Introduction

When Theresa, the bookish heroine of Elizabeth Sophia Tomlinss The
Victim of Fancy (1786), visits Milton’s grave, she is Hooded by indescribable
feelings and extravagant sensations awakened by an imagined connection
with one of the period’s most revered authors. “I have kissed the neglectec[
receptacle of the bones of Milton,” she announces breathlessly, before going

on to CDI'.I.{:ESS,

I have werted his grave with the enthusiastic tears of admiration. I have
before beheld his bust with pleasure, even where so many imaginary heroes
and poets have found place; but the spot which really conceals his last vener-
able remains, seemed for a moment to infuse his spirit into my breast: 1 felt
superior to the beings which surrounded me, and could almost have fancied
that I heard those harps for ever strung, with which he has represented the
angels of heaven. I looked on the stone, and my hearrt felt emortions which I
am not able to describe.’

While Theresa’s fantasy of being inspirited by Milton—complete with har
sy g Y

music—suggests how her inrensely felt lirerary responsiveness reaches a fever

pitch at Milton’s tomb, her enthusiasm for a literary canon still in the male-



2 INTRODUCTIOMN

ing is palpable on near[y every page of Tomlins's novel. Theresa, after all,
quotes Shakespeare and succumbs to “Werteromania” (VF 97). She waxes
rhapsodf:: on the subject of literary genius, ad_mftting, “T hear the voice of
genius, my heart vibrates to its sound” (VF g).

Yet if Tomlinss heroine has learned to revere a poet as canonical as Mil-
ton, she is puzzled at how to respond when, across the crowded Pump Room
at Bath, she spies Sophia Lee, recenrly carapulted to fame by the success of
her sentimental novel 7he Recess (1783—s). Theresa is initially put off by the
attention Lee attracts: “And this then, thought 1, is the Témeraive, whose
name has been pub[icly joined with that of one of the first female writers
of our age!” (VF 36). Her response reflects the ambivalence typical of con-
temporary assessments of sentimental fiction, for at this point Theresa has
not yet read Lee’s novel. Framing Lee as “the Témeraire” or the audacious
one, Theresa views Lee as a literary newcomer who has dared to chal[enge
Frances Burney's position as the leading female novelist of the age. Doubt-
ing whether anyone “should be ranked with the writer of Cecilia” (VF 36),
she takes for granted Burﬂe}r’s Exceptfonalism among a crowd of seemfngly
inferior women novelists. It is on[y after reading The Recess—which leaves
her so overcome with feeling she spends three days in bed recovering from
it—that she finds Lee deserves her literary fame. Confessiﬂg that once she
begaﬂ The Recess she could not put it down, Theresa describes its language
as having “all the fire and all the softness of poetry” (VF 56), elevating Lee’s
work ]:)y associating it with a more venerated genre.

Theresa’s dilemma—the problem of what to make of a popular novelist
like Sophia Lee—illuminates the uncertain position of sentimental novels
and the women who wrote them at the end of the eighteenth century. In
setting Theresa’s ardent love of Milton against her initial ambivalence to-
ward Lee, Tomlins reflects on what changes in the cultural status of lit-
erature would mean for women novelists. While at mid—century Samuel
Johnson could define literature as “learning” or “skill in letters,” as the years
wore on, it came to denote a narrower range of imaginative writing before
ﬁnaﬂy becomfng identifiable with a still more select canon. As literature was
set apart as a b-ody of iﬂspired, origfnal, and cu[turaﬂy valued works, shifts
took place that redefined notions of aurhorship, established criteria for eval-
uating literary works, and consolidated legal protections for authors. Senti-
mental novels like 7he Victim of Fancy mediated these changes—which had
{:arAreaching implications for women novelists—in their pages. In the final
decades of the efghteenth century, women novelists like Tomlins turned the
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sentimental novel to new purposes, recording and rnetacriticaiiy reﬂecting
on the transformations then reshaping literature.

This book is about those transformations. It argues that sentimental
novels of the 1780s and 1790s reflect on and provide ways of thinking about
the conditions of cultural and iiterary survival; the selection, retrieval, and
assessment of past works; the establishment of fundamental principies of
critical judgn'ient; the evaluations and exclusions of a national iiterary canon;
the de\'eiopment of professionai modes of authorship; and the valorization of
genius and originality. Read this way, the excesses of late-century sentimental
ncn'eis—ic-ng decried for their riotousiy imprc-babie piots and over-the-rc-p
feeling—register the strain produced by the disciplinary reorganization of
literature at the end of the eighteenth century.

