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“Your love was wonderful to me, passing the love
of women.”

David to Jonathan
2 Samuel, 1,26

“I assure you, with a love “passing the Love of
Men,” that I am yours . . .”

Lucy to Harriot
William Hayley’s The Young Widow, 1789

“Davidean friendship, emulation warm,
Coy blossoms, perishing in courtly air,
Its vain parade, restraint, and irksome form,
Cold as the ice, tho’ with the comets’ glare.
By firmness won, by constancy secured,
Ye nobler pleasures, be ye long their meed. . . .

144

of Sarah Ponsonby and Eleanor Butler
Anna Seward’s Poetical Works, 1810
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Introduction

This book began as a study of Emily Dickinson’s love poems and
letters to Sue Gilbert, the woman who became her sister-in-law.
I believed I had found in the poet’s writing irrefutable evidence
that the grand passion of her life was not one of the ten or twelve
men with whom she had been romantically linked by her twentieth-
century biographers, but rather another woman. By the time I
finished gathering my material, however, I realized that something
was wrong: Although Dickinson had written the most passionate
and sensual pronouncements of love to Sue Gilbert in the 1850’s,
there was never any suggestion that she felt the need to be covert
about her emotions. If I had really uncovered a lesbian relationship,
why could I not find any evidence of the guilt and anxiety, the need
to keep secrets from family and friends, that I thought were inevit-
ably associated with homosexuality before the days of gay liberation?
Several critics suggested that the language of Dickinson’s putative
love letters to Sue Gilbert was simply consonant with the overin-
flated rhetoric that was fashionable in her day.

But what about the poems which picture her holding another
woman’s “‘sweet weight”” on her heart at night, that describe her as
the pet bird of a lady who throws her occasional crumbs, the queen
of another queen? What about the evidence that immediately after
Sue’s marriage to Austin Dickinson, Emily, who viewed the event
with painful ambivalence, had a nervous breakdown? Emily’s love
letters to Sue were not simply an example of Victorian rhetoric,
but neither was this a lesbian relationship as such relationships have
been lived through much of our century.

I decided to examine the work of her contemporaries to see if I
might uncover traces of similar relationships in her day. Carroll
Smith-Rosenberg’s essay, “The Female World of Love and Ritual,”
suggested that I might find some, but I was not prepared to dis-
cover that it was virtually impossible to study the correspondence

15



16 +#* SURPASSING THE LOVE OF MEN

of any nineteenth-century woman, not only of America but also of
England, France, and Germany, and not uncover a passionate com-
mitment to another woman at some time In her life. I also found
innumerable fictional examples of such female love relationships,
all of them without any hint that the women involved had the
slightest sense of wrongdoing, or any suggestion that such affection
could be considered abnormal. I learned too that in various times
and places in the nineteenth century, there were common terms to
describe love relationships between women, such as “the love of
kindred spirits,” “Boston marriage,” and ‘“sentimental friends.”

At first I assumed that this kind of romantic attachment was born
in the Victorian era, when women were taught to fear premarital
heterosexual love and sought other females for safe emotional out-
lets. But I soon discovered that the eighteenth century also had a
term for love between women—romantic friendship—and that the
term signified a relationship that was considered noble and virtuous
in every way. I found romantic friendships not only in the eighteenth
century but in the seventeenth century as well, and I came upon
the genesis of the institution of European and American romantic
friendship in the Renaissance.

These romantic friendships were love relationships in every sense
except perhaps the genital, since women in centuries other than
ours often internalized the view of females as having little sexual
passion. Thus they might kiss, fondle each other, sleep together,
utter expressions of overwhelming love and promises of eternal
faithfulness, and yet see their passions as nothing more than effusions
of the spirit. If they were sexually aroused, bearing no burden of
visible proof as men do, they might deny it even to themselves if
they wished. But whether or not these relationships had a genital
component, the novels and diaries and correspondence of these
periods consistently showed romantic friends opening their souls to
each other and speaking a language that was in no way different
from the language of heterosexual love: They pledged to remain
“faithful” forever, to be in “each other’s thoughts constantly,” to
live together and even to die together.

What surprised me most about these romantic friendships was
that society appeared to condone them rather than to view them
as disruptive of the social structure. I needed to find what it was
that made such relationships, which have certainly been seen as
threatening in our day, seem nonthreatening in other eras. I dis-
covered that not all female same-sex relationships were condoned.
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Transvestite women (i.e., those who dressed and often attempted to
pass as men) who engaged in same-sex love were often persecuted
and sometimes even executed. Why was a woman’s choice of dress
such a weighty factor in determining whether men would praise her
love for another woman as being noble and beautiful or flog her
for it?

An obvious answer was that if a woman dressed like a man, it
was assumed that she behaved as a man sexually. If she dressed in
clothes suitable to her sex, it might be assumed that she was not
sexually aggressive, and two unaggressive females together would
do nothing to violate men’s presumptive property rights to women’s
bodies. But I found that the answer was in fact more complex:
There were in several eras and places many instances of women
who were known to engage in lesbian sex, and they did so with
impunity. As long as they appeared feminine, their sexual behavior
would be viewed as an activity in which women indulged when men
were unavailable or as an apprenticeship or appetite-whetter to
heterosexual sex. But if one or both of the pair demanded masculine
privileges, the illusion of lesbianism as faute de mieux behavior was
destroyed. At the base it was not the sexual aspect of lesbianism as
much as the attempted usurpation of male prerogative by women
who behaved like men that many societies appeared to find most
disturbing.

It seemed to me, however, that most of the female romantic
friends that I was studying probably did not have sexual relation-
ships. Was that then the primary difference between romantic
friendship and lesbian love? The definition of lesbianism became
somewhat confused for me when 1 discovered that many of the
lesbian cases cited by the early sexologists such as Havelock Ellis
and Sigmund Freud (who were among the first to offer modern
definitions of the term) were of Victorian and post-Victorian women
whose love relationships were nongenital. If lesbianism was not a
specifically sexual phenomenon to them, what was it? It appeared
in many respects no different from the romantic friendships I had
come across in earlier eras. Even the sexologists’ evidence seemed to
suggest that homosexuality was generally no more appropriate a
term to describe lesbianism than it was to describe romantic friend-
ship. It became clear that women’s love relationships have seldom
been limited to that one area of expression, that love between
women has been primarily a sexual phenomenon only in male
fantasy literature. “Lesbian” describes a relationship in which two
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women’s strongest emotions and affections are directed toward each
other. Sexual contact may be a part of the relationship to a greater
or lesser degree, or it may be entirely absent. By preference the two
women spend most of their time together and share most aspects of
their lives with each other. “Romantic friendship” described a
similar relationship.

In discussing this notion with colleagues, I found that some of
them, in our post-sexual-revolution day, had difficulty accepting my
insistence that most female love relationships before the twentieth
century were probably not genital, while others believed that those
relationships were not genital, but could not accept the idea that
they were nevertheless serious, that the women’s professions of com-
mitment to each other were real and not simply another example
of sentimental excessiveness. Their difficulty, it appeared to me, had
to do with their assumption that what is true of behavior and atti-
tudes today has been true at all times.

But sexual patterns in general have altered tremendously over the
centuries, and it could be demonstrated that people in Europe and
the United States have probably become more sexual than they
were in former times.! Even in our century it is apparent that great
changes have occurred, particularly with regard to female sexual
expression. For example, we can infer that in the nineteenth cen-
tury, middle-class urban women seldom had sexual intercourse out-
side of wedlock from the information that among the 339 “illegiti-
mate” mothers whose occupations were known in several London
parishes during the 1850’s, only three were “gentlewomen.” Most
were domestic servants. It was not until the beginning of this cen-
tury that premarital sex became a significant reality in the lives of
middle-class women who, with their increasing independence, began
to see themselves as ““like” (i.e., equal to) men, and therefore capable
of sexual enjoyment, and having the right to that pleasure. Attitudes
and experiences continued to change in more recent times. In the
1950’s, when Alfred Kinsey was studying sexual behavior among
unmarried women, only 20 percent of those he interviewed had had
intercourse by the age of nineteen. In 1971 the number in a com-
parable sample had risen to almost 50 percent.? In 1969, 68 per-
cent of Americans believed “it is wrong for people to have sexual
relations before marriage.” Four years later, in 1973, the number
fell to 48 percent.?® It is more difficult to trace sexual patterns of love
between women, since lesbian sex leaves no evidence in ‘‘illegit-
imate” offspring, and there have been few surveys which deal with



INTRODUCTION % 19

women’s views of lesbian sexuality. But it might be assumed that
female homosexual relationships followed a pattern similar to that
of heterosexual relationships. Therefore, while there is abundant
evidence of love between women in the diaries, correspondence,
and fiction of other centuries, there are not many hints of sexual
expression of that love.

My studies also led me to conclude that it is in our century that
love has come to be perceived as a refinement of the sexual impulse,
but in many other centuries romantic love and sexual impulse were
often considered unrelated.* Certainly the degree of sexual expres-
sion among romantic friends must have varied, just as it does among
women who are avowedly lesbian today. However, it is likely that
most love relationships between women during previous eras, when
females were encouraged to force any sexual drive they might have
to remain latent, were less physical than they are in our times. But
the lack of overt sexual expression in these romantic friendships
could not discount the seriousness or the intensity of the women’s
passions toward each other—or the fact that if by “lesbian” we mean
an all-consuming emotional relationship in which two women are
devoted to each other above anyone else, these ubiquitous sixteenth-,
seventeenth-, eighteenth-, and nineteenth-century romantic friend-
ships were “lesbian.”

But this conclusion presented me again with a major question: If
these romantic friendships were in the quality and intensity of the
emotions involved no different from lesbian love, why were they so
readily condoned in earlier eras and persecuted in ours? Why were
they considered normal then and abnormal now? From my work
on Emily Dickinson, especially in observing how Martha Dickinson
Bianchi, her niece, had bowdlerized Emily’s unselfconscious love
letters to Sue Gilbert when she prepared them for publication in
the 1920’s, I realized that society’s view of love between women
must have changed drastically in the sixty or seventy years before
their publication. But to what were those changes due and exactly
how were they manifested? Obviously the status of women had
altered significantly during those years in the countries with which
1 was concerned. But why should that have effected a change in the
permissibility of love between women? I recognized that the late
nineteenth- and early twentieth-century sexologists who defined
such love as a medical problem had something to do with the new
views regarding these relationships. But why did they suddenly
emerge at that particular time, and why were their pronouncements
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accepted so readily when fifty years earlier they would most likely
have been excoriated and then ignored?

As I continued to look for romantic friendship in twentieth-cen-
tury life and literature, I saw that openly expressed love between
women for the most part ceased to be possible after World War 1.
Women's changed status and the new “medical knowledge” cast
such affection in a new light. I discovered abundant evidence of
female same-sex love, of course, but it was almost invariably accom-
panied by a new outlaw status. I was then led to investigate how
that outlaw status affected the women who continued to love
women despite twentieth-century societal taboos. I found that not
only did twentieth-century lesbian literature by heterosexuals usually
show love between women to be a disease, but that women who
were professedly lesbian generally internalized those views. This
was reflected in their own literature, which was full of self-doubts
and self-loathing until the 1960’s.

The 1960’s ushered in both the sexual revolution and the new
feminist movement. But why should those two movements have
changed the attitudes regarding love between women? I found a
contemporary analog to libertine society, which condoned rather
than condemned lesbian sex because it made women sexier, in the
swingers’ parties where lesbian sex was encouraged as a ‘“turn-on’”
for both men and women. But, more significantly, in lesbian-femin-
ism I found a contemporary analog to romantic friendship in which
two women were everything to each other and had little connection
with men who were so alienatingly and totally different. It seemed
to me that in a sense female same-sex love had come full circle. Of
course, I discovered differences between romantic friendship and
lesbian love, but the major difference had much less to do with
overt sexual expression than with women’s greater independence in
the twentieth century: Now a woman can hope to carry on a love
relationship with another woman for life. It can become her primary
relationship, as it seldom could have with romantic friends of the
past for economic reasons if no other. Because that appears to be
the only distinction of importance between the two, I venture to
guess that had the romantic friends of other eras lived today, many
of them would have been lesbian-feminists; and had the lesbian-
feminists of our day lived in other eras, most of them would have
been romantic friends.

LiLLIAN FADERMAN
July, 1980
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CHAPTER1

Lesbianism and the Libertines

In a sixteenth-century French work by Pierre de Bourdeille,
Seigneur de Brantome (1540-1614), entitled Lives of Fair and Gal-
lant Ladies, which deals primarily with the amorous exploits of the
females of the court of Henri II, the author includes a lengthy sec-
tion on lovemaking between women. He tells of having gone with
a group of ladies and their lovers to a gallery of the Comte de Chas-
teau-Villain where they saw many beautiful paintings. Among them
was one that portrayed ‘“a number of fair ladies naked and at the
bath, which did touch, and feel, and handle, and stroke, one the
other, and intertwine and fondle with each other, and so enticingly
and prettily and featly did show all their hidden beauties.” The
painting was so sexually stimulating to a certain great lady of the
group that, according to Brantéme, she lost all restraint of herself
and, “maddened as it were at the madness of love,” demanded that
her lover take her home immediately, “for that no more can I hold
in the ardour that is in me. Needs must away and quench it: too
sore do I burn.” Brantéme ends this section without any hint that
he (or his readers) would find it unusual that a woman could be
sexually aroused by a picture of other women fondling each other.
He says only, “And so she did haste away to enjoy her faithful
lover.” 1

In Brantéme’s view women are usually ready to be sexual play-
mates—which is always delightful if you are a lover, but worrisome
if you are a husband. Brantdome displays his and his society’s am-
bivalence toward women’s venereal appetite by describing all their
sexual exploits with great excitement and gusto, but repeatedly call-

23
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ing women who engage in illicit heterosexual relations whores.
Although he appears seldom aware of the reason for this ambiva-
lence, it seems to come down to the question of legitimacy, which
for the upper classes at that time involved the issue of inheritance.
A woman who cuckolded her husband could try to pass off as his
a son conceived with her lover, a son who could make false claim
to the husband’s property. The fear of cuckoldry and men’s apparent
pleasure in giving other men horns was a virtual obsession in the
sixteenth-century French court of Henri II and for centuries to
follow.

Since donna con donna (Brantdme’s words for lesbian lovemaking)
cannot result in illegitimacy, there are many husbands, Brantome
claims, who “were right glad their wives did follow after this sort
of affection rather than that of men, deeming them to be thus less
wild.” 2 In the next breath, however, he assures those men who are
not husbands but who wish to cuckold that women who are per-
mitted to indulge in donna con donna are not lost to them forever.
Even Sappho herself, the mistress of them all, ended by loving young
Phaon, for whose sake she died. To many women, Brantome says,
lesbianism is only an apprenticeship to sex with men. To others, it
serves when men are not available and becomes uninteresting once
they are. Most women who make love with other women will “if they
but find a chance and opportunity free from scandal . . . straight
quit their comrades and go throw their arms around some good
man’s neck.” 3

Donna con donna is also harmless because it does not involve
penetration by a penis or insemination—"there is a great difference
betwixt throwing water in a vessel and merely watering about it and
round the rim,” Brantome quotes defenders of lesbianism as saying.*
He believes that widows and unmarried women especially may be
excused “for loving these frivolous and empty pleasures, preferring
to devote themselves to these than to go with men and come to
dishonour,” by which he presumably means to find oneself with an
illegitimate child.

The libertine poets of sixteenth- and early seventeenth-century
France mirror Brantome’s attitudes. Sonnet XXXIII of Denis
Sanguin de Saint-Pavin (1595-1670) describes, in terms borrowed
from heterosexuality, two beautiful women loving each other, each
trying desperately to satisfy the other: “Sometimes the lover is the
mistress,/ Sometimes the mistress is the lover.” Saint-Pavin calls
them “These Innocents who deceive themselves,/ Searching in vain,
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in their loves,/ The pleasures which they refuse us.” There is a tacit
understanding that the women will soon escape from their frustra-
tions to the arms of men, where they will finally find real sexual
pleasure.®

“Elegy for a Woman Who Loves Another Woman” by Pontus de
Tyard (1521?-1605) also emphasizes the frustration of lesbian love.
The poem begins with the female speaker’s discourse on how she
wishes it were possible to join both beauty and honor in love. She
had rejected the love of men because of her high ideals:

I know our century too well:
Men love beauty and laugh at honor.
The more beauty pleases them, the more honor is lost.

But Cupid has ironically punished her disdain of heterosexual lust
by forcing her to love another woman unrequitedly. In the be-
loved’s hair he has tied an invisible ribbon which pulls the speaker
to her; he enflames the speaker, and then he makes the beloved shun
her after briefly encouraging her. Pontus de Tyard shares with
Brantéme the attitude that love between two women cannot last
long. One or the other woman will soon tire of it—and perhaps for
that reason it need not be viewed with alarm by men.

But while de Tyard sees lesbian love as ephemeral and makes it
clear that one cannot safely scoff at Cupid and heterosexual lust, he
portrays the speaker as being poignantly if quixotically heroic. She
had hoped with her beloved to ennoble love between women as
Damon and Pythias, Hercules and Nestor, Aeneas and Achates once
ennobled male love.® She is doomed to failure, but the writer hints
at a secret admiration for her, not unlike the touch of admiration we
see in Brantome when he compares male and female homosexuals
and declares: ““’Tis much better for a woman to be masculine and
a very Amazon and lewd after this fashion, than for a man to be
feminine, like Sardanapalus or Heliogabalus, and many another
of their fellows in sin. For the more manlike she is, the braver she
18.” 7

There were occasional poems during the late sixteenth and early
seventeenth centuries which poked fun at lesbian love, such as
“Tribades seu Lesbia” by Francois Mainard (1582-1646), in which
the writer tells “Beautiful Phyllis” that if her finger knew how to
urinate along with what else it knows it could pass for something
unmentionable.® But there were no poems which matched the viru-
lence regarding male homosexuality such as contained in ‘“Against
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the Sodomites” by Mathurin Régnier (1573-1613), which he ad-
dresses to the “Rabid Sodomite, enemy of nature.”® He depicts the
sodomite engaged in what he views as the most shocking debauch-
ery and antisocial behavior. Generally male writers looked at les-
bian love with a compassion such as one might feel for a famished,
whimpering creature, knowing it was in one’s power to provide it
with food and thus cure it of its sorrows.

Far and away, the most predominant attitude toward lesbian
lovemaking in French libertine literature was that it was merely
a prelude to heterosexual lovemaking. This was especially the case
in literature that made no pretense at being anything but pornog-
raphy, such as Nicolas Chorier’s mid-seventeenth-century work,
Satyra Sotadica, as well as writing which purported to be based on
fact, such as Giacomo (Jacques) Casanova’s Memoirs. Chorier pre-
sents this view in the most blatant terms: Two women discuss les-
bian sex, act out their discussion, and having aroused each other
they are joined by men who have sexual relations with them.

Jacques Casanova is a little more subtle in his eighteenth-century
memoir, but he ends at the same goal. In Volume IV he is engaged
to a young woman who has been put in a convent. He is also the
lover of a nun in that convent, and he is happy to learn that the
nun has initiated the young girl into the “mysteries of Sappho.” 10
When Casanova meets the two women together he congratulates
them on the “mutual inclination” they feel for each other, and is
delighted to find himself a spectator to their lovemaking, “which
made me laugh heartily.” He says he would not have dreamed of
troubling their sport, but instead excited them so that they would
continue their display longer.!* The women are content to share
each other with Casanova, and he can only profit by their new sex-
ual discoveries; but lest his young fiancée forget for a time what is
really what, he gently reminds her (and the reader) that lesbian love
cannot be taken seriously and will naturally bow before the claims
of sex between a man and a woman: “Your mutual love is nothing
but trifling nonsense—a mere illusion of the senses. The pleasures
which you enjoy together are not exclusive . . . MM could no
more be angry at your having a lover than you could be so yourself
if she had one.” 12

The incident comes to a climax when the three find themselves
in bed together. At first he is satisfied with “enjoying the sight of
the barren contest of my two bacchanalians” and is amused by their
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efforts. But soon he becomes excited himself, “and consumed by
the fire of voluptuousness, I threw myself upon them, and made
them, one after the other, almost faint away from the excess of love
and enjoyment.”1® Thus he assures his reader not only that he is
superbly potent but also that lesbian sex is in no way threatening
to men: It is a sterile game, the sight serves only as an aphrodisiac
to the male spectator, and all the participants tacitly agree that the
penis is the sine qua non of sexual pleasure.

There is little comparable erotic literature which includes les-
bianism in sixteenth- and seventeenth-century England. What there
is appears to have been borrowed from France, such as 4 Dialogue
Between a Married Lady and a Maid (1688), which is primarily a
translation of Chorier’s Satyra Sotadica. For the most part, En-
glish writers seemed not to have been very aware of the possibility
of sex without a penis. The educated, who were familiar with
Sappho’s love poetry, and were willing to recognize that both the
speaker and the beloved of the poems were female, might have
acknowledged that women of hot climes could invent all manner
of lechery, but many would have doubted that Englishwomen were
so inclined.

Even eighteenth-century medical manuals which deal with sexual
problems generally do not admit lesbianism to their categories of
abuses. In The Ladies’ Dispensatory; or Every Woman her Own
Physician (1740), a chapter on the horrors of self-abuse groups les-
bianism with masturbation. The author seems to view it as a form
of that problem, but does not single it out for special concern. He
gives six detailed case histories of female masturbators and the ef-
fects their habits had on them: itching all over the body, numbness
of the hands, frigidity, distension of the clitoris, racking pain in
the back, fits, vomiting, nymphomania, infertility, and death. How-
ever, in one case a girl had been “taught the sin” of masturbation
“by her Mother’s Chambermaid, with whom she continued to prac-
tise it seven Years, they trying all Means to pleasure each other, and
heighten the titillation.” As a result of her activity her clitoris be-
came enlarged, which the author sees as being a common effect of
masturbation. She suffered none of the other horrors mentioned in
the other cases, and that she had a partner in her sexual experiments
was evidently considered not significant enough to comment on at
length.* It seems never to have occurred to this author that such
mutual masturbation was ‘“lesbianism.”
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‘The most extensive discussion of lesbianism in eighteenth-century
English literature appeared in 1749 in John Cleland’s Memoirs of
a Woman of Pleasure (Fanny Hill). Unlike Brantéme and Casa-
nova, Cleland did not seriously claim to write about living people.
His purpose was more patently to arouse than to record. He focused
on the world of prostitution, which he depicted, in keeping with
the pornographic genre, as being generally amoral (although Fanny’s
values ultimately become those of the great bourgeois world).
Nevertheless, his view of lesbianism is the same as that in earlier
French works: It is lightly regarded as an initiation into hetero-
sexual intercourse. Phoebe, whose job it is to “break young girls”
to the ways of the whorehouse, introduces Fanny to genital stimu-
lation—but she reminds the girl (and the reader) that there is every-
thing lacking in this act since the penis is lacking. “What a happy
man will he be that first makes a woman of you!” Phoebe says. “Oh!
that I were a man for your sake.” After Phoebe exerts her talents
Fanny recognizes that her appetite is whetted but of course cannot
be satisfied in this situation. Fanny exclaims, “I now pin’d for more
solid food, and promised tacitly to myself that I would not be put
off much longer with this foolery from woman to woman.” Phoebe’s
main sexual technique with Fanny is digital-vaginal stimulation—
Cleland, with all his knowledge of sexual lowlife, seems to have had
little 1dea of the role the clitoris played in female sexual response
—but her fingers are not long enough to effect her partner’s orgasm
or to rupture the hymen. Thus Cleland suggests that what women
can do together neither satisfies them nor robs them of the precious
sign of their virginity. Men have no reason to regard lesbian love-
making with anything other than amused tolerance.

How little women can do for or to each other is emphasized by
Fanny’s initial consummated heterosexual experience (appropriately
enough in this pornographic romance, with the man who finally
becomes her husband), which Fanny characterizes as “my ruin”—
not of course because it has been her introduction to sex but be-
cause her hymen was ruptured. Since Cleland assumed women
could not effect that rupture on each other, whatever they did to-
gether was not significant enough to constitute their “ruin” any
more than it was efficacious enough to make them love each other.

Lesbian sex was not seen in such cavalier terms if it took on
political overtones; that is, if it was engaged in by autonomous
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women, not for male delectation or faute de mieux, but as an ex-
pression of female independence. If women who appeared not to
kick against the traces too much were found to engage in lesbian
sex, in those times and places in which sexual expression was
relatively open, such as the French court of Henri II, men were
not especially disturbed. Men enjoyed a phallocentric confidence
which ceased to be possible in the twentieth century. They could
not believe that they were unnecessary to women in any way. First
of all, it was universally acknowledged that women had to form
bonds with men in order to survive. The claims of love between
women could be seen as very slight in view of the ‘overwhelming
importance of the heterosexual bond. Secondly, in men’s phallo-
centric world it was inconceivable that a woman'’s sexual pleasure
could be significant if the male were absent.

If during these centuries a transvestite was caught in a lesbian
sex act, however, men would neither smirk nor wink, since it
would be one more infuriating indication that she rejected her
prescribed role. But a woman who initiated lesbian sex, yet seemed
otherwise not to demand male prerogatives, was generally met with
no more than ambivalence—if her behavior was noticed at all.
Perhaps lesbian sexuality was treated more tolerantly than male
homosexuality because while male homosexuality meant a man
might assume feminine behavior, which is inherently dispicable,
female homosexuality meant that a woman might assume masculinity,
which is inherently fine, as Brantéme suggested. As long as a women
did not take her assumed masculinity too seriously, as long as she
did not believe that it entitled her to any male social privileges, men
must admire it somewhat, just as the Greek warriors were said to
have admired the Amazons they defeated.

In twentieth-century pornography which deals with lesbian sex,
frequently at least one of the females, generally the older woman,
who is usually the aggressor, is criticized, either explicitly or im-
plicitly, for her lesbianism. Her punishment, in fact, has often
supplied the “redeeming social value” of the work. While there are
some notable exceptions which will be considered, in the erotic
literature of the sixteenth through eighteenth centuries, lesbianism
is usually seen to function in an amoral universe. The women who
indulge in lesbian sex are no more culpable than the other char-
acters. Perhaps the difference in treatment may be accounted for
in the measure in which women were and are taken seriously as



30 + SURPASSING THE LOVE OF MEN

independent or potentially independent human beings. Unlike in
our century, it was seldom believed in earlier eras that non-pro-
creative sexual behavior might carry over to autonomous social
behavior, unless a woman flamboyantly demonstrated the connection,
by transvestism for example.



CHAPTER 2

What Do Women Do?

If any women wrote lesbian sex literature during the sixteenth
to eighteenth centuries, it has been lost to posterity. Had such lit-
erature existed, the descriptions of lesbian lovemaking would cer-
tainly have been different from the ones that are extant. Male
writers who took it upon themselves to describe lesbian sexual ac-
tivity in detail were ostensibly unable to conceive of any technique
outside of what has come to be called the “missionary position”
and vaginal penetration by some object. Regardless of the era or
country, depictions of lesbian sexual techniques, based largely on
male writers’ knowledge of heterosexual lovemaking, shared the
same unimaginative inaccuracies. Men could not absent themselves
from their visions of any female sexual activity: If a man were not
present in fact, one of those who was present must simulate him.

Brantéme says that there there are two ways to perform “ces
amours feminines,” and both copy conventional heterosexuality.
One way is an imitation of the missionary position: “tribadism,” or
genital rubbing, with one woman atop another. The other method,
to which he devotes more attention perhaps because it approximates
heterosexual activity even more closely, involves the use of a dildo
or godemiche, an artificial object shaped like a phallus with which
one woman penetrates another.! Although Brantéme was not other-
wise bothered by the idea of lesbianism, penetration by a dildo
seems to have been disturbing to him, as it was to theological law-
makers during this period, possibly because in their minds it
threatened to make the male superfluous, while tribadism was
merely a child’s imitation of an adult’s game. Brantome thus warns
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that while lesbian sex “‘by rubbing . . . does not cause damage,”
the use of the dildo is dangerous, and he has known of women who
have been injured by this method—those injuries he describes in
some detail.

English literature contemporaneous with Brantome does not dem-
onstrate any more perception about the nature of lovemaking be-
tween women. In Book II of Sir Philip Sidney’s Arcadia (c. 1580), a
young man disguises himself as the Amazon Zelmane, and is thereby
permitted friendly intimacy with Philoclea, daughter of the king,
who does not know that Zelmane is a man. Philoclea falls in love
with the Amazon, but is anguished since she cannot understand
what her feeling for another woman means. At first she wishes they
might live together all their lives, “like two of Dianas Nimphes,”
but she fears that other nymphs would join them and want to
share Zelmane with her. Then she wishes that Zelmane were her
sister because that natural bond might make her more special to
“her,” but if the Amazon happened to marry, even then she would
lose “‘her.” Finally she realizes that she and her beloved could live
together forever without interference only if one of them were
turned into a man. Believing the Amazon (and of course herself) to
be immutably female, however, she laments not only that she will
be unable to spend her life with Zelmane, but also that there is no
way two women can sexually consummate their love:

. it is the impossibilities that dooth torment me: for, un-
lawfull desires are punished after the effect of enjoying; but
unpossible desires are punished in the desire itself. . . . The
most covetous man longs not to get riches out of a ground
which never can beare anything; Why? because it is impossible.
The most ambitious wight vexeth not his wittes to clime into
heaven; Why? because it is impossible. Alas then, O Love, why
doost thou in thy beautiful sampler sette such a worke for my
Desire to take out, which is as much impossibler?

Yet because love without a penis was an impossibility to sixteenth-
century England, women were allowed to demonstrate the most
sensual behavior toward one another without suffering the stigma
associated with such behavior in more recent times. The chapter
which follows Philoclea’s lament contains an example of the kind
of sensual expression that was possible. Philoclea and her sister
Pamela are both frustrated in their loves. They decide to talk their
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sorrows out to each other, and, in order to “talk better” they lie
down in bed together, but first:

they impoverished their cloathes to inriche their bed, which
for that night might well scorne the shrine of Venus; and
there cherishing one another with deare, though chaste em-
bracements; with sweet, though cold kisses; it might seeme
that Love was come to play him there without darte; or that
weerie of his own fires, he was there to refreshe himselfe be-
tweene their sweet-breathing lippes.

The two women have taken off their clothes, they are in bed, they
kiss, they embrace; Cupid, though arrowless (is Sidney using the
missing dart to symbolize the phallus which is absent?), seems to
be in the room with them, his presence is somehow connected to
their tender kisses. Modern scholars have been at a loss as to how
to read this scene. Iwan Bloch identifies it as ‘“one of the earliest
references to homosexual relations between women.”? Jeannette
Foster observes, as Bloch does not, that the two women were sisters
(which she acknowledges would not invalidate his claim), but also
that Bloch misread the “shrine of Venus” line, interpreting it to
mean that they made elaborate preparation for a night of love. As
Foster rightly points out, the line means simply “they released
their own loveliness from their garments and laid themselves on
the bed which was thus more ‘inriched’ than a shrine bearing an
image of Venus herself.” ¢+ Bloch’s reading, furthermore, is incon-
sistent with the scene that precedes this one. Philoclea and Pamela
cannot engage in homosexual relations in Sidney’s world because,
as Philoclea has already told us, they do not exist. Love without a
penis is counted among the impossibilities.

Something erotic, however, is definitely suggested in this scene.
But in earlier centuries a relationship such-as the one between
Pamela and Philoclea, because it did not involve genital stimulation,
would not have been considered sexual. A scene of this nature in
a twentieth-century context would at least suggest the ‘lesbian
tendencies’”’ of the two women. It seems then that a narrower inter-
pretation of what constitutes eroticism permitted a broader expres-
sion of erotic behavior since it was not considered inconsistent with
virtue.

