners should be so depraved in taste and so l ost to a 

sense o f  what was due to her high reputation . She is  

f a l l en ! " ( qtd . in Mel lor , Romant icism 12 2 ) . For Landon 

to be wr itten into the publ ic discourse as a f a l len woman 

was disastrous . Whether the accusations were true or not 

was immater ial : public perception was everything . Landon 

began to talk about leaving England and before long 

rushed into a hasty marriage with a diplomat named George 

Mac l ean , moving to Africa with him . Her intense react ion 

to the mal icious goss ip showed j ust how important pub l i c  

opinion was t o  her , despite her previous attempts a t  

express ing ind i fference ( Renalds 2 1 5 ) . Four months a fter 

her marriage , in 18 3 8 , she died from an overdose of 

prussic acid in unc lear circumstances . 

Landon did not find peace even in death . Her fame 

meant she was cons idered publ ic property and the manner 

of her death , surrounded by suspicion and incompetence , 

meant she was the subj ect of intense speculati on . 

Severa l rumours circulated , including the accusations 

that she had been murdered by Maclean ' s  native mistress 

and that she had committed suicide . She became l ike the 

char acters of her own poems , tragica l ly dying without 

ful f i lment in love or career . Many poet ic tributes 

fol l owed her death , including poems by Landor and Barrett 
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Browning ( Rena lds 2 6 3 } . Soon after her death , her 

pub l i shers issued a col lection of her poetry and p rinted 

a memoir by her friend Laman B lanchard . The memoi r  was 

hasti ly put together and was written to vindicate Landon , 

c lear ing her name of scandal and accusat ions of suicide 

( Rena lds 2 6 5 ) . Other biographies fol l owed , often 

focus ing on the less savoury details of her l i fe ( in 

contrast to Hemans ' biographers who avoided those kinds 

of deta i ls ) , and assuming " L . E . L . " and Letitia Landon to 

be one a nd the same . Al l show how a famous woman submits 

hersel f  to the public discourse : Landon tried to write 

her sel f , but ended up be ing wr itten and rewr itten . 

v Confl ict ing Roles 

Landon ' s  l i fe as a famous woman poet was a l i fe 

epitomi sed by conf l i ct .  There was conf l ict between her 

role as a poet and her role as a woman ,  her pub l i c  

persona and her private se lf , and her des ire for and her 

experience of fame . Ashf ield argues that during the 

1 8 2 0 s  a nd 18 3 0 s there was an anxiety concerning the 

status of the poetess , the cost of imaginative act ivity , 

and the conf l ict between woman ' s  heart and the c l a ims of 

art . He argues that the women poetesses had to c ensor 

their creative urges because they were worr ied that the 

exposure of their hearts ' des ires would "endanger the 

cheri shed virtues of domesti city . "  For the later poets 
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l ike Hemans and Landon , woman ' s  heart was hidden behi nd a 

persona , and poetic creation was l imited by thi s : the 

woman poetess could only publ ish in the voice of her 

persona (Ashf ield xv) . 

I n  deve l oping a persona , des igned for the 

marketp lace and meant to ensure f inancial success , Landon 

unwittingly , naively , wrote herself into a corner . The 

tender-young-melancho ly persona of her poetry , eterna l ly 

suffering the pangs of love , was not necessar i ly the 

persona l ity o f  the poet . In pub l ic she was warm , 

outgo ing and friendly , often chi ldishly high-spir ited . 

The d i s j unct ion between her public personal ity and her 

poetry gave r ise to much speculat ion : which was fe igned 

and which was real (Mel lor , Romanticism 1 2 1 } ? This  was a 

natural react ion from a society that cons idered a woman ' s  

wri ti ng as the extension of her ''true" self . 

Numerous sources recount anecdotes that i l lustrate 

both the apparent disjunct ion in her personal ity and the 

concern that such a disj unction engendered . Wi l l iam 

Howitt said o f  Landon : "There was a frankness and a 

generos ity a bout her that won extremely upon you . On the 

other hand , in mixed companies , witty and convers ant as 

she was , you had a feel ing that she was playing an 

assumed part " ( 2 :  13 2 ) . Howitt also mentions her 

encounter with a Quaker at a party where Landon asserted 

that her writing of love was '' a l l  professiona l . "  The 
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Quaker responded by saying : "Why , dost thou make a 

d i fference between what is profess iona l and what i s  rea l ?  

Dost thou write one thing and think another? Does that 

not look very much l ike hypocrisy? " ( W .  Howitt 2 :  13 3 ) . 

Landon was apparently amazed at this  perception of her 

behaviour , but , aga i n , such a perception seems a natural  

reaction from a society that cons idered a woman ' s  writing 

and her self  congruent . 

Many who knew her agreed that Landon was often 

gui lty o f  saying things for ef fect , excus ing herself by 

arguing that she was merely putting her poetry into 

practice ( Hall  2 6 6 ) . Mrs Ha l l , Landon ' s  close friend , 

recorded how " [ w ) ords and thoughts . • .  she f lung hither 

and thither , without des ign or intent beyond the 

amusement of the moment . . " (qtd . in Hall 2 7 1 )  • Her 

exuberance , carelessness of the rules of conduct , and 

p leasure in making people stare more , made her an obj ect 

of suspi cion and avers ion to some detractors ( Rena lds 

9 3 ) . According to Me l lor , people interpreted the 

d iscrepancy between her personal ity and her poetry in 

various ways , some arguing that her pub l ic mirth was an 

attempt to hide a secret sorrow , others that her poetry 

was merely a consc ious f iction (Romanti cism 1 2 1 )  . 

There were , however , elements of both exp lanations 

in Landon ' s  behaviour . She acted a part both in public 

and in her poetry . In publ ic , she behaved gregar ious ly , 
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present ing herse l f  as an outgoing , fun- loving person . 

Laman B lanchard , a close friend , in h i s  effort to rescue 

Landon ' s  name a fter her death from speculation of 

suicide , emphas i sed her persona l ity as be ing far removed 

from her poet i c  persona : 

There was not the remotest connection or a f f inity , 
nor indeed a colour of resemblance between her 
every-day l i fe or habitua l fee l i ngs , and the shapes 
they were made to assume in her poetry . No two 
persons could be less l ike each other in a l l  that 
related to the contemplation of the actual world , 
than L . E . L .  and Laetitia-E l i z abeth Landon . . .  
( qtd . in Stephenson 2 )  • 

Numerous anecdotes from various biographers reca l l  her 

playfulness on social occas ions . 

Recol l ections from other friends , however , such a s  

the H a l l s , contradict th is  interpretation . To them her 

private persona l ity tended to be melancholy . They felt 

that she assumed a role in public , displaying a vivac i ous 

character fore ign to her private persona l ity and 

express ing sentiments and opinions that bel i ed her true 

intel l igence ( Renalds 9 1 - 9 2 ) . "Like all  the earnest 

workers I have known intimately , she had a double 

exi stence - - an inner and an outer l ife . . . the 

melancho ly was real , the mirth assumed , "  j udged Mrs Ha l l  

( qtd . i n  Hal l  2 7 2 ) . Her husband tel ls  of Landon ' s  gaiety 

in society but he too stresses her melancholy s i de a s  

more genuine ( Ha l l  2 7 5 ) . Landon a lways spoke of hers e l f  

a s  a shy person , insisting that her gregariousness in 

pub l i c  was the result of nervousness (Rena lds 9 0 )  • I n  
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the same essay on Hemans . ment ioned above , she wrote 

a bout the d isparity between a woman poet ' s  writing and 

conversat ion : "The one is often sad and thoughtful ,  whi le 

the other i s  l ively and care less . The fact is , that the 

real character is shown in the first instance , and the 

a ssumed in the second" ( qtd . in Pascoe , Staging 2 3 1 )  . 