Drawing together areas of inquiry that have not often been brought to
bear on one another, I put the history of the novel and women’s iitet‘al‘)-r his-
tory in conversation with boolk history to better read the situation of later
eighteenthacentury women novelists. Despite the undisputed signiﬁcance
of this era for book historians—we now recognize the later eighteenth cen-
tury as the period in which literature in its modern sense came into being
as well as one in which reading practices shifred, 1iterary values changed,
and authorship became increasingiy professionaiized—its popuiar fiction
has siipped out of our histories of these developments. In part, this may be
due to our own sense, borrowed from this period, that popuiar sentimental
novels have little to do with the more august realms of literature. Cet‘taini}-r
this view was commonplace in the later eighteenth century. However inno-
vative it had seemed in the hands of Samuel Richardson, Laurence Sterne,
and even Henry Mackenzie, ]:)y the 1780s, sentimental fiction no ionger
enjoyed its earlier cachet and had, by the 1790s, become something of a
national literary embarrassment. Though it had played a crucially important
role in the history of the eariy novel, and though it was still the most fash-
ionable novelistic mode in the later eighteenth century, sentimental fiction
lost ground as literature was elevated and as sentimental writing became,
like the novel more generally in the 1780s, the purview of women.” I argue
that novels by Sophia Lee, Ann Radcliffe, Charlotte Smith, and Mary Rob-
inson memorialize the literary-historical conditions of their writing. Their
works record a moment in iiterary history in which sentimental fiction was
never more popuiar and never less admired, a moment in which women
writers successﬁliiy navigated the proi:essionai niarkerpiace but struggied to
position their works among mote iasting iiterary monuments. And as later
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sentimental novels archive women’s different relations to iiterary history,
they also make art out of those relations. Their documentary and aesthetic
responses provirie us with ways of rethinking the signai iiterary deveiop-
ments of the later eighteenth century even as they transfigure them into
something new. By reaciing later sentimental novels within the history of
the transformations reshaping literature, we may not oniy shed new iight on
i;lteﬁ:,er1t1.1rj,r fiction, but also on the history of literature itself.

To some extent the decline of the sentimental novel coincided with the
cultural devaluation of sensibiiity at the end of the eighteenth century.3
Three years after Hannah More raised the worrying possibility in Sensibility:
A Poetic Epistle (1782) that the “tender tones” and “fond tears” of sensibility
could be lr"eigned,‘f Mackenzie confessed his disillusionment with sentimen-
tal fiction in an essay for the Lounger that held sentimental fiction iargely re-
sponsibie for what he saw as the iiterary undervaluation of the novel. There
he took umbmge at “that species called the Sentimental” for incu_icating false
morals and thereby ciamaging the novels smm:iing.i Bur the cultural decline
of sensibiiity tells oniy part of the story. The fall of sentimental fiction also
occurred as it became the purview of women, for while writers like Sarah
Fielding and Elizabeth Grifhith had worked concurrently with Sterne and
Mackenzie to shape the genre at mid-century, by the 1780s sentimental fic-
tion had become the province of women. ﬂjough reviewers mentioned this
shift as eariy as 1773, when the Marzrﬁ@ Review announced, “This branch
of the literary #rade appears, now, to be almost entirely engrossed by the
Ladies,” bibiiographic research has shown that it was not compiete until
the late 17805, when a siight but growing majority of novels were written
by women, a situation that held until the 1820s.” And as the novel, like sen-
timental literature, was taken up by women, its decline was so precipitous
that by the early 1790s female authors who wished to be taken seriously
began to distance themselves from its excesses. In their different ways, Clara
Reeve and Mary Wollstonecraft disavowed sentimentality even as they set
about reforming its conventions in their own works. As Reeve noted in her
1791 preface to The School for Widows, the “rage for SENTIMENT” has
created a demand for “whining, maudlin stories, full of false sentiment and
false deiicacy, calculated to excite a kind of morbid sensibiiity.”i Ad.mitring
that her own fiction “is written more to the heart than the head,” she never-
theless aims at reaiigning sensibiiity and virtue and, impiicitiy, at recieeming
sentimental fiction.® And while Wollstonecraft dismissed what she charac-
terized as “ﬂimsy works” and “stale tales . . . all retailed in a sentimental
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jargc-u,” her own novels sought in their different ways to rewrite the conven-
tions she railed ag:l'ms,t.‘J

This sense of the degradation of sentimental fiction owed as well to the
novel’s burgeoning numbers. “Novel reading is now the ouly taste of
the day,” the Trifler observed in 1796, and in recent years bibliographic re-
search has documented a surge in novel production in the last decades of
the eighreenth century.m Though obsolescence had loug stalked the early
novel, on or about 1785 its fortunes changed. Publication rates took off,
and between 1785 and 1799, 990 new titles appeared, more than twice the
number published in the previous fifteen years. 1 During the same period,
women published more novels than men, in part because of the remarkable
productivity of some individual authors like Charlotte Smith.'” Even as the
number of new novels spikec[, most readers found novels prohibirive[y ex-
pensive to purchase and opted to read them through circulating libraries.!?
The close association between novels and circu_latfng libraries through this
perioc[ damaged the reputation of the latter, which were viewed with con-
cern by those who saw them as dispensaries of cheap fiction to an addicted
public. Apparent[y destined to be quickly read and tossed aside, novels, for
all their bulk, came to seem faddish and evanescent, short-lived works that
were all too Easily dismissed as, in Anna Letitia Barbauld’s words, c‘ephemeral