In later centuries as well, popular English notions regarding les-
bian sexual possibilities (or impossibilities) appear to retain a phal-
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locentric bias: Without a proper tool the job cannot be done. For
example, Robert James's Medicinal Dictionary (1745), deals with
lesbian sex under the entry ‘“‘tribadism”’—which, he implies, is the
only erotic technique available to two women. But how do both
women receive satisfaction by this method? James is forthcoming
with an answer: In some women the clitoris “becomes so far promi-
nent,” he explains, that “they make Attempts to converse in a crimi-
nal manner with other women,” rubbing their partners with their
large clitorises, and thereby receiving as well as giving satisfaction.’
Obviously some male writers must have been informed by certain
bold women that female sexual gratification was possible outside of
the missionary position, but that knowledge is seldom revealed in
literature about lesbian sex. In Memoirs of a Woman of Pleasure
(Fanny Hill) John Cleland intimates that he knows about cunni-
lingus, but he does not suggest that the act can occur between two
women as well as between a man and a woman, or that it can be
carried to the point of orgasm.® Samuel Tissot, an eighteenth-
century Swiss doctor whose work Onania: A Treatise Upon the
Disorders Produced by Masturbation (1758) was translated into
English in 1766, is one of the few writers who recognize the possi-
bility of manual clitoral stimulation in lesbian sex. That act, he says,
is even worse than masturbation because it sometimes causes
“women to love other women with as much fondness and jealousy
as they did men.” ” But other eighteenth-century writers seem to
have placed this activity under the category of “masturbation” rather
than lesbian sexual activity.®
Some English writers preferred, like Lucian in his Dialogues of
the Courtesans (see p. 149), to leave out the details. Apparently they
knew enough to reject the notion of a heterosexual model, but
they claimed to believe that lesbianism involved esoteric mysteries,
that it was a lost art, known only to women in ancient times, as
Philip Massinger had the nymphomaniacal Corsica complain in his
1623 play, The Bondman:
Fie on these warres,

I am starv’d for want of action, not a gamester left

To keepe a woman play; if this world last

A little longer with us, Ladyes must studie

Some new found Mistery, to coole one another,

Wee shall burn to Cinders else; I have heard there have been

Such Arts in a long vacation; would they were

Revealed to me.®
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Italy, which both France and England accused of exporting homo-
sexuality to their countries,!® was ostensibly no more knowledgeable
about lesbian sex. A naiveté similar to that in Sir Philip Sidney’s
Arcadia with regard to the efficacy of love without a penis is revealed
in sixteenth-century Italian literature. In Ludovico Ariosto’s Orlando
Furioso (1516), Book XXV, Fiordispina falls in love with Bradamant
and laments the impossibility of her love. Bradamant, an Amazon
warrior, dresses as a man, and after receiving a head wound, is shorn
as a man. When Fiordispina declares her love, Bradamant quickly
undeceives her by telling her there is a woman underneath the male
garb. Like Philoclea, Fiordispina now grieves because she may “hope
for no reliefe.” * Fiordispina believes that her same-sex passion is
unique in the history of the world:

Ah woe is me (she said) that I alone

Should live in such despaire to be relieved.

In passed times I think there hath been none,

In time to come it will not be believed,

That love should make by such a strong infection
One woman beare another such affection.?

She compares her love to other unorthodox loves: Nynus wished to
copulate with her son, Myrrha was impregnated by her father, Pasy-
phae lusted after a bull. Yet all these women, Fiordispina laments,
were more fortunate than she: Their passions could be consummated
since their beloveds all had penises, and not even Dedalus, with all
his artifice, could help her consummate her love.

After a sleepless night beside Bradamant, Fiordispina’s erotic
thirst has not abated, nor has she been able to think of a way it might
be quenched. Fiordispina concludes that her only hope is in fervent
prayer for some miracle that would “her bedfellow turne to a better
sex.” Her prayer is satisfactorily answered when Bradamant leaves
and Richardet, Bradamant’s brother who looks exactly like her, re-
turns and pretends to be Bradamant now changed by a nymph whom
she /he saved from a satyr. Fiordispina’s passion can finally be grati-
fied.

Male confusion about lesbian sex reached a peak at the beginning
of the eighteenth century in Italy, when Lodovico Maria Sinistrari,
a Franciscan who attempted to codify appropriate punishments for
sodomy in Peccatum Mutum (1700), undertook to enlighten the
clergy regarding sexual practices between women. Sinistrari ob-
serves that although moralists who treat of “this filthy vice” declare
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that “real Sodomy is committed between [women],” yet he has seen
no one offer a credible explanation “as to how this takes place.”
Sinistrari ventures his own guesses. He rejects the assertion of other
theologians that ““if a woman gets upon a woman, and both fall to
thrusting at each other mutually, it may happen that the seed of her
on top may be injected into the natural vase of her laying under.”
Those theologians believe that “thus Sodomy is performed; but
should the seed be not received into that vase, it is only pollution.”
Sinistrari takes issue with their argument, insisting, naturally with
great seriousness, that sodomy cannot be performed that way be-
cause ‘‘woman’s seed cannot be injected.” 3

He then quotes still other theologians who have distinguished
between women who when they couple together merely rub each
other and those who insert some material tool, for example of
wood or glass. To these lawmakers, penetration was the essential
act of venereal congress—without penetration there was no crime.
If one woman penetrated another with a dildo, they were both to
be put to death, as in the case of two nuns cited by Clarus.’* But
Sinistrari questions this definition of female sodomy too, since such
a sexual act would leave one partner unsatisfied.

Finally he offers a definition of his own which explains how both
women receive gratification: In some women the clitoris is very
large. Those women can even sodomize a man, and some of them
prefer to “run after women, and especially girls.” Galen and Coelius
corroborate this, Sinistrari says, by stating that the ancient Egyptians
“cut off this bit of flesh in all virgins, that it may not grow out and
thus enable them to conjoin with other women.” Female sodomy
consists only of a woman penetrating another with her clitoris. Any
other act is “pollution,” and “if pollution [the Confessor]| can ab-
solve them; if Sodomy he cannot.” If a woman is accused of pene-
trating another with her clitoris, her body is to be inspected by a
jury of matrons, and if her clitoris is sufficiently large and it is
known that she lay with another woman, “there is a presumption
that they made use of it for the heinous delinquency: just as it is
legally presumed from a man’s sleeping with a woman, that they
have fornicated.” The woman and her partner are to be tortured
on the rack, and if it is discovered then that one did indeed pene-
trate the other, both are to be punished with death and burnt.'®
Of course, it is unlikely that many women were tortured or ex-
ecuted under laws based on Sinistrari’s definition of a criminal les-
bian act.
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In our Masters and Johnson era it may be difficult to believe
that such naiveté could have existed concerning the varied possibil-
ities of sexual expression. But in earlier eras, when only men wrote
about sex and women either did not tell men about their own feel-
ings or were ignored, such an innocence should not be surprising.
Even in more sexually sophisticated circles, such as the sixteenth-
century French court, love between women was never described
from a convincing female perspective. It was usually seen to be an
imitation of heterosexual intercourse, and the closer it approximated
intercourse, the more significant it became.

Most writers who attempted to deal with lesbianism regarded it
primarily as a sexual act and were unwilling to give it the dimen-
sions they might attribute to a serious male-female love relationship:
admiration, concern for the beloved’s welfare, tenderness, total in-
volvement in the beloved’s life. Their societies offered countless
examples of love between women which had these characteristics,
but unless that love clearly had a genital component, it was not
lesbian—even if the two women indulged in all other manner of
mutual sensual stimulation. Women themselves would probably
never have arrived at a definition of lesbian love which was fixed
only on the genitals any more than at a definition of lesbian sex
which was fixed on penetration either through an artificial phallus
or hermaphroditic miracles.®



CHAPTER 3

Eighteenth-Century
Fantasy and the Lesbian Image

Not until Mathieu Francois Mairobert’s L’Espion Anglois (1777
1778) was the subject of lesbian sex treated in extensive detail rang-
ing over a hundred pages.! Mairobert’s presentation is a prototype
for pornographic literature focusing on sex between women: The
principal women—one in her late twenties, the other a teenager—
are both extremely beautiful; they have sex in a lavish setting with
all manner of servants and devices at their disposal; bizarre prac-
tices such as flagellation are central to their lovemaking; jealousy
is the primary emotion between the women; and a man finally wins
the younger woman away from her older corrupter. Two hundred
years later, these elements, or some modification of them, continue
to be the main trappings of male conceived lesbian pornography.

Not only did Mairobert establish a pattern for a genre of por-
nography, but he also ‘“created” lesbian history. It is difficult to
understand how anyone reading Mairobert could confuse his wildly
grotesque imaginings about lesbianism with fact. But several early
twentieth-century writers did, and through them Mairobert's pa-
tently fanciful discussion of late eighteenth-century French lesbian-
ism came to be taken as truth by many of our contemporary French
historians.?

The narrator of the lesbian section of L’Espion Anglois is a young
girl, Sapho, who had always had an obsession with sexual stimula-
tion. When her mother catches her masturbating, she runs away to
what she believes to be a convent but is actually a resort for whores.
The madam soon takes Sapho to her house in Paris, where she dis-
covers that Sapho “has a diabolical clitoris,” and decides ‘“‘she will
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be better for the women than the men.” She rejoices because “our
famous tribades” will pay the girl’s weight in gold: Mairobert’s con-
cept of lesbian sex seems to have been like that of Robert James
in his 1745 Medicinal Dictionary, that the active partner stimulated
the passive one with her large clitoris. Madame Gourdan (who was
an actual procuress of the period), having made her discovery, then
writes to one of her customers, a wealthy, independent woman,
Mme. de Furiel: “I have discovered for you a morsel fit for a king,
or rather a queen, if one can be found that has your depraved
taste.” Sapho is then dressed in ‘“a frock made in the style of the
tribade costume; that is, open in the front and in the back from
the belt to the stocking.”

The rest of the work attempts to arouse the reader in the same
far-fetched ways. Madame de Furiel, who is extremely beautiful,
entertains Sapho in a lavish mansion, in which everything is in-
tended to stimulate the senses, and there Sapho enjoys her first
lesbian experience. After this initial sex scene we are told that in
Furiel’s home there is a temple of Vesta, “regarded as the founder
of the Androgyne sect,” where lesbians worship and have orgies
after they have passed the initiation rite. This rite consists of an
applicant being put in a room filled with various graphic examples
of heterosexual erotic art and a lifelike statue of Priapus. At the
foot of the statue is a lighly burning fire, which the applicant must
tend. If she is distracted by these visions of heterosexuality for one
instant, the flame will go out. She must endure this test for three
hours over a period of three days.

Following the initiation rite, which Sapho passes, she attends a
gorgeous banquet, after which a mass lesbian orgy is held. A medal-
lion is given to the couple who can continue having sex the longest
(Mairobert betrays here what is a.distinctly and exclusively male
sexual anxiety) and Sapho and Furiel are the winners. The orgy
scene is followed by a proclamation from the actress Raucourt, the
“president” of the lesbian club, which is entitled ““Justification of
the Androgyne Sect.” This speech has been considered by modern
scholars to be a serious essay by an eighteenth-century lesbian. Rau-
court is made to observe reverently, for example, “The priesthood
[of the androgyne] is perpetuated in our female monasteries of
modern Europe, an emanation of the College of the Vestals” and
“This expansive enthusiasm for the propagation of the cult of the
goddess ought chiefly to devour a true tribade; she ought to wish
that all her sex, if it were possible, would participate in the same
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happiness that she does.” Raucourt’s proclamation derives obviously
much more from Mairobert’s anti-Catholicism and ambivalent anx-
iety about lesbian proselytizing than from real life. The lesbian
section of L’Espion Anglois ends when Sapho runs off with a man,
is deserted by him, and finally takes a job with a madam who spe-
cializes in supplying whores to Catholic priests.

The literary connection between lesbianism and flagellation may
have stemmed from L’Espion Anglois, since flagellation is such a
central part of lesbian lovemaking here. In Flagellation and the
Jesuit Confessional (1834), the author, Frusta, remarks that in Paris
during the Revolution several lesbian flagellant associations had
been discovered in which Sappho was honored as a protective god-
dess. His description of those ‘““associations’” borrows so heavily from
the lesbian orgy scene in L’Espion Anglois that one suspects it was
his main source. Frusta states that in these orgies Sappho’s picture
“adorned the altar in the hall where everything was calculated to
make sense and fantasy reel. The orgies opened with flagellation
and ended in the most shameful of sexual perversions. Deep hatred
against men was the first principle.” 3

The vision of soft flesh striped with whip welts and of dominant
females safely captured in the imagination that was elaborated in
L’Espion Anglois apparently had widespread appeal to heterosexual
males.* The English Bon Ton Magazine for December 1792 ran an
article on a “female whipping club” which supposedly assembled in
London’s Jermyn Street every Thursday evening. There, the writer
asserts, the ladies took turns whipping each other and otherwise mu-
tually stimulating their pudenda. Despite these “factual” details of
the time and place of the meeting, the language in which the activi-
ties are described places the club in the same realm of erotic male
fantasy that Mairobert inhabited:

Sometimes the operation is begun a little above the garter,
and ascending the pearly inverted cone, is carried by degrees
to the dimpled promontories, which are vulgarly called but-
tocks; until the whole, as Shakespear says, from a milky white,
“Becomes one red”!! [sic] ®

Mairobert’s intentions in writing his extremely influential les-
bian scene in L’Espion Anglois seem rather transparent. He was
concerned principally with titillation: Just as a lesbian sex scene 1s
almost compulsory in pornographic entertainment today, he made
it so in his day. All the women in his lesbian episode are extremely
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beautiful and feminine in appearance, as are their counterparts in
modern pornography, never unexceptional looking or masculine.
But despite the beauty of the lesbians, they do not have the power
to hold a young woman who will, in Brantéme’s words two centu-
ries earlier, at the first opportunity, “straight quit [her] comrades
and go throw [her] arms around some good man’s neck.” The titil-
lation which the male voyeur derives from the prospect of lesbian
sex seems generally to be prodded by some anxiety that the women
are lost to him—but the pornographer knows finally to alleviate
that anxiety by assuring his reader that all Sapphos are ultimately
conquered by Phaons, and thus creates “a happy ending,” not neces-
sarily for his female character, but for his male reader.

Mairobert’s second intention seems to have been to shame specific
independent women who did not fit his notion of womanliness. The
lesbian characters in L’Espion Anglois were based largely on actual
personages of the period—or rather they were fantastic caricatures
of them—such as the actresses Raucourt and Souck, and Madame de
Fleury, a leading social personality. Mairobert often used real
names, particularly when the women had no great clout, or could
not, because of their “immoral” professions as actresses,® conduct
successful libel suits. Women who were titled or who were married
to influential men appeared under thinly veiled names which mem-
bers of their social sphere would have had no trouble recognizing.
Madame de Furiel, for example, was Mme. de Fleury in real life,’
but Mairobert’s slight alteration was enough to protect him from
charges of libel. These women wielded no great power, but neither
were they content to lead retiring, secondary lives. Mairobert’s dis-
approval of such women and his method of insulting them for their
relatively atypical independence and aspirations were not of course
peculiar to him or even to the eighteenth century. The charge of
lesbianism has often been an important strategy for keeping restive
women in check.

In The Toast (1736), an erudite, heavily footnoted British satire
by William King, the central character, Myra, is meant to represent
a certain Lady Frances Brudenell who outsmarted King in a sub-
stantial financial dealing.® Myra, who has ‘“masculine” cunning,
must also have masculine sex drives, King implies. He shows that
having already proved herself “‘an indefatigable servant in venereal
rites and ceremonies,” ® Myra has now been gifted by Venus with a
set of male sex organs. She is at once pansexual, hermaphroditic,
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and a tribade. She leads a life of unrestrained lasciviousness with
both males and females, though her favorite is the jewess, Ali.1°
Like Mairobert, King pretends that his enemy’s aggressiveness in
the world is explainable by her unnatural sexual appetite. To insult
Myra by attributing to her a voracious bisexual libido seemed to
King a fitting way to placate his gall at her independence and cun-
ning.

King also hoped by this maneuver to make her an outcast, par-
ticularly among other women. Since she has a penis, he warns,
women would not associate with her unless they were interested in
sexual intercourse. Any intimacy with her, he hints, is as dangerous
to their reputations as intimacy with a man would be: If some
women ‘“‘still continue to converse with the Hermaphrodite, as if
she was a perfect woman, I am fully persuaded that they are not
insensible of her Virility.”

The same maneuver had been used several decades earlier against
one Miss Hobart, a maid of honor in the Restoration Court of
Charles II. Miss Hobart, who possessed a sharp tongue, a bold air,
and an abrasive temperament, made herself a number of enemies
among the men at court and was soon satirized in ballads as being
a hermaphrodite. Anthony Hamilton reported in a 1713 work that
“upon the faith of these songs her companions began to fear her.”
Her simplest actions were subsequently interpreted as attempts to
molest. After a trick played on her by the libertine Lord Rochester,
the author of Sodom, who had designs on one of Miss Hobart’s few
remaining defenders, Miss Temple, it was even believed that Miss
Hobart was guilty of impregnating a maid whom she had fired.!

Among the political pamphlets which helped ignite the French
Revolution is a whole group of accusations focusing on Marie An-
toinette’s supposed tribadism and her aggressive sexuality.’> While
Marie Antoinette’s sex life provides the focus of the attack and even
of the bizarre humor in these pamphlets, as was the case with Lady
Brudenell and Miss Hobart, the real issue is their authors’ hostility
to the queen’s power, which exceeded, according to them, the limit
of what any woman should possess, and with which she and her
minions were bringing the nation to ruin.

These pamphlets began circulating in the early 1780’s and con-
tinued even after the queen’s execution. Like the English satire on
Lady Brudenell, they combine titillating accounts of the victim’s
sexual dalliance with other grievances of a completely nonsexual
nature. In one dated 1792, for example, entitled “List of all the
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persons with whom the Queen has had debauched liaisons,” approxi-
mately three dozen individuals are named, about half men and half
women, including “a clerk of the War Secretary, . . . a son of the
footman of the Ventadour family, . . . and a daughter of an ac-
tor.!® In another, called “Admonishment to the Queen,” Marie An-
toinette is warned, ‘“‘Don’t summon anymore the too-amiable Swede,
Fersenne; don’t go anymore to visit the too-seducing Madame Lam-
balle in Paris; dismiss the valets and the wardrobe girls who still
arouse your passion.” * In some pamphlets she engages in bisexual
acrobatics at the same time that she plots political intrigues against
France. f

One of the most infamous treatments of lesbianism in eighteenth-
century literature is Diderot’s The Nun, begun in 1760. This novel
has all the virulent anti-Catholicism one would expect from its
Enlightenment author and is based on an actual cause célébre of
the time,'’ concerning a young woman who had been forced to enter
a convent. Suzanne Simonin, the heroine of Diderot’s novel, is com-
pelled by her greedy mother to become a nun, and her dramatic
experiences at several institutions gradually educate her to the aw-
ful variety of corruption in convent life. At the first convent she
enters Suzanne is tortured by sadistical nuns. During her final so-
journ in a cloister the innocent heroine becomes the victim of a
tyrannical mother superior’s lechery. The vicious and pathological
lesbianism Diderot depicts in this novel is markedly different from
the gallant and light-hearted lesbianism that occurs in earlier French
and Italian works about the pleasures and vices of convent life.16

Modern critics are mistaken when they suggest that Diderot’s pic-
ture of lesbianism in The Nun is clinically correct and sympathetic,
and an accurate reflection of the social attitudes of his day.!” Rather,
it is extremely revealing of the author’s personal animosities and of
his hostility towards the idea that women could hold positions of
authority. Diderot wrote The Nun at a time when he ‘“was most
darkly suspicious of the relations between his mistress, Sophie Vol-
land, and her sister,” Mme. le Gendre.l® The amount of time the
two women spent together, and also the possible influence Mme.
le Gendre exercised on Sophie’s opinion of him, troubled Diderot
deeply and he expressed his ambivalence about the relationship in
letters. For example, he petulantly complained to an acquaintance
about one long visit between Sophie and her sister, “It’s been a cen-
tury since I've seen my friend. Pleasurable parties, intended for
other’s pleasure, visits, spectacles, walks, dinners given and received
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have robbed me for the fifteen days since her sister has arrived.” At
another time when the two women were together, he complained to
Sophie:

I am obsessed and do not know what I write . . . I see by your
scrawled letter that Madame le Gendre is or will be with you
incessantly. I have become so suspicious, so unjust, so jealous;
you tell me that so much. You endure so impatiently when one
mentions some fault, that—I don’t dare finish. I am ashamed
of what is happening in me, but I don’t know how to stop it.
Your mother claims that your sister likes amiable women, and
it is certain that she likes you very much; and then that nun
for whom she had such a passion and then that voluptuous and
tender manner with which she sometimes bends toward you.
And then her fingers strangely pressed between yours.
Adieu. I am mad; do you wish that I were not? 1°

Diderot’s exceptionally lurid treatment of lesbianism in The Nun,
then, was quite probably affected by his own neurotic fears about
Sophie’s attachment to another woman 2° who threatened his influ-
ence on her.

Apart from Diderot’s “philosophique” harshness toward Catholi-
cism and his personal anxieties about his mistress, there is still
another explanation for the grotesque character of the lesbian
Mother Superior in The Nun: Diderot’s antifeminism. Although
Diderot critics have observed that he loved women and they occu-
pied a central place in his work and his correspondence,® he, like
many a chivalrous gentleman, loved them only in their place.
Diderot’s favorite Moliére play, significantly enough, was Les
Femmes Savantes,?® a satire against learned ladies and the men who
permitted themselves to be ruled by women. In his essay, “Sur les
femmes,” Diderot reveals his view of woman as, to borrow Simone
de Beauvoir’s term, ‘“the other.” Women are not the complex human
beings insusceptible to facile categorization that he would grant most
men to be; instead they are either “beautiful like Klopstock’s
seraphs,” or “terrible like Milton’s devils.” 2 Not only does he deny
women human complexity, he also denies them adulthood: “O
women,” he cries, “‘you are such extraordinary children.” 2 While
he pays lip service in this essay to the need for better treatment of
women, he also makes it clear that he considers them vain, hysterical,
designing, helpless, and generally stupid.
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While Diderot the Encyclopedist urged greater freedom and self-
determination for man, he did not urge the same for woman. The
idea of a society ruled entirely by them, the convent, was probably
as distasteful to him for that reason as it was for more progressive
political and philosophical reasons. In a convent, women were al-
most entirely self-sufficient, and the head of the community was
another woman. A father confessor visited the nuns periodically,
but as Diderot himself suggests in The Nun, the priest had no real
authority over the Mother Superior. When Suzanne tells her that
the confessor has warned against the older woman’s caresses, the
Mother Superior is neither shaken by the priest’s knowledge of her
lesbian advances nor awed by his authority. She urges the girl to
come to bed with her anyway, saying: “I am the one who rewards
and punishes around here.” 2> That confessor is soon gotten rid of.
The Mother Superior’s system of justice and privilege is invariably
based on her feminine irrationality and her constantly vacillating
likes and dislikes. She uses her authority to obtain personal power
and to buy sexual affection. The whole nunnery falls into chaos
because of her misrule. To Diderot, the convent was a place where
the blind led the blind, and where the depraved led the innocent
into depravity. It was the one French institution where women,
who were at best incapable children, actually ruled.

Eighteenth-century literature in which lesbianism was treated ex-
plicitly seems to have often had a dual purpose. Frequently the
author wished to arouse the male reader by the graphic depiction of
lesbian sex, as do almost all the writers considered above. And since
women themselves did not write erotic literature, the most bizarre
male depictions of lesbianism went unchallenged.

But these works were usually more than erotic. They were based
on actual personages, women who were, in every case, aggressive and
unretiring, not at all like the conventional eighteenth-century ideal
of femininity. These women had generally tread on the author’s
toes by their assertiveness; they had stepped out of line and behaved
in an unwomanly fashion, either by attempting to outsmart a man,
or by imposing themselves on male business, or simply by not ex-
tending to a man the deference he believed due him. What better
way to shame such women than to attribute to them fierce sexual
appetites at a time when it was not proper for women to have them?

Lesbianism itself was seldom the focal point of attack in these
works. Eighteenth-century men do not appear to have viewed love-
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making between nontransvestite women with much seriousness. The
most virulent depictions of lesbian (or rather pansexual) behavior
seem to have been rooted in the writer’s anger at a particular
woman’s conduct in an area apart from the sexual. Her aggressive
sexuality was used primarily as a metaphor.



CHAPTER 4

Iransvestism:
Persecution and Impunity

The female transvestite was not a figure in sixteenth-through
eighteenth-century erotic literature and evidently presented a far
more serious problem than women affording each other some sexual
amusement. While a woman who engaged in lesbian sex posed no
threat, at least to a libertine mentality, as long as she maintained
all other aspects of her role as a woman, someone who both engaged
in lesbian sex and rejected the other aspects of a female role always
aroused societal anxiety.

The ephemerality of lesbian relationships was a notion cherished
by male writers throughout the centuries. The Sappho-Phaon story
(which many scholars reject as myth) was used as a reassuring prime
example of lesbian transitoriness. One of the first encyclopedias,
Dictionary Historical and Critical (first French edition, 1697; first
English edition, 1710) by Pierre Bayle devotes most of its article on
Sappho to a discussion of her desertion of women in favor of Phaon,
with whom she was so infatuated that she leaped to her death from
a Leucadian cliff when he did not reciprocate her passion. Bayle
quotes at length from Ovid’s “Epistle of Sappho to Phaon,” the pop-
ular origin of the Phaon story:

No more the lesbian dames my passion move,
Once the dear objects of my guilty love;

All other loves are lost in only thine,

Ah, youth ungrateful to a flame like mine.!

Transvestites, who made lesbianism not just a sexual act but a whole
life-style, did not hold out this tacit promise of change.

47
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Even the slightest semblance of women (and men) rejecting their
conventional garments was threatening because this implied that
women ceased to be feminine (i.e., ruled) and men ceased to be mas-
culine (i.e., ruling). William Harrison (1534-1593) in his Descrip-
tion of England complained that some women wore “‘doublets with
pendant codpieces on the breast,” and that he “met with some of
these trulls in London so disguised that it hath passed my skill to
discern whether they were men or women.” And since many men’s
fashions had become feminized in turn, Harrison says, men were
“transformed into monsters.” > The next century in England saw a
similar hysteria when fashions in dress again shifted to what was con-
sidered masculine for women and feminine for men. The author of
a 1620 pamphlet, Hic Mulier: or The Man-Woman: Being a Medi-
cine to Cure the Coltish Disease of the Staggers in the Masculine-
Feminine of our Times, complained that society was going to the
Devil because women had forsaken their “comely Hood, Cawle,
Coyfe, handsome Dresse or Kerchiefe” and were now wearing man-
nish, broad-brimmed hats, masculine doublets, and “ruffianly short
lockes.” 3 This work set off a paper war regarding masculine wom-
en’s and feminine men’s fashions (for example, Haec-Vir: or The
Womanish Man and Muld Sacke: or the Apologie of Hic Mulier).
If fairly minor shifts in appropriate male and female dress caused
such anxiety, one can imagine the horror that a full-fledged trans-
vestite must have aroused.

Both literature and history indicate that a number of women dis-
guised themselves as men in earlier centuries. Occasionally, as in the
early decades of sixteenth-century England, women of some classes
might have been able to achieve a degree of independence.* But for
the most part in the sixteenth through the eigheenth centuries in
England, France, Germany, and America women were restricted in
the jobs open to them, in their freedom to travel without molesta-
tion, and in their general autonomy. If a woman craved freedom in
a pre-unisex fashion era, when people believed that one’s garments
unquestionably told one’s sex and there was no need to scrutinize
facial features and muscle structure to discern gender, she might
attempt to pass as a man. Novels such as Dr. Arbuthnot’s Memoirs
of the Remarkable Life . . . of Miss Jenny Cameron (1746), and the
supposedly autobiographical The History of Miss Kathy N——
(1757) suggest that such attempts were not as uncommon as might be
expected.
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If a woman passed successfully and was at all prepossessing, there
was a possibility that she would be considered an eligible bachelor
and receive serious attention from girls or their families. While some
transvestite women ran from such attention, such as the late eigh-
teenth-century English sailor, Mary Anne Talbot,® others could not
or saw no reason to do so, or were happy with the attention. How-
ever, if a transvestite’s community discovered that she was passing as
a man and was romantically involved with a woman, her liberty and
even her life were at stake.

In most cases of execution or other punishment for lesbianism, in
both history and fiction, the accused was a transvestite. The first such
instance is described in the early thirteenth-century extension of the
French romance, Huon of Bordeaux, in which Ide, a woman in a
man’s dress, becomes a knight of the Holy Roman Emperor, and
because of her skill is given the emperor’s daughter in marriage. Not
knowing how to extricate herself from this “privilege,” she partici-
pates in a marriage ceremony with her enthusiastic bride, but of
course she must finally tell the princess that she has not the proper
equipment to fulfill her marital duties. When the emperor learns of
this he condemns Ide to be burned to death, decreeing that he “wold
not suffre suche boggery to be used.” However, in this fictional story
Ide 1s saved by a last-minute Iphis-like metamorphosis into a man.®

The laws and the writings of the theologians of this period suggest
that a sentence of death by burning would have been considered ap-
propriate in real life as well.” Saint Albertus Magnus (1206-1280)
defined male and female homosexual sodomy as the worst sexual
sin.8 The laws of Orléans in 1260 codified the punishment for female
sodomy in Li livres de jostice et de plet: A woman was to be muti-
lated for her first and second sexual offenses with another woman
and burned to death for her third.? In the later Holy Roman Empire
under Emperor Charles V (1519-1556), the law decreed that women
who indulged in homosexual sodomy should be put to death by
fire.10

It is doubtful, however, that women who did not change their
female appearance suffered such penalties. The love poem to another
woman written by the female troubadour Bieris de Romans, who
lived during the period of Huon of Bordeaux, suggests no need to
be covert about her affection, even to the slight extent of hiding be-
hind a male persona. After praising Lady Maria’s perfections, she
implores her:
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Thus I pray you, if it please you that true love
and celebration and sweet humility

should bring me such relief with you,

if it please you, lovely woman, then give me
that which most hope and joy promises,

for in you lie my desire and my heart

and from you stems all my happiness,

and because of you I'm often sighing.

And because merit and beauty raise you high
above all others (for none surpasses you),

I pray you, please, by this which does you honor,
don’t grant your love to a deceitful suitor.

Lovely woman, whom joy and noble speech uplift,
and mertt, to you my stanzas go,

for in you are gaiety and happiness,

and all good things one could ask of a woman.!

Although nothing is known of Bieris except for her sex, birthplace,
and era, it would be safe to guess that she was not a transvestite if she
managed to write such love poetry with impunity. Nontransvestite
women had great latitude in the affection they could show toward
other women. In a homosocial society in which it was expected that
women would be close, affection might occasionally cross the border
of the sensual into the sexual. Even in times and places which were
not open to sexual variety, as long as those women practiced a
modicum of caution to prevent a third person spying on them, they
would have been safe. Transvestite women, on the other hand,
would have put themselves under suspicion by their appearance
alone if they did not “pass’; and if they tried openly to lead lives
independent of men, they would have further enraged their socie-
ties. Any connection they had with other women would have come
under scrutiny.