Yet i f ,  as Stephenson argues ( and Pascoe a l so 

proposes { Staging 2 3 1 ) ) ,  that essay on Hemans was wr itten 

in support of her publ ic image as a feminine poetess , 

Landon had reason to insist that her l ive l iness was 

assumed ; fr ivol ity was not , after al l ,  the expected 

demeanour of the woman poet . The Ha l l s ' comments , too , 

then , can be read as attempt ing to counteract the 

negative image of Landon as a frivolous socia l ite . Just 

as Blanchard had stressed her outgoing happy nature to 

rescue her from specu lat ion of suic ide , perhaps the Hal ls 

stressed her melancho ly side to rescue her from 

a ccusations of  ins incerity . 

We w i l l  never know for sure what the " rea l "  Let itia 

Landon was l ike , but we can make an educated guess . In  

the early years of  her career Landon probably tended to 

be the happy young woman Blanchard would have us be l ieve 

she was .  Basking in her new-found fame , the accompanying 

praise and social opportunities , Landon developed a 

poetic persona that was j ust that , a persona . However , 

a s  the cr i t i cal tide turned aga inst her , as she became a 
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victim o f  gossip and ever-pressing f inancial need , and a s  

she matured , she undoubtedly became more ref l ect ive and 

subdued in her private l ife . Leighton describes her as 

"a sad f igure" out of her c lass , away from her f ami ly , 

and hiding behind a "postur ing and f l irtatious f acade" 

{ 5 3 ) , and this probably neatly summarises Landon ' s  

pos it ion after her fame f irst became burdensome . 

I nterestingly , the idea of a facade , or a mask , is  

one that recurs repeatedly in Landon ' s  poetry . Often the 

mask hides a secret , and often the secret is unspoken 

love or loss of love ( see " Li fe ' s  Mask , " "Secrets , "  " The 

Mask of  Gaiety , " " False Appearances " ) . Somet ime s , 

however , the masks in Landon ' s  poetry are worn for show 

in publ i c , to protect the private self , symbo ls  of the 

disj uncti on between the two spheres of the femin ine 

poetess .  The recurring mot if  of masks in her poetry 

hints at a growing anxiety of perception . Landon seemed 

to become more and more conscious throughout her career 

of how others perceived her , how she presented hersel f  to 

others , and how they presented themselves to her . The 

image of a mask appears in "A History of the Lyre" : 

I speak of my own feel ings , -- I can j udge 
Of others but by outward show , and that 
I s  falser than the actor ' s  studied part . 
We dress our words and l ooks in borrow ' d  robes : 
The mind is  as the face , -- for who goes forth 
I n  public walks without a vei l  at least? 
' Ti s  this constra int makes hal f  l i fe ' s  misery . 
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Landon uses her own mask , her poetic persona , to comment 

on the deceptive nature of people ' s  pub l i c  behaviour . 

"Lines of Life" provides another example of a pub l i c  

f acade , the speaker cata loguing the discrepanc ies between 

her real feel ings and those she expresses in publ ic : 

Wel l ,  read my cheek , and watch my eye , -­

Too stri ctly school ' d  are they , 
One secret of my soul to show , 
One hidden thought betray . 

I never knew the t ime my heart 
Look ' d  freely from my brow ; 
It once was check ' d  by timidness , 
' Tis  t aught by caution now . 

I l ive among the cold , the false , 
And I must seem l ike them ; 
And such I am , for I am false 
As those I most condemn . 

I teach my l ip its sweetest smi le , 
My tongue its softest tone ; 
I borrow others ' l ikeness , t i l l  
Almost I lose my own . 

Importantly , the distinction between the two selves 

( pr ivate and publ ic)  of the speaker becomes blurred , so 

that she seems not to be sure of her " rea l"  identity . I f  

we read the speaker a s  being Landon there are potent i a l ly 

three se lves masked in the poem : the poetic persona , the 

publ ic soc i a l  self , and the private sel f  of the author . 

The reader i s  left to surmise which self is speaking . 

It is  not only the writer who wears a mask , however . 

Often the public present a false image to the poet . I n  

" Stanzas to the Author o f  ' Mont Blanc , ' ' Ada ' etc . " 



Landon warns She l ley of the pa ins of poetry : 

' Ti s  wel l  for thee thou are not made 
Struggle l ike this to share ; 
I l l  might the gentle , loving heart 
The world ' s  cold confl ict bear ; 
Where sel f ish interest , falsehood , strife , 
Stra in through their gladiatorial l i fe ; 
Save that the false ones wear 
Seeming and softness and a smi le , 
As i f  gui lt were effaced by gui l e . 
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s . c .  Ha l l  felt that it was not in Landon ' s  nature to open 

her true heart to anyone , and that her secret iveness was 

her bane . He thought that her desire for privacy was the 

" origin of that misconcept ion that embittered her whole 

l ife"  ( that is , the gossip relating to her relationship 

with var i ous men)  and made " Fame a mockery" ( Ha l l  2 6 5 ) . 

The multipl icity of her pub l i c  faces , though part i a l ly 

deve loped in response to the dictates of society , 

contri buted to her downfal l . 

Comments Landon made late in her career show how she 

became bitterly aware of the double-edge of fame . In an 

18 3 6  l etter to Mrs Hal l ,  Landon wrote : 

I have long s ince discovered that I must be prepared 
for enmity I have never provoked , and unkindness I 
have l ittle deserved . God knows that i f , when I do 
go into society , I meet with more homage and 
a ttention than most , it is dearly bought . ( qtd . i n  
Hal l  2 6 6 )  

I n  a l etter to Hal l  himsel f  she said : "Mine has been a 

succes s fu l  career . . . [ b ] ut my l i fe has convinced me 

that a publ ic career must be a painful one to a woman . 

The envy and the notoriety carry with them a bitterness 
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which predominates over the pra i se" ( qtd . in Ha l l  2 6 9 -

7 0 ) . Having succumbed to the f lattery and pra ise heaped 

upon her in her youth , Landon later rea l ised the cost of 

her succes s  and naivety . Writ ing to Mrs Hal l ,  she said : 

11 envy , ma l ice , and a l l  uncharitabl eness ,  - - these 

are the fru its of a successful l iterary career for a 

woman" ( qtd . in Ha l l  2 7 8 ) . These private comments verify 

some of her later , more public renunc iati ons of  fame . 

Her essay on Mrs Hemans ' poetry concluded with the 

comment : "Ah ! Fame to a woman is indeed but a roya l 

mourning i n  purple for happines s "  ( qtd . in Pascoe , 

Staging 2 3 1 ) . This was no doubt intended to further the 

public image of her as a feminine poetess ,  but the 

feel ings expressed in her personal correspondence suggest 

that her d istaste for certa in a spects of  fame had become 

genuine . Her matur ing from girl ish innocence and 

youthful conf idence to a hard-bitten , cynical and 

somewhat s e l f-pitying view of fame can be traced in her 

poetry . 

vi Landon ' s  Poetry 

In contrast to a l l  the women poets who had pub l i shed 

before her , Landon is almost obsessive in her constant 

portrayal  o f  the lot of the poet , and particu larly the 

f amous woman poet . I n  her early verse , Landon focuses on 

the woman poet ' s  pa inful experiences of romanti c  love . 



3 16 

I n  most of these poems it is the characters ' gender that 

determines their suf fering in love ; their fame is  not 

blamed for their unhappy fates . Indeed , fame i s  

portrayed as a n  attractive reward for artistic creation . 

Many of the hero ines of her poetry are model led on Mme de 

Stael ' s  Corinne , the Ital ian improvisatr ice ,  who combined 

both femininity and fame . The most obvious examp l e  of 

th is is the poem "The Improvisatrice" where the central 

figure is  an Ita l ian poetess . As we l l  as cashing i n  on 

the popu lar ity of de Stael ' s  novel , Landon was working at 

construct ing her publ ic persona . She was already known 

for her improvisatory abi l ity when this  poem , in the 

volume of the same name , was publ ished , and so encouraged 

readers to identi fy her with her young , gifted , 

passionate heroine ( Rena lds 3 5 -3 6 ) . 