pub[icatfons which . . . live their day, and are then buried in oblivion.™*

(Barbauld herself, of course, thoughr more highly of the novel, and her fifty-
volume collection The British Novelists, first published in 1810, p[ayed a key
role in shapiug an emerging novelistic canon in the ear[y nineteenth century,
in part by protesting critical assumptions that the genre had “a better chance
of giving p[easure than of commanding respect.”ﬁ) For many eighteenth—
century commentators, however, the sheer number of new novels—most of
which were unabashedly sentimental, gorhic, or some amalgamarion of the
two—seemed to have depleted the genre’s possibilities. As early as 1752, the
Mmrhz} Review mmplained, “All the variety of which this species of literar}r
entertainment is capable, seems almost exhausted, and even novels them-

i

selves no [Dnger charm us with novelry. Similar complaiuts were made
by reviewers for decades to come."” According to one commentator, novels
were less origiua[ compositions than mechanical[y produced goods: “When
a manufacture has been carried on long enough for the workmen to attain
a general proficiency, the uniformity of the stuffs will render it difficult to
decide on the preference of one piece beyond another.” This critic went on

to compare present “workmen” against the skilled artisans of earlier decades:
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“Richardson, Fielding, Smollet [sic], and Sterne, were the Wec[gwoods of
their dﬂys; and the imitators that have since started up in the same line, ex-
ceed all power of calculation!”"* ]_.ate—cenn_tl'y novels, in this assessment, have
been cranked out by hacks whose works pale in comparison to more original
achievements ofprior decades.

The surge of new novels was accompanied by a sharp increase in the
number of titles published each year. In 1791, the bookseller James Lacking-
ton argued that “more than four times the number of books are sold now
than were sold twenty years since,” and there is some evidence to corroborate
his claim."” The upticlc in book prc-c[uction was furthered ]::-y Donaldson v
Becket, a 1774 decision by the House of Lords that put an end to the practice
of perpetual copyright.” The decision, hailed by Trevor Ross as the mo-
ment when “literature in its modern sense began:’ contributed to the forma-
tion of a British national canon by increasing the production of uniforml}'
printed and modest[y priced multi-volume series of classic (and nlost[y out-
of-copyright) works.”! For Michael Gamer, the years after the 1774 decision
“constitute, if not an ﬁge of Canonization, a span of years in which venture
publicists . . . became canon-builders by reprinting British authors on an
unprecedented scale.™ As such collecrions pro[iferatec[, they he[ped to in-
stall a recognizable, though not entit'elj,r monolithic, canon in the minds and
shelves of British readers. While this canon was not fixed, and the writers
included varied somewhat from collection to collection, it centered on the
works of male poets and playwrights.”

The effect of the 1774 decision was twofold on the novelists I study here.
Not on[y were prc-fessional writers working during the last quarter of the
eighteenth century acute[y aware that their works mmpeted with older texts
that were marketed as having lasting literary value, but they also had cause
to worry that curtai[ing the copyright period would lower the prices they
could command for their works. In A Modest Plea for the Property of Copy
Right (1774), Catharine Macaulay noted that if booksellers could not obtain
a perpetual copyright in the works they purchased, they might lose their
incentive to publish important or controversial works whose value might be
ful[y realized only over many years. Consequently, she feared, authors would
be unable to command fair prices for works that were not readi[}r market-
able, while hacks who churned out “tr'lﬂfng amusements. would fourish.*
Though her dire prediction that Denaldson v Becket would “not only be
disadvantageous, but ruinous to the state of literature” was not vindicated
by history,zr‘ her concern that authors compensation would be determined
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by the Fashionability or topicality of their wares was shared by others. In a
pointed send-up of the literary marketplace in Mary Robinson’s 1799 novel
The Natural Daugﬁrer, a bookseller tells an aspiring author that,

if your fertile pen can make a story out of some recent popular event, such
as an hfgh[y—f'ﬂshioned elapement, a deserted, distracted husband, an aban-
doned wife, an ungrateful runaway daughter, or a son ruined by sharpers

. or any thing from real life of equal celebrity or notoriety, your fortune is
made, your works will sell, and you will either be admired or feared by the
whole phalanx of fashionable readers.

In the final decades of the eighteenth century, professiona[ novelists had a
newly sharpened sense that their livelihoods depended on writing readily
marketable or topical works, as a flood of novels that advertised their mo-
dernity in titles like A Tale afrﬁe Times, ﬁfﬂgs as Ee}adm, or The World as it
Goes would seem to evidence.”

Later sentimental novels thus chart what it means to write in an era in
which, in Andrew Piper’s words, “there are suddenljyr a great deal more books
to read, when indeed there are fo0 many books to read.”** The outpouring
of new novels and uniform collections of revered works shaped the profes—
sional choices made by 1'.1te-ceJ:1tLttj,r novelists no less than the narrative and
formal strategies of their works. Professional writers striving for respectabil—
ity or lasting literary reputations aligned their works more with the ranks of
literature than the dreck of the circulating library, as the letters of Charlotte
Smith indicate. Take, for example, a letter cc-mically narrating an encounter
with William Lane, who soon would soon be renowned as the brash found-
ing proprietor of the Minerva Press. Lane’s establishment, which produced
approximately one-third of the novels printed in London in the 1790s,
was a notorious novel manufactory that churned out sensational, cheap[y
printed works.” In her letter, Smith describes Lane as “a vulg;ar fat Man”
who has called on her to solicit her second novel, Ethelinde (1789), assuring
her that whatever sum she has been promised by Thomas Cadell, the highly
J:'espected pub[ishet of her previous works, he will double it. Smith mocks
Lane’s effrontery, and while she goes on to bemoan the poverty that has
made her prey to such “pert advances,” her letter disp[ays the care she took
with her professional reputation.in For Smith, who began her career as the
genteel author of Efegi;z: Sonnets, a well-received collection of poemns, novels
J:'epresented a means of supporting her large fa.tnﬂy. Yet dire as her financial
hardship was, it did not mitigate her need to bolster her literary reputation,
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especiall}r in the ear[y years of her career, by working with Cadell, a pub—
lisher whose exdusivity was visible in the select list of novelists he worked
with, a list that in the 1780s incdluded Frances Burney and Sophia Lee.