In nontransvestite women were careless enough to get caught in
flagrante delicto, it appears that their punishments were fairly light.
One such instance occurred in Plymouth in 1649. Goodwife Nor-
man, the wife of Hugh Norman, and Mary Hammond were brought
before the court “for leude behavior each with the other upon a
bed.” Mary Hammond received no punishment, and Goodwife Nor-
man was sentenced ‘“‘to make public acknowledgement . . . of her
unchaste behavior.” 2 That such leniency was not typical of Colo-
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nial America in the case of “serious” forms of homosexuality is evi-
denced by the fact that William Cornish was hanged in Virginia in
1625 and William Plain was hanged in New Haven in 1646 for
homosexual activity.13

Transvestite lesbians do not seem to have been let off as easily
as the two American women who were charged with “leude be-
havior.” In 1566 Henri Estienne reported a case that had occurred
thirty years earlier of a woman from Fontaines who, disguised as a
male, worked as a stable boy for seven years, then learned to be a
vineyard master, and being sure of a more comfortable economic
status, married a woman. The two lived together for two years, after
which time, Estienne says, the dildo that she used ‘“‘to counterfeit
the office of a husband” was discovered. She was arrested and, having
confessed, was burned alive.1

Montaigne reports another execution of a transvestite lesbian in his
1580 Journal de voyage. Several years earlier, seven or eight girls
from Chaumone en Bassigny had agreed to wear men’s dress for the
rest of their lives, presumably because transvestism gave them free-
dom of movement. They seem then to have left Chaumone in their
disguises, and one of them, a weaver, went to Vitry. There she was
able to pass as a man and win the respect and affection of the whole
community. She became engaged to a woman from Vitry, but the
match was broken off as a result of some misunderstanding between
them. She then went to Montirandet and after a time married a
woman with whom she lived for several months. According to Mon-
taigne’s sources, she employed, like Estienne’s woman, a dildo in
sexual intercourse. When a traveler from Chaumone recognized her,
she was brought to trial “for the illicit inventions she used to sup-
plement the shortcomings of her sex.” Montaigne says she was
hanged.1®

A similar case occurred in early eighteenth-century Germany.
Catharine Margaretha Linck, disguised as a man, served as a soldier
in the Hanoverian, Prussian, Polish, and Hessian armies. In 1717,
after her military service, she went to Halberstadt where, still dis-
guised, she worked as a cotton dyer and married a woman. Accord-
ing to her trial transcript, she fashioned a dildo from leather and
fastened on it a bag of pigs’ bladders and two stuffed leather testicles.
This was strapped to her pubis in order to perform coitus. When,
after an altercation, her “wife” confessed to her mother that Linck
was a woman, the outraged mother brought her before the law and
she was imprisoned and tried. Her “mother-in-law” produced the
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dildo as evidence against her. She was executed in 1721.1¢

Still another case is cursorily reported in the anonymous English
work, Satan’s Harvest Home (1749), as having occurred in Turkey,
where an “old Woman fell in Love with a Girl, the Daughter of a
poor Man,” after seeing her at the baths. When wooing and flatter-
ing did not win the girl’s favors, the woman disguised herself as a
man and established a new identity, pretending to be one of the
Chiauxes of the Grand Seignor. She convinced the girl’s father of her
legitimacy and prosperity, and was given the girl in marriage. Of
course, the girl discovered the woman’s sex as soon as they entered
the bridechamber, and she immediately informed her parents, who
had the woman arrested. The governor sentenced her “to be pack’'d
away and drown’d in the Deep.” 7

In all these cases, the women did something which their societies
seemed to regard as being far more serious than simply having sex
with other women: They impersonated men. They claimed for
themselves a variety of privileges ordinarily reserved for men—self-
sufficiency, freedom to wander unmolested, freedom to explore oc-
cupations more varied than those open to women. By themselves
their usurpations of male prerogatives might not have caused the
women to be put to death; but, as we have seen, neither would most
forms of lesbian lovemaking by themselves have been judged to war-
rant harsh punishment. The claim of male prerogative combined
with the presumed commission (or, in the case of the Turkish
woman, intended commission) of certain sexual acts, especially if a
dildo was used, seem to have been necessary to arouse extreme so-
cietal anger.!8

But despite societal disapproval, the combination of these social
sins did not invariably mean that a woman would receive the death
penalty. There is no record whatsoever of lesbian execution in Eng-
land or America, or anywhere in Europe after the first quarter of
the eighteenth century, although there were cases similar to Catha-
rine Linck’s in England in the 1740’s and 1770’s. In a sixpenny pam-
phlet, the novelist Henry Fielding, who was also a judge, relates the
story of The Female Husband: or the Surprising History of Mrs.
Mary, Alias George Hamilton, Convicted for Marrying a Young
Woman of Wells (1746): Mary Hamilton, an adventurer who had in
fact married women on three occasions, was sent to several towns to
be publicly whipped and then imprisoned when her transvestism
and use of a dildo came to the attention of the authorities.?® In 1777
another female adventurer was brought before the courts of London
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for wearing male attire and marrying three different women. (The
techniques employed in her conjugal bed are not discussed.) She was
exposed in the pillory so that other women “might recognize her in
the future” and was sentenced to six months in prison.2°

Eighteenth-century French and German transvestite lesbians who
wore men’s clothes for the freedom they symbolized and did not se-
riously attempt to pass, or whose transvestism could be explained as
an ‘“honest mistake,” were also treated less harshly under the law
than Catharine Linck. Robert James’s Medicinal Dictionary in-
cludes the story of Henrica Schuria, who served as a soldier, like
Catharine Linck, under Frederic Henry, Prince of Orange, and
fought in the siege of Boisleduc. After returning home, where she
was of course known as a woman, she carried on an affair with a
widow. James claims that she was so adept at lesbian sex ‘“‘that, if the
Laws of the Land had permitted, [the widow] would have married
her, perhaps more cheerfully than she had done her deceas’d Hus-
band, by whom she had had six children.” When the dalliance was
discovered it was ordered that Henrica be examined by midwives,
who reported that her clitoris, when stimulated, extended the length
of half a finger. James quotes ““Johannes Poponius, a celebrated law-
yer” as saying ‘‘that such Women should be punished by Death.” But
apparently since, unlike the other four women discussed above, she
made no attempt to hide her gender from the community and did
not use a dildo to “supplement the shortcomings of her sex,” she was
“only whipt with Rods,” and then banished “far from the Partner
of her crimes, who was, also, punish’d, tho’ allowed to remain in the
City.” &

Anne Grandjean, a mid-eighteenth-century Grenoble woman, was
similarly treated with comparative leniency. Her carpenter father
had desired a son, and at fifteen Anne decided she would be one.
She then convinced the simple town priest that she was in fact a boy,
and with his consent she changed her name to Jean-Baptiste Grand-
jean. She courted the girls, and a short time later married a woman
with whom she moved to Lyons. There another woman with whom
Anne had earlier had an intimacy told the innocent wife that her
husband was really a female. The wife then told a priest of Lyons,
and as a result, Anne was exposed in the stocks and then imprisoned
as a “‘defiler of the sacrament of marriage.” She appealed to the Paris
medical faculty, who upon examination declared her to be a woman
with a touch of “hermaphroditism” (which probably meant that her
clitoris was somewhat larger than normal). The parliament of Paris
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released her from prison, but also made her resume her female iden-
tity, annulled her marriage, and forbade her to have anything fur-
ther to do with women. Perhaps she was not executed like her
contemporary, Catharine Linck, because she was able to convince
her judges that she had made an honest mistake which her Grenoble
confessor had failed to help her correct, and because, like Henrica
Schuria, she did not use a dildo.??

It can only be speculated whether the initial impulse of these
transvestites was sexual or social, but many who left a record of
themselves specifically claimed that they became transvestites in the
first place because they desired greater freedom than women were
permitted. For the most part, it does not appear that they had over-
whelming libidinal interests in other women at the outset of their
careers as impersonators, or that they were pushed to pass as males by
the strength of their inverted sex drives. Those interests developed
as their male roles developed and seemed to have been secondary in
importance to their lives as masculine, i.e., autonomous, beings. Had
they remained in their roles as females, in the right times and places
they might have carried on lesbian sexual activity with impunity
had that been their interest, although they would have continued
trapped in women’s circumscribed conditions. As transvestites, how-
ever, if caught they could usually expect prosecution. It would seem
though that they were punished less for unorthodox sexual pleasures
than for a usurpation of male prerogatives. What was most threaten-
ing to both Europe and America from the sixteenth to the eighteenth
centuries was not lesbian sex by itself, but male impersonation and
all that was implied in rejection of the feminine status.

Despite the vigorous prosecution described above, some transves-
tite lesbians of the same period remained untouched by the law.
A woman of wealth and influence, such as the seventeenth-century
queen of Sweden, Christina, could dress and (within some limits)
behave as she pleased. Since women of her position were generally
well known, they would make no attempt to pass, and their attire
could be regarded as nothing more than eccentricity. A woman
whose transvestism and relationship with another woman could be
explained as having occurred out of sheer necessity rather than
desire was also given considerable latitude, particularly if she were
otherwise seen as a valuable member of the community, and es-
pecially if she were past childbearing age (which meant that her
peculiarities had a minimal effect on the social structure). Finally,
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“characters”’—flamboyant actresses, clowns, dramatic but harmless
subculture types—could conduct themselves outrageously, at least
in big cities like London or Paris. They were larger-than-life speci-
mens, and their exploits could not be taken seriously. While a
weaver or a cotton dyer or a stablehand could not hope to get away
with much once her sex was discovered, a queen or an actress, or
a public celebrity of any sort, usually lived under different rules.

In the seventeenth century Christina of Sweden, who dressed in
men’s clothing even while on the throne, abdicated in order not to
marry. She settled for a time in Paris, where her masculine dress
and sexual advances to women were recorded in the correspondence
of numerous of her contemporaries, such as Count Palatine, the
Duke de Guise, and Mlle. de Montpensier,?® but she was accorded
all the privileges and honors society believed due a woman of her
exalted birth. The legend of her interest in women cannot be at-
tributed to foundationless gossip. Her correspondence indicates
how emotionally susceptible she was to other females. Her letters to
Ebba Sparre, written while she wandered about Europe, show that
she loved the noblewoman years before her abdication. For example,
Christina wrote to Ebba from Pesaro, three years after leaving Swe-
den, “If you remember the power you have over me, you will also
remember that I have been in possession of your love for twelve
years; I belong to you so utterly, that it will never be possible for you
to lose me; and only when I die shall I cease loving you.” 2

Her professions of attachment are not substantially different from
the expressions of romantic friendship that will be examined in
subsequent sections, but Christina’s interest in other women appears
to have been more consciously sexual than that of most romantic
friends. The reputation of her erotic exploits lived on long after she
did. In 1719, thirty years after Christina’s death, Princess Palatine,
mother of the Regent of Orléans, wrote that Christina once tried to
“force” Mme. de Bregny ‘‘who was almost unable to defend herself.”
She added that it was thought that Christina was a hermaphrodite.?

Had Christina been born into the lower classes, her transvestism
and masculine behavior would probably have caused an investiga-
tion; had she possessed no more discretion than she did, her sexual
interests would have been discovered, and she would no doubt have
suffered a punishment similar to those levied on the women pre-
viously discussed.

At first glance it is curious that Mary East, who had no advan-
tages of birth or wealth, was not sentenced at least to a public
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whipping, as was her contemporary “George Hamilton” (see page
52). In the 1730’s, having inherited some money, Mary and another
young woman went to a small English town where they were un-
known and became proprietors of a pub. Mary dressed in men’s
clothing and changed her name to ““James How.” She differed from
“George Hamilton” in that she became a solid member of her com-
munity. Through scrupulous honesty, and hard work, “James”
and her friend prospered in this pub and later in a larger one.
The two were well liked everywhere, and “James” served in
almost all the important parish offices. But eventually Mary was
recognized by someone that she had known from home and was
blackmailed. She paid her blackmailer for years and continued
to live as James How, proprietor of a public house, model citizen,
and husband. When her ‘“‘wife” died after thirty-four years and
her blackmailer hired ruffians to harass her further, she per-
mitted a friend to seek protection for her from the magistrates of
the district, hoping that her sex would not be discovered. Of course
it was, but she was permitted to go free and her blackmailer was
imprisoned—however, because she was exposed she felt compelled
to give up her pub and go into retirement.?¢

It is probable that she was not prosecuted because when her true
sex was discovered she was already an older woman, in her fifties,
and therefore not considered a sexual being—and her mate was
dead. Furthermore, the entire community maintained that she was
completely honest and virtuous, and it must have been difficult for
them to believe that a mid-eighteenth-century Englishwoman of
such otherwise sterling qualities would be capable of sexual trans-
gression. In fact, her neighbors were eager to convince themselves
that she lived as she did not out of desire but pathetic necessity.
Reports quickly circulated that she and the woman with whom
she had shared her life had both once been disappointed in their
fiancés and had met “with many crosses in love.” For that reason
they determined to remain single. They posed as man and wife only
because two unmarried women could not otherwise live unmolested.
According to these reports, Mary became the husband after the
two tossed a coin and that part fell to her.

Other women who managed to live as transvestites without un-
comfortable interference from the law generally were those who
were able to cut such colorful figures that they were regarded fondly
—they were humored and not taken very seriously. Mary Frith, who
was something of a thief and a lowlife oddity with the proverbial
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heart of gold, was one such figure. Frith was the model for Moll
in Dekker and Middleton’s The Roaring Girl (1611), a figure in
Nathan Field’s Amends for Ladies (1618), and the subject of The
Life and Death of Mary Frith (1662). It is not certain whether she
was lesbian or bisexual, but Dekker and Middleton, her contem-
poraries, seem to speculate on those possibilities in their play: Mis-
tress Gallipot says of her, “Some will not stick to say she’s a man
and some both man and woman,” to which Laxton replies, “That
were excellent, she might first cuckold the husband and then make
him do as much for the wife” (Act II, Scene 1).2" Whatever her
sexual proclivities, her special status as a ‘“‘character” placed her
outside the law.

Actresses too had a special status, perhaps because their “pe-
culiarities” could always be attributed to artistic temperament. In
seventeenth-century France the most flamboyant and legendary was
Mlle. de Maupin (on whom Théophile Gautier loosely based his
nineteenth-century novel). Maupin, a singer in the Paris Opéra,
frequently played men’s parts. Her romantic involvements with
women had been widely known, but she almost found herself in
serious difficulty when, on a professional tour of Marseilles, the
daughter of a rich merchant saw her on stage and fell in love with
her. The two then ran off together. It is not known if anything
sexual passed between them, but the girl claimed that as soon as
she discovered Maupin’s true gender, she escaped from her and
informed the authorities. The actress was imprisoned and sentenced
to be executed, probably under the sixteenth-century antisodomy
law (which included lesbianism) of the Holy Roman Emperor
Charles V. However, because of her stage popularity, public opinion
was so much in her favor that she managed to have her sentence
overturned and was able to return to Paris and resume her career.
She even continued to dress on occasion in men’s clothes, and the
law no longer dared interfere with her.28

By the next century in England it had become common for ac-
tresses to play “breeches parts” on stage, a reverse of the Renaissance
theater, in which boys played women’s parts. Actresses and other
theatrical types sometimes let their newfound freedom lap over into
their personal lives—even if they were heterosexual. For example,
Mrs. Centlivre, who was best known as a playwright, lived for years
disguised as a boy with Anthony Hammond, a secretary of the
navy. The most flamboyant of the transvestite actresses of this period
was Charlotte Charke, daughter of the playwright and actor Colley
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Cibber. As an actress she was able to cultivate eccentricity with im-
punity. In 1755 she wrote her memoirs, A Narrative of the Life of
Mprs. Charlotte Charke (Youngest Daughter of Colley Cibber, Esq.),?
partly to blackmail her father into supporting her by threatening
to publish the work and shame him by the admission of her various
peculiarities—or, if he refused, to earn enough money through the
publication to support herself.

Charlotte relates in these memoirs her preference for men'’s clothes
since the age of four, her rejection of all housewifely education,
her penchant for male theatrical roles, and her decision to give up
women'’s dress permanently. While a lower-class woman would not
have dared make those admissions less than ten years after “George
Hamilton” was whipped and imprisoned, the public apparently was
entertained by such attitudes on the part of a stage personality—
who was anyway not a “real-life” human being.

Throughout the book her close relationships are with women;
and finally her closest and most enduring relationship, the one with
which she ends the book, is with a woman who becomes ‘“Mrs.
Brown” to her “Mr. Brown” and shares her fortunes and misfor-
tunes. Charlotte depicts them in a classic “butch/femme” relation-
ship without the slightest trace of self-consciousness. “Mrs. Brown”
leaves all decisions to her, shows her deference in all things (even
when it is apparent that because of Charlotte’s bad choices they
will go hungry for a while), and permits her to act as though she
were “the worthiest gentleman in the country” when they come
into a bit of money.

Charlotte claims she was often able to pass as a male, and outside
of London it was thought that the two women were husband and
wife. Surprisingly, she is totally confident that this confession will
not get her into trouble. Of course, unlike “George Hamilton” and
the London woman who was convicted in 1777, Charlotte never
attempted to marry “Mrs. Brown” legally. Nevertheless, she must
have relied a good deal on the privilege she knew her society would
grant to a flamboyant eccentric of a notable family. The Annual
Register between 1761 and 1815 cited fifteen cases of women who
had been prosecuted for dressing as males, and most of them did
not attempt to marry other women.3°

In eighteenth-century America the most remarkable case of a
woman who impersonated a man was that of Deborah Sampson.?!
Like Mary Frith, Deborah was a ‘‘roaring girl,” a flamboyant per-
sonality. But it is most likely that she was not punished for imper-
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sonation because she was married and a mother by the time her true
sex was finally known, and she could also claim sympathy as a
patriotic war hero, having fought as a soldier in the Revolution.

It was rumored that after Deborah’s children were born she “re-
fus’d her husband the rites of the marriage bed,” 32 but the Con-
gressional committee which granted her a soldier’s pension some
years after her military service, declaring that the American Revo-
lution “furnishes no other similar example of female heroism, fi-
delity, and courage,” 3 did not inquire into the felicity of her
conjugal bond. Perhaps if she had not given up her transvestite ways
by then, she would not have been so honored, but the committee
members who looked at her case were able to convince themselves
that her transvestism was merely an interlude, satisfactorily ex-
plained by her great patriotism which urged her to fight in the war
for her country’s independence.

In fact, as Herbert Mann, her biographer (who was her contem-
porary and worked largely from her own memoir notes) makes clear,
she assumed male dress for the same reason that women generally
chose to become transvestites—in reaction to the restrictions of the
woman’s role in her day, and not at all because her primary urge
was patriotic. She had had several altercations in her Middle-
borough, Massachusetts, community regarding transvestism well be-
fore she became a soldier. On one occasion she stole a suit of men’s
clothes, enlisted in the army under the name of Timothy Thayer,
took the bounty money she had been given, and went in drag to a
tavern a couple of miles east of Middleborough, where she got
roaring drunk “and behaved herself in a noisy and indecent man-
ner.”3* Upon returning home, she “crept to bed with the negro
[woman]” 3% who had helped her steal the clothes. The members
of the First Baptist Church of Middleborough, which she had re-
cently joined, were incensed at her behavior, as their records for
September 3, 1782, show:

The Church considered the case of Deborah Sampson, a mem-
ber of this Church, who last Spring was accused of dressing in
men’s clothes, and enlisting as a Soldier in the Army, and
although she was not convicted, yet was strongly suspected of
being guilty, and for some time before behaved very loose and
unchristian like, at last left our parts in a suden maner, and
it is not known among us where she is gone, and after con-
siderable discourse, it appeared that as several bretheren had
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labour’d with her before she went away, without obtaining
satisfaction, concluded it is the Church’s duty to withdraw fel-
lowship [i.e., excommunicate] untill she returns and makes
Christian satisfaction.®

Deborah decided finally to enlist in the army in earnest both
because she feared “lest punishment should overtake her” in her
community as a result of the Timothy Thayer fiasco, and because
her mother had been urging her to marry a young man whom
Deborah described in her manuscript memoir as “having the silli-
ness of a baboon.” 3" After enlisting again, but this time in a dif-
ferent community and under the name of Robert Shertliff, she
stayed with a captain in Medway while waiting to be called up.
There a “love passage” occurred between her and a girl visiting
the family.®® This was the first of many love affairs with women
during this period of her life. Mann states without comment that
“her limbs are regularly proportioned. Ladies of taste considered
them handsome, when in masculine garb.” 39

Deborah’s sex was discovered by a sympathetic doctor when she
was sent to a hospital with a near-fatal wound, and she was gently
discharged. After her discharge she went to work on her uncle’s
farm, still wearing male attire and ‘“flirting with the girls of the
neighborhood.” ** Her eighteenth-century biographer, finding it dif-
ficult perhaps to reconcile her apparent transvestite lesbianism and
his desire to depict Deborah in the most admirable terms, explains
her relationship ‘“‘with her sister sex” as a platonic friendship,
which seem dubious in this case: “Surely,” he comments, “it must
have been that of sentiment, taste, purity; as animal love, on her
part, was out of the question.” %!

A short time later Deborah married a neighboring farmer and
had three children. Perhaps her desire for children explains her
marriage, which was anomalous to everything that is known of her.
Or perhaps she married realizing that as an indigent young woman,
having no real education and no one to help her establish herself
in a decent position, the prospects were not bright. In addition to
the vision of a future of unglorious toil, she must have seen that
her lean, handsome, beardless-boy appearance was starting to vanish
under wrinkles and flaccidity: Time was running out for her as a
young gallant. It is probable that many women who would have
much preferred to remain lovers of women married for similar
reasons throughout the centuries.
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It appears then that while most women could not be transvestites
with impunity, certain types were granted special prerogatives.
Women like Christina of Sweden were, of course, generally above
the law (although even she had to give up her throne for her un-
willingness to conform to heterosexual custom). But other women
who could “carry it off” with style also had the privilege of engaging
in unorthodox behavior. Some of these women counted heavily on
people loving a clown and being tolerant of its genderless oddity, and
thus they risked being ostensibly open about their personal lives.
But since they were often actresses or lowlife characters, their com-
munities probably saw them as beyond the pale in any case. What
they did could not set an example for the average woman. On the
other hand, if enough women weavers or cotton dyers decided to
eschew restrictive female dress and marriage, they could have a sub-
stantial effect on the social structure. The law moved decisively, as
the evidence indicates, to quash such behavior.

Transvestites were, in a sense, among the first feminists. Mute
as they were, without a formulated ideology to express their con-
victions, they saw the role of women to be dull and limiting. They
craved to expand it—and the only way to alter that role in their
day was to become a man. Only in convincing male guise could they
claim for themselves the privileges open to men of their class. Trans-
vestism must have been a temptation or, at the very least, a favorite
fantasy for many an adventurous young woman who understood that
as a female she could expect little latitude or freedom in her life.
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CHAPTER1

The Revival of Same-Sex Love:
Sixteenth and |
Seventeenth Centuries

In his essay “On Friendship,” Montaigne writes that love be-
tween two men could cause them to “mix and blend in each other
with so complete a mixing that they efface and never again find
the seam that joined them.” He claims that he and Estienne de la
Boétie loved each other in that manner: Each loved the other’s entire
being, “which, seizing my whole will, led it to dive and disappear in
his; which, seizing his whole will, led it to dive and disappear in
mine, with a like desire, a like consent.” Such love is mystical and
magical, Montaigne concludes. Try as he might to categorize this
love, it resists analysis because it is motivated by an “inexplicable
and fatal force.” The two men loved each other at first meeting, at
first sight, “nothing from then on was so near to either of us as was
the other.” One merged in the other so truly that “we kept back
nothing to be our own, to be either his or mine.”

Montaigne distinguishes this love from homosexuality as prac-
ticed by the Greeks by pointing out that in the latter, there was
generally a great disparity in age and vocation between the lovers,
and that the relationship was often founded on the corporeal beauty
of the youth alone. Thus friendship was rarely possible. For the
same reason, he maintains, relations between men and women are
generally inferior to those possible between two mature men. Het-
erosexual love, which is usually founded merely on desire, is easily
weakened once desire is sated. But women do not make good friends
for men for still another reason: Their ordinary capacity, Mon-
taigne declares, “is not sufficient for that confidence and self-dis-
closure which is the nurse of this sacred bond.” !

65
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Montaigne’s attitude toward male love was greatly influenced by
ancient Greek and Roman writers whose works were important to
the learned of the Renaissance and subsequent centuries. Most of
these ancient sources made no solid distinction between love and
friendship. Aristotle, whose work was basic reading for the educated
man during the Renaissance, says in his Nicomachean Ethics that
friendship is based on love for both the person and the character of
the friend, on a desire to love rather than to be loved, and on in-
timacy (even to the extent of cohabitation). In De Amicitia, Cicero
considers friendship more desirable than anything on earth, far sur-
passing mere heterosexual love. “He who looks on a true friend,”
Cicero says, “looks as it were upon a kind of image of himself,” “a
friend is a second self,” and “true friendships are eternal.” 2 Unlike
modern attitudes toward friendship, the Greeks and Romans re-
garded it not as an amenity that might supplement fundamental
needs but as fundamental in itself.?

Renaissance writers, also encouraged by an interest in Platonism,
which in the Renaissance emphasized the importance of the soul
over the body (and thus defused any potential concern about male
homosexuality), borrowed these ideals of friendship with little os-
tensible modification. Sir Fridericke in The Courtier, for example,
urges his reader to make friendship “endure until death . . . no
lesse than those men of old time.”*

These attitudes had especially great currency in Renaissance En-
gland. The language that English writers used to describe friendship
was barely distinguishable from the language of erotic love. A 1577
poem by a British writer, Timothe Kendall, ““To a Frende,” is
characteristic:

When fishes shun the silver streames:
When darknes yields bright Titans beames,
When as the bird that Phoenix hight,

Shall haue ten thousand mates in sight.
When Ioue in Limbo low shall lye,

And Pluto shall be plast on hye;

Then I will thee forsake my deere

And not before, as shall appeare.®

Two male friends are often described in Renaissance literature as
sharing “one bed, one house, one table, and one purse” (William
Painter, Palace of Pleasure, 1566),% or as being ‘‘neither separated
at bourde, nor severed at bed” (Thomas Lodge, Euphues Shadowe,
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1592).” While the Restoration rage for pederasty apparently put an
end to this unselfconscious view of appropriate behavior between
male friends, for female friends it continued during the next three
hundred years.

Men in Renaissance literature about friendship generally marry
women before the denouement, but their friendships continue with
unchanged intensity and energy. Painter in Palace of Pleasure, for
instance, observes that although one of the two friends has married,
“their goodes were common betweene them, and the marriage did
yelde no cause to hinder their assured amities.” It is not clear what
happened in the “one bed” Painter’s friends had always shared;
however, Renaissance writers usually avoided all discussion of a
genital aspect in the same-sex love relationship. But since these
“friendships” were modeled largely on the Greek and Roman, the
Renaissance writers borrowed the ideals and vocabulary with which
to describe them from those who wrote of same-sex love which was
frequently genital. While many of the ancients could not conduct
the most intense emotional relationships (outside of those between
parent and child) totally divorced from a genital component any
more than most of us today can, those in the Renaissance and sub-
sequent eras could. Or at least they could repress the genital com-
ponent or sublimate it through sentiment or constant proximity—
and, in the case of some female romantic friendships, through erotic
behavior which fell short of the genital.

Although literary examples of intense friendships between women
during the Renaissance are not as numerous as those between men,
the examples which do exist suggest that women were permitted
emotional attachments as all-consuming as those between men. In
Thomas Lodge’s Rosalynde, for instance, Alinda accompanies her
friend Rosalynde into exile, and she delivers to her a speech much
like Ruth’s to Naomi, chiding her for being melancholy even
though:

Thou hast with thee Alinda a frend, who will be a faithfull
copartner of all thy misfortunes, who hath left her father to
followe thee, and chooseth rather to brooke all extremeties
than to forsake thy presence. . . . As wee haue been bed-
fellowes in royaltie, we will be fellowe mates in pouertie: I
will euerbee thy Alinda, and thou shalt euer rest to me Rosa-

lynd; so shall the world canonize our friendship, and speake
of Rosalynd and Alinda, as they did of Pilades and Orestes.8
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Perhaps there were fewer depictions of female friendships in the
Renaissance because few women wrote for publication during this
period, and while a male writer might know what went on between
male and female or between male and male, he would have little
way of knowing what occurred between female and female.

By the eighteenth century, when Englishwomen in comparatively
large numbers were writing voluminous letters and diaries as well
as poetry and fiction, literary evidence of intense friendship (indis-
tinguishable from romantic love) between women became abundant.
Harriet Bowdler spoke for her female contemporaries when she
characterized romantic friendship in terms that were current in the
literature of male writers in the Renaissance and in the Greek and
Roman eras: It was a “union of souls, a marriage of hearts, a har-
mony of design and affection, which being entered into by mutual
consent, groweth up into the purest kindness and most endearing
love. . . .”®

There is ample evidence to suggest that romantic friendships be-
tween women flourished in the seventeenth century as well. For
example, Mme. de La Fayette (the author of The Princess of Cleves),
who has been depicted by historians as the lover of La Rochefou-
cauld, wrote to Mme. de Sévigné in 1691, “Believe me, you are the
person in the world I have most truly loved.” ¥ In the same spirit
another seventeenth-century novelist, Mlle. de Scudéry, wrote to
Mlle. Paulet, when she went to Marseilles while her friend re-
mained in Paris, that she had not had “one moment of tranquil
pleasure since being away from you,” and quoted a verse by Mal-
herbe about Mme. d’Auchy as being applicable to her own state,
“Where Caliste is not, there is my hell.” 11

In seventeenth-century England their class and intellectual coun-
terparts had similar relationships.!> These women learned from
Renaissance writers the ideals of Platonism, in which perfect friend-
ship was seen as superior to sexual love. Impassioned asexual love
could thus take as its object a male or a female indiscriminately.
For seventeenth-century women the object was not infrequently
another woman.

The best literary record of seventeenth-century female romantic
friendship in England is furnished by a poet, Katherine Philips,
“the Matchless Orinda” (1631-1664). Had she written in the twenti-
eth century, her poetry would undoubtedly have been identified as
“lesbian.” Her seventeenth-century contemporaries saw it as the
finest expression of female friendship. Abraham Cowley celebrated
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her relationship with Anne Owen (the “Lucasia” of her poetry) in
a poem of praise for “Orinda’:

The fame of friendship which so long had told
Of three or four illustrious Names of old,
Till hoarse and weary of the tale she grew,
Rejoyces now to have got a new,
A new and more surprising story,
Of fair Lucasia’s and Orinda’s glory 33

Jeremy Taylor dedicated his discourse, “Offices and Measures of
Friendship,” to Katherine Philips, and many of her literary con-
temporaries held her up as a model of virtue for her commitment
to romantic friendship.

“Orinda’s” work, imbued as it is with the language and poetic
conventions of her day, nevertheless reveals her passion, jealousy,
sensuality, and tenderness for other women. Of course, these poems
contain ample literary conventions, but her emotions cannot be
viewed as simply “literary.”” They are reflected in her life, if we can
believe not only such writers as Cowley and Taylor but also her
own correspondence. For example, in a 1658 letter to a female
friend, she characteristically exclaimed: “I gasp for you with an
impatience that is not to be imagined by any soul wound up to a
less concern in friendship than yours is, and therefore I cannot
hope to make others sensible of my vast desires to enjoy you.”'*
In content, there is little to separate both her letters and her poems
from the writings of Sappho. As one might expect, Philips, who
lived most of her life during the reign of the Puritans, does not
dwell on the physical manifestations of her arousal as Sappho does;
she is much more concerned with the ecstasy of her soul, but it is
another woman who brings about this ecstasy and makes her feel
complete. When she is unhappy with a beloved woman, her sorrow
is like death (she probably was not using the term in a sexual sense,
as was the poet by whom she was most influenced, John Donne).
Women conquer her with their beauty and shoot her with “Cupid’s
Dart”’; they set her “heart on fire,” but the only culmination which
she apparently knows to demand of such passion is to “speak our
Love.”

“Lucasia,” to whom most of her poems are written, is described
as the “‘dear object of my Love’s excess”; she is “all my hopes of
happiness.” ** In a poem entitled “To My Excellent Lucasia, On
Our Friendship,” Katherine declares that she had not lived until
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she loved Lucasia, who is “all that I can prize,/My Joy, my Life,
my Rest,” and neither a bridegroom nor a “crown-conqueror” can
be as happy as Katherine is since “They have but pieces of the
Earth,/I've all the World in thee.” ¢

Although many of the poems emphasize her spiritual satisfaction
in her beloved woman friend, Philips often draws on the language
of Eros. “To My Lucasia, In Defense of Declared Friendship,” for
example, borrows heavily from the early seduction poems of John
Donne:

. . . Before we knew the treasures of our Love,
Our noble aims our joys did entertain;

And shall enjoyment nothing then improve?
"Twere best for us then to begin again.

Now we have gain’d, we must not stop, and sleep
Out all the rest of our mysterious reign:

It is as hard and glorious to keep
A victory, as it is to obtain.

Nay to what end did we once barter Minds,
Only to know and to neglect the claim?

Or (like some Wantons) our Pride pleasure finds
To throw away the thing at which we atm.

If this be all our Friendship does design,
We covet not enjoyment then, but power:
To our Opinion we our Bliss confine,
And love to have, but not to smell the flower.

Ah! then let Misers bury thus their Gold,

Who though they starve no farthing will produce:
But we lov'd to enjoy and to behold,

And sure we cannu. spend our stock by use.

Think not ’tis needless to repeat desires;
T he fervent turtles alwaies court and bill,
And yet their spotless passion never tires,
But does increase by repetition still. . . M7

But for her the smell of the flower and the misers’ buried gold are
not sex, as they would be to John Donne. Incredible as it may
seem from a twentieth-century perspective, despite the last quoted
stanza, Katherine is requesting of her beloved only what is sug-
gested in the title—that they declare their feelings, or as she pleads
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in the opening line, “O my Lucasia, let us speak our Love.”

In poems to other women as well, Katherine uses the language
of erotic love when she is really writing about a spiritual union
manifested through verbal declarations and noble actions alone. In
“To My Lady, Elizabeth Boyle,” for example, she complains that
Elizabeth, the ‘“‘subduing fair,” has used many a needless dart to
conquer Katherine’s undefended heart.!® In “Rosania, Shadowed
Whilst Mrs. Mary Awbrey,” she explains that she loves Rosania so
excessively that she is rendered speechless, and that Rosania’s beauty
“Would make a Lover of an Anchorite.” *?

Several of the poems suggest that these passionate relationships
were often charged with conflict, jealousy, ambivalence, all the emo-
tions which generally accompany an intense sexual relationship. In
“Injuria Amicitae,” for example, she demands to know of the
“lovely” other woman, “What was my Offence?/Or am I punished
for Obedience?” She complains of the beloved’s “ingenious scorns”
and views herself as burning Rome—the other woman is Nero, who
set her on fire and now surveys her handiwork. The poem ends,
“Yet I'll adore the author of my Death,/And kiss the Hand that
robs me of my Breath.” 2* And yet the title reminds us that in the
author’s view, she has been injured not by romantic love but by
friendship.