The p lot of "The Improvisatr ice" fol lows that of de 

Stael ' s  nove l ,  the poetess ' s  be loved be ing betrothed to 

another from chi ldhood . When she dies at the end of the 

poem , unable to halt the fading of her body despite her 

love now being requited , she f inds some sma l l  comfort i n  

knowing her lover w i l l  always remember her : 

It is  deep happiness to die , 
Yet l ive in Love ' s  dear memory . 
Thou w i lt remember me -- my name 
Is l i nked with beauty and with fame . 

Fame is not respons ible for her fai led romance ( a s  it 

would be i n  Hemans ) ; rather it is her comfort in death . 

I n  " Sappho ' s  Song , " incorporated within "The 



Improvisatr ice , " Landon does not mora l ise the l ink 

between fame and f a ithlessness . Her Sappho would have 
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been the s ame wretch whether she played her lute or not . 

The poison l ies in be ing fema l e , not a poet ( Le i ghton 

6 0 )  : 

Farewe l l , my lute ! -- and would that I 
Had never waked thy burning chords ! 
Poison has been upon thy s igh , 
And fever has breathed in thy words . 

Yet wherefore , wherefore should I blame 
Thy power , thy spel l ,  my gentlest lute? 
I should have been the wretch I am , 
Had every chord of thine been mute . 

The youthful Landon did not embrace the notion o f  the 

feminine poetess in its entirety : fema l e  fame is not 

regarded with a larm and abhorrence in her early poems . 

The Improvisatrice was fol lowed by The Troubador , a 

long poem w ith a poet as the ma in character . The 

autobiographical digress ion that closes the poem shows 

Landon as i nnocent ly egocentric and grateful to the 

critics ( Rena lds 3 9 -4 0 ) : 

And I was happy ; hope and fame 
Together on my vis ions came , • 

My brow burnt with its ear ly wreath , 
My soul had drank its f irst sweet breath 
Of praise . . . 
' Ti s  vain , and yet my heart would s ay 
Somewhat to those who made my way 
A path of l ight , with power to k i l l , 
To check , to crush , but not the w i l l .  
Thanks for the gentleness that lent 
My young lute such encouragement . 
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Landon ' s  next maj or poem was The Go lden Viol et , a 

l engthy e ffort that consisted of a number of tales told 

by var i ous poets in an effort to win a prize . In  the two 

years between the publ ication of The Improvisatrice and 

The Golden Violet , 1 8 2 4  and 1 8 2 6  respectively , Landon ' s  

att itude to fame became more demure . The epi logue i s  the 

most i nteresting part of the later poem . Just as 

Clemenz a  is  about to bestow the golden violet on the 

victor , Landon herself enters the poem in an apparent 

modest refusa l to select a winner from her own poems : 

Let each one at their pleasure set 
The prize , the Golden Violet . 
Could I choose where it might belong , 
Mid phantoms but of mine own song? 

This  is another example of the technique descr ibed 

earl ier : Landon draws attent ion to herself as author 

under the guise of modesty . She fol l ows this  by t e l l ing 

her readers that the poet is at the mercy of the critics 

and that fame is  an uncerta in path . Landon a l so responds 

to criticism of her own subj ect matter by out l ining the 

requirements of the feminine poetess : 

[ The poet ) must read in other eyes , 
Or i f  his spirit ' s  sacri f ice 
Shal l  brighten , touch ' d  with heaven ' s  own f ire , 
Or i n  its ashes dark exp ire . 
Then even worse , -- what art thou , fame? 
A various and doubtful c laim 
One grants and one denies ; what none 
Can whol ly quite agree upon . 
A dubious and uncerta in path 
At l east the modern minstrel hath ; 
How may he tel l ,  where none agree , 
What may fame ' s  actual passport be? . . .  



One sa ith that tale of battle brand 
Is a l l  too rude for my weak hand ; 
Another , too much sorrow f l ings 
Its pining cadence o ' er my strings . 
So much to win , so much to lose , 
No marvel i f  I fear to choose . 
How can I te l l  of battle-field , 
I never l isted brand to wield ; 
Or dark ambition ' s  pathway try , 
In  truth I never look ' d  so high ; 
Or stern revenge , or hatred fe l l , 
Of what I know not , can I tel l ?  
I soar not o n  such lofty wings , 
My lute has not so many strings ; 
Its dower is  but a humble dower , 
And I who ca l l  upon its a id , 
My power is but a woman ' s  power , 
Of softness and of sadness made . 

Yet , as Stephenson points out , this merely reminds the 

3 19 

reader that a l l  the poems within The Golden Vio let , with 

their range of topics , are from the pen of one woman ( 9 ) . 

It is a s  though Landon is p l ay ing games with the l iterary 

Establ ishment , s imultaneously subscribing to and 

undermining the ideology of the feminine poetes s , j ust a s  

l iterary society created then criticised that ideo logy . 

In The Golden Violet fame promises much more dubious 

rewards compared to the author ' s  earl ier , rather overt , 

del ight in her success . By 1 8 2 6 , Landon possibly had 

become more aware of the modesty required from a feminine 

poetess . Before fall ing vict im to s l ander , Landon 

enj oyed her step into the public world , the s e l f -d isplay 

she was a l lowed , and the adu lation of the reading publ ic : 

I would give a l l  the reputation I have gai ned , or am 
ever l ikely to ga in , by writing books , for one great 
triumph on the stage . The praise of critics  or 
fr i ends may be more or less s incere ; but the 
spontaneous thunder of applause of a mixed multitude 
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of utter strangers , uninf luenced by any feel ings but 
those excited at the moment , is an acknowledgement 
of grati f ication surpass ing , in my opinion , any 
other description of approbation . ( qtd . in 
stephenson 7 )  

Thi s  is not a "proper " confess ion for a feminine poetess 

but does conf irm that Landon was initi a l ly attracted by 

f ame . 

Landon ' s  att itude towards and portrayal of f ame 

c ertainly shi ft in her later efforts . The poems beg in to 

address fame far more directly , and become quite spec i f i c  

a s  t o  the pitfalls o f  success . " Erinna " and "A H istory 

o f  the Lyre "  are two poems that are general ly read a s  

s em i-autobi ographical , and both focus on the experi ence 

of fame . Wh i le working on " Erinna" Landon had written : 

Other poets have pa inted a very sufficient quant ity 
of poetical miseries ; but my aim is not to draw 
neglected genius , or ' mourn a laurel planted on the 
tomb ' -- but to trace the progress of a mind 
highly-gi fted , wel l-rewarded , but f inding the fame 
it won a sting and a sorrow , and f inal ly s inking 
beneath the shadows of success . ( Landon , Poet ical 
2 14 )  

Landon ' s  later poetesses always end with the 

ideologica l ly appropriate recognition of the ho l lowness 

of fame , but the ir initial intoxication and de l ight over 

the ir success do l inger for the reader ( Stephenson 8 ) , 

much as they do in s imi lar poems by Hemans . When her 

heroines move from the private sphere into the publ i c , 

they are tainted by ambition and vanity , are then unabl e  

t o  return to the pr ivate sphere , and s o  must d i e , even 
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though they rema in fa ithful in love . In this  way , Landon 

undermines the very construction of femininity that her 

poetry i s  grounded on (Mel lor , Romanticism 1 2 0 ) . 

Landon ' s  heroines des ire fame but find it ultimately 

disappointing , as fame and domestic happiness prove 

incompat ible . 

Eri nna , l ike the improvisatrice , i s  mode l led on de 

Stael ' s  Corinne , combining both inte l lect and extreme 

sens itivity of fee l ing ( the mascul ine and the feminine ) , 

as symbol ised by her body : "The mouth and brow are 

contrasts . . .  1 The one spoke genius , in its h igh 

revea l ing ; I The other smi l ed a woman ' s  gentle fee l ing . " 

In " Erinna "  Landon begins to recount some of the 

conf l icts that fame and femininity combined br ing , and to 

portray the cost of that conf l ict for a woman . As Mel lor 

asks ( Romant icism 1 1 8 ) , " I f  for Landon the essence of 

woman i s  love , a love that can exist only in the private 

sphere . . .  what happens in Landon ' s  poetry when a woman 

moves i nto the pub l ic sphere? " Er inna herself at first 

naively sees pub l i c  recognition as bonding her w ith the 

community : 

The lute , which hitherto in Delph i an shades 
Had been my twi l ight ' s  sol itary j oy ,  
Wou ld henceforth be a sweet and breathing bond 
Between me and my kind . Orphan unloved , 
I had been lonely from my chi ldhood ' s  hour , 
Ch i ldhood whose very happiness i s  love : 
But that was over now ; my lyre would be 
My own heart ' s  true interpreter , and those 
To whom my song was dear , would they not bless 
The hand that waken ' d  it? I should be loved 



For the so gentle sake of those soft chords 
Which mingled others ' feel ings w ith mine own . 