A similar self-consciousness is evident in the period’s fiction. Designed
to appea[ to the broad market demand for certain (sentimental and gothic)
modes of fiction, and iﬂtensel}' aware of the elevation of a national [iterary
canon that for the most part excluded the novel, late-century novels straddle
fissures that had begun to open up between popular and culturally privi-
[eged modes of writiﬂg.-”] While these changes were not Comp[ete until the
nineteenth century, the cultural devaluation of the sentimental novel left
women novelists stranded. For professiona[ novelists who needed to sup-
port themselves, the marketability of sentimental fiction held an unmistak-
able allure, but for those who soughr litemry recognition, its ephememliry
exacted a cost. Stuck with a genre that was often dispamged as Circulatiﬂg—
library trash, late-century women novelists made art out of what seemed
only to ensure their lirerary dispossession.

My approach to these long-maligned novels builds on and diverges from
other studies of the novel in the later eighteenth century. This is a body of
fiction that, as Claudia L. Johnson and others have observed, was long dis-
missed ]:)y Tan Wartt and others for its “sentimentalism™ and “gothic terror,”
regretrab[e propensities that made it a somewhat Embarmssing detour on
the high road to formal realism.* In his important hisrory of sentimental
fiction, R. F. Brissenden followed Whatt’s lead, writing dismissfve[y, “Tt is
after the publication of A Sentimental Journey in 1768 that the mildew be-
gins to spread across the surface of the novel.” More recently, late-century
novels have been recuperated by critics like Maril}'n Butler, Gary Ke[ly, and
Johnson, who have positioned them within the turbulent years following
the French Revolution and found in their pages important political inter-
ventions.™ Other scholars, fncludiﬂg John Mullan, G. J. Barker-Benfield,
Ann Jessie Van Sant, Markman Ellis, and Lynn Festa, have turned to sen-
timental literature to illuminate the cultural history of sensibility and its
links to Britain’s growing consumer society, expanding empire, and aboli-
tionist movement.”> Certainly I am much indebted to critics who have ex-
plored the po[itical, economic, and social dimensions of sentimental novels.
But, J:'ead_ing sentimental fiction diﬁrerent[y, [ aim to show how these novels
meaﬂfngfuﬂy respond to changes in the cultural status of literature, author-
ship, and sentimenrality at the end of the eighreenth century, changes that
stranded sentimental genres and left their mostly female practitioners on
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the margins of literary histc-ry. The result of these changes, 50 transparent
to us in hindsight, was what Clifford Siskin has termed the Great Forget-
ting, the gradual elision of sentimental fiction—and consequently of many
women writers—from emerging notions of literary canonicity.’® Within our
critical histories of the Great Forgetting, the women who were to be fotgot—
ten seem all but unaware of the ehanges that were reiegating sentimentalism
to the margins of iiterary history. In part, this has been because the Great
Forgetting has seemed to be a nineteenth-century development, part of the
reorganization of knowiecige that took piace with the rise of literature as a
discipline and, more preciseiy, with the establishment of what F. R. Leavis
would call the Great Tradition.?

But if this “ciiscipiinaty ci.isappearance” of women was a later pi’lenom—
enomn, it was also an evocative repetition, and further institutionalization, of
changes apparent at the close of the eighteenth century.® In 1785, protest-
ing what she saw as the marginaiization of women writers and, espec.iaiiy,
women novelists, Frances Brooke claimed that recent developments had
Conspired “to exclude [women] from the road of iitemr}r fame,” t_iespite the
speeiai talent for fiction writing that she claimed for her sex based on their
c‘quicl{ sensibiiity, native deiicacy of mind, [and] i:aciiity of expression.”ji’
While women writers enjoyed previously unmatched professional oppor-
tunities in 1785, Brooke’s comment indicates that such opportunities were
given at the expense of iiterary distinction. Eough WOMmen were pubiish—
ing at greater rates than ever before, and though many took advantage of
the professionai opportunities afforded them by the iiteraty marketpiace,
pubiishing novels as well as poems, piays, essays, memoirs, travel writing,
magazine fiction, histories, conduct manuals, children’s literature, and
translations, their works did not receive the marks of pubiic recoghition
reserved for other, more culturally valued forms of writing. After all, the
great literary history of the age, Thomas Warton’s History of English Poetry
(1774-81), made little mention of women’s literary achievements. Neither
were women writers taken more seric-usiy in a number of influential critical
discussions of prose fiction, for Vicesimus Knox, Hugh Blair, James Beattie,
and John Moore managed in their different works to disregard novels by
their female ::-::un"q:m‘tric-‘u:s.')'El Nor were women's works included in the multi-
volume collections of Eﬂgiish poetry and drama that offered Britons their
national iitetary tradition paci{aged in aestheticaii}r pieasing—and grati-
fyingly substantial—volumes.*' And neither were monuments to women
writers included in what had become, i:)y the later eighteenth century, the
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most prominent exhibition of British iitemry achievement, Poets Corner in
Westminster Abbey, for while Aphra Behn and Margaret Cavendish were
buried elsewhere in the abbey, other women writers would wait until the
twentieth century to be memorialized there.*