It is impossible to be certain what Katherine Philips’s passions
meant to her, but we can be fairly sure that they were regarded by
those who believed her to be a model of the perfect romantic friend
as an expression of platonism which delighted not in physicality but
in the union of souls and in philosophizing and poetizing. Men
viewed these relationships as ennobling. Thomas Heywood writes
that love between women “tends to the grace and honor of the Sex.”
His example of female friendship indicates that some men saw it
not as frivolous but serious even unto death. He relates the story
of Bona, ‘““a sinless maiden,” who lived a retired life in a convent.
Bona, Heywood says, “had a bedfellow, unto whom above all others
she was entired.” When this bedfellow is lying on her deathbed,
with all hope for recovery gone, Bona, who is in perfect health,
prays to God that she will not survive her friend and that their
bodies will not be separated in death. In answer to her prayer,
both die on the same day and are buried in the same sepulcher.
Heywood states that just as they shared one bed, they will share
one grave and also “one kingdom” in heaven. He concludes by
extolling their example of “mutuall love, amitie, and friendship.” #



72 * SURPASSING THE LOVE OF MEN

Naturally not all seventeenth-century men took romantic friend-
ship as seriously as Heywood. Some who did not consider it es-
pecially ennobling approved of it anyway, since it gave them some
voyeuristic pleasure. It was sweet and pretty—and not quite believ-
able. According to the poet Edmund Waller, two young women who
appear to be totally taken with each other present to the male
nothing more than a tantalizing double vision of beauty: In Waller’s
1645 poem, “On the Friendship Betwixt Two Ladies,” Amoret and
Sacharissa make a pair more ‘“lovely, sweet, and fair,” and more
“choicely matched” than Venus’ silver doves or Cupid’s wings.
Waller laments in the first stanza, ““Tell me, lovely, lcving pair!/
Why so kind, and so severe?/Why so careless of our care,/Only to
yourselves so dear?” 22 But he decides that their ostensible love for
each other is only cunning; they display their passion for male
benefit in order to “control” men’s love. They are like debtors
who, not wanting to pay a debt (give themselves up to a man),
avoid the law by signing away all their property (their store of
love) to a friend. The debtor and the friend understand, of course,
that the gesture is only a pretense. Waller implies that romantic
friendship is charming to observe but has little substance, and it
would not exist at all if women did not desire a playful tool with
which to tease their male lovers.

Many men might have regarded romantic friendship between
women as an analog (somewhat diffused by women’s weaker na-
tures and therefore not as powerful) to their own male romantic
friendships. It would not have troubled them, nor would they have
seen anything “abnormal” in it. If a man bothered to react to ro-
mantic friendship between women at all, he would have had no
reason to discourage it, probably not even that of jealousy: he would
have had little interest in claiming a woman’s intense friendship
for his own if he believed, as many did, that females had little
capacity for such a “sacred bond” with males.

Because platonism assured romantic friends that what they loved
so passionately in each other was the soul, theoretically it was
irrelevant whether one chose for one’s great love an individual of
the same or the opposite sex. But in fact it was believed by women
as well as men that such a bond might more easily be formed
within one’s sex. Since the union of souls was to have been foremost
in these intense female romantic friendships, they were probably
often without a realized genital component. Nevertheless, the record
left by romantic friends of their attachments suggests that they
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frequently had sensual interest in the person of the beloved. That
sensual interest, however, must have been within the realm of the
acceptable, even 1in the era of the Puritans, since even in work
intended for public perusal, the writer saw no need to hide her
feelings. Perhaps it was assumed that what appeared to be sensual
was merely an inevitable overflow of the spiritual, and that the
overwhelming importance of the spiritual would keep eroticism in
check.

These Renaissance and seventeenth-century views of romantic
friendship were inherited by the eighteenth century. They explain
in part why the men of the eighteenth century saw no reason for
concern when so many women expressed intense love and eternal
devotion to their women friends.



CHAPTER2

The “Fashion”o
Romantic Friendship in the

Eighteenth Century

In Sexual Life in England: Past and Present, Iwan Bloch postu-
lates that “fashion,” not deep-seated pathological reasons (as our
psychologically sophisticated era has insisted), often explains the de-
velopment of a particular erotic taste. He uses as examples the sud-
den widespread interest in pederasty during the Restoration and the
defloration mania in eighteenth-century England, which caused pro-
curers to go to the most outrageous lengths to obtain virgins and/or
help girls simulate virginity for their customers.! “Fashion” in the
seventeenth, eighteenth, and nineteenth centuries dictated that
women may fall passionately in love with each other, although they
must not engage in genital sex. Unlike society’s response to pederasty
and the defloration of virgins, however, passionate love between
women was socially condoned, originally because it was not believed
to violate the platonist ideal, and later for more complex reasons.
But while it is true that love between women was “in style,” women’s
experiences of that love were no less intense or real for their social ac-
ceptability.

Elizabeth Mavor, whose The Ladies of Llangollen: A Study of
Romantic Friendship shows that the institution reached a zenith in
eighteenth-century England, specifically rejects the terms that Freud
and other sexologists used to describe the type of love relationship
that existed between the two subjects of her study; and she suggests
that the term “romantic friendship,” which was current in the eigh-
teenth century, is not only more liberal and inclusive but “better
suited to the diffuse feminine nature.” These relationships could be
Edenic, she points out, “‘before they were biologically and thus prej-
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udicially defined.” * Such passion in the eighteenth century was not
believed to violate seriously any code of behavior, even when it was
taken to such extremes that the women eloped with each other, as
did the Ladies of Llangollen—Eleanor Butler and Sarah Ponsonby—
in 1778. When Sarah’s family discovered that she had run oft with a
woman instead of a man, they were relieved—her reputation would
not suffer any irreparable harm (as it would have had her accom-
plice been male). Her relative Mrs. Tighe observed, “[Sarah’s] con-
duct, though it has an appearance of imprudence, is I am sure void
of serious impropriety. There were no gentlemen concerned, nor
does it appear to be anything more than a scheme of Romantic
Friendship.” 3

The English, during the second half of the eighteenth century,
prized sensibility, faithfulness, and devotion in a woman, but for-
bade her significant contact with the opposite sex before she was
betrothed. It was reasoned, apparently, that young women could
practice these sentiments on each other so that when they were ready
for marriage they would have perfected themselves in those areas. It
is doubtful that women viewed their own romantic friendships in
such a way, but—if we can place any credence in eighteenth-century
English fiction as a true reflection of that society—men did. Because
romantic friendship between women served men’s self-interest in
their view, it was permitted and even socially encouraged. The atti-
tude of Charlotte Lennox’s hero in Euphemia (1790) is typical.
Maria Harley’s uncle chides her for her great love for Euphemia and
her obstinate grief when Euphemia leaves for America, and he
points out that her fiancé “has reason to be jealous of a friendship
that leaves him but second place in [Maria’s] affection”; but the
fiancé responds, “Miss Harley’s sensibility on this occasion is the
foundation of all my hopes. From a heart so capable of a sincere
attachment, the man who is so happy as to be her choice, may expect
all the refinements of a delicate passion, with all the permanence of
a generous friendship.”

Perhaps society felt obliged to permit such friendships even among
married women because divorce was all but impossible, and a woman
who was alienated by her husband might find comfort in a woman
friend while doing no harm to the essential fabric of society. Such a
woman would continue to be “virtuous,” but if she received comfort
from a male friend, male sexuality being what it is, she would no
doubt soon become a “bad” woman. In novel after novel of eigh-
teenth-century England, the heroine is trapped in a wretched mar-
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riage and pours out her heart to another woman who offers her love
and understanding. In The History of Lady Barton (1771), the title
character finds relief from a terrible marriage only in her correspond-
ence with another female to whom she confesses the horrors of her
married life, and Lady Barton rejoices despite that unhappiness be-
cause in her correspondent she has “a subject for my tenderness.”
To her, Lady Barton quotes a poem which she claims perfectly ex-
presses her sentiments:

Remote, unfriended, melancholy, slow,

W here mountains rise, and where rude waters flow,
Where €’er I go, whatever realms I see,

My heart untravelled fondly turns to thee.

Still to my Fanny turns, with ceaseless pain,

And drags at each remove a lengthening chain.

Throughout this novel men constantly deceive and are in every way
undependable, but women never forget that they can turn to each
other.

Certainly in some eighteenth-century works, the female correspon-
dent is no more than an epistolary device—a mere sounding board to
whom the heroine may express herself according to the demands of
the form, as may be seen, for example, in Letters from the Duchess
de Crui and Others (1776), in which Mrs. Pierpont complains of
her cruel husband in epistles to the Duchess. But in novels such as
The History of Lady Barton and Euphemia, the same-sex love
relationship is, to a greater or lesser extent, a central element of
the tale.

Occasionally some writers, those who feared any manifestation of
sensual expression, questioned the social code which permitted such
intense expressions of affection between women. The anonymous
author of Satan’s Harvest Home, in a section on the fashion of same-
sex friends kissing and hugging in public, complains that when he
sees “two Ladies Kissing and Slopping each other, in a lascivious
Manner, and frequently repeating it, I am shocked to the last De-
gree.” However, he claims, that is not nearly as bad as two men
showing similar affection to each other in public; and he then ex-
presses a disbelief that Englishwomen would even be capable of be-
coming ‘“‘criminally amorous” of each other (while men, he is certain,
move inevitably from such public display of affection to the vice of
sodomy).* But even such slight suspicions as this author voices con-
cerning female same-sex affection are quite rare.
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Discouragement of romantic friendship seems to have been rare,
not only because society believed that love between women fulfilled
positive functions such as providing a release for homosocially
segregated girls and unhappily married women, but also because
men generally doubted that these relationships would be very
enduring in any case. In Samuel Richardson’s Clarissa (1748),
the Colonel observes to John Belford, “Friendship, generally speak-
ing . . . is too fervent a flame for female minds to manage: a light
that but in few of their hands burns steady, and often hurries the
sex into flight and absurdity. Like other extremes, it is hardly ever
durable. Marriage, which is the highest state of friendship, generally
absorbs the most vehement friendships of female to female, and that
whether the wedlock is happy or not.” In William Hayley’'s The
Young Widow (1789), Mrs. Audley complains to Cornelia (who calls
Mrs. Audley a “second self” and one who “knows all my thoughts”),
“The greater part of the [male] sex have no faith in female friend-
ship.” Hayley thus acknowledges men’s scepticism regarding female
relationships, but he allows the two women to prove men wrong.

Eighteenth-century fiction suggests that men also believed women
carried on passionate friendships with other women so that they
would have someone in whom to confide about their relationships
with men. In Harriet Lee’s The Errors of Innocence (1786), for ex-
ample, Obrien says of Sophia and Helen, “Lady Helen 1s the mere
sentimental correspondent every modern nymph adopts, as the
Knights-errant of old did their squires, only to be the living chroni-
cle of their own exploits.” ® But for the most part, the women char-
acters of the eighteenth-century novel demonstrate that love for their
romantic friend and not the ulterior motive of excitement about a
male is the raison d’étre of the relationship. Despite Obrien’s crass
assessment in The Errors of Innocence, Sophia, now a married
woman (unhappily so, significantly enough), tells Helen, “to you I
early gave my heart, nor have I ever wished to withdraw it: a simili-
tude of feelings rendered the gift in some degree worthy of your
acceptance, and the romance of youth has rivetted our friendship.”
The men could exclaim as much as they pleased about the slight
quality of a love between two women. The women insisted that it
was powerful and enduring.

The institution of female romantic friendship was at least as per-
vasive in eighteenth-century France as in England. Historians point
out that the intensity of such relationships in France went far be-
yond the love a woman showed her family and far beyond ““the com-
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monplace courtesy of the heart, such as a woman bestowed on a
dozen acquaintances.” These same-sex friendships were marked by
“‘a pervasive feeling, a vital illusion, a kind of passion.” The women
would pledge one another lifelong devotion. They would exchange
“sighs and embraces, whispered effusions and tiny transports.” Each
would claim that there was no leaving the other, no living without
her. They would address each other in letters as “my heart,” “my
love,” “my queen,” and wear each other’s colors. They went only to
suppers where they were both invited. They “sauntered through the
Salons, hand in hand.” And they wore portraits of their beloved
women friends dangling from their wristbands. In the idiom of the
day, a woman said that she had a “feeling” or a “passion” for an-
other woman, or that the other woman was “appealing’ to her.®

A French comedy of the period describes the trappings of these
friendships, and shows also how male writers viewed them: The
maid of the Marquise de Gemini enumerates the expenses her lady
has gone through in order to carry on her passion:

Eight hundred pounds for a desk! . . . A pretty sum for a let-
ter to her dear Dorothy, her darling Viscountess; for, praise be
where praise is due, my Lady has no better occupation than to
dedicate all her days to her. She writes her regularly ten notes
in as many hours! One large secretary, three hundred pounds!

One secret portfolio. . . . A Group representing The Confi-
dences of Two Youthful Beings, one hundred and twenty
pounds! . . . And items for hair-rings, hair-watches, hair-lock-

ets, hair-bracelets, hair-collars, hair-scentbags.”

French fiction also confirms the historians’ observations regarding
the pervasiveness of romantic friendship. In Rousseau’s La nouvelle
Héloise the intensity of the relationship between Claire and Julie
often threatens to overshadow the very passionate heterosexual rela-
tionships in the story. Claire, in fact, admits to the man who is to
become her husband, to his disbelief and tolerant amusement, that
Julie is much more important to her than he can ever be, although
she realizes that it would be proper if she would let him take prece-
dence in her affection. To Julie she explains that she cannot marry
M. d’Orbe because she loves Julie better, and she cannot distinguish
between her love for a woman and what one is supposed to feel for
a man. ‘“Tell me, my child,” she asks, “Does the soul have a sex?
Truthfully, I scarcely feel mine . . . An inconquerable and sweet
habit attached me to you from childhood; I love only you alone per-
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fectly.” Claire marries M. d’Orbe after all, but after his death she
hopes only ““to reunite myself to [Julie] for the rest of our days.” And
although she admits finally that her love for Julie has not excluded
heterosexual interest from her life—she, too, has loved St. Preux,
Julie’s beloved (and Rousseau in his mystical fashion appears to sug-
gest that it is fitting that two women who love each other so much
should love the same man)—but that emotion has never equalled in
her mind her love for Julie, who taught her how to feel: ““T’he most
important thing of my life,” she writes to her romantic friend, “has
been to love you. From the very beginning my heart has been ab-
sorbed in yours . . . and I have lived only to be your friend.”

Twentieth-century scholars who have discussed these passages seem
to worry about whether the two women are lesbian, or they point out
that there is “undoubtedly some sexual ambiguity involved” in their
relationship.® Rousseau shows us that his society generally did not
concern itself with bald sexual analysis. Saint Preux is very happy to
watch the two women tenderly kissing and to see the cheek of one
upon the bosom of the other. While he claims to be jealous of “so
tender a friendship,” he finds it less threatening than beautiful and
(like Casanova) exciting: “Nothing, no, nothing on earth is capable
of exciting such a voluptuous sensibility as your mutual caresses;
and the spectacle of two lovers has not offered my eyes a more deli-
cious sensation.”

Rousseau modeled the love between these two women on the pas-
sionate female friendships that he observed everywhere and that
had long existed in France. The correspondence between Mme.
de Sta€l and Mme. Récamier illustrates the intensity that was
characteristic of romantic friendship in France throughout the
eighteenth and into the nineteenth centuries. These two women
devoted themselves to each other for years, even through their
various heterosexual affairs,? and almost until Mme. de Staél’s death
in 1817. After their first meeting, Mme. Récamier records, “from
then on I thought only of Madame de Staél.” '* Soon Mme. de Staél
was writing to her, “I love you with a love surpassing that of friend-
ship. I go down on my knees to embrace you with all my heart.”
When their relationship was several years old, Mme. de Staél
reflected that it was impossible to separate her feelings for Juliette
from those that she had experienced in heterosexual love; her love
for Juliette, she says, “fills my imagination and spreads over my
life an interest which one other sentiment alone has inspired in
me.” It is, in fact, impossible to see a difference in the language of
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love she uses in writing to Juliette and that which might be used
in a heterosexual love letter:

You are in the forefront of my life. . . . It seemed to me when
I saw you that to be loved by you would satisfy destiny. It
would be enough, in fact, if I were to see you. . . . You are
sovereign [in my heart], so tell me you will never give me pain;
at this moment you have the power to do so terribly.

Adieu, my dear and adorable one. I press you to my heart.
. . . My angel, at the end of your letter say to me I love you.
The emotion I will feel at those words will make me believe
that I am holding you to my heart. . . .11

Such a love was confessed without self-consciousness, since it was en-
tirely within the realm of the socially permissible.

It is probable that many romantic friends, while totally open in
expressing and demonstrating emotional and spiritual love, re-
pressed any sexual inclinations, and even any recognition of those
inclinations, that they might have felt for each other, since during
most eras of modern history women were well taught from childhood
that only men or bad women were sexually aggressive. But because
it was believed that good women could generally be counted on to
suppress sexual desires, even a puritanical society had little concern
about allowing them fairly unlimited access to each other. Thus ro-
mantic friends are typically described in fiction as sharing “one bed,
one purse, . . . one heart.” 12

Because it was thought unlikely that even their sensuality, which
included kissing, caressing and fondling, would become genital, ro-
mantic friends were permitted to articulate, even during the most
sexually conservative times, their physical appreciation of each other
as professedly heterosexual women today would be ashamed to do.
In The Young Widow, Lucy tells Harriot, her sister-in-law—again
without the slightest trace of self-consciousness—that she is not to
worry because her brother has fallen in love with a young Italian
woman who resides with them: “If one of our family had been
tempted to sleep with her it would have been your humble servant
Lucy, and not the innocent Edward.” It is Lucy’s inability to under-
stand what we might view as the implications of this statement and
her innocence regarding erotic possibilities that permit her to make
such a declaration. She concludes “as I am absolutely in love with
her myself, and have not also the power of metamorphosing myself
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into a husband, I should most vehemently wish for Edward’s suc-
cess.”’

In the same innocent spirit, romantic friends sometimes made
specific comparisons between their love and Eros, generally to the
detriment of Eros, as in Sarah Ponsonby’s “Song’’:

By Vulgar Eros long misled

I call’d thee tyrant, mighty love!

With idle fears my fancy fled

Nor ev'ne thy pleasures wish’d to prove.

Condemn’d at length to wear thy chains
Trembling I felt and ow’d thy might

But soon I found my fears were vain

Soon hugg’d my chain, and thought it light.?

Those comparisons usually suggest that there is no difference be-
tween romantic friendship and Eros with regard to the intensity or
the all-consuming qualities of the love. For Sarah Ponsonby, who
slept in one bed with her beloved Eleanor Butler for more than
fifty years, the major distinction between the two loves was that Eros
was ‘“vulgar,” while her romantic friendship was not.

A Note On Romantic Friendship and
the Language of Sentiment

Modern scholars, whose sophistication regarding sexual ‘“abnor-
mality” was derived from the work of the late nineteenth- and early
twentieth-century sexologists and their disciples, generally have
explained love letters such as those that passed between Mme. de
Staél and Mme. Récamier as examples of nothing more than the
vocabulary of the day, a style that “‘came out of the sentimental ex-
travagance of the Romantic and Gothic novel.” ¥ Such an analysis
comfortably discounts the seriousness of the emotion these women
felt for each other. It is not surprising that it has been our century’s
favorite explanation for the ubiquitous traces of passionate love be-
tween women before our day. How could a woman who ostensibly
had male lovers, and was perhaps even married and a mother, have
been in love with another woman? the scholars ask. She could not,
because she was clearly heterosexual, and by definition a woman who
loves another woman is homosexual! Therefore, if a woman pledged
undying devotion to another, if she claimed that her world revolved
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around her female friend, that she lived for her and would die for
her, she was not expressing profound emotion: She was only using
the sentimental language of her day.

But even in a period of sentimentality, when feeling was often
valued for its own sake and expressions of profound emotion were
more common than genuine profundity of feeling, it is possible to
make some distinction between superficial and artificial expressions
of sentiment and the real thing.!® The eighteenth century made
these distinctions as a matter of course. Charlotte Smith, in her 1798
novel, The Young Philosopher, says of her heroine, “Her sensibility
was not the exotic production of those forced and unnatural descrip-
tions of tenderness that are exhibited by the imaginary heroine of
impossible adventures; it was the consequence of right and genuine
feeling.” Fiction of the period contains numerous examples of forced
and artificial expressions of love between women as well as those
which were intended to be viewed as expressions of genuine feeling.

Not infrequently in the didactic novel of the eighteenth century,
a false romantic friendship is placed side by side with a true roman-
tic friendship, and the author shows the reader how to detect the
difference. In Charlotte Lennox’s Euphemia, the title character is
given two romantic friends. One is Lady Jackson, who, Euphemia
says, ‘“loaded” her “with a thousand professions of friendship, and
called it a misfortune to have known me, since she was to lose me so
soon.” Lady Jackson offers to buy Euphemia a small estate in the
vicinity so that the two women may be together forever, and she cries
to Euphemia, “Tell me you will accept my offer—tell me so, and
make me happy.” But Lady Jackson, Euphemia soon discovers, values
feeling for its own sake, and her behavior does not match her expres-
sions of sentiment. When, for example, she has the opportunity to
buy back for Euphemia some family pictures which are being auc-
tioned off, she claims she must go out of town that week. It does not
take Euphemia long to understand that Lady Jackson’s passion for
their friendship does not go beyond the language she uses in speak-
ing to her. Lady Jackson, she concludes, can be nothing more to her
than “a companion in my amusements—one who returns my visits
most punctually, never fails to send daily inquiries after my health
if I am the least indisposed, and is a most strict observer of all the
civil duties of life.” Maria, on the other hand, is an exemplary pas-
sionate friend. When Euphemia must leave for America with her
husband, Maria complains that she had hoped that they would for-
ever “live in sweet society together,” and never be separated except
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by the briefest absences, ‘‘rendered tolerable by frequent letters.”
She laments:

You are going to leave me; and, too, probably forever. . . . All
that now remains of the friendship, which was the pride and
happiness of my life, will be the sad remembrance of a good 1
once enjoyed, and which is fled forever! . . . How shall I teach
my heart to forget you! How shall I bear the conversation of
other young women of our age and condition, after being used
to yours! . . . I was happy, and I am so no more. I must lose
you! There is no remedy! Tears efface my letters-as I write!

Unlike Lady Jackson, Maria proves the sincerity of her sentimen-
tal language by her behavior, such as her readiness to make sacrifices
for Euphemia. Euphemia returns this devotion and the two women
are continually first in each other’s thoughts. When Maria faints for
joy upon hearing that her beloved has returned to Britain, neither
Euphemia nor the reader is able to doubt her utter sincerity.

Like Charlotte Lennox, Anne Hughes in Henry and Isabella (1788)
makes a distinction between true passionate friendships and those
which are little more than acquaintanceships. While the former are
“warm,” “tender,” “sweet,” and “lasting,” and even exceed ‘‘the so
much boasted pleasures” of heterosexual love, the latter are “pru-
dent,” “sensible,” ungenerous, and ultimately cold. They do not re-
quire complete commitment or total confidence, and they are thus
not to be trusted or valued.

A willingness to sacrifice anything for another woman’s happiness
was one test of a genuine romantic relationship. Another was the test
of time—although many passionate friendships could not have lived
up to this ideal of longevity, since women were often physically sep-
arated by the marriage of one or both of them; and while they might
carry on an ardent correspondence, they were robbed of the joys of
proximity. The more fortunate Sarah Ponsonby wrote in her day
book about romantic friendship in general and her own in particu-
lar, “Esteem of great powers, or amiable qualities newly discovered
may embroider a day or a week, but a friendship of twenty years is
interwoven with the texture of life.”” A true romantic friendship,
according to Sarah, became a part of life and even life itself. Dura-
tion was an important indication of its profundity: “Those that have
loved longest love best,” Sarah explained.$

The young Anna Seward, writing to a romantic friend about her
hopes for their future, contrasted the solid “foundation” of the

PN ¥
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“fervent inclination” which she and her correspondent felt for each
other to that of “the giddy violence of novel-reading misses, who
plight their first-sight friendships with solemn earnestness, because
they think it pretty and becoming to have plighted friendships. . . .”
But those foolish young women, Seward says, should embroider a
motto on their samplers:

We swear eternal troth—but say, my friend,
What day, next week, th’ eternity shall end. '

These women had no difficulty in distinguishing sentimental ges-
ture from true romantic friendship. When in both fiction and life,
they told each other, “I love you,” they meant precisely that. When
they wept for sorrow or joy at the loss or the return of the beloved
friend, their tears were real. They claimed to place each other above
anyone else, and their actions frequently revealed that they did.
Their language and behavior are incredible today: Thus such friend-
ships are usually dismissed by attributing them to the facile senti-
mentality of other centuries, or by explaining them in neat terms
such as ‘“lesbian,” meaning sexual proclivity. We have learned to
deny such a depth of feeling toward any one but a prospective or an
actual mate. Other societies did not demand this kind of suppression.
What these women felt, they were able to say; and what they said,
they were able to demonstrate. Their vows and their behavior may
seem excessive to us, but they were no less genuine.

Women who were romantic friends were everything to each other.
They lived to be together. They thought of each other constantly.
They made each other deliriously happy or horribly miserable by
the increase or abatement of their proferred love. They were jealous
of other female friends (and certainly of male friends) who impinged
on their beloved’s time or threatened to carry away a portion of her
affections. They vowed that if it were at all possible they would
someday live together, or at least die together, and they declared that
both eventualities would be their greatest happiness. They embraced
and kissed and walked hand in hand, and some even held each other
all night in sleep. But unless they were transvestites or considered
“unwomanly” in some male’s conception, there was little chance that
their relationship would be considered lesbian.



CHAPTER3

The Battle of the Sexes

In her book The Ladies of Llangollen: A Study of Romantic
Friendship Elizabeth Mavor observes that romantic friendship
reached a height in the eighteenth century because women of the
middle and upper classes, “refined into awareness by Addison and
Steele’s Spectator, the poets of solitude, and Richardson’s novels,
found little cultural reciprocity from the more conservative gentle-
men, and as a consequence of this sympathetic discrepancy turned
to their own sex.” ! Her analysis offers one plausible explanation
for the distance between men and women but their alienation was
far more complex and far-reaching. Renaissance men and subse-
quent generations of males believed, along with Montaigne, that
they could not share honesty with women. And for their part,
women seem to have been convinced that they could not find that
attribute in men—or at least that men would not be honest with
them. There were, of course, exceptions. In the seventeenth-century
novels of Madeleine de Scudéry, platonic, all-consuming friendship
between men and women was viewed as a realizable ideal, and she
herself enjoyed a forty-year “spiritual” relationship with the Pré-
cieux, Paul Pellisson, a man seventeen years her junior. However,
like Montaigne, many women doubted the possibility of such a
relationship and believed that they had to turn to other women for
openness and honesty. The mutual distrust between men and
women 1s not surprising in view of the homosocial societies in which
they lived during the Renaissance and subsequent centuries up
unti] fairly recent times.

By the eighteenth century, men and women had long been con-
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sidered different species. Upper-class males and females were usually
brought up separately, taught separately, and encouraged to func-
tion in entirely separate spheres. Typical of seventeenth-century
women, Lady Anne Halkett reports in her autobiography that she
cannot remember three times that she spent in the company of any
man besides her brothers when she was a young woman.* Even when
the educations and interests of men and women by some unusual
circumstance were not dissimilar, it seems that through habit they
separated themselves on social occasions, as Elizabeth Carter, the
eighteenth-century bluestocking, writer, and translator of Epictetus,
complains of a party she attended:

As if the two sexes had been in a state of war, the gentlemen
arranged themselves on one side of the room, where they talked
their own talk, and left us poor ladies to twirl our shuttles and
amuse each other by conversing as we could. By what little
I could hear, our opposites were discoursing on the old English
poets, and this subject did not seem so much beyond our fe-
male capacity, but that we might have been indulged with a
share of it.3

The woman of ambition probably had the most reason to feel
alienated from men because she took herself seriously while most
men usually didn’t. In eighteenth-century England such a woman
was a rebel in a very real sense. Although in the Saxon, Anglo-
Norman, and Medieval periods, during the Tudor era, and in part
of the seventeenth century, women could find meaningful ways to
occupy their time, after the Restoration and throughout the eigh-
teenth century, they were encouraged to be idle.* Bluestockings and
a few other women in the eighteenth century refused. The brightest
and strongest of them, however, must have felt the most alienated.
Lady Mary Wortley Montague observed, early in the eighteenth
century, “There is hardly a creature in the world more despicable or
more liable to universal ridicule than a learned woman.” At about
the same time in France, Mme. de Lambert, who conducted one of
the foremost Paris literary salons, lamented the general hostility to-
ward erudite females: “Shame is no longer for vices, and women
blush over their learning only.” ® If Charlotte Lennox has given us
an accurate picture in Euphemia, men found nothing so odious as
a woman of achievement in any era. The character Mr. Hartley
complains upon meeting the “learned and scientific Lady Cornelia
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Classick” and ‘‘the Diana of our forests, the fearless huntress Miss
Sandford”’:

A man makes a silly figure in company with so learned a Lady,
and her Amazonian friend. Talents so masculine, and so os-
tentatiously displayed, place them above those attentions and
assiduities to which the charming sex have so just a claim, and
which we delight to pay. Women should always be women; the
virtues of our sex are not the virtues of theirs. When Lady
Cornelia declaims 1n Greek, and Miss Sandford vaults into the
saddle like another Hotspur, I forget I am in company with
women; the dogmatic critic awes me into silence, and the
hardy rider makes my assistance unnecessary.

Such unsympathetic views of exceptional women’s gifts, or any
women’s desires to develop those gifts, date back well before the
late eighteenth century. The Précieuses in seventeenth-century
France, much like the eighteenth-century English bluestockings,
formed salons where they could meet to discuss intellectual matters
and escape from the frivolity of the court and the rest of their
society.® These women were frequently ridiculed in satirical drama
and poetry. For example, they were the main butt of the joke in
two Moliere plays, Les Précieuses ridicules and Les femmes savantes,
and were also attacked in Moliere’s The School for Wives Criticized
in the character of Climéne. One of the most brutal depictions of
these women is in a mid-seventeenth-century poem by Claude le
Petit, “Aux Précieuses.” He portrays them as being pedantic and
prudish; he invites them to a brothel to see what it’'s really all
about, and advises them that once they become aroused they ought
to roll up the book and use it as a dildo.” The Précieuses’s eigh-
teenth-century counterparts continued to be satirized in works such
as Dorat’s Les Proneurs (The Eulogists), an attack on Mme. de
Lespinasse in particular, whose salon was especially influential in
establishing literary tastes of the day. Dorat says of her: “She speaks,
she thinks, and she hates like a man.”

Although a major attraction in most of the salons was one or two
male intellectuals, the women took each other seriously as thinking
human beings. The English bluestockings of the eighteenth century
formed similar coteries. Their gatherings were attended by men
like Samue! Johnson, Horace Walpole, Edmund Burke, David Gar-
rick, and Samuel Pepys—but even more important, as Mrs. Eliza-



88 +* SURPASSING THE LOVE OF MEN

beth Montagu observed to her friend Mrs. Vesey in 1785, they were
attended by “the best, the most accomplished, and most learned
women of any times.” 8 These women, who had such great intel-
lectual pride in themselves and in each other, must have felt in
constant conflict with their society, which attempted to discourage
their pride on all levels. Even Samuel Johnson, a lion to many of
the bluestockings, was disparaging toward female aspiration in gen-
eral. It was he who compared a woman preaching to a dog walking
on its hind legs: “It is not done well,” he was supposed to have
said, “but you are surprised to find it done at all.” Horace Walpole,
another favorite of the eighteenth-century salon, described Eliza-
beth Montagu (whom Johnson called *“‘the Queen of the Blues”)
as “‘a piece of learned nonsense.” Nor were women'’s intellects taken
any more seriously by the male lions of the French salons. La
Rochefoucauld, a great salon celebrity of the seventeenth century
and a close friend of the novelist Madame de La Fayette, observed,
“There are few women whose worth survives their beauty.”
Lesser lights discouraged and disparaged women with aspirations
even more. William Kenrick, in The Whole Duty of Women (1753),
told them that what was most dear to them—their intellectual ac-
complishments—was entirely inappropriate and forbidden:

Seek not to know what is improper for thee; thrust not after
prohibited knowledge; for happier is she who knoweth a little,
than she who is acquainted with too much. . . . It is not for
women . . . to trace the dark springs of science, or to number
the thick stars of the heavens. . . . Thy kingdom is thine own
house and thy government the care of thy family.?