I n it ia l ly , Er inna ' s  youthful sol itary outpourings 

br ing her happines s , but she becomes seduced by the 
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pra ise and fame she earns : "And I I felt immorta l ,  for 

my bra i n  1 Was drunk and mad with its f irst draught of 

fame . " Erinna ' s  experience of fame a ffects her l i fe and 

her work , focus ing her on the reaction of others : 

This time of dreaming happiness pass ' d  by , 
Another spirit was within my heart ; 
I drank the maddening cup of pra ise , which grew 
Henceforth the founta in of my l i fe ; I l ived 
Only in others ' breath ; a word , a look , 
Were of a l l  inf luence on my dest iny : 
I f  praise they spoke , ' twas sunl ight to my sou l ; 
Or censure , it was l ike the scorp ion ' s  sting . 

She recognises the ho l lowness of pra ise and f l attery but 

the rea l isation comes too late : her g i fts are a lready 

prostituted (Rena lds 4 8 ) . 

And a yet darker lesson was to l earn 
The hol lowness of each : that pra ise , which i s  
But base exchange o f  flattery ; that blame , 
G iven by caut ious coldness , whi ch sti l l  deems 
' Tis  safest to depress ; that mockery , 
F l inging shafts but to show its own keen a im ; 
That carelessness , whose very censure ' s  chance ; 
And , worst o f  al l ,  the earthly j udgment pass ' d  
By minds whose native c lay is unredeem ' d  
By aught of heaven . . . 
0 dream of fame , what hast thou been to me 
But the destroyer of l i fe ' s  ca lm content ! 

• . •  To what use have I turn ' d  
The golden g i fts in whi ch I pride mysel f ?  
They are profaned ; with their pure ore I made 
A temple resting only on the breath 
Of heedless worshippers .  Alas ! that ever 
Praise should have been what it has been to me , 
The opiate of my heart . 
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She scorns herself for bowing to praise but knows there 

wi l l  a lways be confl ict for a l l  poets between egocentri c  

introspection and communion with others ,  echo ing Landon ' s  

own comment ( in the letter to Ha l l  quoted earl ier ) that 

the desire for publ ication is inseparable from 

composition : 

. • • it is  in va in 
For the ful l  heart to press back every throb 
Whol ly upon itse l f . Ay , fair as are 
The vis ions of a poet ' s  solitude , 
There must be something more for happiness ; 
They seek communion . It had seem ' d  to me 
A miser ' s  se l f ishness , had I not sought 
To share with others those impass ion ' d  thoughts , 
Like l ight , or hope , or love , in the ir effects . 

Erinna ' s  f inal hope is that future j udgement w i l l  be 

k ind to her poetry , so despite censur ing herse lf  for 

succumbing to flattery she sti l l  desires fame : 

And yet I would res ign the pra ise that now 
Makes my cheek crimson , and my pulses beat , 
Could I but deem that when my hand is  cold , 
And my l ip pass ionless , my songs would be 
Number ' d  ' mid the young poet ' s  first del ights ; 
Read by the dark-eyed ma iden in an hour 
Of moonl ight , t i l l  her cheek shone with its tears ; 
And murmur ' d  by the lover when his suit 
Cal l s  upon poetry to breathe of love . 
I do not hope a sunshine burst of fame , 
My lyre asks but a wreath of frag i le f lowers . 

What Erinna f inishes the poem hoping for is  

" immortal ity . "  Landon in this  poem shows an awareness of  

the distinction between immediate popularity and the 

experience of lasting fame , the reward of true worth . It 
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i s  a theme that she continues in "The H istory o f  the 

Lyre . "  

In  " The History of the Lyre" Landon compares a woman 

artist ' s  movement from the private to the pub l i c  sphere 

with " the progress of a disease , with pestilence and 

death " ( Me l lor , Romanticism 1 1 9 ) . The famous poet 

Eula l i a  is so drawn into the public sphere by a desire 

for fame , social success , and artistic immortal ity that 

it fee l s  as if she has taken a dangerous drug (Mel lor , 

Romant i c i sm 1 1 9 ) . However , a s  with Erinna , Eul a l ia 

discovers that the fame she pursued i s  ho l low at the 

core : 

I am va in , praise is  opium , and the l ip 
Cannot res ist the fascinat ing draught , 
Though knowing its excitement i s  a fraud , - ­

D e l irious , - - a mockery of fame . 
I may not image the deep sol itude 
I n  which my spirit dwe l l s . My days are past 
Among the cold , the careless , and the f a l se . 
What part have I in them , or they in me? 

These same sent iments are expressed in Landon ' s  later , 

more p ersona l lyrics with s imi lar resentment . 

Eul a l ia also speaks bitterly of the impossibil ity o f  

a harmon ious merging o f  fame and womanhood , the publ ic 

and the private : 

I am a woman : -- Tel l  me not of fame . 
The eagle ' s  wing may sweep the stormy path , 
And f l ing back arrows , where the dove would 

die  . 
I s  not thi s  woman ' s  emblem? - - she whose smi le 
Should only make the lovel iness of home , 



Who s eeks support and shelter from man ' s heart , 
And pays it with affect ion quiet , deep , - -
And i n  h i s  sickness -- sorrow -- with a n  aid 
He  d id not deem in aught so fragile dwe lt . 
Alas ! this has not been my destiny . 
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When Eul a l ia attempts to return to the pr ivate sphere she 

cannot f ind the perfect love she ideal ist ica l ly 

constructed in her verse . Deprived of both love and 

ambition , she dies (Mel lor , Romantic ism 1 2 0 ) . She 

describes herself as a withering , wasted bloom that "has 

dwelt too much in the open day . " Fame in the poem costs 

the woman genius her happiness : 

I pa id my price for this , ' twas happ iness . 
My w ings have me lted in their eager fl ight 

Again we can see Landon more carefully adhering to the 

persona o f  the feminine poetess than she did in her 

ear l ier p oetry . The poem "Love ' s  Last Lesson" a l so 

stresses the separate spheres of man and woman . In  the 

last stanz a  of the poem the woman ' s  unrequited love is 

explained : 

. . •  h i s  spirit whol ly turn ' d  
To stern ambit ion ' s  dream , to that f ierce str i fe 
Whi ch leads to l ife ' s  h igh places , and reck ' d  not 
What lovely flowers might per ish in his path . 

And here at length is somewhat of revenge : 
For man ' s  most golden dreams of pride and power 
Are va in as any woman-dreams of love ; 
Both end in weary brow and wither ' d  heart , 
And the grave c loses over those whose hopes 
Have lain there long before . 

Neither sphere , in short , brings happiness . 
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Apart from dwel l ing on the hol l owness of f ame to the 

woman poet , Landon turns away from the assoc iat ion of art 

and love , recogni s i ng artistic fai lure as coming from 

within ( Le ighton 6 5 ) . Eula l ia admits artistic vanity and 

confronts the source of her poet ic fai lure ( that is , that 

she courted and was satisf ied with easy popular ity rather 

than nurturing her gifts ) ( Le ighton 6 6 ) . She a lso 

comments on her choice of topic , something that critics 

were attacking Landon for , admitt ing she might have been 

better to draw on experience (unl ike in The Golden Viol et 

where , a s  noted above , she defended her choice o f  topic ) . 