Such exclusions did not go entiteiy unchaiienged in the last quarter of the
eighteenth century. ﬂjough fiction was left out of many eigi’lteenth—cerltm“],r
acts of canon formation, Elizabeth Griffith’s three-volume work entitled
A Collection of Novels (1777) featured seven pieces of French and English
fiction, six of which were by women (including two titles by Behn and one
each ]::-y Eliza Haywooci and Penelope Aubin). Grifhth wrote candid_iy about
her decision to expurgate what she saw as these novels’ more Dbje::tion-
able passages and indicated that such editorial emendations were necessary
to make these increa,singiy disreputabie works Worthy of “the most select
libraries” where their presence migi‘lt “rescue the Authors of this species of
writing, as well as their works, both from teprooi: and c;ontempt.”“-” Sh-:)l:ti],r
thereafter, the Novelists Magazine, serialized thrc-ughc-ut the 1780s ]::-y James
Harrison, made a number of novels (inc.iur_iing several works by women)
cheapi}' available to readers.* Among the novels Harrison reprinted were
two works each by Frances Sheridan, Sarah Fielding, and Charlotte Lennox
and three by Haywood. Unlike the imposing collections of poetry and
drama that sought to embody a British iitemt‘jyr canon, however, the Novel-
5t Magm'ﬁe, at least in its eariy years, did not present its contents as having
any particuiar national signiﬁcanee, and Harrison’s title and the appearance
of his work aiigned the series more with the periodicai than with the multi-
volume collection of British classics.*® Harrison embarked on a similar proj-
ect in the New Novelists Magazine (1786-87), a periodical he devoted to
anthoiogizing shorter works Df'prose fiction; in its pages, he included favor-
ite pieces by women writers like Ha}rwood, Lennox, and Barbauld.*

Nor was Harrison alone in his more inclusive approach to the novel.
In Sketches of @ History of Literature (1794), Robert Alves turned briefly to
the novel, and while he reserved his highest praise for a select group of
male novelists, he also acknowledged the works of three women—~FElizabeth
Griffich, Sophia Lee, and Frances Burney—as beionging LL',1n"1-:)ng the best”
British novels.?” Elsewhere, the 1788 Camfague 0f Five Hundred Celebrated
Authors afGre?ar Britain, Now Living did not omit the achievements of Brit-
ish women writers and included among its distinguished ranks thirty—two
WOITED, though their numbers made up oni}' 6 percent of the individuals
given entries in the worl. Arguabiy the most sigﬂiﬁcant chaiienge, how-
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ever, came in 1785, the same year that Brooke protested the literary margin-
alization of female novelists. Pushing back against the elision of romance
and novel from the emerging field of literary criticism, Clara Reeve sought
in 7he Progress afﬁamam.r: to elevate the critical reputations of both genres.
Her discussion, which evaluated works by male and female authors alike,
offered a corrective to earlier discussions of prose fiction that excluded any
mention of British women writers. 7he Progress of Romance takes seriously
women'’s literary contributions, and while Reeve f:amou.sly dismisses worls
of amorous intrigue by the “notorious trio” of Behn, Delarivier Manle}r, and
Ha}rwc-od, her srudy reveals, as Betty A. Schel[enberg notes, “an overriding
concern with deployfng acts of naming and obliteration to construct an
accurate and value-based, rather than purely arbftrary, literary 1’1is,1:0|1“],r.”"i?J
Paying tribute to some works and writers as she suggests others are best for-
gotten, Reeve treats women's fiction as worthy of critical judgment.
Despite such efforts, by the end of the century Mary Robinson inveighed
against the comparative lack of public recognition for women’s literary
achievements. In A Letter to the Women of England (1799), she rages,

There is no country, at this epocha, on the habitable globe, which can pro-
duce so many exalted and illustrious women (I mean mentally) as England.
And yet we see many of them living in obscurity; known only by their writ-
ings; neither at the tables of women of rank; nor in the studies of men of ge-
nius; we hear of no national honours, no public marks of popular applause,
no rank, no title, no liberal and splendid recompense bestowed on British
literary women!™