The great popularity of this work in the latter half of the eighteenth
century attests to its uttering widely accepted sentiments. Even in
America, where, according to La Rochefoucauld, women were al-
lowed great independence, Kenrick’s book was a sticcess—between
1761 and 1796 it went through nine American editions.!®

With such a lack of sympathy toward their pursuits, intellectual
women discovered that if they were to receive any encouragement
at all, it generally had to come from among themselves. Perhaps
men would not take them seriously as thinking human beings, even
those whom they lionized and whose reputations they helped make,
but they would take each other very seriously. Their correspon-
dence shows in what great regard they held each other (especially
each other’s minds), what respect and admiration they (and they
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alone in their day) had for the female intellect.™

The French Précieuse and the English bluestocking, women who
had a great sense of themselves as autonomous beings, had good
reason to mistrust men and marriage. The seventeenth-century
Précieuse Madeleine de Scudéry, speaking in her own character in
the novel Cyrus (Volume X), observed, “I am well aware that there
are many fine men, but when I consider them as husbands, I think
of them in the role of masters, and because masters tend to become
tyrants, from that instant I hate them. Then I thank God for the
strong inclination against marriage he has given me.” Widowhood
was to the Précieuses, as Abbé de Pure observed in his study of these
seventeenth-century women, a ‘“‘pleasant escape from captivity.” 2
When their families and fortunes permitted them to avoid these
entanglements, they did; but such freedom was rare. When they
married—in some cases because of family pressures, in rare cases
out of what they themselves later characterized as foolish passions—
they often regretted it, frequently to the extent that it kept them
apart from their women friends. Elizabeth Montagu, “the Queen
of the Blues,” who was married to a man twenty-nine years her
senior—with whom she lived until his death at an advanced age,
carrying on all the while a series of passionate friendships with
women—expressed to a correspondent a bluestocking’s view of mar-
riage:

I own it astonishes me when I hear two people voluntarily,
and on their own suggestion, entering into a bargain for per-
haps fifty years cohabitation. I am so much of Solomon’s mind
that the end of a feast is better than the beginning of a fray,
that I weep more at a wedding than a funeral. . . . I desire
my congratulations to your family on the wedding. Marriage
is honourable in all, and I have an infinite respect for it, and
would by no means be thought to make a jest of so serious
a thing. It is a civil debt which people ought to pay.

I have told your friend Black, that the more sickly he is, the
more he wants a tender friend to nurse him. I think most
Women make good Nurses, few perhaps very eligible Com-
panions. I always advise as many of my female friends as are
indiscreet, and as many of my male friends as are sickly, to
marry; for the first want a Master, and the second a Nurse,
and these are characters generally to be found in the holy State
of Matrimony; the rest is precarious.!3



90 + SURPASSING THE LOVE OF MEN

Along similar lines, young Anna Seward, the poet, who never mar-
ried, urged a girlhood friend, who was considering making what
Seward believed to be a very dubious match, to think of the com-
parative joylessness of marriage. “‘If he should treat you after mar-
riage,” Seward argued, “with tolerable kindness and good nature,
it is the best you have reasonably to expect. What counterpoise, in
the scale of happiness, can be formed by that best against the de-
lights you must renounce in the morning of your youth?” Seward
offers her friend what she believes to be an exciting distraction to
pull her out of the marriage snares that could deliver her to lifelong
misery:

Return to Lichfield to me for the remainder of the winter! We
will banish all mention of Mr. L——, which is a much better
method than abusing him. We will read ingenious authors,
who shall rather give our minds new ideas from the stores of
science and observation, than increase the susceptibility of our
hearts.1*

For these women there could be no love without respect. Because
their intellect was so important to them, perhaps they required
respect for that part of themselves more than any other part. Most
males of the period were rendered incapable of giving women in-
tellectual respect by the early inculcation of society’s views regard-
ing female inferiority, so such women sought intimacy with other
women. Because women of their class and temperament generally
did not engage in sex outside of marriage, it probably occurred to
few of them that the intense emotion they felt for each other could
be expressed in sexual terms—but that emotion had all the mani-
festations of Eros without a genital component. Perhaps the primary
difference between the salons of seventeenth- and eighteenth-century
France and England and the salons of Paris in the 1920’s where
lesbian love was openly expressed (see Part III, page 369), was that
as a result of the late nineteenth-century sexologists, women in the
1920’s knew they were sexual creatures and behaved accordingly.
Before that time, good women knew that only bad women were
sexual creatures. What these good women felt for the women they
loved was, therefore, described as ‘“passionate” or “romantic”
friendship.

Of course, not all women of the genteel classes were concerned
enough with their intellect to look to other women for the affirma-
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tion that men denied, but many did feel, for other reasons, an
alienation from men. Because they were encouraged to live in an
essentially homosocial environment, to distrust men, and to form
close relationships only with other women outside of marriage,
romantic or passionate friendship, which was pervasive among the
female intellectuals, also became an institution among women in
general throughout the middle and upper classes in France and
England. It is easiest to trace these romantic friendships in the cor-
respondence of the women intellectuals because their letters have
often been preserved, whereas those written by women who did not
distinguish themselves have usually been lost to posterity. In their
cases, however, the fiction of the time indicates romantic friendship
was prevalent in their lives, and shows that while they did not have
the same motives as the Précieuses and the bluestockings to cherish
other women, they had other powerful incentives.

When genuine communication occurred between a man and a
woman in the eighteenth century, it seems to have been so rare
that, if Jane Austen is representing her society faithfully, people
had difficulty believing that the pair were not contemplating mar-
riage: She shows in Sense and Sensibility (c. 1797) that everyone
was positive Elinor and Colonel Brandon were engaged because
they often talked together—what had a man and a woman to say
to each other, after all? Their education and socialization led them
in virtually opposite directions.

The alienation between men and women was further increased
by the rules of the double standard which were forcefully incul-
cated in young women. Girls were taught to recognize the double
standard as a fact of life 15; as the first Marquis of Halifax advised
his daughter at the end of the seventeenth century, “The world

. 1s somewhat unequal, and our sex seemeth to play the tyrant
in distinguishing partially for ourselves, by making that in the ut-
most degree criminal in the woman, which in a man passeth under
a much gentler censure.” He went on to warn her, “Remember,
that next to the danger of committing the fault yourself, the great-
est is that of seeing it in your husband. Do not seem to look or hear
that way.” 16

Except during the interregnum period in England, men had little
encouragement to bridle their ids, but women were constantly re-
pressed by social mores. Patricia Meyer Spacks observes that such re-
pression reached an apogee in eighteenth-century England. Women
had virtually no freedom of emotional expression. They were ob-
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sessed with innocence, concerned about the danger of passion; they
were angry at men, often longed to be males or children. But de-
spite their anger, Spacks asserts, they accepted what they were taught
and believed that their repression was simply “in the nature of
things.” 1" However, even though most women did not appear to
question ‘‘the nature of things,” they often found a way within the
framework of social respectability to express themselves emotionally
and even sensually.

The repression of sexual activity among middle and upper-class
unmarried women was especially stringent, since virginity was a
sine qua non of a good woman. It was the only thing she had by
herself and apart from her family influence that could command
a price. A woman’s chastity in eighteenth-century England was
called, appropriately enough, her “purse.” ¥ French and English
didactic literature of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries in-
variably advised women to be chaste,'® but with the rise of the novel
in the eighteenth century, the subject of female chastity became a
mainstay of fiction as well. In England it was held dear not only by
characters such as Richardson’s Pamela (whose ‘“‘virtue’—i.e., chas-
tity—is ultimately rewarded by marriage to a rich gentleman) and
the class of women she represented, but by some of the most en-
lightened minds of the day. James Boswell reports that Samuel
Johnson observed, “Consider of what importance to society the
chastity of women is. Upon that all the property in the world de-
pends. . . . They who forfeit it should not have any possibility
of being restored to good character; nor should the children by an
illicit connection attain the full right of lawful children.” 2°

Naturally the man in the street agreed with these views, even to
the point of ludicrousness, as the letter-to-the-editor section of Gen-
tleman’s Magazine, December 1773, indicates:

The writer has succeeded in seducing his loved one, but now
is tortured by the fact that he cannot marry her, for he will
always suspect that where he conquered, others can too; and
yet, he still loves her and hates to continue to ruin her. “I am
doomed, in spite of reason, to entertain suspicions of that
virtue which melted before the flame of my love.” 2

Once having lost her precious chastity, a young woman might as
well wring her bosom and die, Oliver Goldsmith tells us in The
Vicar of Wakefield (1766). Lady Mary Wortley Montagu, the eigh-
teenth-century traveler and letter writer, recognized as a young
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woman the terrible potential dangers to a female of any sort of
heterosexual permissiveness, as she wrote to the man she eventually
married: “All commerce of this kind between men and women is
like that of the Boys and Frogs in L’Estrange’s Fable—’tis play to
you, but ’tis death to us—and if we had the wit of the frogs, we
should alwaies make that answer.” > Even loving parents of the
period, fiction tells us, preferred a daughter’s death to her hetero-
sexual transgression. The father of the seduced and abandoned girl
in Henry Mackenzie’s The Man of Feeling (1771) proclaims, “Her
death I could have borne; but the death of her honour has added
obloquy and shame to that sorrow which bends my grey hairs to
the dust.”

Other countries were no more permissive than England. In
France, although a married woman had more sexual freedom than
her English counterpart, a girl of a respectable family had even
less. At a young age she was sent off to a convent, where her mind
and body were to be preserved in pristine condition, and she was
usually not permitted to leave until her family had selected a hus-
band for her and had made plans for the wedding. Diderot warns
mid-eighteenth-century French girls who might not be segregated
from men that they must not be fooled by those who tell them
they love them. Girls who allow themselves to be seduced will lose
everything worth having in the world, and will gain little more
than a “thank-you” from the men they love:

What do these words signify which are pronounced so easily
and interpreted so frivolously: “I love you”? Actually they
mean, “If you would sacrifice for me your innocence and your
morals, lose the respect that you now have for yourself and
get from others, walk with lowered eyes in society . . . make
your parents die of grief, and afford me a moment of pleasure,
then I will be very obliged to you for it.

He begs mothers to read this warning to their daughters,?® and as
a proper father he sternly warns his own daughter of such dangers.?*

In eighteenth-century America, attitudes were not much more
liberal. Moral values were largely shipped from Europe to the At-
lantic seaboard, particularly through literature.?’ Herbert Mann,
Deborah Sampson’s eighteenth-century biographer, believed that
his readers would forgive all the more shocking aspects of her trans-
vestite exploits if they could be convinced that throughout them all
she remained a virgin and was never tempted by the men with
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whom she came in such close contact. To emphasize his point,
Mann included in an appendix the story of Fatima, who gave her
body to a lover and who was abandoned by him when he was sated.
Mann adds that a woman who loved Deborah (or any female) was
much luckier than Fatima, who had the misfortune to love a man,
because a female would leave the woman who had loved her with
her hymen intact. Although Mann, who was writing for a more
conservative American reader, would not intimate as Brantome does
in Lives of Fair and Gallant Ladies that for a virgin, lesbian love
1s preferable to heterosexual love because “there is a great difference
betwixt throwing water in a vessel and merely watering about it and
round the rim,” his implication is the same—romantic intimacies
between women are harmless, and if a virgin must be intimate with
someone, she is far better off choosing another woman.

Because such a value was placed on the hymen, women found
themselves in a confusing situation. Men, they were told, were sex-
ual creatures, and a married woman proved her love and duty to
her husband by allowing him to satisfy his appetite upon her. But
an unmarried woman would place in peril her total human value
if she thus proved her love to a man. Yet, that women would pay
such a high price for giving up their virginity did not prevent men
from asking it, as the Gentleman’s Magazine letter indicates, and
tricking women out of it, as countless eighteenth-century novels
and magazine stories demonstrate.?® In this way, men and women
were placed in an adversary situation, and the girl who valued her-
self learned early to distrust men. Her parents helped by taking
care that she circulated in an almost exclusively homosocial society
and thereby avoided the dangers of heterosexual temptation. While
a girl from the lower class could not be so sheltered, she too was
in peril if she allowed herself to trust a man. In French and Ger-
man villages of the sixteenth, seventeenth, and eighteenth centuries,
some kind of “fornication penalty” (a fine or humiliating punish-
ment) was almost universally levied by the town fathers or by a
seigneurial court against any woman found to have had intercourse
outside of wedlock.?” The author of Satan’s Harvest Home (1749)
suggests that the English lower classes also placed great value on an
intact hymen before marriage. If an unmarried woman from the
country or from the city should be “ruined” she would soon join
the prostitutes who filled the streets of London from White Chapel
to Charing Cross.?8

Eighteenth-century English and French writers and social histo-
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rians leave us with the impression that since men and women were
typically placed in adversary positions, little love was possible be-
tween them. Historians claim that “love” in eighteenth-century
France, especially among the upper classes, was a game that only mar-
ried women could play (but not with their husbands). To say “I love
you” to a member of the opposite sex meant “I desire you: to pos-
sess, for men, and to capture for women, there lay the whole sport
and utmost goal.” 2 The literary record seems to support their
thesis: Choderlos de Laclos’s Les liaisons dangereuses (1780-1781)
suggests through the character of Valmont that a man’s greatest
pleasure with a woman was to effect “her ruin”—but not simply to
rob her of her virtue: The game must be prolonged and subtle and
as vicious as possible. He laments when he fears that Mme. de
Tourvel will give in to him too easily:

Let her yield herself, but let her struggle! Let her have the
strength to resist without having enough to conquer; let her
fully taste the feeling of her weakness and be forced to admit
her defeat. Let the obscure poacher kill the deer he has sur-
prised from her hiding place; the real sportsman must hunt it
down. . . . It is I who control her fate.?°

In later references to his seduction of Tourvel, he uses the language
of war—she is the “enemy,” they engage in ‘“battle,” and he effects
her “defeat.” 3

The fashionableness of the Marquis de Sade during this period
suggests that Valmont was not a singular villain. Sade took the
brutality that existed between the sexes to its gruesome conclusion:
If it was enjoyable to torture a woman mentally and emotionally,
would it not also be thrilling to torture her body? 3? Some of the
worst excesses of the French Revolution, which occurred in the
Marquis de Sade’s day, revealed this male hostility toward and con-
tempt for women: Not only was the beautiful head of the guillo-
tined Mme. de Lamballe paraded about on a pole, but her pubic
hair was also cut off and worn by some gentlemen as a moustache.

Nicolas Restif de la Bretonne, the author of L’Anti-Justine (1798),
who claims he is writing “a book sweeter to the taste than any of
Sade’s,” a ““villain [who] never presents the delights of love experi-
enced by men without accompanying them by torments and even
death inflicted upon women,” 33 offers an interesting illustration of
how even one who understood the ugliness of Sade’s views was
apparently addicted to them. While the book’s title, preface, and
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even epilogue all clearly attempt to counter the popular and
“baneful Justine,” Bretonne describes extensively a man fantasiz-
ing having sex with a woman and then murdering her, following
this with an entire chapter in which such a murder actually occurs
—the woman dies after the man bites off her nipples and rips her
vagina and anus so that “where there were formerly two holes,
there is now but one.” He then slices her apart with a scalpel and
lancet, beginning first with her breasts and mons veneris.3* The
antisadistic author seems to have been convinced that the eigh-
teenth-century reader of pornographic literature required at least
one such scene in order to be aroused.

Although English writers of this period produced nothing to
equal Sade,?® the literature indicates that the cruel game between
the sexes which historians and novelists describe was not peculiar
to France. The most popular eighteenth-century novels, such as
Samuel Richardson’s Pamela (1740) and Clarissa (1748), are all
about this game, and frequently it is treated as a light-hearted joke,
which i1s made funnier by the agony or embarrassment of the
woman. Tobias Smollett’s The Adventures of Roderick Random
(1748) illustrates this attitude: Roderick impregnates a servant, uses
her assistance to get money from his employer so that he may leave,
and never mentions her again; he stumbles into the bed of a woman
who mistakes him for her lover, and though he hates her he oppor-
tunistically has sex with her; he beds a country girl with particular
relish, thinking all the while of another who is unobtainable, etc.
When Roderick is not expressing hostility toward a woman or de-
ceiving her, other men are: Miss Williams, who has been driven
to prostitution, tells Roderick how as a young girl she was seduced,
impregnated, and then abandoned by a seemingly ingenuous, up-
standing young man, Lothario, who had promised to marry her but
married a rich woman instead. She miscarries as she tries unsuccess-
fully to kill him, but soon afterward she is comforted by a stranger,
Horatio, who tells her that he killed her false lover in a duel out of
pity for her. In gratitude she gives herself to Horatio, but soon
discovers that Lothario lives, and that he and Horatio together in-
vented the story of the duel so that Horatio might have the oppor-
tunity to enjoy her sexually for a while.

Such extravagant machinations in order to get a woman to bed
were common also in the magazine fiction of eighteenth-century
England. For example, Lady’s Magazine ran an epistolary novelette
during 1780, in which a country girl is seduced by a lord who
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promises to marry her and seals his promise by writing her a note
which says that if he does not marry her within one month he will
give her 20,000 pounds—but he purposely fails to date the note.
She is impregnated of course, and then abandoned by the lord, who
marries a wealthy woman. It is true that most of these examples of
male hostility are taken from fiction, but the very frequency with
which they appeared in novels shows that it must have reflected a
common attitude. Men agreed as a society that unbridled sexual
access to any women they desired should be denied out of respect
for property rights; but unarticulated mores encouraged many of
them to procure such access by any dissimulation necessary.

Nor could women automatically feel safe from male hostility
once they were married, since among the upper classes at least,
marriages were not often made with consideration to the parties’
affections. Marriage was a commercial affair that replenished family
fortunes and united family names. Love sometimes entered it, but
only by accident. Forced marriages, arranged by parents, were so
common in seventeenth-century England that the subject became
popular fare in the drama.?® In France from the sixteenth cen-
tury to the end of the eighteenth century, marriage in the upper
classes was often little more than a convention. Adultery for an
upper-class male from the sixteenth century to the end of the
eighteenth century, and for an upper-class female in the eighteenth
century, was not even considered a moral offense,” although if
proper discretion were not exercised, it may have been thought an
offense against manners. :

Eighteenth-century French marriage was strictly a ‘“family mat-
ter,”” determined by the parents solely on the grounds of rank and
fortune. The young woman was not even consulted, and she often
learned that she was to be married by the unwonted stir in the
house.?® Among the middle classes, a woman could expect to be
wooed and courted before marriage, but once married she found
herself in a subservient position; for her, “to take a husband” gen-
erally meant ““to take a master.” 3 Women of the lower classes were
even worse off, and could expect frequent beatings by their hus-
bands. An eighteenth-century peasant’s wife, according to one early
nineteenth-century French historian, was valued far below his horse,
since she was less important to livelihood.*® “Lovelessness,” he ob-
serves, was everywhere common to petty bourgeois and peasant
marriages.
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Upper-class marriage in eighteenth-century England was also
made by parental decision, always with regard to fortune and rank,
sometimes with regard to moral respectability, but often without
regard to suitability of age or temperament or to the possibility of
love between the bride and groom. The unhappiness resulting from
such marriages provided material for numerous plots and subplots
in the literature of the day. Commercial considerations in eighteenth-
century fictional marriage always override romance. Even in the
most sentimental stories, social and economic concerns had to be
satisfied before love was permitted. Marriage was less a union of
two lovers than of two people of complementary rank and fortune.
“There was no good marriage without a good settlement.” ** The
attitude was apparently ubiquitous in real life as well. Richard
Steele, in a hope for reformation, complained that parents were
most often concerned with “finding out matches for their estates
and not their children.” ** Nor were things much better in America
apparently, as the author of Reflections on Courtship and Marriage
(attributed to Benjamin Franklin) shows in his outcry against ar-
ranged matches, insisting that marriage without union of minds,
sympathy of affection, mutual esteem and friendship was contrary
to reason, and no one should be compelled to it.*?

Parentally arranged May-December marriages, which were often
the basis of a tragic fictional plot, were common in real life too,
both in France and America. Madame Geoffrin, who conducted one
of the most influential literary salons in eighteenth-century France,
was given in marriage at the age of fourteen to a settled, respectable
man of forty-eight. She had a good dowry to bring to a marriage
and could have attracted a much younger man, but her grandmother
reasoned that since the girl was orphaned, it would be excellent
for her to have a parent figure in a husband. In England the
eighteenth-century bluestocking, Mrs. Elizabeth Montagu, was mar-
ried at the age of twenty-two to a man of fifty-one. Wealth was
usually the major consideration in such unions. In her autobiography
the librettist Mrs. Delany tells of having been married by her
parents at the age of seventeen to a man of sixty whom she abhorred.
“The day was come,” she complained, “when I was to leave all
I loved and valued, to go to a remote country, with a man I looked
upon as my tyrant—my jailor; one that I was determined to obey
and oblige, but found it impossible to love.” #* But her parents
felt that the match was a fine one, since the groom was much
wealthier than they.
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Mrs. Delany’s weepy but unquestioning obedience to her parents’
wishes seems to have been usual. In Sense and Sensibility (c. 1797),
Jane Austen shows that many are shocked at Edward Ferrar’s im-
prudence when he refuses to marry the wealthy Miss Morton, who
was selected for him by his mother. For this uncustomary assertion
of independence, his mother threatens to disinherit him. Although
in Sense and Sensibility Austen is on Edward’s side, in a juvenile
work, Love and Freindship [sic], written when she was about fifteen,
she evidently accepted the prevalent attitude that disobeying a
parent’s wishes was absurd. In this book she paints a satirical portrait
of a young man who has been requested by his father to marry
Lady Dorothea: ‘“ ‘No, never,” exclaimed I. ‘Lady Dorothea is lovely
and engaging; I prefer no woman to her; but know Sir, that I scorn
to marry in compliance with your wishes. No! Never shall it be
said that I obliged my Father.”” Austen portrays those who ap-
prove his statement as being equally silly when they gush, “We
all admired the noble manliness of his reply.” When Sir Harry and
Aemily in the novel Female Friendship (1770) marry without the
consent of Aemily’s father, the shock of such unprecedented in-
subordination kills him—and out of guilty grief Aemily has a mis-
carriage, and then a fever, and then dies.

Eighteenth-century novels like Clarissa and Tom Jones (through
the character of Sophia Western) show that while a parent should
not actually force a child into a marriage that was repugnant, and
that the child might be justified in resisting parental tyranny,
nothing could have justified marrying against the parent’s will.*3
Thus, a daughter might resist a match that would make her mis-
erable, but she could not on her own choose one that would make
her happy if she had any sensitivity to society’s rules. Love matches
conducted with autonomy by young men and women of the genteel
classes seem to have been very rare indeed.

Even the word “love” was not often used in relation to marriage
among the upper classes, as both fiction and journals suggest. If a
lady felt that the man she was to marry ‘““valued” her, she was
sufficiently lucky and to be envied.*6 When Clarissa in Richardson’s
novel rejects the man her parents have chosen for her and tells
them that she prefers Lovelace, Mrs. Harlowe is shocked that her
daughter could be so brash as to consider “the person.” Clarissa
was simply expected to marry the man her family had selected,
and to consider neither what was appealing nor unappealing about
him. Even the independent bluestocking Hester Chapone eventu-
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ally accepted the wisdom of this point of view herself. She had
married, as she characterized it, “‘for love,” but she was not mature
enough to have real discretion and taste. Great animosity immedi-
ately developed between her and her new husband. He died ten
months after the marriage, to her apparent relief, and she accepted
the prevalent opinion of her society on this matter ever afterward,
advocating marriage by parental arrangement.?

Since the sexes were so dichotomized, a marriage between two
equals was generally impossible. And because women of the upper
classes were not free to choose their mates, it was recognized that
they might find themselves wedded to someone incompatible with
their own temperaments and moral tastes. If so, their only recourse
was to close their eyes and ears to what was distasteful to them and
carry on as best they could, as Lord Halifax advised his daughter
at the end of the seventeenth century.

Although a husband and wife loathed each other, as was fre-
quently the case in parentally arranged marriages that did not con-
sider the feelings of the principals, they stayed married but led
separate lives. Divorce could be obtained only by an act of Parlia-
ment, and was both costly and difficult. The upper classes looked
on marriage with “cynical aversion.” Married couples went together
to social functions, but except for such occasions they saw little of
each other. Men often congregated to the exclusion of women, and
wives were left to get through the long day however they could.*®
English literature of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries illus-
trates the custom. In Vanbrugh’s seventeenth-century comedy, The
Relapse, Amanda asks the happily widowed Berinthia (who had
been forced to marry by a parent) how she and her husband lived
together. Berinthia replies:

Like Man and Wife, asunder;

He lov’'d the Country, I the Town. . . .

He the Sound of a Horn, I the Squeak of a Fiddle.

We were dull Company at Table, worse A-bed.
Whenever we met, we gave one another the Spleen.
And never agreed but once, which was about lying alone.

In the eighteenth century, Henry Fielding describes an upper
middle-class marriage thus:

The Squire, to whom the poor woman had been a faithful
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upper-servant all the time of their marriage, had returned that
behavior by making what the world calls a good husband. He
very seldom swore at her, perhaps not above once a week, and
never beat her. She had not the least occasion for jealousy, and
was perfect mistress of her time, for she was never interrupted
by her husband, who was engaged all the morning in his field
exercises, and all the evening with his bottle companions.

Were most genteel young women really willing to sacrifice their
lives to their parents’ wishes without question? Why else would
they have agreed to marry under such circumstances? Perhaps be-
cause in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, when women
had little hope of economic independence, marriage was actually
the only way a girl could pass from the tyrannical control of her
family into adulthood. Lady Mary Montagu, for example, seems
to have married Edward Wortley for just that reason after a long
correspondence with him which made it clear that on her side there
was little love. Although they never considered divorce, after the
first months of their marriage they seldom lived together, except
when she went with him for a few years to Turkey where he served
as ambassador.

Frenchwomen also believed that marriage was the only escape
from family tyranny. Claire, who has just married M. d’Orbe, writes
Julie in Rousseau’s La nouvelle Héloise:

If it had depended on me, I would never have married, but
our sex buys liberty only by slavery and it is necessary to begin
as a servant in order to be a mistress someday. Although my
father never bothered me, I had annoyance from my family.
To escape it, I married M. d’Orbe.

Claire’s situation cannot be attributed to the dramatic demands of
fiction. Madame Houdetot similarly confessed to Diderot, “I mar-
ried, that I might live to go to the Ball, the Opera, the Promenade
and the Play.” Her contemporary, Mme. de Puisieux, also admitted
that it was because she would be permitted to own by herself a
gilded coach, fine diamonds, and good horses that she agreed to
marry a most unprepossessing man.* Once an upper-class woman
took a husband, she was in effect free to go her own way for the
first time in her life, and her way frequently wended in an opposite
direction from his. Receiving so little emotional sustenance from
the intimacy of marriage, she often sought that sustenance in a
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romantic friendship with a beloved woman friend.

Elizabeth Mavor’s observation regarding the eighteenth-century de-
votion to sensibility which overtook so many literate Englishwomen
and separated them from men is useful as one explanation of why
romantic friendships flourished then. But the concern with chastity,
which made women suspicious of men; the education of males and
females, which had opposite aims; the homosocial environment and
the inhabitation of different spheres; and the marriages between
virtual strangers also explain why these friendships flourished. The
most important reason, however, is that society imposed no stigma
on romantic love between women as it did in the twentieth century.
Women had no reason to fear that their emotion was immoral or
diseased, and so they could give expression to a passion that de-
veloped very naturally out of mutual admiration, respect, shared
interests, shared aspirations, and encouragement to realize one’s in-
dividuality rather than to fit into a prescribed role.



CHAPTER 4

Romantic Friendship in
Eighteenth-Century Literature

By the second half of the eighteenth century in England, romantic
friendships became a popular theme in fiction. Novels of the period
show how women perceived these relationships and what ideals they
envisioned for love between women. Those ideals generally could
not be realized in life because most women did not have the where-
withal to be independent. In fiction, however, romantic friends (hav-
ing achieved economic security as a part of the plot, which also fur-
nishes them with good reasons for not having a husband around)
could retire together, away from the corruption of the man-ruled
“great world”’; they could devote their lives to cultivating themselves
and their gardens, and to living generously and productively too;
they could share perfect intimacy in perfect equality.

The most complete fictional blueprint for conducting a romantic
friendship is Sarah Scott’s A Description of Millenium Hall (1762),
a novel which went through four editions by 1778. The author was
one of the fortunate few who was able to live her ideal of romantic
friendship. Scott married in 1751, and the disastrous relationship
lasted for only one year before she separated from her husband (and
for some mysterious reason he not only returned her dowry but also
provided her with a yearly income). In 1748 she had met Barbara
Montagu, sister of Lord Halifax, at Bath. The two became such in-
separable friends that Barbara accompanied Sarah on her honey-
moon (it was not unusual for a bride to be accompanied by a friend
in the eighteenth century), and lived with her and Mr. Scott during
most of their short married life. After Sarah left her husband she
went to Bath, where Lady “Bab’” had a home. Then in 1754 the

108
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women took a house together in Bath Easton, a village about two
miles outside of Bath. There they began a charity project for poor
girls, which became the foundation of the Millenium Hall story.
They lived and worked together until Lady Bab’s death. Elizabeth
Montagu, Sarah Scott’s sister, when describing a visit to Sarah and
Bab in a 1775 letter to Gilbert West, affords a glimpse of Sarah’s
life. Mrs. Montagu consciously refutes here the popular stereotypes
of the unmarried woman and her dull, unproductive existence:

Her conversation is lively and easy, and she enters into all the
reasonable pleasures of society; goes frequently to the plays, and
sometimes to the balls, etc. They have a very pretty house at
Bath for the winter, and one at Bath Easton for the summer;
their houses are adorned by the ingenuity of the owners. . . .
My sister seems very happy; it has pleased God to lead her to
truth by the road of affliction. . . . Lady Bab Montagu con-
curs with her in all things, and their convent, for by its regu-
larity it resembles one, is really a cheerful place.!

Elizabeth Mavor, in her study of Sarah Ponsonby and Eleanor
Butler, states that all serious female friends were familiar with Sarah
Scott’s novel, that it was the vade mecum of romantic friendship.?
While Millenium Hall is not a faithful rendering of the actual lives
of Sarah Scott and Barbara Montagu, it does show their ideals, and
probably the romantic aspirations of many pairs of female friends
during the eighteenth century.

The main characters of Millenium Hall are Miss Melvyn and
Louisa Mancel, who had met in boarding school. They are both
beautiful, genteel, and sweet. They love reading and making music,
and studying geography, philosophy, and religion together. Scott
says of them in their youth, “They seldom passed a day without see-
ing each other. . . . Their affections were so strongly united that
one could not suffer without the other feeling equal pain.”

After she leaves school, Louisa does menial work so that she can
support herself while remaining close to her beloved. When Miss
Melvyn is forced into marriage, she begs Louisa to live near her, and
Louisa agrees, ‘“since a second paradise would not recompense her
for the loss of her society.” However, the new husband, Mr. Morgan,
is not so amenable and refuses even to let Miss Mancel visit, protest-
ing, “I will have no person in my house more beloved than myself.”
The two women are devastated by the demand that they, who are so
close, separate: “The connection of soul and body did not seem more
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indissoluble, nor were ever divided with greater pain.” As Mrs. Mor-
gan watches her friend walk off, she feels “more dead than alive.”
When a turning in the road robs her of the sight of Louisa, “as if
her eyes had no more employment worthy of them left, they were
again overwhelmed in tears.”

Conveniently, Mrs. Morgan’s husband dies a short time later, and
the two women, who now have financial independence, are free to
live together. They retire to the country, away from the corruption
of city life, where they can enjoy “rational’” pleasures together. They
are soon joined by three other women, two of them romantic friends:
Of Miss Selvyn and Lady Emilia it is observed that “neither of them
appeared so happy as when they were together,” and that they loved
each other “with a tenderness.”

All the women had been able to bring considerable amounts of
money into their joint establishment, which becomes a model of
happy, generous living. They are totally self-sufficient, even to the ex-
tent of keeping a vegetable garden for their own use. They devote
their lives to “aesthetic pursuit and civilized enjoyment,” but also to
good works; for example, they employ only servants who have handi-
caps and would not be readily employed elsewhere, they open their
estate as a refuge to the old and the deformed, and they also take in
women of genteel poverty and give them useful training so that they
may find jobs as governesses, companions, and housekeepers. They
even establish a carpet and rug factory in their town, so that they can
give employment to several hundred people.

The major heterosexual relationships in the book invariably end
in unhappiness; the same-sex relationships are invariably happy.
The fifth woman of Millenium Hall, Mrs. Trentham, sums up the
apparent attitude of the author and her main characters with regard
to eighteenth-century heterosexual marriage:

To face the enemy’s cannon appears to me a lesser effort of
courage, than to put our happiness into the hands of a person,
who perhaps will not once reflect on the importance of the trust
committed to his or her care.

And yet the five owners of Millenium Hall provide dowries for
young women and are proud that they celebrate at least two mar-
riages a year at the Hall. Perhaps Scott felt that if she scandalized
society by antimarriage views that were too shockingly unorthodox
and threatening, her novel would not get a fair reading. It is likely
that for that reason she permits the women to support marriage,
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although (for the sake of consistency) not with overwhelming enthu-
siasm and not for themselves. As Mrs. Morgan explains:

We consider matrimony as absolutely necessary for the good of
society; it 1s a general duty; but as, according to all ancient
tenures, those obliged to perform knight’s service, might, if they
chose to enjoy their own fire-sides be excused by sending depu-
ties to supply their places; so we, using the same privileges, sub-
stitute many others, and certainly much more promote wedlock,
than we could do by entering into it ourselves.