But she acknowledged too that the imag ination i s  beyond 

control :  

I have sung pass ionate songs of beating hearts ; 
Perhaps it had been better they had drawn 
Their inspiration from an inward source . 
Had I known even an unhappy love , 
It  would have flung an interest round l i f e  
Mine never knew . This  is  a n  empty wish ; 
Our fee l i ngs are not f ires to l ight at wi l l  
Our nature ' s  f ine and subtle mysteries ; 
We may control them , but may not create , 
And Love less than its fel lows . I have fed 
Perhaps too much upon the lotos fruits 
Imagination yields , -- fruits whi ch unf it 
The pa late for the more substanti a l  food 
Of our own land -- real ity . 

Leighton claims that the searching honesty of this poem 

suggests Landon was starting to take criticism rather 

than praise to heart ( 6 6 - 67 ) , a claim that is supported 

by her more conservative approach to f ame . The poem ' s  

mature deal ing with large poetica l issues facing the 

succes s ful woman poet is further emphasised by the 

omiss ion of one of Landon ' s  recurring motifs : love is  
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absent rather than unrequited i n  "The H istory of the 

Lyre" ( Leighton 6 8 ) . 

The sentiments that Landon expressed in her maj or , 

and most o ften ana lysed , poems are a l so to be found in 

her less wel l-known lyrics . One recurring theme i s  the 

fate of young poets succumbing to f lattery and in some 

measure debasing their gifts . "The Poet ' s  First Essay" 

speaks of the poet coming forth from " sweet sol itude " to 

" ask the iron verdi ct of the world . "  According to the 

poem , 

. the strong need of pra ise impels him forth ; 
For never was there poet but he craved 
The golden sunshine of secure renown . 
That sympathy which is the l i fe of fame , 
It i s  full dearly bought : henceforth he l ives 
Fever ish and anx ious , in an unkind world , 
That only gives the laurel to the grave . 

" The Young Poet ' s Fate" expresses s imi lar sent iments , but 

a l so makes the tel l ing comment that with so much f l attery 

f i l l ing h i s  ear , "What marvel if he somewhat overrate I 

His ta lents and h i s  state ! "  Landon ' s  depiction o f  fame , 

then , is  informed not only by the requirements of the 

feminine poetess ( adhered to more strictly in her later 

works to prevent criticism) , but a lso by her own 

experience of it . She acknowledges that fame i s  the goal 

of the poet , but a lso acknowledges that it comes at a 

price , and she beg ins to distinguish between types of 

fame . 



This not ion of personal experience colour ing 

Landon ' s  poet ic persona i s  supported by the lyr ics 

wri tten in the f irst person , such a s  "Gifts Misused " : 

Oh , what a waste of feel ing and of thought 
Have been the impr ints on my roll of l i fe ! 
What worth less hours ! to what use have I turned 
The golden gifts whi ch are my hope and pride ! 
My power of song , unto how base a use 
Has it been put ! with its pure ore I made 
An idol , l iving only on the breath 
Of  idol worshippers . Alas ! that ever 
Praise should have been what praise has been 

to me 
The opiate of the mind ! 
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" Stanzas on the New Year " also laments the inf luence of 

f l attery on her genius : 

Oh Van ity ! alas , my heart ! 
How widely thou hast stray ' d  
And misused every golden gift 
For better purpose made ! 

In  " A  Summer Evening ' s  Tale" Landon discusses the purpose 

of poetry : " ·  . .  to pur i fy ,  ref ine , exalt , subdue , I 

• . . Making imagination serve as guide 1 To a l l  of 

heaven that yet rema ins on earth . "  The speaker admits to 

her l over : " . I know my weaknes s , and I know I How 

far I f a l l  short of the glorious goal I I purpose to 

mys e l f  . . " 

Two poems Landon wrote about Mrs Hemans provide 

further insight into Landon ' s  feel ings about fame and the 

woman poet . The two poets were near contemporaries but 

never met , Leighton suggesting that perhaps Hemans 

de l iberately avoided acquaintance with the not ent irely 
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respectable young woman from London ( 4 5 ) . Nevertheless , 

Landon obvious ly felt a sense of a f f inity with her f e l low 

famous woman poet . Both poems were written after Hemans ' 

death and focus on the cost of poeti c  fame to a woman . 

" Stanzas on the Death of Mrs Hemans " comments on the 

disparity between the publ ic ' s  perception of the poetess 

and her actual state : 

Ah !  dearly purchased is the g i ft , 
The gift of song l ike thine ; 
A fated doom is  her ' s  who stands 
The priestess of the shrine . 
The crowd - - they only see the crown , 
They only hear the hymn ; --
They mark not that the cheek is  pale , 
And that the eye is  dim .  

Landon expla ins that the extreme sensitivity that i s  

needed to b e  a poet results i n  constant angui sh for the 

woman . She a lso says that fame brings lone l iness and 

despair to the woman poet : 

The meteor-wreath the poet wears 
Must make a lonely lot ; 
It  daz z les , only to divide 
From those who wear it not . 

D idst thou not tremble at thy fame , 
And loathe its bitter pri z e ,  
Whi le what to others triumph seemed , 
To thee was sacri f ice? 

Fol lowing these l ines , Landon becomes sentimenta l ly 

effus ive over Hemans ' poetry , suggesting that she was not 

ful ly apprec iated -- "And yet I feel as thou hadst been 1 

Not half enough beloved " -- and f inishing the poem with a 

final  misting over of the eye at the thought of Hemans in 
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the grave . Such sentiments subscribe to the image of the 

feminine poetess . 

Landon ' s  second poem , " Fe l i c ia Hemans , "  comes across 

as a more s incere and personal expression of the 

v i ciss itudes of life as a famous woman poet . I t  begins 

with two stanzas pra i s ing Hemans ' verse but the third and 

f o l lowing stanzas directly comment on the effect of fame 

on the woman poet : 

Was not this purchased a l l  too dearly? -- never 
Can f ame atone for a l l  that fame hath cost . 
We see the goa l , but know not the endeavour , 
Nor what fond hopes have on the way been lost . 
What do we know of the unquiet p i l low ,  
By the worn cheek and tearful eyel id prest , 
When thoughts chased thoughts , l ike the tumultuous 

b i l low ,  
Whose very l ight and foam revea ls unrest? 
We say , the song is sorrowful ,  but know not 
What may have left that sorrow on the song ; 
However mournful words may be , they show not 
The whole extent of wretchedness and wrong [ ; ]  
They cannot pa int the long sad hours , passed only 
I n  vain regrets o ' er what we fee l we are . 
Alas ! the kingdom of the lute is lonely 
Cold is  the worship coming from afar . 

Landon conflates her own exper i ence of fame with Hemans ' ,  

stress ing the sens it ivity of feeling in the woman poet : 

What i s  to feed such feel ing , but to culture 
A s o i l  whence pain w i l l  never more depart? 
The fable of Prometheus and the vu lture 
Revea l s  the poet ' s  and the woman ' s  heart . 
Unkind ly are they j udged - - unkindly treated 
By careless tongues and by ungenerous words ; 
Whi l e  cruel sneer , and hard reproach , repeated , 
Jar the fine music of the spirit ' s  chords . 

Landon makes it clear that Hemans would have welcomed her 

death as an escape from the misery of " Fame ' s  troubled 
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hour , " though the detai ls of the poem are more ref l ective 

of Landon ' s  own l i fe than Hemans ' .  Because the 

autobi ographical poem was not suitable for the feminine 

poetess , Landon uses Hemans to voice her own experience 

of fame , a s imi lar tactic to that of the ear l ier women 

poets who pra ised each other , though when l iving . 

Certainly , there was a marked change in Landon ' s  

portrayal of fame throughout her career . The early 

attraction to f ame found in poems l ike "The 

Improvisatrice" i s  largely replaced by bitterness at the 

cost of fame to a woman and the effects of eas i ly won 

success on the poet ' s  gifts . "New Year ' s  Eve" 

contemplates the change of  year in a melancholy tone , 

ind icat ing Landon ' s  change in att itude towards fame and 

her poetry : 

Oh , for mine early conf idence , 
Which l ike that graceful tree 
Bent cord i a l , as if each approach 
Could but in kindness be ! 

Then was the time the fairy Hope 
My future fortune told , 
Or Youth , the alchemist , that turn ' d  
Whate ' er he touch ' d  to gold . 