No doubt Robinson’s impassioﬂed tone owes something to the vitriol lobbed
at her and other politically radical women writers as the 1790s wore on, but
her critique also attests to the particular historical situation of her generation.
Robinson was witness to the diminution of her predecessors’ reputations,
and her rancorous cata[og of women’s literary dispossession—“no national
honours, no public marks of popular applause, no rank, no tite, no lib-
eral and spleﬂdid recompense”—owes some of its bite to the fact that, at
mid—cenmry, women writers had been feted pub[icly. As late as the 177058,
the Westminster Magazine had called for intellectual women to be granted
honorary degrees at Oxford. In 1779, the artist Richard Samuel exhibited
a painting titled 7he Nine Living Muses of Great Britain that celebrated a

rather c[isparare group of bluesrockings, artists, and women of letters: Eliza-
beth Carter, Angelica Kauffmann, Anna Letitia Barbauld, Elizabeth L'Lnley,
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Cartharine Macaulay, Elizabeth Montagu, Elizabeth Griffith, Hannah More,
and Charlotte Lennox.”' Two of these muses were feted in other ways as
well, albeit sometimes with mock adulation. Samuel Johnson himself had led
the festivities celebrating the pub[ication of Lennox’s first novel, The L{'ﬁ' uf
Harriot Stuart, Written by Herself (1750):

The place appointed was the Devil ravern, and there, about the hour of
eight, Mrs. Lenox and her husband, and a lady of her acquantance [sic],
now living, as also the club, and friends to the number of twenty, assem-
bled. Our supper was elegant, and Johnson had direcred that a magnificent
hot apple-pye should make a part of it, and this he would have stuck with
bay—leaves, because, forsooth, Mrs. Lenox was an authoress, and had written
verses; and further, he had prepared for her a crown of laurel, with which,
but not till he had invoked the muses by some ceremonies of his own inven-
tion, he encircled her brows.??

Yet by 1790, reviews of Lennox’s final novel, En_pﬁemz'ﬂ, were dismissive;
Mary Wollstonecraft wrote mournfully that it was no better than “the gen-
eral run of novels.”* And though she lived in abject poverty for fourteen
years more, Lennox never published again. The decline of one of Lennox’s
contemporaries was perhaps even more crushing. Feted even more spectacu-
larly than Lennox, Catharine Macau[a}r presided over a birthc[ay party from
a perch on a throne and had a statue erected in her honor in the 1770s. And
though the European Magazine observed that she “experienced more of the
extremes of adulation and ob[oqu}' than any one of her own sex in the liter-
ary world,” she received mostly the latter by the end of her career.” Late in
life, after a series of negative appraisa[s, she complaiﬂed about “the sad con-
dition of my Historical laurels,” a phmse that captures the poignancy of her
situation, for by the end of her life, the laurels she had won as a historian had
become tarnished relics of a prior :1ge.‘ia After Macaulay’s death, Wollstone-
craft hailed her as “the woman of the greatest abilities, undoubtec[ly, that
this country has ever produced” and reported mournfully that she “has been
suffered to die without sufficient respect being paid to her memmy.””" As if
to stave off a similar fate for herself and her contemporaries, Robinson ap-
pended to A Letter to the Women of England a " List of British Female Literary
Characters” that included the names of notable women writers, translators,
and artists.”” Robinson’s recuperative project, aimed at preserving the reputa-
tions of “British lfterar'y women, rejects the distinctions that had begun to
be made between women's writing and the emerging canon of British litera-
ture: works by wWolmen be[c-ng, she insists, to the realm of literature.
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If the literary-historical self-consciousness of The Pragress of Romance and
A Letter to the Women of England clarifies how women writers understood
their c.hanging relations to literaty history at the end of the eighteenth cen-
tury, it also cues us to recognize some of the ways this self-consciousness
gave meaﬂingfui shape to their fiction. My approach ackﬂowledges the
ways in which women writers were aware of the winnowing of literature to
exclude sentimental fiction and, moreover, shows how their novels reflect
on what these transformations would mean for their own works, authorial
identities, and lega::ies. I thus credit late—century sentimental novels—and
their writers—with a self-consciousness that has sometimes been denied
them. Their various forms of reﬂexivity are evident in the found manu-
scripts and scenes of reading, epigraphs and inset iyrics, quotations and
iiterary borrowings thart crop up throughout their pages. In the chapters
that follow, T argue that the rich it‘itette:;;tl.lal'11:)-r of iate—centuty sentimental
fiction provides ways of understanding how women writers responded to
deveiopments like the emergence of a national literary canon, the consolida-
tion ofiega.i protections for authors, and the arrival of notions of authotship
privileging otigiﬂaiity and genius. Asa seif—historiciziﬂg genre, sentimental
fiction provided a crucial space where the material conditions of writing
and genrier could be worked through at a time when literature and senti-
mentality had come under tremendous pressure. Its significance lies in the
extent to which it addresses—in seifaconsciously literary ways—dquestions
posed by the restructuring of literature.