However, in reality genteel women could enjoy unmarried bliss as
did the five at Millenium Hall only if they were financially inde-
pendent, and few women of their class were. For most pairs of ro-
mantic friends, Millenium Hall was an unobtainable ideal. Eventu-
ally they would either have to settle into marriage, or they would be
tolerated in the homes of their parents or a relative. There were few
who could retire to the country and expect to receive financial (or
emotional) support from their families.?

But if women could not live forever in the unmarried bliss of ro-
mantic friendship, they loved to read about it: Even the mention of
such a relationship in the title of a work must have promoted its
sales—which would explain why a 1770 novel that uses friendship
between women as nothing more than an epistolary device was en-
titled Female Friendship.* Women readers could identify with the
female characters’ involvement with each other, since most of them
had experienced romantic friendship in their youth at least. Mrs.
Delany’s description of her own first love is typical of what
numerous autobiographies, diaries, letters, and novels of the period
contained. As a young woman, she formed a passionate attachment
to a clergyman’s daughter, whom she admired for her “uncommon
genius . . . intrepid spirit . . . extraordinary understanding, lively
imagination, and humane disposition.” They shared ‘“‘secret talk”
and “whispers” together; they wrote to one another every day, and
met in the fields between their fathers’ houses at every opportunity.
“We thought that day tedious,” Mrs. Delany wrote years later, “that
we did not meet, and had many stolen interviews.” 3 Typical of many
youthful romantic friendships, it did not last long (at the age of
seventeen Mrs. Delany was given in marriage to an old man), but it
provided fuel for the imagination which idealized the possibilities of
what such a relationship might be like without the impingement of
cold marital reality. Because of such girlhood intimacies (which were



RoMANTIC FRIENDSHIP IN E1IGHTEENTH-CENTURY LITERATURE % 107

often cut off untimely), most women would have understood when
those attachments were compared with heterosexual love by the fe-
male characters in eighteenth-century novels, and were considered,
as Lucy says in The Young Widow, “infinitely more valuable.” They
would have had their own frame of reference when in those novels,
women adapted the David and Jonathan story for themselves and
swore that they felt for each other (again as Lucy says) “a love ‘pass-
ing the Love of Men,”” or proclaimed as does Anne Hughes, the
author of Henry and Isabella (1788), that such friendships are “more
sweet, interesting, and to complete all, lasting, than any other which
we can ever hope to possess; and were a just account of anxiety and
satisfaction to be made out, would, it is possible, in the eye of ra-
tional estimation, far exceed the so-much boasted pleasure of love.”
Of course, women’s passionate friendships were not always lasting,
because a husband had the sole legal right of choosing a domicile,
and he might if he wished take a woman miles and even countries
away so that she would never see her romantic friend again. But
despite that sad possibility, the novels generally agree that romantic
friendship had all the sweetness, excitement, and intensity that
heterosexual love at its best might have, and few of the anxieties and
dissatisfactions.

The bliss and flawlessness of romantic friendships are perfectly
illustrated in Danebury: or The Power of Friendship (1777), an
anonymous poem ‘‘by a Lady.” Danebury—which is about two pas-
sionate friends, Elfrida and Emma—opens with a quotation in praise
of friendship from Akenside’s “‘Pleasures of Imagination’:

In all the dewy Landscape of the Spring,
In the bright Eye of Hesper or the Morn,
In Nature’s fairest Forms is Aught so fair
As virtuous Friendship?

The love between Emma and Elfrida may be ‘“‘virtuously” ungeni-
tal, but the two are nonetheless lovers, with one mind, one heart,
and considerable sensuality between them. They live together in
perfect harmony:

If Emma’s bosom heav'd a pensive sigh,
The tear stood trembling in Elfrida’s eye;
If pleasure gladden’d her Elfrida’s heart,
Still faithful Emma shar'd the larger part.

The action of the poem concerns a battle between the West Saxons
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and the Danes, in which the Danes are defeated (and the women’s
region is thus renamed Danebury Hill), but in the midst of the
battle Elfrida saves her father by catching the arrow that was meant
for him in her own “gentle breast.”” She appears to be dying, but in
a scene that suggests Christina Rossetti’s later “Goblin Market,”
Emma saves her beloved friend by sucking the poison from her
breast and taking it into her own body:

Friendship, a bold, a generous act design’d.

While death-like sleep her friend’s sensations drown’d,
She suck’d the poison from the throbbing wound!
Resign’d herself a victim to the grave,

A life far dearer than her own to save.

Emma is then rescued from the clutches of death by herbs which
Elfrida’s father administers, and the two young women continue in
their blissful, harmonious friendship.

In the eighteenth-century literary works which take romantic
friendship as a major or minor theme, women find a good deal to
like as well as love in each other. They regard themselves as whole
people, as they were seldom regarded by men. They love each other
for their strengths and self-sufficiency rather than for their weak-
nesses and dependence. Typically, Juliana, who is described as being
“romantic in her notions of friendship” in Henry and Isabella, is
enchanted with Lady Frances for the “commanding nobleness” of
her “figure and manners,” her “winning affability,” “her under-
standing,” and the “‘justness and generosity of her sentiments.” Lady
Frances loves Juliana for her “beauty of person,” and for her “taste,
understanding, and knowledge,” as well as her “sweetness of temper,
and goodness of heart.”” One would be hard put to find in any
eighteenth-century novel a description of a man’s love for a woman
which contains such a complete combination of physical, mental,
and spiritual virtues.

But although these fictional romantic friends are willing to sacri-
fice everything for each other, even life itself, marriage to a man is
frequently regarded as necessary—women are tricked into it, forced
into it, occasionally choose it for reasons the novel does not dwell
upon. The writers were reflecting reality: Seldom could a woman
go from girlhood into a lifelong primary commitment to a romantic
friend. There would be great pressure on her to marry, and unless
she was a true rebel, like Sarah Ponsonby or Eleanor Butler, she
would probably bend to that pressure. Despite such a heterosexual
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entanglement, however, in many of these novels the marriage is por-
trayed as secondary to the friendship in the minds of the female
characters: If the marriage interferes with the perfect intimacy of
the romantic friends at the present time, it will not always do so.

Women were not often forced to give up such friendships once
they were married unless, as in Euphemia, in which the title char-
acter is dragged off to America by her husband, a separation of the
friends was central to the plot. In such a case the resolution would
usually show the friends reunited. Perhaps society was not overly
disturbed by the literary depiction of perfect, all-consuming female
friendships, since the marriage of one or both of the female friends
was inevitable, and none of the writers could have been accused of
attempting to subvert marriage and the social structure. Female
friends could live together, as do the two pairs in Millenium Hall,
only if they had a good reason for not being married.

Also perhaps society did not object to the theme of passionate
friendship in literature because it appealed to male voyeurism.
Eighteenth-century English writers, except for pornographers, were
more restrained than Casanova or St. Preux (see page 79) in their
admission of arousal by female-female love, but their male charac-
ters seemed to share with the real and fictional Frenchmen (and
express presumably for the male reader) a voyeuristic pleasure in
observing the affection of romantic female friends. In Anecdotes of
a Convent (1771), Lord Malcolm, seeing the tenderness between
Louisa and Julia, exclaims, “How amiable . . . 1s friendship in
your seX, Ladies! It is a noble sentiment in itself, but when dressed
in female softness is irresistible” (J.M.S. Tompkins in The Popular
Novel in England cogently asks, “Irresistible to whom?"").8

By the mid-eighteenth century, romantic friendship was a recog-
nized institution in America too. In the eyes of an observer such
as Moreau de St. Méry, who had just recently left Revolutionary
France for America and must have been familiar with the accusa-
tions of lesbianism against Marie Antoinette, the women of her
court, and most of the French actresses of the day, women’s effusive
display of affection for each other seemed sexual. Saint Méry, who
recorded his observations of his 1793-1798 journey, was shocked by
the “unlimited liberty” which American young ladies seemed to en-
joy, and by their ostensible lack of passion toward men. The com-
bination of their independence, heterosexual passionlessness, and
intimacy with each other could have meant only one thing to a
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Frenchman in the 1790’s: that “they are not at all strangers to being
willing to seek unnatural pleasures with persons of their own sex.” 7
It is as doubtful that great masses of middle- and upper-class young
ladies gave themselves up to homosexual sex as it is that they gave
themselves up to heterosexual sex before marriage. But the fiction
of the period corroborates that St. Méry saw American women be-
having openly as though they were in love with each other.

Charles Brockden Brown, the first professional American novelist,
shows a particular interest in such love relationships. His early un-
titled fragment about the romantic friendship between Sophia and
Jessica ® demonstrates what Americans considered to be within the
realm of the “natural” in female same-sex love, in contrast to St.
Méry’s observation about the “unnatural.” In this fragment, Sophia
and Jessica, both in their early twenties, exchange letters asserting
their love:

I want you so much. I long for you. Nay, I cannot do without

you; so, at all events, you must come. . . . You shall dine,

sup, and sleep with me alone. I will have you all to myself.
(SoPHIA TO JESSICA)

What I feel for you I have not felt since I was sixteen, yet it
cannot you know be love. Yet is there such a difference brought
about by mere sex—my Sophia’s qualities are such as I would
doat upon in man. Just the same would win my whole heart;
where then is the difference? On my word, Sophia, I see none.
(JEssicA to SOPHIA)

Jessica seems to have been destined to see a difference, since there
is some suggestion that the love between the two women in this
unfinished work was to be, as Brantéme said about sex between
women, an apprenticeship to heterosexuality. Because Jessica has
learned to respond to the person of Sophia, she has been prepared
to respond to a man. Upon meeting Colden, to whom she is power-
fully attracted, she writes her friend, “Such eyes, Sophia! They often
made me think of yours.”” While not enough of the fragment is
finished so that we can be sure of what Brown actually intended to
do with the heterosexual relationship (the man’s name—Colden—is
certainly inauspicious), there are enough clues to suggest that he
thought to make it a central aspect of the novel.

Of course, both women, typical of romantic friends, vow never
to marry. They assure each other of the exclusivity and superiority
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of their love and swear that they could never love men as they love
each other:

Truly, truly, thou art an admirable creature, Jessy, and I love
thee, that 1 do. A friend! Till this age, and till I knew thee,
1 never had a friend, and shall never have another, of either
sex; for surely the world contains not such another creature as
thou: at least in the form of man. Single, then, Jessy, shall
I ever be.

They talk about living together in sweet retirement in the country,
an ideal of romantic friendship which we saw in Millenium Hall
and will see more of in the story of Eleanor Butler and Sarah
Ponsonby.

Their attachment is by no means simply ethereal. They claim to
“have fallen in love with” each other, and speak often of the physical
as well as the moral perfections of the other. There is a definite
sensuous element in their love. Jessica, for example, refers to one of
her most joyous experiences of their conversational intimacies—
which took place in a bed:

You honoured me once, you know, with your company for
one night. How delighted was I . . . Shall I ever forget that
night! We talked till past three; and such unbosoming of all
your feelings, and all your pleasures and cares, and what you
called your foibles; spots in the sunny brightness of your char-
acter. Ever since that night I have been a new creature; to be
locked in your arms; to share your pillow with you, gave new
force, new existence to the love which before united us; often
shall we pass such nights when thou and I are safe together at
Wortleyfield [where they plan to “retire”].

The height of bliss for these two romantic friends is to share secrets
and to open their souls to each other, to “speak our love” as Katherine
Philips wrote a century earlier. That is best done, however, “locked
[in each other’s] arms,” in the dark on a bed. But since decent women
of the eighteenth century could admit to no sexual desires, and
decent men would not attribute such desires to them, the sensual
aspect of their relationship goes no further in fiction, as it probably
would not in life.

A male’s relationship with another male was more likely suspected
to have the worm in it. Even Brown, who viewed love between
women with such indulgence, appears to have had quite different
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ideas about love between men.® In another fragment, “Memoirs of
Stephen Calvert,” 1° a character describes the “depravity” of a man
whose “‘associates were wholly of his own sex,” and speaks of being
“frozen with horror’ at witnessing him with other men. What Brown
intended finally to do with his homosexual male character is not
known, but it is certain that he never regarded love between women
in the same manner nor permitted any of his characters to express
such distaste toward it.

Brown’s novel Ormond: or the Secret Witness (1798), for which
the Jessica fragment may have been a false start, presents a complete
full-length treatment of love between women. Robert Hare has sug-
gested that Brown was influenced in his portrayal of the love rela-
tionship between Constantia and Sophie by Rousseau’s depiction of
Julie and Claire’s love in La nouvelle Héloise and by William God-
win’s description of Mary Wollstonecraft’s “ruling passion” for
Fanny Blood in his Memoir of her.!! But it was not necessary for
Brown to turn to literature to discover romantic friendship between
women; he needed only to look around him.!?

The American ideals of romantic friendship were no different
from the English according to Ormond. The important intimacy in
the lives of Brown’s two heroines is with each other, despite the fact
that one of them is married. Men are treated with suspicion or barely
treated at all. The women’s fondest dream is to be together. A
sensual aspect in their relationship is hinted at, but their great joy
is in mere proximity and in “speaking their love.”

The narrator of Ormond is Sophie Courtland, who had been
raised with Constantia and who now tells Constantia’s story. The
two had been separated for four years while Sophie traveled in
Europe after inheriting a good deal of money. During that time
Constantia’s once-wealthy father lost all his money and his health
and Constantia became his supporter and comforter. With his death
she finds herself quite alone, with the exception of the company of
two women to whom she is briefly attracted before she discovers
their faults. Constantia has also been attracted to and then quickly
repelled by a type of gothic villain with supernatural powers—
Ormond. Meanwhile, Sophie has married, but she returns alone to
America to find Constantia and take her back to Europe. After a
blissful reunion between the two women, Constantia goes to make
a sentimental farewell to her childhood home. She again encounters
Ormond, who locks her in a room and threatens to rape her. She
vows to kill herself first, but when he retorts, “Living or dead, the
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prize that I have in view shall be mine,” she kills him. Sophie arrives
and releases her friend from the room. The two women go off to
England together.

Constantia 1s not without some heterosexual feeling. At some
point she is aroused by Ormond and upset by her discovery of “a
passion deeper and less curable than she suspected.” But neverthe-
less she cures it quickly, since she believes him to be an unsavory
character. She knows that he has seduced and abandoned at least
one young woman, and therefore she decides that “every dictate of
discretion and duty” enjoins her to have nothing to do with him.
Her passion for Ormond is somewhat of an anomaly in her life,
since she had had little interest in men earlier and had even decided
that she would prefer not to marry. Brown, himself a feminist,3
attributes feminist arguments to her in this regard:

Now she was at least mistress of the product of her own labour.
Her tasks were toilsome, but the profits, though slender, were
sure, and she administered her little property in what manner
she pleased. Marriage would annihilate this power. Henceforth
she would be bereft even of her personal freedom. So far from
possessing property, she herself would become the property of
another. . . . Homely liberty was better than splendid servi-
tude.

She rejects not only Ormond, who may or may not have been willing
to engage in a relationship as orthodox as marriage, but also an un-
named young man who courted her in the days of her father’s pros-
perity and a character by the name of Balfour.

While she is generally suspicious of men, Constantia feels sym-
pathy for and attraction to women. When she first sees Martinette
in a music shop, she is haunted by her beauty and demeanor, which
make a “powerful impression” on her. She has fantasies of their
friendship and intimacy; “her heart sighed” for such a relationship,
and she becomes “‘daily more enamoured” of Martinette. Helena,
the young woman whom Ormond has seduced and abandoned,
Constantia loves “with uncommon warmth.” Her longing for Sophie,
from whom she is separated for the first part of the novel, is charac-
terized as being “pregnant with such agonizing tenderness, such
heart-breaking sighs, and a flow of such bitter yet delicious tears,
that it were not easily decided whether the pleasure or the pain
surmounted.”

Sophie has married a young man, Courtland, during her stay in
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Europe. While her affection for her friend Constantia is depicted
in terms that twentieth-century popular novelists might use to de-
scribe that of a lover, her affection for her husband is portrayed in
terms that today would be considered appropriate for a friend: We
are told that there is between Sophie and Courtland “a conformity
of tastes and views,” and this gives rise to ‘“‘tenderness,” as compared
with the passion between the two women. It would perhaps have
been considered unseemly to depict such fiery intensity between a
woman and a man, but detailed descriptions of the greatest passions
between a woman and a woman were apparently not thought so.
In any case, Brown makes absolutely no suggestion that passion
existed between the husband and wife.

Although she is married, Sophie returns alone to America to look
for Constantia. She claims that she would like to spend her life with
Courtland in England, where her maternal family lives, but first it is
“indispensable” to be reunited with Constantia and bring her to
England too. “If this could not be accomplished,” Sophie says, “it
was my inflexible purpose to live and die with her.” At the conclu-
sion of the novel the two women go together to England, where
Courtland is waiting; and presumably they will be a ménage a trois.
However, Constantia decides not to sell her childhood home because
she hopes “that some future event will allow her to return to this
favourite spot without forfeiture of [Sophie’s] society.” It is not clear
what that event might be, but she seems to want to preserve inviolate
the place where the two women were once happy together without
interference from other parties.

The relationship between Constantia and Sophie has nothing in
common with “friendship” in a contemporary sense. The two women
are totally involved with each other. As an initial sign of the intensity
of their love, Brown depicts Constantia fainting for joy when, after
their long separation, she hears Sophie’s familiar voice singing in an
adjoining room (cf. Maria’s fainting in Euphemia when she hears
that her beloved friend has returned from America). When, prior to
this reunion, Sophie thinks that Constantia has died in the plague,
“all hope of happiness” in this world disappears, and she desires only
“to join my friend” in death, where they will never be separated.
Once the two women are finally reunited, their ecstasy is overwhelm-
ing, as Sophie reports:

The appetite for sleep and for food were confounded and lost
amidst the impetuosities of a master passion. To look and to
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talk to each other afforded enchanting occupation for every
moment. I would not part from her side, but ate and slept,
walked and mused and read, with my arm locked in hers, and
with her breath fanning my cheek. . . . O precious inebriation
of the heart! O pre-eminent love! What pleasure of reason or
of sense can stand in competition with those attendant upon
thee? . . . Henceforth, the stream of our existence was to mix;
we were to act and to think in common; casual witnesses and
written testimony should become superfluous. Eyes and ears
were to be eternally employed upon the conduct of each other;
death, when it should come, was not to be deplored, because it
was an unavoidable and brief privation to her that should
survive.

Although the love between the two women is intoxicating and
all-consuming, Brown does not suggest that it is genital, anymore
than do other eighteenth-century authors who deal with romantic
friendships. In fact, Sophie seems specifically to discount the genital
possibilities of their passion by saying that nothing occurred during
their nights in bed together that was “incompatible with purity and
rectitude.” But Sophie clearly considers herself, as does Ormond her
rival, to be Constantia’s lover in all other ways. For example, Or-
mond complains to Constantia that he knows she was about to write
him “that thy affections and person were due to another.” When
Sophie contemplates a union between Constantia and Ormond, she
remarks, “I could not but harbour aversion to a scheme which
should tend to sever me from Constantia, or to give me a competitor
in her affections.”

Perhaps it is an indication of the relative independence of the
eighteenth-century American woman that the heroine of this novel,
unlike her English counterpart, is permitted to reject all her suitors
and remain unmarried to the end of the book with no husband in
sight—or perhaps the conclusion merely reflects the feminist convic-
tions of the author that women should have such freedom. The love
relationship between the two women goes beyond what Brown hints
at in his earlier fragment about Jessica and Sophia, in which Jessica
appears to be developing a strong heterosexual interest as the work
breaks off. In Ormond the female-female love, despite the title of
the work, is the central and most powerful relationship in the book,
and it provides the happy ending.'*

*

* *
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Helen Williams’s novel, Anecdotes of a Convent (1771), shows
how far romantic friendships could go without being thought ques-
tionable, i.e., sexual. A subplot concerns Louisa, a lovely young
woman who has just returned from a French convent where she
had been sent to be educated. She is in a deep depression. Julia, one
of the epistolary narrators, tells us that Louisa’s “sorrows flow from
the loss of a female friend.” When at dinner Louisa’s father inquires
after Miss Merton as the friend “whom you was so wrapt up in at
the convent,” Louisa “turns pale and sinks oftf her chair.” Julia
learns after this scene that Louisa stayed at the convent two years
longer than her parents had intended her to “because she could not
be brought to leave the nunnery whilst her friend remained in it.”
Julia, who finds Louisa’s sorrows only somewhat excessive, comforts
her as she lies in bed crying and sighing, and finally she learns
Louisa’s story:

The first day at the convent Louisa met Fanny Merton: “I raised
my eyes on her,” Louisa says, “and felt as if my soul at that instant
had darted through my breast into hers, there to take up its residence
forever.” Fanny returns her affection. She is an active young woman
whose attention could be fixed by nothing but Louisa and books,
“both of which were her passions . . . [and] tender only to me, the
business of her life was to oblige me.” When another attractive,
lively girl comes to the convent, Louisa fears that she will be a rival
for Fanny’s affections, “and I looked on her, for that reason, with
some degree of coldness,” but Fanny remains faithful.

Louisa is completely enthralled by her relationship. When she is
taken to Paris she can enjoy nothing of the diversions; in the midst
of the loveliness and grandeur, “I sighed in my heart for the hour
which was to restore me to my friend Miss Merton.” As the years
go by, the intensity of her affection becomes greater still. The two
wish only to be together every minute. When Louisa’s father calls
her home, “I trembled at the apprehension of being separated from
my friend,” and she convinces him she must stay at the convent
longer.

When the Father Confessor attempts to get Louisa to convert to
Catholicism, he uses the argument he believes will reach her the
deepest: ““‘Should you not be very sorry, after this life, to go to a
place where your friend Miss Merton [who is Catholic] can never
come. . . . You must both be of the same religion my Dear, or you
can never meet in another world.” Louisa, who misses his Catholic-
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chauvinist meaning, nevertheless responds, “No place can be a
heaven to me where she is not.” When it appears that Fanny will be
called home, Louisa reports, “I could not sleep, and I would not
eat, so that in a few days I look’d like the picture of death, and had
hardly the strength to crawl about the house.”

All of this behavior is considered within the limits of appropriate-
ness to passionate friendship. It is only after Fanny embraces her
“violently,” stifling her with kisses, that the reader is supposed to
suspect that here is not the usual passionate friendship. Finally it is
learned that Frances Merton is really Francis Merton, who had been
at birth placed in a convent by his Catholic mother, who did not want
to honor the agreement with her Protestant husband that he would
raise a boy child as a non-Catholic. In the reverse of Ovid’s story of
Iphis, at Francis’s birth his mother told her husband that the boy
was a girl. Francis, never having been informed of the difference
between male and female, also believed himself to be a girl.

Once he discovers his sex, he can ask Louisa to marry him. But it
is significant that their love is viewed as unchanged, except for the
possibility of its permanence now. Francis asks, “Will you not love
me as well as you did when you were ignorant of my sex? Yes, I know
you will—you must—my heart is not alter’d by the change, why then
should that of my beloved Louisa’s?”” The only distinctions, then,
that are made between romantic friendship and heterosexual love
in this eighteenth-century novel are that the latter is manifested by
“violent” embraces and kisses, and that no one can separate the
heterosexual lovers. These are also the major distinctions in most
other novels of the period that deal with both romantic friendship
and heterosexual love.

So many of these fictional works were written by women, and they
provide a very different picture of female intimacy than the usual
depictions by men. The extreme masculine view, which is epitomized
in Casanova’s Memoirs, reduced female love to the genital, and as
such it could be called “trifling.” But love between women, at least
as it was lived in women’s fantasies, was far more consuming than
the likes of Casanova could believe. Women dreamed not of erotic
escapades but of a blissful life together. In such a life a woman would
have choices, she would be in command of her own destiny; she
would be an adult relating to another adult in a way that a hetero-
sexual relationship with a virtual stranger (often an old or at least a
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much older man), arranged by a parent for considerations totally
divorced from affection, would not allow her to be. Samuel Richard-
son permitted Miss Howe to express the yearnings of many a frus-
trated romantic friend when she remarked to Clarissa, “How charm-
ingly might you and I live together and despise them all.”



CHAPTERS

Romantic Friendshipin
Eighteenth-Century Life

The twentieth-century scholars’ difficulty in accepting the notion
of fulfilling romantic friendship in the literature of other centuries
is surpassed by their difficulty in accepting it in women’s actual lives.
What is one to make of the letters from Mary Pierrepont (later
Lady Mary Wortley Montagu) to Anne Wortley in 1709:

My dear, dear, adieu! I am entirely yours, and wish nothing
more than it may be some time or in my power to convince you
that there is nobody dearer [to me] than yourself . . .

I cannot bear to be accused of coldness by one whom I shall
love all my life. . . . You will think I forget you, who are
never out of my thoughts. . . . I esteem you as I ought in
esteeming you above the world.

. . . your friendship is the only happiness of my life; and
whenever I lose it, I have nothing to do but to take one ol my
garters and search for a convenient beam.

Nobody ever was so entirely, so faithfully yours. . . . I put
in your lovers, for I don’t allow it possible for a man to be so
sincere as I am.!

One commentator, who asserts that these letters carry “heart-burn-
ings and reproaches and apologies” which might make us, the read-
ers, “fancy ourselves in Lesbos,” assures us that appearances are
deceiving, that Mary was not really telling Anne that she loved her,
but rather that she knew Edward, Anne’s brother, would read what

119
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she had written her, “and she tried to shine in these letters for
him.” 2

If there is no male figure hovering in the background to whom
the women’s passion could be attributed, modern observers offer a
convenient twentieth-century explanation of the “peculiarity” of
the women’s interests in each other. They thus refuse to recognize
that the emotions which late nineteenth-century and early twentieth-
century sexologists taught us to label “morbid” were perfectly com-
monplace in an earlier day: One writer, for example, describing
Queen Anne's intense devotion to Sarah Churchill and other
women, reflects that one “has a sense of something in Anne’s emo-
tions that suggests the abnormal.” He further compounds his and
the reader’s confusion about love between women by pointing out
that Anne’s sister Mary seemed to have a similar passion for Frances
Apsley, for in a letter she sent to Frances before her wedding, Mary
wrote:

I have sat up this night . . . to tell my dear dear dear dearest
husband [Frances] . . . that I am more in love with you every-
time I see you, and love you so well that I cannot express it no
way but by saying I am your louse in bosom and would be very
glad to be always so near you.?

Like many historians of his day, he fails to observe that so many
records of correspondence between women of that period contain
some such evidence of same-sex love.

As eighteenth-century novels demonstrate, women did not need
a male audience to speak passionately to each other; nor did they
consider themselves (nor were they considered by others) “abnormal”
because they loved other women—and what we know of middle and
upper class women’s lives through the extant correspondence and
diaries indicates that those novels reflected reality. (It is indeed un-
fortunate that lower-class women, who generally were illiterate, have
left so little record of themselves and the meaning of romantic
friendship in their lives.) All the language and sentiments of roman-
tic friendship—vows to love eternally, and to live and die together;
wishes to elope together to sweet retirement; constant reassurances
of the crucial, even central role these women played in each other’s
lives—are found in the actual letters and journals of the time.

The great ‘“success story” of romantic friendship is that of Sarah
Ponsonby and Eleanor Butler, “the Ladies of Llangollen.” Sarah
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and Eleanor were two upper-class Irishwomen who managed to run
off together and share thereafter every waking and sleeping moment
(until one of them died fifty-three years later), just as countless
women prayed (fruitlessly, in most cases) in their letters to their
own romantic friends that they might be able to do. In 1778, Sarah
and Eleanor, both of wealthy, titled families, eloped. They dressed
in men’s clothes for the elopement, hoping thereby to be less con-
spicuous on the road. When they were pursued and foiled in their
escape by their families the first time, they ran away a second time.
Finally their relatives were convinced that nothing would change
their minds, and they let the two women be. Eventually Sarah and
Eleanor were even given small stipends, and in 1787 Sarah received
a pension from the king. They settled in Wales, and in 1780 pro-
cured a cottage in Llangollen Vale. In no time at all they established
a marvelous garden. With very little money but wonderful taste and
imagination, they redecorated the cottage (which they christened
Plas Newydd), and their home became a shrine to romantic friend-
ship in their generation and in later generations.*

The local papers referred to them as “‘the Irish Ladies who have
settled [here] in so romantic a manner”’; their home was “the Fairy
Place of the Vale” and a “‘rural and sylvan-like retreat of those Orna-
ments of their sex.”® They were admired and befriended by the
Duke of Wellington, William Wordsworth, Robert Southey, Josiah
Wedgewood, Edmund Burke, Hester Thrale Piozzi, Sir Walter Scott,
Lady Caroline Lamb, and many other notables of the day. Few
poets who knew them were not inspired to record their romantic

friendship in verse. Wordsworth, for example, declared after visiting
the ladies in 1824:

Glyn Cafaillgaroch, in the Cambrian tongue,
In ours the Vale of Friendship, let this spot
Be nam’d where faithful to a low roof’d Cot
On Deva’s banks, ye have abode so long,
Sisters in love, a love allowed to climb

Ev'n on this earth, above the reach of time.®

The poet Anna Seward wrote enough verses about the “Davidean
friendship” (cf. David and Jonathan) of the two women to fill a
small volume. She praised Eleanor, with a hint of envy, for her
“firm, free step” which permitted her to lead her “loved friend”
to their blissful retirement, away from the “irksome” life to which
women of their class were usually subject: “By firmness won, by



122 % SURPASSING THE LOVE OF MEN

constancy secured/Ye nobler pleasures. . . ./The life of Angels in
an Eden lead.” 7 And years after their deaths they continued to be
celebrated in myth and bad poetry for as long as romantic friend-
ship was honored by society:

Once two young girls of rank and beauty rare,

Of features more than ordinary fair,

Who in the heyday of their youthful charms

Refused the proffer of all suitors’ arms,

Lived in a cottage here rich carved in oak. . . .

Then none were known to come unto their door

T hat was not welcomed with kind words or more.

T hese ladies to each other kind and true,

Around Llangollen’s vale, like them were few . .

As they through life together did abide,

E’en now in death they both lie side by side. . . .

Beloved, respected by the world were they,

By all regretted when they passed away.®
(REVEREND J. PRITCHARD, D.D., c. 1856)

It was known by everyone that Sarah and Eleanor shared every
part of their lives with each other. Ostensibly “heterosexual” ac-
quaintances would close letters to one of them enjoining her to “give
my love to your better half.” ® Their relationship was considered
not only socially permissible but even desirable. One reason it was
so revered was that it was thought to be nongenital—or rather the
sexual possibilities of a life in a shared bed were not thought of at
all. Women envied them because they seemed not to have to be
bothered with what many eighteenth-century females considered the
duty and burden of sex. Romantic men admired them because they
seemed to keep by choice that “crown of their virtue”; they lived
together because they were too spiritually pure to be sullied by the
physical; they were Protestant nuns. Their society was happy to see
them as the embodiment of the highest ideals of spiritual love and
the purest dreams of romantic friendship.

If there had been many female couples who emulated their life-
style with success, the Ladies would probably have been regarded
as a threat to societal norms. But how many women would have
had their energy and strength, which were required not only to
fight family pressures to marry an appropriate title and estate, but
also to elope not once but twice, and finally to convince relatives
that they must provide them with financial support? It would be
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safe to guess not many. Thus no one could believe that Sarah and
Eleanor would serve as models for a dangerous new life-style. They
were, in modern parlance, the “token blacks” of same-sex love.

Perhaps also they would have been viewed with more alarm had
they been social rebels in any other areas of their lives. But they
were as unimaginatively conservative as the most staunch upholder
of the “Great Chain of Being” could have wished. They prayed in-
cessantly for the health of crazy King George; at the start of the
French Revolution they feared only for the safety of the nobility;
in 1802 Eleanor recorded in her journal that the ladies in Paris
were ‘“‘so indecently naked that the sight is disgusting to the last
degree’’; '* and they dismissed a servant who had worked for them
for three years when it was discovered that although she had no
husband she was pregnant. The Ladies were hardly ‘“‘radical types.”
Their class must have reasoned, consciously or not, that anyone who
propounded such correct political opinions and stringent “moral”
views could not have been sexual in an unorthodox way.

Probably they were not. Eleanor’s journal is filled with references
to Sarah as “my Heart’s darling,” “my sweet love,” “my Sally,” “my
Beloved.” '* It often speaks of the two being in bed together, but
usually in connection with illness:

¥y 6¢

I kept my bed all day with one of my dreadful Headaches. My
Sally, my Tender, my Sweet Love, lay beside me holding and
supporting my Head.

Rose at Eight after a tedious night spent in coughing and with
a most dreadful head ache. My dearest, my kindest love did not
sleep even for one moment the entire night but lay beside me
watching and lamenting my illness and soothing by her tender-
ness the distressing pain of my Head.?