But Hope ' s  sweet words can never be 
What they have been o f  yore : 
I am grown wiser , and bel ieve 
I n  fa iry ta les no more . • • 

Yet Landon never totally rel inquishes her des i re for 

fame . The later poems of her career show that she has 

rea l ised that fame comes at a price , but she sti l l  yearns 

for longevity for her poetry . In " Lines of L i fe , " though 
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chiding herse l f  for succumbing to the social pressures of 

fame , she nevertheless concludes the poem with a wish for 

immorta l ity through her poetry : 

But song has touch ' d  my l ips with fire , 
And made my heart a shrine ; 
For what , although a l loy ' d ,  debased , 
I s  in itself divine . 

I am mys e l f  but a vile l ink 
Amid l i fe ' s  weary cha in ; 
But I have spoken ha l low ' d  words , 
Oh do not say in va in ! 

My f irst , my last , my only wish , 
Say wi l l  my charmed chords 
Wake to the morning l ight of fame , 
And breathe again my words? 

W i l l  the young ma iden , when her tears 
Alone in moonl ight shine --
Tears f or the absent and the loved - ­

Murmur some song of mine? 

W i l l  the pale youth by his dim lamp , 
Himself a dying f lame , 
From many an ant ique scro l l  bes ide , 
Choose that which bears my name? 

Let mus ic make less terrible 
The s i l ence of the dead ; 
I care not , so my spirit last 
Long a fter life has fled . 

But the p lain fact is that the loss of reputation 

that Landon has suffered since the pinnacle of her fame 

has been phenomenal . Her contemporaries referred to the 

"magical letters of L . E . L . '' but later cr itics used Landon 

as a measure of the bad taste of their predecessors . 

Sypher neat ly summarises the reasons for the brevity of 

her fame as be ing the di lut ion of the qua l ity of her 

wr i ting by its pro l i f icness , the constra ints of 
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contemporary culture upon her poetic hor i z ons , the fact 

that she wrote at a time of bri l l iance in poetry , and the 

dat ing of her " annua l style" poems ( 3 -4 ) . Most 

commentators agree , however , that Landon did have a 

ta l ent and that her poetry was improving as she matured 

( "  . • .  she was improving in taste and execut ion , and 

wou l d  probably have ga ined a far higher reputation had 

she l ived a few years more , " wrote one critic in 1 8 4 4  

( qtd . i n  Moulton v :  3 2 7 } ) .  

What cr itics of Landon tend to forget i s  that she 

was quite l itera l ly wr iting for her l i fe ( Leighton 5 1 }  . 

She d id not have the luxury of t ime and fortune to spend 

p a instaking hours cultivating her genius . From the f irst 

moments of her career she was under pressure to perform 

f i nancia l ly . Together with Hemans , Landon was one o f  the 

f irst women poets to earn a si zeable income from her 

poetry and to be publicly recognised as a professiona l 

writer ( Curran , "Romantic Poetry : Why" 18 8 ) . Both 

produced what the public wanted from them and the ir 

abi l ity to cater to popular taste is  probably part ia l ly 

respons ible for the ir later neglect ( Curran , "Romant i c  

Poetry : The I "  18 9 }  . 

Late in her career , however , Landon did recogni s e  

the void a t  the centre of sens ibi l ity and the l imits o f  

the ideology of the feminine poetess ( Leighton 6 4 ) . Her 

poetry was refreshingly free of the conventiona l pieties 
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that a lways dominated Hemans ( " Stanzas on the New Year" 

being a rare exception to thi s )  . B  Her poetry gradu a l ly 

achieved rea l i sm and distrust , though her rea l isat i on of 

the nature of her career was always tinged with 

melancholy and self-p ity ( Le ighton 6 8 ) . Landon l ived the 

Sapphoj Corinne myth and it cost her dearly . Her 

rej ection of the superficial fame , with a l l its 

consequences , that she had initia l ly embraced came too 

l ate to br ing her happiness . Her changi ng att itude to 

f ame in her poetry is  both part of an assumed role ( that 

i s , the feminine poetess ) , and a sincere express i on 

informed by her own experience of fame . By the end of 

the Romantic Period she rea l ised that it was not 

possible , in the patr iarcha l society she lived in , to 

happ i ly combine be ing fema le and be ing famous . Though 

she could produce the poetry and the persona that were 

expected of her as a feminine poetess , she could not keep 

her pr ivate self separate from her publ i c  image . 

Landon ' s  l i fe story and her poetry show all too c lear ly 

the price of fame for a woman poet of the Romanti c  

Period . 

38Amel ia Opie commented to Mary Russel l  M itford that Landon 
"had strong feel ings , not under the only safe control - - that o f  
rel igious principle" ( qtd . i n  Leighton 6 9 ) . 



CONCLUSION 

i Fame and the Women Poets 

Was not this purchased a l l  too dearly? -- never 
Can fame atone for a l l  that fame hath cost . . . 

wrote Let i t ia Landon at the end of the Romantic Period , 
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a s  she contemplated the l i fe o f  her fel low poet Fe l icia 

Hemans . For the feminine poetesses of the 1 8 2 0 s  this  was 

a val id sentiment . For them , fame came at an expens ive 

price ; i n  Landon ' s  words , it was " ·  . .  the destroyer of 

l i fe ' s  c a lm content ! "  Being a famous woman poet duri ng 

the Romant ic Per iod , as we have seen , resulted i n  a 

con f l ict between woman ' s  domestic role and the pub l i c  

r o l e  of a poet -- a confl ict that was increas ingly 

emphasised over the sixty-f ive years in quest ion . 

The early group of women poets did not wish to draw 

attention to the potential confl ict between the two 

spheres that they operated in , hence the shortage of 

comment on female fame in their poems . They worked hard 

at appearing modest in the face of their success a nd were 

careful to ba lance domestic duties with literary 

ventures . Their overt virtue and femininity made their 

celebri ty acceptable . They worked at ma inta ining fame in 

the sense of virtuous reputation but def lecting f ame in 
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the sense o f  public celebrity . For the early generation 

it was poss ible to be famous and to be feminine at the 

same time . The later women poets found it increas ingly 

d i f f icult to j uggle these two aspects of the ir l ives , as 

the def init i ons of femininity became increas ingly narrow . 

The second group of women poets , who came to the 

fore in the 1 7 9 0 s , were more diverse soc i a l ly than More , 

Barbauld , S eward and Wi l l iams , a l ongs ide whom they 

publ ished . Lower- and middle-c lass women entered the 

market in increas ing numbers from the 1 7 9 0s , more 

f inancia l ly needy than the early generation . They lacked 

the educati ona l and c lass advantages of the initi a l  group 

of women poets , but they were more conf ident about their 

part icipat ion in the marketplace . Robinson , Years l ey ,  

and Smith a l l  learned to manipu late the l iterary 

marketplace . They found that marketing their poetry also 

meant market ing themse lves and they constructed for 

themse lves an image that would fac i l itate the ir success . 

The women poets of the 1790s  sti l l  affected modesty , but 

were much more conf ident in their public roles than 

e ither thei r  predecessors or the ir successors . 

The anti-feminist backlash that fol l owed the f a i led 

efforts of the French Revolut ion saw the notion of 

separate spheres for the genders more f irmly established 

than ever before . This  led to an interna l ised con f l i ct 

within the woman poet , as publish ing meant that she 
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crossed the boundary of her appropriate sphere . The 

critics became less receptive to certa in kinds of women 

poets , and suitable topics for women became narrowly 

def ined . The demarcation between the feminine poetess 

and the " bluestocking" poet emerged : women poets began to 

def ine themselves aga inst the stigmatised radic a l s  and 

B lues . They worked hard at presenting themselves as 

modest and feminine , employing a variety of strategies to 

do so . Critics praised the ultra-feminine women poets 

but actua l ly preferred the vigorous "masculine" work of 

poets l ike Joanna Ba i l l ie . By the end of the per iod , 

Hemans and Landon were a l l  too aware of the con f l i ct 

between their roles as feminine icons and their l ives as 

public f i gures . 