By reaciing sentimental novels as memorializ.ing, quite seif—consciousiy,
the conditions of their writing, my approach differs from other historicist
accounts of later e'1g’i'tteer1ti'1—cet1t1_tr],r fiction. I am particu_iatl],r indebted to
new historicist insights into the relations among texts, cultural discourses,
and social institutions, but I combine these concerns with a new emphasis
on the self-reflexive and formaily innovative aspects of sentimental novels.
My approach thus allows us to see these works less as passive registers of
cultural meaning than as carefully crafted works that inscribe into formal
structure alternative versions of iiterat],r history. In reaciing sentimental
novels as memorials, I draw on Pierre Nora’s account of ficux de mémoire,
sites that embody memory but also mark what he calls “the sense that
memory has been torn.” As novel memorials, works of sentimental fic-
tion testii’v],r to a spiit in the second half of the eighteenth century between
the awareness and still vibrant memory of women’s literary accomplish-
ments and the emergence of new and culturally ascendant strands of literary
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hisrory that reconstruct the [irerary past in part by leaving out women's
contributions. What is more, these works offer up critically important in-
terventions for our own revisionist histories, in part because their mode
of literary remembrance is less monumental than sentimental. While we
sometimes use words like “monument” and “memorial” interchaﬂgeably,
the chapters that follow differentiate between eighteenth-century literary
monuments—a category thart might include such imposing material ob-
jects as the busts and stone slabs of Poets’ Corner and the 109 volumes of
John Bell's Poets of Great Britain (1776—82)—and novel memorials.” Both,
of course, enlist their readers in acts of remembrance. But where the cool,
austere atmosphere of the literary monument inspires veneration and stands
witness to the timeless achievements of great writers, novel memaorials are
altc-gether less imposing, serving as rhey (at least at some level) did as affect-
ing diversions meant for q_ufck consumption by circulating—libmry readers.
Moreover, while the monument may, through its Latin root monere, take on
a monitory function, prodding its viewer to remember that which should
not be forgotteﬂ, the memorial, in line with its etymological transmission
through the Late Latin memoriale, seeks instead to preserve the memory of
what has been lost. That is, while the lirerary monument charges its viewer
not to forget, the sentimental memorial stands for a mode of commemora-
tion that admits the inevitability of forgetting and that secks to preserve not
what has been lost, but rather its remembered image. Read as attempts to
preserve memories of achievements that were already slipping away, senti-
mental novels ac.kﬂowledge and resist their own transience. Further, despite
contemporary suppositions about the ephemeraliry of sentimental fiction,
these novels provide us, their [atter—day readers, with a rich archive in which
we can discover how women novelists J:'esponded to and resisted literary
transformations that imperi[ed their reputations and legacies. By pro\'iding
alternative means of understanding and explicatiﬂg the position of women
writers, these novels suggest how we might take forward the still-unfinished
work of women’s literary history.

I begin with the novel that so moved Theresa in The Victim of Fancy.
The Recessy or, A Tale af@'ﬁ;er Times at once traces an emerging historical
consciousness in sentimental fiction and raises serious questions about the
limits of historical knowledge. Such questions were prompted by the senti-
mental historiography of David Hume and William Robertson as well as by
James Macpherson’s claims to have recovered fragmenrs of a longlc-st bardic
tradition from the High[ands of Scotland. However different, sentimental
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history and the recovered poems of Ossian shared the aim of recuperating
the past by adapting aspects of fiction to retrieve what has been lost to his-
tory. Yet if sentimental history and Ossianic verse attempt to revive the past
for sympathetic readers, Lee slggests that such recuperative projects have
instead cut off access to the past.

In both The Recess, which [ consider in Chapter 1, and Ann Radcliffe’s
The Romance 0f¢.&e Forest (1791), the focus of Chapter 2, the manuscrit
tronvé offers up a way of thinking about the technology of writing as a
means of atchiving the past. In the “Advertisement” to The Recess, Lee
claims her story is extracted from a found manuscript reiating the experi-
ences of long-lost daughters of Mary Queen of Scots. Rather than tran-
scribing the manuscript, Lee translates it into more contemporary ianguage
and thus accounts for the sentimental idiom of 7he Recess as a substitution
necessitated by the manuscript’s obsolescence. No ionger able to commu-
nicate its originai meaning, the manusctipt exists in the novel as a defunct
material form, an obsolete written technoiogy reclaimed by print’s substi-
tution of sentimental fiction for handwritten record. While the expansion
and institutionalization of print in the eighteenth century did not super-
sede manuscripts so much as open them to a new range of meanings, in
Lee’s redaction of the transition from a manuscript—based iiterary culture
to late-century print culture, the manuscript has been utterly supplanted
by the printed book. As a result, the past archived by manuscripts has been
lost and can be reclaimed oniy by substituting printed fictions for irretriev-
able experiences. Reading the manuscript in this way allows us to see how
Lee’s novel offers a corrective to sentimental histc-ry, countering its practice
of substituting fiction for hiStOI'}' by estabiishing a historical perspective
that takes the past as past.