Of course, even had there been a sexual relationship between them,
it is doubtful they would have committed a discussion of it to pa-
per. But their generally rigid, inhibited, and conventional views re-
garding undress and evidence of sexuality suggest that it is unlikely
that as eighteenth-century women, educated in the ideal of female
passionlessness,’* they would have sought genital expression if it
were not to fulfill a marital duty. Since they had no sexual duty to
a husband, who, as they would have seen it, would be “driven” by
his male nature to initiate the sex act, they were probably happy to
be oblivious to their genitals.
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There may have been some slight suspicion in 1790, perhaps
fostered by Eleanor’s near-transvestite appearance, that their rela-
tionship was unorthodox. The General Evening Post hinted as much
in an article on July 24, entitled “Extraordinary Female Affection,”
which observed that these two “daughters of great Irish families”
were living in retirement in “a certain Welsh Vale” :

Miss Butler, who is of the Ormonde family, had several offers
of marriage, all of which she rejected. Miss Ponsonby, her par-
ticular friend and companion, was supposed to be the bar to
all matrimonial union, it was thought proper to separate them,
and Miss Butler was confined.

The two Ladies, however, found means to elope together. . . .

Miss Butler is tall and masculine, she wears always a riding
habit, hangs her hat with the air of a sportsman in the hall, and
appears in all respects as a young man, if we except the petti-
coats which she still retains.'*

Miss Ponsonby, on the contrary, is polite and effeminate, fair
and beautiful.'s

The article infuriated the Ladies, who immediately canceled their
subscription to the paper and wrote to Edmund Burke asking if the
author could be sued. Perhaps they wanted Burke’s assistance be-
cause they knew he was not only opposed to the harassment of homo-
sexuals, but had also had experience in suing for libel when he was
himself accused of homosexuality.’® Or perhaps the Ladies had had
no reason in the past to pay attention to issues involving homosexual-
ity,'" and they called on Burke only because he was an influential
friend. At any rate, he informed them that it was generally difficult
to get redress in libel suits, but that they should be consoled in
knowing “that you suffer from the Violence of Calumny for the
virtues that entitle you to the esteem of all who know how to esteem
honour, friendship, principle, and dignity of thinking, and that you
suffer along with everything that is excellent in the world.” He
went on to assure them that their libelers “make no impressions
except those of contempt on any person living.” 18

Burke was right. Despite the newspaper article, no one among
their acquaintances seemed to believe that their relationship was of
the forbidden variety. The homophobic Mrs. Thrale wished in her
diary in 1789 that the French sapphists might be thrown “into
Mount Vesuvius,” and wrote again in 1790, 1794, and 1795 of the
“strange propensity” which existed in England “for unspeakable
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sins,” and of the scandalous relationships that certain women carried
on with each other.!* But Mrs. Thrale was a close friend and
neighbor to the Ladies, visited them frequently, and wrote them
cordial ]etters. In her correspondence with others, she refers to them
as “fair and noble recluses” and “charming cottagers.” 2° Perhaps
she distinguished between the lesbians she excoriated in her diary
and the Llangollen Ladies because they seemed to follow to the
letter the prescriptions for romantic friendship: They retired to the
country,?! they communed daily with nature, they spent their days
reading and tending their garden in contrast to the worldly ladies
of the French court and the London theater and Bath society.
Mrs. Thrale must have believed that surrounded by such natural,
moral influences, Sarah and Eleanor could not possibly desire what
would give “Offence towards God and Reason and Religion and
Nature.” 22

We do not know whether or not their relationship was genital,
but they were “married” in every other sense. We have no similar
clear pictures of other same-sex marriages during the eighteenth
century because few journals such as Eleanor’s detailing women’s
lives together have survived, nor were there others who attracted so
much popular attention and became to such an extent the subject
of diarists and poets. Through correspondence and memoirs, how-
ever, we can piece together other stories that corroborate how
ubiquitous the ideas of romantic friendship were among literate
eighteenth-century women. This material reveals all the romantic
sentiments which have come to be publicly associated with hetero-
sexual love alone in the twentieth century. Romantic friends courted
each other, flirted, were anxious about the beloved’s responses and
about reciprocity. They believed their relationships to be eternal,
and in fact the faithfulness of one often extended beyond the death
of the other. The fondest dream of many romantic friends, which
was not often realized, was to establish a home with the beloved.
To that end they were willing to make the greatest sacrifices, and
were devastated if their hopes were disappointed. There is nothing
to suggest that they were self-conscious about these passions or saw
them as being abnormal in any way.

Elizabeth Carter, one of the leading bluestockings of the period
and the much praised translator of Epictetus, illustrates in her cor-
respondence with Catherine Talbot, another writer, the nature of
courtship and the mood of romantic tension that often existed be-
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tween passionate friends. Both of these women decided very con-
sciously not to marry men. Elizabeth felt compelled to care for her
widowed father, and Catherine, an invalid, was cared for by her
mother. But it is doubtful that they would have been interested in
heterosexual marriage even if their familial situations had been dif-
ferent. For example, no longer a young woman in 1749, Elizabeth
was still plagued, as she characterized it, by those who desired to
make matches, and she complained to Catherine, “As I have been
convinced that one is not perfectly secure on this side of an hundred,
it will be quite prudent in me, by way of precaution, to learn to
swim, having run away from matrimonial schemes as far as dry land
goes, my next step must be into the sea.” 23 Elsewhere she character-
ized marriage to a man as being oppressive and suppressive:

If T have suffered from the troubles of others, who have more
sense, more understanding, and more virtues than I might rea-
sonably have expected to find, what might I not have suffered
from a husband? Perhaps be needlessly thwarted and contra-
dicted in every innocent enjoyment of life; involved in all his
schemes right or wrong; and perhaps not allowed the liberty of
even silently seeming to disapprove them.**

Her relationship with Catherine, which lasted almost thirty years
until Catherine’s death in 1770, elicited no such complaints. Eliza-
beth thought of Catherine, as she repeatedly said in her letters
during the 1750's and 1760’s, as “one of the dearest and most dis-
tinguished blessings of my life.” 2

It was love at first sight. Only a short time after meeting Catherine,
Elizabeth wrote to a Mr. Wright, who had introduced the two women
(and then apparently congratulated Elizabeth on being so well liked
by Catherine at a recent meeting):

I do not know whether you ought to congratulate me upon my
good success last Sunday, for what have I gained by it? Only a
new addition to my impatience, which really was very strong
before, but is now out of all bounds of moderation. Miss Talbot
is absolutely my passion; I think of her every day, dream of her
all night, and one way or another introduce her into every
subject I talk of. You say she has a quarrel against my fan sticks;
give me the pleasure, if you can, of knowing she had no objec-
tion to the paper. You will see her tomorrow (a happiness I
envy you much more than all your possessions in the skies).
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Pray make her a thousand compliments and apologies for my
haunting her in the manner I have done, and still intend to do,
though I am afraid she will think me as troublesome as an evil
genius, a species of being she never could be acquainted with
before.2¢

The language and the sentiments here are what the twentieth-cen-
tury reader might expect to find only in a letter from a male lover
about his inamorata. Women in the eighteenth century thought such
passions commonplace and appropriate enough that they could con-
fide them to a third party—in this case a male who was not even a
particularly intimate acquaintance.

Elizabeth courted Catherine with a tension that, again, has been
considered appropriate in the twentieth century only in a hetero-
sexual relationship. In the beginning she apparently did not even
dare write her directly—a half year after their initial meeting, she
seems still to have been sending letters through Mr. Wright: “As 1
heard Mr. Wright mention his design of writing to you, I could
not resist the temptation of taking that opportunity to torment you
with a melancholy proof how much you are the subject of my
thoughts. . . . It has cost me at least half an hour’s laborious study
to compose the Introduction [to this letter].” 27

After this open confession of her infatuation, Catherine on her
part seemed to reveal herself more to Elizabeth, and even admitted
that she felt the same tension about their relationship. If it cost
Elizabeth a half hour to frame the introduction of a letter to some-
one who Catherine said could be sure “would receive anything of
her writing with a great deal of pleasure,” then Elizabeth could
imagine how “I have been racking my brains for an answer ever
since I received it.” 28 From this point on, Elizabeth addressed her
pasionate love letters directly to Catherine:

People here are not in the least danger of losing their wits
about you, but proceed as quietly and as regularly in their
affairs as if there was no such person in being. Nobody has
been observed to lose their way, run against a door, or sit silent
and staring in a room full of company in thinking upon you,
except my solitary self, who (as you may perceive in the descrip-
tion) have the advantage of looking half mad when I do not
see you, and (as you know by many ocular proofs) extremely
silly when 1 do.?®
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Since Catherine’s tone was generally more reserved, and presum-
ably also her behavior toward Elizabeth,®® such a fever pitch did
not continue indefinitely—it is highly unlikely that such fervor could
have continued throughout the almost thirty years that their rela-
tionship lasted. But the letters make clear that the two women con-
tinued to love each other, although in a calmer way, until Catherine’s
death. On the first anniversary of their meeting, Elizabeth, borrow-
ing from Petrarch, wrote:

Benedetto sia il giorno, e’l mese, €'l anno

E la stagione, €'l tempo, €'l hora, €'l punto.
And St. James’s Church, and Mr. Wright, and the particles yes
and no, and every other person that contributed to make me
happy in the sight and conversation of Miss Talbot.

Five years later she was still celebrating the anniversary of their
meeting with enthusiasm. And even ten years afterward, Elizabeth
was begging Catherine for a lock of hair and thanking her profusely
on its receipt.3!

Their love was not without the usual psychological complications
which play a greater or lesser part in any close relationship be-
tween two people. For example, although Catherine attempted for
years to dampen Elizabeth’s overwhelming ardor, once she seemed
to succeed, she regretted the loss of that tribute to herself. When
Elizabeth admired the beauty of other women or seemed to form
other passionate attachments, Catherine chided her, sometimes jok-
ingly, sometimes at least half seriously, and sometimes passive-
aggressively and with perfect seriousness. For example, in 1763,
after receiving a letter from Elizabeth, who was vacationing in Spa
where she reported she saw many lovely women to admire, Cather-
ine responds, “What heads and hearts folks have at Spa! I have just
received yours of the 31st, in which you talk to me of a belle Hol-
landaise and a Chanoinesse angelique, for neither of whom do I
care. And say no more of la Baronne than if no such amiable being
existed. I begin to suspect this is really the case, and that she is only
un étre d’imagination, whom you dreamt of on the inspiring bank
of the Geronstere Spring.” Catherine also complains in this letter
(with how much humor?) that a mutual acquaintance has assured
her that the Baroness was not a figure of Elizabeth’s imagination,
but rather that “you are only fallen in love with another woman,
and the first is forgot. A pretty gentleman you will come home
indeed, fi volage!’ 32
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Catherine seems to have been particularly concerned about Eliz-
abeth’s friendship with Mrs. Montagu—who was Catherine’s friend
too, but not her romantic friend. When Elizabeth Carter traveled
with Elizabeth Montagu, Catherine’s letters were always reserved
or half-jokingly angry. In one letter she hopes that when the two
return to England, Montagu will leave Carter alone for a while:

. . . [I] shall disinterestedly enjoy the thoughts of you repos-
ing at home, after so many fatigues, till January; though I dare
say Mrs. Montagu, who had had you with her all this while,
cannot help being unconscionable enough to grumble at not
bringing you on directly with her.

In the same letter she apologizes for having written to her insipidly
while Elizabeth was traveling, but she explains that she liked almost
no one in Elizabeth’s party, and “I have feit genée when I have
writ to you as one does when talking in a mixed company.” She
promises that now that Elizabeth is alone again, ‘I feel easy and
can write nonsense.” 33 At other times when Elizabeth is traveling
with Mrs. Montagu, Catherine’s letters are passive-aggressive In
their resentment: “It would really be much for my peace if all my
friends would stay as quietly at home as I do . . . but there are you
and Mrs. Montagu, ascending and descending mountains, fording
torrents, and crossing seas.” 34

Catherine and Elizabeth never broke away from their parental
homes and, in Elizabeth’s case, the responsibility for a parent. One
can only speculate on the reasons why the two women never at-
tempted to live together. Even if they could have managed finan-
cially to establish a household, Elizabeth could not have braved
the criticism that would have ensued—not, of course, because she
was living in a lesbian relationship, but because, without the justi-
fication of heterosexual marriage, she had deserted her widowed
father who needed her assistance. Had she gone to raise a family of
her own—to fulfill the first call of nature and society—that would
have been understood and accepted. But if she had gone to live in
romantic friendship and neglected the vital duty to a parent, she
would most certainly have been castigated. In the less-passionate
Catherine’s case, perhaps it was primarily her poor health and the
tender nurturing that she received from her mother (who outlived
her by many years) which rendered her incapable of seeking a life
such as that of Eleanor Butler and Sarah Ponsonby. But although
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Elizabeth and Catherine had no marriage as the Llangollen Ladies
did, they were most surely “lovers.”

Since eighteenth-century English heterosexual marriage among
the upper classes was so often an affair of the purse rather than of
the heart, it is probable that many married women took lovers (al-
though that action would not have been as readily condoned as it
was in France). Other women took romantic friends. Elizabeth Mon-
tagu was one of the latter.? One of her strongest attachments was
with Elizabeth Carter. Their relationship began while Catherine
Talbot was still alive, and continued with some intensity after her
death.

Mrs. Montagu complains throughout her correspondence of her
husband’s “churlishness.” Finally she says she has given up trying
to get a decent human response from him, and “as I consider him
now as retired to his inactive chimney corner for the rest of his life,
I teach myself to endure to hear without replying to it whatever
he pleases to utter, just considering it as the hail and hoarfrosts
engendered by unkindly climates which fall equally on the bounti-
full, the beautiful garden, or the desert.” There is nothing to him
but an “acid spirit,” she laments, and wonders “how I can have the
scurvy when I have been in a regimen of acids many a year.” %

In contrast, the letters indicate that her romantic friendship with
Elizabeth Carter was affectionate, warm, and generally joyous. Her
biographer, Reginald Blunt, characterizes her as having a ‘“‘passion-
less level of unswerving common sense . . . [with] a stern watch
upon her heart . . . a finger on her pulse . . . self possessed and
[guarded].” 37 If she was those things with the rest of the world, she
was not with Elizabeth Carter, to whom she wrote upon not hear-
ing from her for a few days, “I have felt very fretful and disap-
pointed at receiving no letter from you since I came home. Not
that there was any manner of reason why I should think you would
write; but reason belongs only to the head, and expectation is the
partage of the heart.” 3 The two women thought about each other |
constantly, cared always for the amount of affection in the other’s |
heart, reminded each other at every opportunity that they were ‘
first in the other’s emotions. For instance, after visiting a castle that
she and Mrs. Montagu had once seen together, Elizabeth Carterl
writes, sad that she had not been with her this time: “I saw and |
thought for you as well as myself, (how seldom is it that I see or |
think without you!)” % Several months later, when Mrs. Carter in
her travels passes not far from Mrs. Montagu's home, the latter
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complains, “If you were at the distance of an hundred miles, it
might, and must be endured, but to consider that we are within
view of the same smoke, and within the sound of the same bells,
and yet that I am in such a state of total ignorance about you, as if
you were in the bottom of one of your mines, is insufferably vexa-
tious. I long my dear friend, to know how you do, what you do,
and what you think of, and whether among other things you think
of me.” ¥ When Mrs. Montagu stays at Mrs. Carter’s home while
the latter is away, she reports that she seeks her dear presence every-
where, is haunted by her, and complains, “I know not how in this
room to accommodate my thoughts to solitude and silence, which
every moment convey a repetition of disappointment.” ' During
the early 1760’s, when their attachment was at its most intense,
they long, always with great feeling, for each other’s presence:
“Are you in your dressing room alone, my dear friend, and wishing
for me, with as much impatience as I am wishing for you?” #2

Mrs. Montagu complains of depression and illness in 1764, but
she prays to keep living ‘“because it is an object to you,” and be-
cause Mrs. Carter has promised they would be together, to grow old
together. That promise ‘“‘throws a lustre over declining life, and my
sun sets in purple, and in gold.” ¥ The two women must have
planned for a considerable time their future ‘‘retirement” when
they would both be free. A year later Mrs. Montagu writes her
friend on this same idyllic subject:

I cannot express how tenderly I feel myself obliged to you for
so kindly placing me in the charming spot which your imag-
ination is planning. Old age in such a retreat, and under such
circumstances as you describe, is 2 calm moonlight evening.
. . . You cannot think how delightfully I have lost myself in
reveries ever since I received your letter; how I have wandered
with you along the side of the river, and listened to the cascade
while you were resting on the green bank, and the little rock.

Although both women lived into their eighties, they did not retire
together. Both Carter’s father and Montagu’s husband lived until
the 1770’s. After Mr. Montagu’s death, Elizabeth Montagu settled
a pension of one hundred pounds a year on Elizabeth Carter, but
by that time their passionate feeling toward each other had cooled.
Duty won, as it must have many times during this era, over ro-
mantic friendship. But for Mrs. Montagu at least, her romantic
friendship gave her the emotional sustenance to live through a dis-
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agreeable marriage. And since such a relationship was socially con-
doned in England more than a liaison with a male lover would have
been, she neither was viewed by others nor had to view herself as an
immoral woman.

Although duty or economics or custom or the wavering commit-
ment of one partner prevented many eighteenth-century women
from establishing a marriage like Eleanor Butler’s and Sarah Pon-
sonby’s, lifelong faithfulness in the heart was not uncommon. Per-
haps the most moving example is that of the poet Anna Seward.
Like Flizabeth Carter, Anna Seward lived with her father, a rector,
who was wealthy and an invalid. Her duty to him until his death
in 1790, when she was in her forties, provided her with an excuse
not to marry, but it is doubtful that she would have married in
any case. A letter to a friend, written when she was in her early
forties, expresses happiness with her “single blessedness” and regis-
ters a familiar eighteenth-century complaint regarding men:

Men are rarely capable of pure unmixed tenderness to any
fellow creature except their children. In general, even the best
of them, give their friendship to their male acquaintance, and
their fondness to their off spring. For their mistress, or wife,
they feel, during a time, a tenderness more ardent, and more
sacred; a friendship softer and more animated. But this inex-
plicable, this fascinating sentiment, which we understand by
the name of love, often proves an illusion of the imagination;
—a meteor that misleads her who trusts it, vanishing when she
has followed it into pools and quicksands, where peace and
liberty are swallowed up and lost.*?

Even though such sentiments were expressed often in her corre-
spondence, twentieth-century biographers have typically felt com-
pelled to provide her with the most flaming heterosexual romances.
For instance, one observes that while it is true that in youth she
declined many offers of marriage, “in middle age [she] gave the
passionate and unremitting devotion of her heart to a man she
could not marry.” ¢ Another scholar, with evidence gathered ad-
mittedly only “from a few lines in letters written thirty years later,”
asserts that in girlhood Anna had an affair with a. young man who
“had singled her out from the bevy of girls. . . . There were sighs,
glances, notes, pressings of the hand.” 7

In fact, the most enduring and passionate attachment of her life,
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if Seward’s own letters and poems can be believed, was to Honora
Sneyd, a woman nine years her junior whom she had known since
early girlhood. Anna loved her to distraction through Honora’s
marriage to Robert Edgeworth (the father of the novelist Maria
Edgeworth) in 1773 and to Honora's death in 1780, and then
mourned her in poems and letters almost to the very day of her own
death approximately thirty years later.

Anna and Honora had lived together in Anna’s father’s home for
fourteen years during their childhood and young womanhood. In
a letter written long after Honora’s death, Anna described those
early years (1766 to 1771) as paradise: Honora’s proximity ‘“made
Lichfield an Edenic scene to me.” ¥ But then Honora’s father, in a
better emotional and financial state than he had been in when he
asked the rector to care for his young daughter years before, called
her to his home. Anna observes, “The domestic separation proved
very grievous; but still she was in the same town; we were often
together; and her heart was unchanged.” ¥ Two years later Ho-
nora’s heart was changed. She married Edgeworth (who had only
recently lost a wife) despite Anna’s pleading with her not to. Anna’s
fury and grief over Honora’s desertion are reflected in numerous
poems she wrote that year. In “Sonnet XIII, July 1773,” she begs
for sleep, which would “charm to rest the thoughts of whence, or
how/Vanish’'d that priz’d Affection.” %® In another sonnet written
during the same month, she accuses Honora of ingratitude, which
has killed “more than life,—e’en all that makes life dear.” 5! In
“Sonnet XIX, to —" she addresses Honora directly with anger:

Farewell, false Friend!—our scenes of kindness close!
To cordial looks, to sunny smiles, farewell!

To sweet consolings, that can grief expel,
And every joy soft sympathy bestows!

For alter'd looks, where truth no longer glows,
Thou hast prepared my heart;—and it was well
To bid thy pen th’unlook’d-for story tell,
Falsehood avow’d, that shame, nor sorrow knows.

O! when we meet,—(to meet we're destin’d, try
To avoid it as thou may’st) on either brow,

Nor in the stealing consciousness of eye,

Be seen the slightest trace of what, or how
We once were to each other;—nor one sigh
Flatter with weak regret a broken vow! 52
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In another poem, she weeps because Honora’s “plighted love 1is
changed to cold disdain!” %2

It does not come as a surprise that one of Seward’s twentieth-
century biographers speculates that she was so upset over Honora'’s
marriage because she may have desired “to marry Edgeworth her-
self. She was thirty years old—better suited to him in age and ex-
perience than Honora. Was she jealous of the easy success of her
foster sister? Would she have snatched away, if she could have done
so, the mature yet youthful bridegroom, so providentially released
from his years of bondage?” 5

Not only is there not one shred of evidence that Seward had any
interest in Edgeworth, but her letters and poems show the ab-
surdity of this heterosexist fantasy, since Anna was completely,
obsessively, and romantically in love with Honora. In “Epistle to
Miss Honora Sneyd.—Written, September 1770,” Anna calls her
“my life’s adorner.” 3% In “Honora, An Elegy,” written while Honora
was staying in Shropshire for a month, Anna speaks of her great
anxiety in this short separation: ‘“Honora fled, I seek her favourite
scene/With hasty step, as I should meet her there;/The hasty step
and the disorder’d mien/Fond expectation’s anxious semblance
wear.” She calls up Memory to impart “‘the dear enduring image
to my view,” and asks Honora, “Has she not drawn thee, loveliest
on my heart/In faithful tints, and permanent as true?” Memory
then provides her with a picture (as ‘“‘vivid, and perfect, as her
Anna’s love”) of Honora’s physical and sensual beauty: the “soft
luxuriance” of her “waving locks,” her lovely brow, which is fair
no matter what mood she is in, her “vermeil lips,” and her “melt-
ing” tones. Honora was Anna’s muse, her inspiration, and the sub-
ject of a vast number of her poems. It was probably with wishful
recollection of Shakespeare’s ‘“Not marble nor the gilded monu-
ments”’ that Anna promised to immortalize her:

ELEGY
Written at the Sea-Side
and addressed to
Miss Honora Sneyd

I write, Honora, on the sparkling sand!
The envious waves forbid the trace to stay:
Honora’s name again adorns the strand!
Again the waters bear their prize away!

So Nature wrote her charms upon thy face,
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The cheek’s light bloom, the lip’s envermeil'd dye,
And every joy, and every witching grace,
That Youth’s warm hours, and Beauty’s stores supply.

But Time’s stern tide, with cold Oblivious wave,
Shall soon dissolve each fair, each fading charm;
E’en Nature's self, so powerful, cannot save

Her own rich gifts from this o’erwhelming harm.

Love and the Muse can boast superior power,
Indelible the letters they shall frame;

They yield to no inevitable hour,

But will on lasting tablets write thy name.’¢

Although many of the poems written during Honora’s lifetime
refer to Anna’s powerful “Affection” for the younger woman, there
is no sense that their relationship went beyond the acceptably sen-
sual to the genital. Anna seems so unguarded in her involvement
with Honora, so entirely and guiltlessly public—and it is difficult
to believe that a woman reared in her conservative environment and
continuing to be comfortable in it, would have been open about any
nonmarital relationship that was sexual.5” But it cannot be assumed,
of course, that because it probably had no genital expression, this
passion was not deep and intense. It had all the manifestations of
an 1deal romantic friendship: The two women shared for years
their most intimate secrets, as well as one bed, one board, and one
purse. Many of Seward’s poems are pastoral, picturing the two
women in nature, among the fields and groves, in bowers or under
the “vernal sun,” where they celebrate their “Friendship,” a word
which appears repeatedly. Other poems suggest their joy in learning
together. The most exciting days are those in which their ardent
spirits explore together both “‘Science’ bright fanes, and Fancy’s
fairy bowers.” Despite the nine years’ difference between them, the
relationship is apparently one of complete equality and totally
shared sentiments, such as few eighteenth-century women hoped
to find with men. Theirs was a marriage, and Anna believed she had
good reason to expect permanency.

Anna’s first reaction, when Honora married Robert Edgeworth,
was to excoriate her “false friend” in poem after poem. From the
point when she learned Honora was dying of consumption, how-
ever, she again idealized her, and Edgeworth became the villain.
In Sonnet XXXI, she cries, “O, ever Dear! thy precious, vital
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powers/Sink rapidly,” while Edgeworth’s “eyes gaily glow,/Regard-
less of thy life’s fast ebbing tide;/I hear him, who should droop in
silent woe,/Declaim on actors, and on taste decide.” 38 In the sonnet
that follows, her hatred of Edgeworth grows even more virulent as
she tries to assuage her anger at Honora’s desertion seven years
earlier:

Behold him now his genuine colours wear,

That specious false-one, by whose cruel wiles

I lost thy amity; saw thy dear smiles

Eclips’d; those smiles, that used my heart to cheer,
Wak’d by thy grateful sense of many a year

When rose thy youth, by Friendship’s pleasing toils

Cultured;—but Dying!—O! for ever fade

The angry fires.—Each thought, that might upbraid
Thy broken faith, which yet my soul deplores,

Now as eternally is past and gone

As are the interesting, the happy hours,
Days, years, we shared together. They are flown!

Yet long must I lament thy hapless doom,

Thy lavish’d life and early hasten’d tomb.>®

Her hatred of Edgeworth, and her conviction that were it not for
him Honora would have lived and been hers forever, grew with the
passing years after Honora’s death. In a poem written six years
later, for example, Anna laments that Honora’s grave is “By faith-
less Love deserted and forgot.” Anna, however, cannot forget. She
ends the poem happy for Sleep which permits her to be with the
other woman again: “Come to my dreams, my lost Honora, come!/
Back as the waves of Time benignly roll,/Shew thy bright face to
my enchanted soul!” ¢°

Anna’s mourning grew more intense with the passing years and
there are many poems written long after Honora’s death praising
her youth and beauty, and telling of how happy the two women
had been together long ago. They describe the poet as forever
haunted by the vision of Honora. Even in a poem written not long
before Anna’s own death (about thirty years after Honora’s), she
still weeps because she shall no more see ‘“Thy speaking eyes, that
cheer'd my soul!” ¢

Anna’s obsessive sorrow was clearly not literary alone, since her
life shows that she lived that sorrow. Four years after her friend’s
death, when she briefly met a woman whose features were “so like
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my lost Honora,” she wrote that she wept uncontrollable tears.®?
Even the value in which she held her friends is determined, at
least in part, by whether or not they knew Honora, as she wrote
to a Mrs. Powys in 1802: “Your kind bosom is a mirror which re-
flects my happiest years, and on your memory their sweetest delights
are written. Friends of later date may be admired, esteemed, be-
loved, but unconscious of Honora, cannot be dear to me as your-
self.” 63

Nor can Anna’s immoderate grief be attributed simply to the
sentimentality of the age which also made the graveyard school of
poets so popular. She had also lost to death a young, beautiful, in-
telligent sister, who was just about to marry. The two had been
extremely close and loving. Anna mourned for a period, expressed
her grief in letters and a few poems, but as the years passed her
loss was assuaged. Her obsession with the dead Honora, though,
seems to express a tragic depth of feeling that has little to do with
sentimentality and is not characteristic of her behavior with others.®

Because of the loss of her great romantic friend, it was both pain-
ful and fascinating for her to make the acquaintance of Sarah Pon-
sonby and Eleanor Butler. Anna’s letters and poems express her
melancholy admiration and envy. She met the two Ladies in 1795,
and they remained close friends until her death, for which they were
provided mourning rings by a stipulation in her will. Anna’s letters
to others in the mid-1790’s discuss at great length Sarah and
Eleanor’s home, their devotion to each other, and the respect they
receive from all levels of society. The Vale where they live, Anna
wrote in 1796, is consecrated three times ‘“by valour, by love, and
by friendship.”  No doubt the Ladies’ love for each other reminded
her of her own for Honora. When, in October 1797, Anna hap-
pened upon a picture by Romney of “Serena, reading by candle-
light,” which “accidentally formed a perfect similitude of my lost
Honora Sneyd’s face and figure,” she immediately purchased it and
sent it to Llangollen, telling Sarah and Eleanor how much she
wished that Honora’s “form should be enshrined in the receptacle
of grace and beauty and appear there distinctly as those of Lady
E. Butler and Miss Ponsonby, are engraved on the memory and on
the heart” of Anna.®® This gesture was perhaps her way of living
out a fantasy: Anna would identify herself with Eleanor and Sarah,
and Honora (or at least her artistic embodiment) would live in
their temple dedicated to love between women.

Her poems to the Llangollen Ladies are filled with her beloved,
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here usually implicitly, and with how the love between Eleanor
and Sarah makes her think of what she has lost. In “Llangollen
Vale,” she envies their ‘“‘sacred Friendship, permanent as pure” and
their strength when young to resist all that would sunder them:
“In vain the stern authorities assail,/In vain persuasion spreads
her silken lure.”®” Implicit here is her sorrow and resentment that
Honora had been snared by the *‘specious” and “false” Edgeworth.
In another poem, “To the Right Honourable Lady Eleanor Butler,”
she praises Eleanor (the older of the two and the one with whom
Anna especially identified) for her valor and fortitude:

Thou, who with firm, free step, as life arose
Led thy loved friend where sacred Deva flows
On Wisdom’s cloudless sun with thee to gaze . . .

She envies in their relationship “The blest reality of Hope’s fond
dream,/Friendship, that bliss unshar’d disdains to know,/Nor sees,
nor feels one unpartaken woe.” ® They embody everything she had
wanted in her romantic friendship with Honora—a shared life of
total devotion amidst learning and the joys of nature, in a true
“Eden,” as Anna calls their home in several poems, of innocent
sensuality and perpetual bliss.

Correspondence and memoirs of the period indicate that it was
the ambition of many romantic friends to set up households to-
gether: Those households would differ from ordinary heterosexual
arrangements in that the two women would be always inseparable,
always devoted; their relationship would be truly intimate, based
on no consideration other than their love for each other. Mary
Wollstonecraft, seeing the failure of heterosexual marriage in her
parents’ home, craved from her youth a permanent attachment to
another female. In 1773 she wrote to her first romantic friend, Jane
Arden, when it appeared that their relationship was near the end
because of Jane’s infidelity, “Love and jealousy are twins. . . . I
could not bear the thought of C ’s rivalling me in your love.”
In case Jane had missed the fact that Mary felt disappointed and
betrayed by her, she enclosed a contemporary essay which defined
friendship as ‘“‘the most solemn, sacred union, displaying itself in
all the offices of true affection and esteem.—Happy beyond expres-
sion is the pair who are thus united.” ® Some time afterward Mary
formed another romantic friendship which, she hoped, would match
the ideal described in that essay and which would endure as her
first love had not. She was happy to write Jane that Fanny Blood
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was the ‘“‘friend whom I love better than all the world beside.” 7

Mary’s love for Fanny might have started on the rebound, but it
soon grew and developed a tremendous power of its own. William
Godwin (the social philosopher who was the father of Mary’s second
child [Mary Shelley] and, for a brief time before her death, her
husband) describes her initial meeting with Fanny as love at first
sight: “Before the interview was concluded,” Godwin writes, Mary
“had taken in her heart the vows of eternal friendship.” ™ The
two became inseparable. Mary admired Fanny’s ostensible accom-
plishments and sympathized with her in her unhappy domestic
situation, which was not very different from Mary’s own. Before
long, however, Mary outstripped Fanny in accomplishments, and
she became the leader and lover in their relationship, while Fanny
was a passive recipient of her attentions.

They were separated for over a year, when Mary’s ne’er-do-well
father moved the family to Wales. During this time Mary could
think only of a permanent life with Fanny. She wrote Jane, this
time with all sincerity, ““The roses will bloom when there’s peace
in the breast, and the prospect of living with my Fanny gladdens my
heart:—You know not how 1 love her.” She went on to say that
she had given up everything ‘“‘that would interfere with my deter-
mination of spending my time with her,” and hinted that since she
was ‘‘on many accounts . . . averse to any matrimonial tie,” she
would not marry a man, but would stay with Fanny forever.?