Th i s  conf l ict was part icularly pa lpable at the poi nt 

of publ i cation , when a woman ' s  poetry entered the 

mascul ine public sphere . It often manifested itse l f  as 

an " anxi ety of perception" that can be found expressed i n  

the poetry . Publ ishing women became anxious about how 

they would be perce ived by the public and their f ami l ies , 

and were a lso increas ingly concerned with their own sel f ­

percept ion . Thi s  anxiety , l ike the conflict it stemmed 

from , i ntens i f ied during the Romanti c  Period . I t  a l so 

became more intense the more famous a woman poet became . 

The dominant ideologica l bel iefs about the nature 

and role of woman that emerged during the per iod , RGt 
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oa±y affected� the l ives of the famous poets but a l s o  the 

content of the ir poetry . Because fame was part of the 

l ived experience of the wel l-known women poets , and the 

act of publ ish ing impl ies a des ire for publ i c  

recognition , one would expect i t  t o  b e  a promi nent theme 

of the ir poetry . But the disjunction between the 

prescr ibed rol e  of women and the rea l ity of the famous 

women poets ' l ives compl icated the treatment of fame in 

their poetry . 

The early generation , publish ing from the 1 7 7 0s , 

largely avo ided mentioning l iterary fame in their poetry , 

parti cu larly their own . The two def initions o f  fame , 

particularly f or the early women poets , were very c losely 

l inked : that i s , fame as ce lebrity , renown , and fame as 

report , rumour . When they used the word in their poetry , 

they general ly associated it with mil itary glory (men ) , 

or reputation (women) . One way that they did broach the 

subj ect of fema le celebr ity in their poetry was to d irect 

pra ise towards another successful fema le publ i c  f igure . 

The theme of fame , in terms of fema le celebrity , 

appeared more frequently in the works of the second group 

of women , but was sti l l  often l inked to reputation . Only 

Rob inson rea l ly mentioned her own experience of fame in 

her poetry . After 1 8 0 0 , the suitab i l ity of fema le fame 

became such a n  i ssue that it was frequently addressed by 

the women poets in their poetry and their prefaces , 
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mostly i n  the f orm of denial  of the attractions o f  fame . 

For the two most successful women poets of the period , 

fame had a huge impact on both their l ives and their 

poetry . Both subscribing to the ideology of the feminine 

poetess , Hemans and Landon wrote in support o f  separate 

spheres for men and women whi le the ir own l ives 

contradicted their message , a contradiction they were 

acutely aware o f . They wrote numerous poems d iscuss i ng 

fame and the woman poet , denying the possib i l ity of bei ng 

feminine and be ing famous at the same time and ruing the 

cost of fame to a woman . Although this  was certa inly a 

strategy for appeal ing to the market , I suggest that 

Hemans ' and Landon ' s  experience of fame led to these 

sentiments also being an express ion of the ideological 

conf l i ct between being a woman and being a poet at the 

close of the Romantic Period . 

What motivated a woman poet to publish depended 

largely on her personal c ircumstances ,  but was a l so 

af fected by issues of femininity . The f irst group of 

publ i sh ing poets did not see poetry a s  a career . They 

were we l l  pos itioned in terms of class , educat ion , and 

money , and were pol itical ly and soci a l ly aware . They 

used their poetry to further the humanitarian causes 

important to them . Fame seems to have been acceptable i f  

i t  was not actively sought - - that is , if  they were 

persona l ly virtuous , modest , and feminine , and it was a 

natural  consequence of their ta lent . Appreciation o f  
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thi s  talent i n  their intimate c ircles was appropr iate . 

Publ ication was acceptable i f  mot ivated by the " correct" 

reasons , such as to convey a mora l ,  to celebrate the 

worthy deeds of others , or at the behest of friends and 

f am i ly . 

In contrast , the maj ority of women poets who 

f o l lowed them were motivated to publish by financi a l  

necessity , and therefore fame became an essentia l 

component o f  the ir success . For Smith , l iterary fame 

meant she could susta in her fami ly ; for Years ley , f ame 

brought soc ial  mobi l ity as wel l  as money ; and for 

Robinson , income and respectab i l ity were the rewards of 

l iterary f ame . Many of those who pub l ished after 1 8 0 0  

a l so did s o  predominantly out o f  financial need , but they 

tended to refer to themselves as domestic women who only 

dabbled in poetry . Hemans and Landon were the f irst true 

profess ion a l  women poets , in that they were motivated not 

only by money but a lso by a sense of poetic vocati on . 

The i ncreas ing commercia l isation of literature and 

their need for money meant that women poets operated to 

satisfy the market . Meeting the requirements of the 

market often involved the woman poet ' s  develop i ng a 

persona . The early women poets often presented the i r  own 

opinions and anecdotes from their l ives in their poetry ; 

they were very aware of the necessity of a virtuous 

reputation but they d id not establ ish a poetic persona a s  
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such . Smith , Yearsley , and Robinson seem to have begun 

e xploring the idea of construct ing a vers ion of the ir 

l ives for the ir poetry , because they , more than the 

others , needed success in the marketplace . Robinson and 

Y earsley both felt the impact of infamy but worked to re­

present themselves to the public in acceptable terms . 

They disc losed selected biographical deta ils to the 

pub l ic , and worked in a variety of textua l voices . 

After 1 8 0 0 , women were reluctant to use 

autobiographical detai l  as a bas i s  for their poetry . The 

emphas is on separate spheres for the sexes , the 

redefinition of " feminine , "  the conf lation of woman and 

h er text , and the new conservat ism in general meant they 

were nervous about putt ing themselves before the publ ic 

-- a manifestation of their anxiety of perception . They 

d i d , however , continue to use the marketing strategies 

that their predecessors had developed . They too 

cultivated personae , but personae for the newly­

conservative l iterary marketplace that stressed modesty , 

demureness , reluctance to publ ish , and abhorrence of 

f ame . The feminine poetesses who emerged i n  the 

n ineteenth century had more of a static voice , due to the 

supposed congruency between woman and text . They 

operated within the strictly defined parameters o f  the 

feminine poetess , which was both the reason for their 

success and a l imiting factor artistical ly .  They tended 

to suppres s  poems that deviated from their pub l i c  vo ice . 
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They a lso moved towards developing a n  almost f ictional 

persona , but one that was read by the public a s  

biographica l . A s  Leighton says , " at the end o f  the 

period [ the poetess ] is aware that bei ng a poet is not 

simply a profess ion but an idea to be invented and l ived 

out" ( 4 ) . But subsuming themselves to their personae 

bred an anxiety of perception , the poetesses a lways bei ng 

afraid that the public would see through their facade . 

Modesty and meekness , essential qua l ities of the 

lady , were transferred to the poetess (Berl iner 6 1 ) . 

Women poets throughout the period denigrated their poet ic 

abi l ity in an ef fort to appear appropriately humble . 

Before the turn of the century , they worked at presenting 

an acceptably modest estimation of their literary abi l ity 

in pub l ic but they were not shy of reaping and us ing the 

rewards of the ir fame for their own purposes . By the 

third wave of women poets , modesty had become 

increas i ngly essential for success , and any conf idence i n  

their talent was not direct ly expressed i n  publ ic . 

Whereas the ear l i er generation had sought to reassure 

their audience with their express ions of modesty that 

they were not unfeminine , the later women poets ( Hemans 

and Landon ) sought as much to reassure themse lves as 

their audience . 
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i i  Fleeting Fame 

One thi ng that a l l  the famous women poets of the 

Romantic Period had in common was the fleeting nature of 

the ir fame . Poetry is  the genre that has been most 

exclus ively wr itten along a mascul ine gender l ine , 

h istorians d istorting the lineage by their exclus ion o f  

women ( Curran , "Romantic Poetry : The I "  1 8 7 ) . Between 

1 7 8 9  and 18 2 4  some 5 0 0 0  books of origina l verse were 

pub l i shed , but the Romantic canon was based on about 2 5  

o f  these , written by men ( Curran , "Romantic Poetry : Why " 

2 1 6 ) . Women ' s  poetry is  notabl e  for its absence from the 

received canon . 