Where The Recess memorializes a past that is irrecoverabiy lost, The Ko-
mance af.rfac' Forest goes further, using highi}' wrought scenes of J:'E!ElC[iI’lg
to suggest that just as written technologies like manuscripts cannot pre-
serve past expetrience, neither can the most sympathetic reading recover it.
Before [ proceer_i, my inclusion of Radcliffe’s fiction in a study of sentimen-
tal novels may merit a quick expianation. By inciuding the r_ioyenne of the
gc-thic novel among more obviousiy sentimental writers like Lee, Smith,
and Robinson, I call attention to aspects of Radcliffe’s fiction that have
sometimes been left out of studies emphasizing its more gothi:: quaiities
(aspects that, as Terry Castle has noted, actually give her novels much of
their bulk).” Radcdliffe’s novelistic aesthetic centers on found manuscripts
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and inset iyrics, technologies for storing the iirerary proc[uction of writ-
ten and oral cultures that allow her to confront the limitations of material
forms as archives of experience. In an era intensei}r aware of the historicity
of language and of the ways in which writing was subject to decay, and
in which oniy some authors were retrieved from dereliction and neglect,
Radcliffe anticipates within the structure of her fiction the fading of her
own novelistic form and her disappearance from a literary canon mosti}'
reserved for male poets. In the end, her novels allow us to better read the
situation of women novelists in the 1790s, for despite her unsurpassed
popular, critical, and financial success, even Ann Radcliffe found herself
generating a iiterary form outside the protections given to authors brought
into the canon.

These same concerns with the historicity of writing ran back into the
ways professional women novelists like Charlotte Smith and Mary Rabin-
501 imagined themselves hi.si:ori::aii],r into authorship. Best known for their
poetry, upon which their literary reputations continue to rest, Smith and
Robinson turned to sentimental fiction as a means ofsupporting their fami-
lies. As married women, however, their iiterary property was in a very real
sense not their own. Smith and Robinson, in their different ways, embed
their biographies into their novels to inscribe their Dwnership over their
works and to mark them as unmistakabiy theirs.

Repeared.[y inscribing her biography into the form of her novels, Smith,
to whom I turn in Chapter 3, understands the difficulties of her own life
as structured by historical circumstances so extreme that they can be told
only through sentimental fiction. Alienated from established coteries and
literary circles and doubly dispossessed by copyright and coverture, Smith
casts herself as a iiterary exile whose poverty and dispossession forces her
to repeatedly take up the difficult circumstances of her life in her books.
And while she indicts the violent fallout of the French Revolution as giving
rise to a world of exiles, she also reserves particuiar criticism for Britain’s
[ega.i and poiirica[ establishment, which in her view has made Britons exiles
at home. Smith’s fiction clarifies how her mimetic representation of exile,
rooted in her own experience, understands that experience as one of un-
originality properly represented through copying. Telling her story through
others words suggests how profoundiy she feels dispossesseci—not even her
history is hers to tell—and simuitaneousiy indicates that she understands
her novels as bound to copy out iiterary relations that serve the interests of
male, property-owning authority.
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Where Smith’s aesthetic of copying gives meaningﬁli shape to her liter-
ary dispossessioﬂ and marks her exclusion from emergent conceptions of
Drigiﬂality, Robinson calls on her earlier fame as an actress, fashion icon,
and courtesan to sell books. In Chaprer 4, | argue that Robinson’s notori-
ety as Perdita, the mistress of the Prince of Wales, Charles James Fox, and
other powerful men, meant that she could expect her fame to last beyond
her lifetime. What she could not ensure, however, was how she would be
remembered. As she established herself in the 1790s as a woman of letters,
she marketed another image of herself to the public, one that allowed her
to capiralize on her fame and, at the same time, to rriumph over her dam-
aged reputation. As the “E.ngiish Sappho,” Robinson cultivated an E};plic—
itly gendered and commercial mode of genius. But as the 1790s progressed
and sentimental literature slipped further into decline, the transience of this
particular mode of female genius became apparent. With the writing on
the wall, Robinson used the form of the novel to reflect on the ephemeral-
ity of sentimental aesthetics and the short-lived nature of women'’s literary
fame. Her novels connect the decline of female genius and the passing of
sentimental literature to consider what these twin losses mean for women’s
iitemry hisrc-ry.

Like Robinson, I am concerned in this book with women’s literary his-
tory, with its acts of forgetting and naming, its preoccupation with what
has been lost and with the unfinished business of recuperation. [ take up
these concerns at a moment when women’s literary history has begun to
seem passé, though perhaps not quite so passé as sentimental fiction ap-
peared in the 1790s. After all, Radcliffe, Smith, Robinson, and even Lee
are now well and truly part of our expanded canon. We have exemplary
editions of their works at our r_iispo.sal. Do we still need studies Exciusively
devoted to women writers? Is it time—or past time—for women to be
studied alongside men? Devoney Looser and others have written feelingly
about the continued need for such studies, and have insisted, quite rightiy,
that these are rarely separatist endeavors.”! Nor is this one. The acts of
rear_iing and commemoration I engage in here position women’s novels
within the apparently more monumental history of the rise of literature,
and in doing so relay a sense of what has been missing from the accounts
shaping that history: the strange and sometimes unruly novelistic forms
that archive women’s awareness of, and attempts to subvert, the histories
they are being written out of. I take seriously the formal experimentation
and historical sensibility of late—century novels, reading these as testify—
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ing to the range of ways in which women nowvelists clarified, prorested,
and finally memorialized the historical conditions under which they wrote.
And as acts of recovery, the chapters that follow do not so much write an
elegy for women's literar}r history as demonstrate, without sentiment, its
continued urgency.