The reason for the disappearance of eighteenth­

century women ' s  verse appears to be directly l inked to 

the pol icies of two apparently a l l - inclus ive editors : 

Robert Anderson in his Works of the Brit ish Poets ( 1 3 

vol s , 1 7 7 2 - 5 )  and Alexander Cha lmers in his Works of the 

Engl ish Poets ( 2 1  vols , 18 1 0 ) . These two editors both 

decided to exclude women ' s  poetry ( possibly because many 

of the women poets were sti l l  l iving ) , anonymous poetry , 

and poetry not already in collected edit ions . These 

anthologies were huge ly inf luential in the esta b l ishment 

of a canon ( J .  Stevenson 8 4 - 8 5 ) . The Poets of Great 

Britain ( 1 0 9  vols . , 1 7 7 6 -8 2 ) by John Bel l  and The Works 

of the Engl ish Poets ( 68 vol s . , 1 7 7 9 -8 1 )  by multiple 

booksel lers also contributed to the establ i shment of a 
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f ema le-exclusive canon ( Bonnel l  5 3 ) . B e l l  claimed to 

have incl uded " a l l  the British Poets from the t ime of 

Chaucer to Church i l l , "  whi le the other booksel lers 

f ocused on " a l l  the Engl ish Poets of reputation , from 

Chaucer to the present time" ( Bonnel l  5 8 ) . Bel l  included 

5 0  poets , the others 52 ; 4 2  were common to both 

col lections , as was the fact that they included no women 

at a l l  ( Bonnell 5 9 )  • 

As wel l  as the impact of these canon-setting 

col l ections , Lonsdale cites Wordsworth ' s  Preface to the 

Lyr ical Ba l lads as re-establ ishing poetry for men , 

attacking " gaudy and inane phraseology" in the manner of 

s imi lar criticism of women ' s  verse in the 1 7 8 0 s  and 1 7 9 0 s  

b y  reviewers ( x l )  . The exclus ion of women from the 

poetic canon continued into the nineteenth century . Dale 

Spender has said that "ma les have determined the criteria 

of what constitutes good writing ,  . • .  they have then 

a lso controlled the means of making dec i s ions about what 

good wr i ting gets published and what does not , and . . . 

they have a lso had the power to rank published wr iting , 

making or breaking the reputat ion of women writers , "  and 

this  has certainly a ffected the development of a canon 

( 2 0 0 ) . 

Despite exclus ion from the rece ived canon , a femal e  

canon o f  sorts did emerge in the eighteenth century . 

George Bal lard ' s  Memoirs of Several Ladies of Great 
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Britain who have been Celebrated for their Writings 

( 1 7 5 2 ) , John Duncombe ' s  l ist in The Feminiad ( 17 54 ) , and 

George Colman and Bonnel l  Thornton ' s  Poems by Eminent 

Ladies ( 17 5 5 )  he lped establ ish a kind of canon of fema le 

wr iters ( Lonsdale xxix) . Mary Scott ' s  The Fema le 

Advocate ( 17 7 4 )  added to the rap idly changing canon o f  

women ' s  poetry ( Lonsdale xxxiv) . Antho logies of women ' s  

poetry continued into the nineteenth century . Wi l l i amson 

comments on how women tended to be treated as part of a 

c la s s  ( fema l e )  before they were thought of a s  

individuals , hence men and women tended t o  be 

anthologised separately (M . Wi l l iamson , Introduct ion 

xxi )  • Women poets were always women before they were 

poets . Not only that , but since Romantic times there has 

been a history of women poets be ing anthologised by ma le 

editors ( Anderson 1 0 ) . 

In 19 9 0 , Kar ina Wi l l iamson saw the "mass extinction" 

of women ' s  verse as having cont inued into the twent i eth 

century , with only a few women making it into antho logies 

( 2 8 4 -85 ) . Even in the twentieth-century recovery of 

women ' s  l iterature , a gender of their own has tended to 

e c l ipse a genre of the ir own ( Le ighton 1 ) . Wi l l iamson 

f e lt that it was necessary to bring these women out of 

the shadows , so as to reappraise the values of the 

dominant culture , a culture whose poetry has fostered the 

va lues of supposedly universal t imeless truths ( K .  

W i l l iamson 2 8 5 ) . Fortunately a l l  is  not lost for the 
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years o f  neglect their work is at last be ing made 

ava i lable to the reading pub l ic again . Apart from the 

texts now in print , and used in this  study , there are 
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many f orthcoming works , both primary and secondary : Paul a  

R .  Feldman ' s  British Romantic Poetry by Women : 1 7 7 0 - 1 8 4 0  

( Ba l t imore : Johns Hopkins UP ) ; Wi l l iam McCarthy ' s  

biography of Barbauld ; Judith Pascoe ' s  edition o f  the 

col lected poems of Robinson ; and Jonathan Wordsworth ' s  

The Bright Work Grows : Women Writers of the Romantic Age 

( Oxford : Woodstock , 19 9 7 ) . 

Having a fema le-authored canon running a longs ide the 

tradi t ional ma le canon , however , is problematic for some 

modern critics . Donna Landry is worried about whether 

developing a fema le or feminist counter-canon i s  

desirable for feminist cr iticism (Muses 58-59 ; Anderson 

1 0 ) . Nancy Armstrong argues that separation of studies 

along gender l ines makes subordinat ion inevitable 

(Armstrong 4 1 ;  Anderson 1 1 ) . Joel Haefner has 

contemplated how the woman writers of the Romantic Peri od 

can be  incorporated into ma instream teaching . 39 The 

debate is  an ongoing one , but here d iscussion o f  the 

canon h ighl ights how completely the f amous women poets I 

have looked at were wr itten out of l iterary h i s tory . 

39 11 ( De )  forming the Romantic Canon : The Case of Women 
Wr iters , "  College Literature 2 0 . 2  ( 199 3 ) : 4 4 -57 . 
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Mar i lyn Wi l l iamson suggests that the biographical 

bias , the cons idering of l i fe and text together , that was 

a characteristic of nineteenth-century critici sm of 

writing by women perhaps accounts for their obscurity in 

death - - their l i fe and their art were one text that 

terminated with the ir death ( Introduction xxi i i )  . 40 In 

this  study I have tried to resuscitate both the l ives and 

the works of the famous women poets of the Romanti c  

Period . It i s  an  area that needs ongoing work . There i s  

room for further research i n  the area o f  the 

relationships between the poets of the day ( both ma le and 

fema l e )  , and I would l ike to invest igate further the 

fasc inat ing para llels that have emerged between Smith and 

Hemans , and between Robinson and Landon . 41 I a l so think 

it i s  important that scholars take into account the 

changi ng ideological condit ions when they study the women 

poets of the period . We should be wary of con f in ing the 

women poets to f i xed , arbitrary categories constructed in 

hinds ight . Scholars need to remember that the careers of 

a good number o f  the women poets lasted many years and 

they therefore wrote under signif icantly dif ferent socio-

historical cond itions . 

4�h i s  seems a p l ausible argument for many of the women poets 
but is not a completely satisfy ing reason . For examp l e , it does 
not take i nto account the fact that Joanna Bai l l ie ' s  fame faded 
before her death . 

41As wel l  as speci f ic simi larities between these poets there 
are more genera l paral lels between the 1 7 9 0 s  and the 1 8 2 0 s  as far 
as women ' s  poetry is concerned . For example , the construction 
of poeti c  personae , the public interest in the famous poets , and 
the demand for women ' s  poetry . 
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To return to the quest ions that I set out to answer 

at the beginning of this thesis , I think I have 

establ ished that being a woman affected both a poet ' s  

response to her fame and her perception of hersel f  as a 

woman , but how and how far it did so varied cons iderably 

during the peri od . I have also estab l i shed that whi le 

gender and the experience o f  fame did uni fy the women 

poets ' response to fame to some extent , there were a lso 

sign i f i cant d i fferences in that response depending on the 

individua l circumstances of the poet and the social 

cond itions under which she was pub l i shing . 
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