In 1780, when Mary was twenty-one, she went to live with the
Bloods at Walham Green, south of London, and for two years found
herself in a constant struggle to help Fanny’s family out of debt and
poverty. Finally, Mary had reason to believe that she and Fanny
could leave the Bloods’” home and live together alone. She took it
upon herself to find a place for them. Godwin reports in the
Memoirs that she did this through “infinite exertions.” She then
sent a note to Fanny saying that “a house was prepared, and that
she was on the spot to receive her.” But Fanny’s response was only
an “enumeration of objections to the quitting of her family, which
she had not thought of before, but which now appeared to her of
considerable weight.” 7 However, even as late as 1783 Mary was
still pursuing her dream of their life together, and she finally con-
vinced Fanny, by then suffering noticeably from consumption, to
open a school with her. Although their first venture, in Islington,
was a failure, their second, in Newington Green, was somewhat
more successful. However, the scheme was short-lived. Mary now
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realized that Fanny had none of the moral or physical strength
needed for a life pledged to romantic friendship.

Godwin says that it was Mary’s recognition of her friend’s dis-
turbing “morbid softness of temper” and her unsuitability for the
fray of an independent life that made Mary “advise Fanny to accept
the proposal of Hugh Skeys, who was then living in Portugal where
Mary hoped Fanny’s consumption might be alleviated.” Godwin
has no doubt that Fanny married Skeys only on Mary's advice,
although later biographers, perhaps unduly influenced by Mary’s
sketch of Ann in her novel Mary: A Fiction, conjecture that Fanny
had been pining for Skeys for years.™ Whatever the truth, Mary
remembered Fanny’s marriage (or wished to remember it and there-
fore reported it to Godwin thus) as having taken place not because
Fanny loved another better but because Mary desired it out of
pique with her friend’s weakness as well as concern for her illness.
Their relationship did not entirely end with the marriage and
Fanny’s departure for Portugal. Toward the end of 1785, Fanny
was due to deliver a baby, and Mary went to Lisbon to offer support
and assistance. Fanny died in Mary's arms on November 29, 1785,
after bearing a child who also did not live.

Godwin describes Mary's love for Fanny as “so fervent, as for
years to have constituted the ruling passion of her mind,” and calls
her “the chosen object of Mary’s attachment.” ”®* He explains the
lifelong impact of the relationship on Mary, presumably as she
reported it to him: It formed her personality, Godwin believes.
Because she failed in her youthful passion, being unable to estab-
lish a life with her first beloved, she came to expect failure from
all her endeavors.™

Throughout Mary’s short life she never was able to forget her
first powerful involvement. She always wore a locket with Fanny’s
hair. In 1794 she named her first child Fanny, “in remembrance of
the dear friend of her youth, whose image could never be erased
from her memory.” " In 1796, a year before her own death and
eleven years after Fanny’s, she wrote in Letters from Norway that
she still recollects “looks I have felt in every nerve, which I shall
never more meet. The grave has closed over a dear friend, the friend
of my youth; still she is present with me, and I hear her soft voice
warbling as I stray over the heath.” ® Her autobiographical novel,
Mary: A Fiction (1787), is largely concerned with her unhappy love
for Fanny. Mary, who becomes involved with a man after the death
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of Ann (Fanny) in the novel, openly states that “had Ann lived, it is
probable she [Mary] would never have loved [a man].”

Not surprisingly, in the case of Mary Wollstonecraft too, twenti-
eth-century scholars have refused to accept what was entirely ac-
ceptable in her time and was regarded by husbands as a fact of life:
Women’s passionate attachments to other women. Faced with the
information that in 1785, after Fanny’s marriage and death, Mary
underwent a horrible depression and complained in a letter to
Fanny’s brother, George Blood, “My harrassed mind will in time
wear out my body. . . . I have lost all relish for life—and my almost
broken heart is only cheared by the prospect of death. . . . I almost
hate the Green [her last home with Fanny], for it seems the grave
of all my comforts,” ™ the unfailing response of modern scholars
is chercher 'homme. One biographer, even after remarking how
much Fanny’s health had worsened at the Green, and noting that
as Mary’s reason for encouraging her to marry Skeys, refers to the
above letter to George Blood and asks, “What had happened [to
cause Mary’s depression]? Surely her father’s difficulties could not
suddenly have plunged her into such a despondent state; nor could
loneliness for Fanny or George.” 8 His explanation is that Mary
was madly in love with the Reverend Joshua Waterhouse and had
been spurned by him.

He admits that there is no concrete evidence to prove this hy-
pothesis, but reasons that “‘sometheing drastic’ must have happened
“to provoke such despair’—and in the twentieth century the loss of a
much-loved woman friend is not regarded as ‘“drastic.” He quotes
a letter which Mary wrote to George Blood six months after Fanny’s
death: “My poor heart still throbs with selfish anguish. It is formed
for friendship and confidence—yet how often it is wounded.” The
biographer points out that the next sixteen lines have been oblit-
erated by a later hand, and he suggests that they must have referred to
her affair with Waterhouse. “Surely the censor did not go to such
pains to conceal Mary’s lamentations on the death of her friend,”
he asserts. It must have been Mary’s love for a man the censor was
trying to hide.’! However, considering Godwin’s complete honesty
regarding Mary’s affairs with other men and himself, it is doubtful
that a considerate censor would wish to spare her the embarrass-
ment of one more youthful affair. What is more likely is that the
letter was censored by someone more recent who, aware of the
twentieth-century stigma regarding ‘‘lesbianism,” wished to spare
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Mary that accusation, as, we will see, Martha Dickinson Bianchi
did in censoring Emily Dickinson’s letters. The discomfort that
many modern biographers feel in the face of irrefutable evidence
of their female subject’s love for another woman is very clearly
stated by a Wollstonecraft biographer of the 1970’s who, after dis-
cussing Mary’s attachment to Fanny and pointedly distinguishing
it from lesbianism, introduces earlier theories on Mary’s affair with
Waterhouse with the statement, “In spite of these emotions and
professions [to Fanny], a certain secret disloyalty to Fanny did take
place. It is rather a relief to discover it [sic!].” #

The facts of Mary’s life during this period cannot relieve twenti-
eth-century homophobic anxiety. Her actions and her later revela-
tions to Godwin show that she was absolutely sincere in wanting
more than anything else during the time she knew Fanny to estab-
lish a marriage with her. Mary’s failure to attain this objective
accounts for her intense depression and, as Godwin himself suggests,
her negative outlook during the rest of her life.

How are the passions of these eighteenth-century romantic friends
distinguishable from ‘“lesbianism”? If one believes that lesbianism is
primarily a sexual phenomenon, there is no similarity. But women
who identify themselves as lesbian generally do not view lesbianism
as a sexual phenomenon first and foremost. What romantic friends
wanted was to share their lives, to confide in and trust and depend
upon each other, to be there always for each other. Sometimes their
relationships were tense and as fraught with ambivalence as any de-
manding emotional relationship is. Almost always they envisioned
themselves together forever. In these ways, surely, there is little to
distinguish romantic friendship from lesbianism.?

If eighteenth-century romantic friends had lived in the twentieth
century, however, they would have had to deal very consciously with
the “sexual implications” of their attachments. To have disregarded
them, as they could in a pre-Freudian era, would have been impos-
sible. The knowledge that there was a label society could apply to
passion between women would also have been inescapable, as it was
not in the more reticent eighteenth century. Whether or not they
chose to act on their understanding of sexual possibilities, they would
have had to consider if they could tolerate, emotionally, the appli-
cation of the label to themselves. And they would have realized, had
they openly manifested the same level of involvement with one
another, that the term “lesbian” would probably be applied to their
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relationship, regardless of whether it was really sexual. If they
could not tolerate the label, they would have felt themselves under
tremendous pressure to “get cured.” If they could not be cured, they
might have come to internalize the conviction that their love, which
was no different from what they were able to think of as noble and
fine in their own day, was degenerate and diseased.
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PART II

THE NINETEENTH
CENTURY

A.
Loving Friends






CHAPTER1

The Asexcual VWoman

In 1811 Miss Marianne Woods and Miss Jane Pirie, mistresses of a
girls’ boarding school for daughters of the wealthy in Drumsheugh,
a town near Edinburgh, Scotland, sued Dame Helen Cumming Gor-
don for libel. Dame Gordon, whose natural granddaughter had at-
tended their school, had had reason to believe that the two women
engaged in “improper and criminal conduct” with each other, and
she had informed the parents of all the girls at the school of her sus-
picions. As a result, every last pupil was removed. The two women
claimed in their lawsuit that they had no notion of what Dame Gor-
don meant in her accusation, but they had lost their life savings and
livelihoods because of her defamation of their characters.!

Dame Gordon’s sixteen-year-old granddaughter, who was born in
India, the only child of her deceased son and an Indian woman with
whom he had lived, was sent to the newly opened school to be pre-
pared for entrance into society. Dame Gordon’s first intention had
been to have the girl trained for a trade, but perhaps because of her
anguish over her dead son and consequent anxiety over his offspring,
she changed her mind and decided to educate her as she would a
granddaughter who had legal claim to her family name and who was
born of a British woman.

In the beginning Miss Cumming appeared to be very happy at the
school and to be fond of her two mistresses, although occasionally she
complained that she was too severely punished for minor infractions.
As the oldest girl in the school, she was the bedfellow of Miss Pirie,
and they shared a dormitory-like room with several other girls, who
all doubled up in beds, as was usual in a nineteenth-century school.

147
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The rest of the pupils slept in another dormitory room with Miss
Woods and her bedfellow, the second oldest girl, Miss Munro.

After some time Miss Cumming complained to her grandmother
that she had been kept from sleeping by strange goings-on in her
bed: In the middle of the night Miss Woods would come into their
room, get into bed on Miss Pirie’s side, climb on top of Miss Pirie,
and shake the bed. Occasionally Miss Cumming would overhear con-
versations between them:

“Oh, you are in the wrong place,” Miss Pirie said one night.
“I know,” Miss Woods answered.

“Why are you doing it then?”

“For fun,” Miss Woods said.

Another night Miss Pirie implored Miss Woods, ‘“Oh, do it, dar-
ling.” And still another night, upon leaving the room, Miss Woods
said to Miss Pirie, “I think I have put you in a fair way to sleep.”
Dame Gordon did not stop to confront the two women with the ac-
cusation before she informed the parents of all the other girls that
their children were in grave danger at the school and must be re-
moved immediately. It was quite enough evidence for her that Miss
Munro corroborated the story: Miss Pirie had several times climbed
into the bed Miss Munro shared with Miss Woods, mounted Miss
Woods, and shaken the bed, keeping Miss Munro awake just as Miss
Cumming had been kept awake.

In 1819 the House of Lords delivered a judgment in favor of the
two women, who were then entitled to claim financial remuneration
from Dame Gordon. The judges were of course swayed by the im-
plausible accusation that two women who could make any arrange-
ments that would suit them in the school chose to behave in such a
manner with a third person in close proximity. They were undoubt-
edly also swayed by the fact that the main witness against the women
was “‘coloured” and illegitimate, and that her future was in a sense
at the women’s mercy: They reasoned that she must have thought
that if she did not do well at the school she would again be sent to
learn a trade, and that fear must have made her resentful and anx-
ious to find a way out of their domination. The judges suggested
that Miss Cumming, having been raised in the lascivious East, had
no idea of the horror such an accusation would stir in Britain, and
hoped only to be removed from the school herself when she com-
plained of the women’s activities.

But the judges were most swayed in their judgments by their un-
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willingness to believe that women above the lower class were sexual
creatures, that they would willingly indulge in sexual activity for the
gratification of their own appetites and not for the sole purpose of
procreation. If a decent woman would not engage in illicit sexual
activities with a man, whose great sexual impulse might have a se-
ductive effect on her, she would certainly not do so with another
woman, who, like her, could have no overwhelming sexual drive. As
Lord Gillies stated in his judgment, “No such case was ever known
in Scotland, or in Britain . . . I do believe that the crime here al-
leged has no existence.” 2

In order to prove that lesbianism existed, the lawyers for Dame
Gordon had included in their presentation a number of historical
works, including Lucian’'s “Dialogues of the Courtesans.” In this
work Leana admits to Clonarium that she had been living with
Megilla, a woman from Lesbos, neither a man in disguise nor a
hermaphrodite, who made love to her. When Clonarium asks,
“What did she do? How? That’s what I’'m most interested to hear,”
Leana responds, “Don’t enquire too closely into the details; they're
not very nice; so, by Aphrodite in heaven, I won’t tell you.” ® Here
the dialogue ends. Since even Lucian, living in immoral times, did
not know how such an act could be conducted, one of the judges
reasoned that this in itself was proof that even then women did not
engage in sex together: Lucian did not know what two women could
do in bed simply because there was nothing they could do in bed.*

The lawyers for Woods and Pirie based their major argument on
that opinion. After establishing the good character of both these
women, they demanded, “Is it no violent improbability that no less
than two such persons should at last have been guilty of a crime so
utterly abandoned, that it is totally unknown, and even doubtful if
it can exist?” ® That argument settled the case, in effect. Could two
people engage in venereal activity though the male sex is absent? one
judge asked. “Could murder be committed by hocus-pocus or paw-
wawing?”’ Without an instrument the act is impossible, the judge
decided. “Copulating without penetration of the female, or the grat-
ification of wild and unnatural lust committed in sport [i.e., in mere
imitation of heterosexual intercourse], and in the course of long chit-
chat and whispers [e.g., “You are in the wrong place,” etc.], appear
to me to possess much of the same character [as murder committed
by hocus-pocus],—much like charging a rape as committed en gaieté
du coeur, and in the course of small talk.” ¢

The women’s lawyers had an easy task since the judges, like most
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men in Britain, were predisposed to believe in the genteel woman's
essential asexuality. Lord Meadowbank explained to the others that
he had been to India, and he would venture to guess that Miss Cum-
ming had developed her curiosity about sexual matters from her
lewd Indian nurses, who were, in contrast to British women, entirely
capable of obscene chatter on such subjects—although it was based
merely on imagination and obviously exhibited no knowledge of the
possible.” Lord Boyle, on the other hand, did not believe tribadism
impossible among savages, but certainly improbable in civilized
Britain: He proclaimed that “however well known the crime here
charged may be amongst Eastern nations, this is the first instance on
record, of such an accusation having ever been made in this coun-
try.” ® Lord Justice-Clerk Hope, in his more colorful manner, as-
serted that he could believe the accusation against the two women as
much as he could believe “that a person heard thunder playing the
tune of ‘God Save the King."” No British woman was capable of
such action, he said. “There is not a prostitute so blasted as these
women are described by Miss Cumming.” Being certain of the purity
of the women whom he knew intimately, he was convinced of the
purity of these two women of respectable birth. “I have no more
suspicion of the guilt of the pursuers,” he stated, “‘than I have of my
own wife.” ?

The judges were further prejudiced against Dame Gordon by a
particular detail in the evidence given by her granddaughter, the
dialogue with regard to being “in the wrong place.” What British
woman of respectable family would engage in sodomy, and lesbian
sodomy at that? Lord Justice-Clerk Hope’s outraged statement again
seemed to sum up the feeling of most of the other judges: “I would
rather believe Miss Cumming, and almost Lady Cumming [Gordon]
herself perjured, than I would believe the statement about the wrong
place to be true, especially with regard to women of good character.
This is stated of women alive to all the fine feelings of Christian
morality . . . To commit sodomy with a woman,—a double unnat-
ural crime: Can it be believed of such persons? Is character, and
such character, to be of no weight here?”

The lawyers for Woods and Pirie felt it crucial to establish their
characters as unimpeachable, and therefore attributed to them all
the important moral values of their day: The women were Christian,
they were sober and industrious, and, most of all, they were capable
of enduring and self-sacrificing friendship. To be willing to involve
oneself in totally committed female friendship was an indication of
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the seriousness of one’s moral character. Paradoxical as it seems to us
today, it would have been self-defeating for the women’s lawyers to
argue that Miss Woods and Miss Pirie had only a cold business rela-
tionship. They sought to establish that the women loved each other
with great, unquestioning intensity, knowing that the judges would
agree that such overwhelming love (which was ennobling) would not
permit the demon of sex (which was debasing) to wend its way in.
The lawyers offered as evidence of the “purity” of these women a
letter which, in the twentieth century, might well have been used by
Dame Gordon’s lawyers as proof that the two women were in love
and hence probably lovers. It appears that Miss Woods and Miss
Pirie had frequent fights, often about Mrs. Woods, Marianne’s aunt,
who helped manage the school, and about the financial arrange-
ments of the school. On one occasion after an argument, Miss Pirie
confided her anguish to a woman friend. She wrote of Marianne:

. circumstances have arisen to shake my faith in my friend’s
affections for me. I always loved her as my own soul: and would
willingly have laid down my existence to increase her comforts,
till my confidence in her sincerity was so cruelly shaken.

When I give way to doubts I feel miserable beyond descrip-
tion . . . How should I act? I can never conquer my affection,
should she even declare herself my enemy. I have loved her for
eight years with sincere and ardent affection, and have accus-
tomed my mind to contemplate her as the model of very virtue.
And if I cannot regard her as superior to everything unworthy
of a great and exalted mind, I feel misery must be my portion
in this life. You must aid me with your advice, as you can enter
into my feelings and, perhaps, administer an opiate that can
assuage the heart-rending sorrow I frequently experience. Par-
don this incoherent production. Permit me to see you when
convenient . . .11

The women’s lawyers used as further proof of their purity the fact
that Miss Pirie had presented Miss Woods with a Bible—and they
pointedly included in their evidence Miss Pirie’s inscription, which
we would see today as a statement of love not at all inconsistent with
the feelings of a lover, homosexual or heterosexual:

Accept, my beloved, of that book, which can give consolation in
every situation; and, dearest earthly friend, never open it with-
out thinking of her, who would forego all friendship but her
God’s, to possess yours. Ever your own . . .12
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The Woods and Pirie case points to a major paradox: Because
throughout much of the nineteenth century in Britain and America,
sex was considered an activity in which virtuous women were not
interested and did not indulge unless to gratify their husbands and
to procreate,'? it was generally inconceivable to society that an other-
wise respectable woman could choose to participate in a sexual ac-
tivity that had as its goal neither procreation nor pleasing a husband.
Because there was seemingly no possibility that women would want
to make love together, they were permitted a latitude of affectionate
expression and demonstration that became more and more narrow
with the growth of general sophistication and pseudosophistication
regarding sexual possibilities between women. A twentieth-century
judge could never declare as Lord Justice-Clerk Hope did in the
early nineteenth century, “‘according to the known habits of women
in this country, there is no indecency in one woman going to bed
with another.” 4

Understanding this nineteenth-century view of women, their law-
yers did not attempt to prove that Miss Pirie or Miss Woods never
climbed into bed with the other and embraced. Instead they argued
that a man and a woman in bed together may be suspected of
venereal congress, and perhaps even if two men were in bed together
without good reason, “an unnatural intention may often be in-
ferred.” However, “a woman being in bed with a woman cannot
even give a probability to such an inference. It is the order of nature
and of society in its present state. If a woman embraces a woman it
infers nothing.” 1

To have accepted that such behavior infers something sexual
would have called into question the most strongly held beliefs of the
era regarding women. It would have raised an issue which touched
the very foundation of society, that of female venereal appetite. Not
just the reputation of two women was at stake here, but the reputa-
tion of every respectable British woman. If these two British women,
of decent background, good Christian education, and admirable at-
tainments, were possessed of such blatant sexual drives, was the wife
of Lord Justice-Clerk Hope free from those drives? Lord Meadow-
bank declared that the interest of the entire public was at stake
here, “for the virtues, the comforts, and the freedom of domestic
intercourse, mainly depend on the purity of female manners, and
that, again, on the habits of intercourse remaining as they have
hitherto been,—free from suspicion.” !¢

The House of Lords found the behavior of these two women free
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from suspicion, and affirmed their right—even their obligation—to
intimacy. A woman who is not capable of the tenderest feelings and
deepest intimacy toward her friend is lacking in an essential human
component. Lord Gillies complained that Dame Gordon’s lawyers
had tried to make them believe “that wherever two young women
form an intimacy together, and that intimacy ripens into friendship,
if ever they venture to share the same bed, that becomes proof of
guilt.” If that be the case, he declared, “where is the innocent woman
in Scotland,—if any such is known to your Lordships, she is not
known to me. I hope none such will ever be known to me, whose
intimacies do not ripen into friendship, and whose friendship would
not permit her to sleep in the same bed with her friend when
necessary.” ' The women’s lawyers had not even suggested that
their sleeping together was in any way necessary, but it is significant
that one of the judges embellished his analysis of the situation to be
consistent with his views of the purity of this and all female friend-
ships, and was not corrected by his fellow judges.

It is true that the Woods and Pirie trial was held in Edinburgh,
which was in general less sophisticated than London or Paris, but
with regard to lesbianism, an accusation such as that against the two
respectable Scottish women would probably not have been taken any
more seriously in most cosmopolitan centers around 1811. If the
women had been actresses or prostitutes or of the decadent aristoc-
racy, it would have been conceivable that they were prone to any
sort of debauchery. But they were schoolmistresses, capable of great
sentiment (which indicated delicacy of feeling), and they were from
good middle-class families.

Such naiveté toward same-sex love did not, of course, extend to
male homosexuality, even in Scotland. There were at least four
cases of Scottish men, all from respectable families, who were perse-
cuted for homosexuality at about the same time the Woods and Pirie
trial was held.!® In 1810 in London, one year before the Woods and
Pirie trial, two men were sentenced to death and seven others were
imprisoned for homosexual relations.!® Six of the latter were also
required to stand in the pillory, where they were pelted by thousands
of spectators with dead cats, mud, and offal until they were almost
completely buried. In contrast to the complete silence of the Edin-
burgh papers about the Woods and Pirie case, the crime and ordeal
of the men were reported in detail with great relish by the London
papers.2°

In the male view, it was incredible that women such as Woods and
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Pirie could be capable of blatant sexual exhibitionism, since they
did not even possess a sexual appetite; a sexual act without a male
initiator, one which required autonomous drive, would be unthink-
able. The eighteenth century believed a good woman was sexually
dormant, and the nineteenth century promulgated that idea with a
vengeance. Particularly in Britain and other countries in which the
middle class grew in influence,?! that view of female sexuality, which
we have come to call “Victorian” (not because Queen Victoria in-
vented the view, but because she reigned cduring the time it was at
its height), characterized the times. Departure from such a view was
a conscious, specific (often violent) reaction to middle-class “moral-
ity.”

If men defined lesbianism as just sex between women, they could
believe that they never encountered a lesbian in decent society. But
what was devotion, or affection, or even an exclusive commitment be-
tween two women? It was not, as Alfred Douglas said of male homo-
sexuality later in the century, the love that dared not speak its name.
It was the love that had no name, unless it were a sentimental one
like “romantic friendship,” even if the intensity of the relationship
made the term “friendship” inaccurate and misleading.

Some of the most sophisticated individuals, such as Flora Tristan,
the nineteenth-century French writer and reform leader, who spent
most of her life in Paris and who worked for a time in London, knew
no name whatever for passionate love between women. In 1839 she
wrote to another woman, Olympe, “For a long time 1 have desired
to make a woman love me passionately—Oh! how I wish I were a
man so I could be loved by a woman. I feel, dear Olympe, that I
have reached a point where the love of no man could satisfy me—
perhaps a woman’s could? . . . Woman has so much power in her
heart, in her imagination, so many resources in her spirit.” But
Tristan believed, despite her longings and her blatant flirtation with
Olympe, that she would never find a woman to love her passionately,
since “the attraction of senses cannot exist between two people of the
same sex.” *> Despite the attraction that existed between her and
Olympe (who had written her that she made Olympe “shiver with
pleasure,” that she hypnotized her and put her in ecstasy, and that
she, Olympe, loved her), both women were trained to deny the evi-
dence of their feelings. They could not be experiencing “the attrac-
tion of senses,” since such attraction “cannot exist between two peo-
ple of the same sex.”

If a cosmopolitan Frenchwoman of the first half of the nineteenth
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century could ignore her own sensations and those of another
woman, we may be sure that the general public had no conception
of the potentials of love between women. In Victorian England as
well as in France, few seemed to know of such possibilities; and some
of those who knew—or thought they knew—something of leshian sex-
uality believed it was in the public interest to keep the knowledge
from spreading. For this reason the British critic, John Morley,
blasted Swinburne’s 1866 work, Poems and Ballads, in the Saturday
Review. Morley angrily wrote, “The only comfort about the present
volume is that such a piece as ‘Anactoria’ [in which Sappho com-
plains to a fickle woman lover] will be unintelligible to a great many
people, and so will the fevered folly of ‘Hermaphroditus,” as well as
much else that is nameless and abominable.”?® His review is essen-
tially devoted to the plea that such matters should remain nameless
and arcane lest young women learn what they should not know.

In America even in the late 1890’s, knowledge of the potential of
female same-sex love was limited. A medical doctor, Allan McLane
Hamilton, wrote in 1896 that “until within a comparatively recent
period the mere insinuation that there could be anything improper
in the intimate relations of two women would have drawn upon the
head of the maker of such a suggestion a degree of censure of the
most pronounced and enduring character.” He speaks of a “case” of
lesbianism that had come to his attention only a few years earlier
when such “mental perversion was not of the recognized kind.”
Hamilton attributes the new knowledge regarding lesbianism espe-
cially to Théophile Gautier's Mademoiselle de Maupin (which had
been translated into English and published in America in 1890) and
to other French and German novels of the period. But although he
“knew all about” sex between women, it is doubtful that had he ad-
vised the judges of the Woods and Pirie case the women would have
been found any more culpable. A lesbian, Hamilton wrote, was
“usually of a masculine type, or if she presented none of the ‘charac-
teristics’ of the male, was a subject of pelvic disorder, with scanty
menstruation, and was more or less hysterical or insane.” * Since
neither Woods nor Pirie was masculine or reported menstrual prob-
lems or was accused of insanity, they could not have been frolicking
with each other on a bed.

Although lesbianism was first identified as a “medical problem” in
Germany, and by the end of the century numerous books had been
written on the subject, many German authors were no more percep-
tive or accurate about the potential of love between women than the
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American doctor. The same confusion existed in the popular mind
in Germany: Good women had no sex drive; therefore, there could
be no sexual relationship between them. New medical “knowledge”
said that abnormal women—those who were masculine or hysterical
—might engage in unorthodox sexual practices, but what of normal-
looking, healthy women? By 1900 the confusion was intensified by
the militant New Woman’s growing commitment to other women,
as the German novel by Elisabeth Dauthendey, Of the New Woman
and Her Love: A Book for Mature Minds (1900), dramatically illus-
trates. The central character, Lenore, a New Woman, refuses to form
a relationship with a man because men have not yet evolved as highly
as women. She rejects the “impure advances of sapphists,” but she

falls in love with Yvette. A climactic scene shows the two women
thus:

Without a sound, in the silent ardor of deep, blissful joy we lay
in each other’s arms.

And the breath of our beating pulses was just enough to let
us speak the beloved name—

“Lenore”—

“Yvette’—

The author does not say what distinguishes this love from the love
of sapphists, but it is clear that for her the term “sapphist” or “les-
bian” cannot apply to a woman who is healthy and normal looking,
regardless of how her passions are engaged and what her commit-
ments are.

To the very end of the century then, the sexual potential of love
between decent, healthy women was still unacknowledged by many
seemingly sophisticated authors: sound women were asexual. It was
doubtful enough that they would concern themselves with any form
of sexual satisfaction, but that they would seek sexual expression
without a male initiator was as credible as claiming to- hear the
thunder play “God Save the King.”



CHAPTER 2

Kindred Spirits

Throughout much of the nineteenth century, women moved still
farther from men as both continued to develop their own even more
distinct sets of values. Men tried to claim exclusively for themselves
the capacity of action and thought, and relegated women to the
realm of sensibility alone. Women made the best of it: They inter-
nalized the only values they were permitted to have, and they devel-
oped what has been called the Cult of True Womanhood.! The spir-
itual life, moral purity, sentiment, grew in importance. But with
whom could they share these values?

In America and England during the second half of the nineteenth
century, as more women began to claim more of the world, the rea-
sons for bonding together against men who wished to deny them a
broader sphere became greater. When men wrote about female at-
tachments in literature, they tended to see the same sentimental pic-
tures that were prevalent in eighteenth-century fiction: Two sweet
females uplifting each other morally, but ultimately entirely depen-
dent on men whether that dependence brought them joy or tragedy.
What they did not see was how female relationships could sustain a
woman intellectually and make her strong enough to engage in the
battle for more of the world. But they also did not suspect—any more
than the women themselves did—that such an emotional and even
physical closeness was “lesbian,” at least in a twentieth-century defi-
nition. They did not treat it as an abnormality because it was com-
mon enough to be a norm.

Since men and women occupied separate spheres, particularly
among the great middle classes, they considered themselves virtually

157



158 % SURPASSING THE LOVE OF MEN

different species. Men believed a woman could command no rational
thought as a man could, although, at her best, she dwelt in the realm
of the heart and might be an “Angel in the House,” as the English
writer Coventry Patmore calls her in his mid-nineteenth-century
poem. But whatever she was, she was not male and thus not as hu-
man as man. The observation regarding women that Tennyson’s
protagonist makes in “Locksley Hall” (1842) was probably echoed
by many men: “Nature made them blinder motions bounded in a
shallower brain: woman is the lesser man.”

Men saw women as what Simone de Beauvoir has called “the
Other,” and for that reason they could attribute to them magical
properties (sometimes beneficial, sometimes dangerous) which the
real human beings, men, do not have; e.g., they believed that if a
syphilitic man raped a virgin he would be cured.? Such absurdity was
not limited to folk wisdom. For example, in 1878 there was a serious
debate, which lasted over several issues among correspondents in the
British Medical Journal, about whether or not ham would be spoiled
if cured by a menstruating woman. Several of the doctors who joined
the debate agreed that it would.

Such views of women as being something other than human were
by no means peculiar to Britain. G. ]J. Barker-Benfield shows that in
nineteenth-century America, the estrangement between men and
women was even worse than in Britain, since it had an immediate
practical purpose in men’s minds: The American male must not be
distracted from his ‘“‘desire of prosperity” by the softness and seduc-
tiveness of the female. He “had to be above sex” to succeed. Stronger
bonds were formed between father and son, and male and male in
general, because men needed the assistance of other men to realize
their ardent material passion.? Male “muscle values” and “rational
values” were fostered to the exclusion of women. The converse of
this situation was, of course, that mother and daughter, and female
and female, also formed stronger bonds largely based on “heart val-
ues,” since male-directed society permitted them little else.

Female chastity which was held to be vital in earlier centuries took
on even greater importance in nineteenth-century America, since an
unchaste woman could distract a man from his larger purpose. Ac-
cordingly, an 1808 writer warns young men to test the virtue of a
woman whom they wish to marry by making sexual advances to her.
If she does not respond with “becoming abhorrence,” she is not a
proper girl and would not make a good wife.* In this way women
were taught to deny any heterosexual urge. The lesson was often ex-
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tended to sexual appetites not only outside of marriage but in mar-
riage as well. By the mid-nineteeth century a number of authorities
warned that even in lawful marriage, too much intercourse caused
the male “general debility, weakness, and lameness of the back” as
well as a predisposition to “‘almost innumerable diseases.” It afflicted
the female with “uterine inflammation, and ulceration, leucorrhea,
deranged menstruation, miscarriage, barrenness as well as debility,
hysteria, and an endless train of nervous and other diseases.” 5 Since
heterosexual indulgence was declared to be dangerous to both social
standing and health, we can believe the author of Plain Talk on
Avoided Subjects (1882) when he states that not infrequéntly so great
a shock is administered to a young woman’s sensibilities on her wed-
ding night “that she does not recover from it for years”” and that she
often “forms a deeply rooted antipathy” toward heterosexuality.®

Women understood that they must not be open with men. They
must not show heterosexual feeling even to a beloved fiancé before
marriage, and once married they must be very restrained or they
risked grave disease. They knew too, in an era when birth control
was not effective and when the risks of childbirth were high, that
heterosexual intercourse might mean they were taking their lives
into their hands. To love a man meant pain and burdens and poten-
tial death. What Nancy Cott has called “passionlessness” was soundly
impressed upon them.” Since middle and upper-class women were
separated from men not only in their daily occupations, but in their
spiritual and leisure interests as well,® outside of the practical neces-
sities of raising a family there was little that tied the sexes together.
But with other females a woman inhabited the same sphere, and she
could be entirely trusting and unrestrained. She could share senti-
ment, her heart—all emotions that manly males had to repress in
favor of “rationality”’—with another female. And regardless of the
intensity of the feeling that might develop between them, they need
not attribute it to the demon, sexuality, since women supposedly had
none. They could safely see it as an effusion of the spirit. The shield
of passionlessness that a woman was trained to raise before a man
could be lowered with another woman without fear of losing her
chastity and reputation and health. Men too were encouraged to
form intense friendships with other men. Thoreau was speaking for
his time when he observed in his mid-nineteenth-century essay,
Friendship, that intimacy was much more possible “between two of
the same sex” than “between the sexes.” ?

William Taylor and Christopher Lasch (“Two ‘Kindred Spirits’:
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Sorority and Family in New England, 1839-1846"") and Carroll Smith-
Rosenberg (““The Female World of Love and Ritual: Relations Be-
tween Women in Nineteenth Century America”)'* have amply
demonstrated that deeply felt friendships between women were ca-
sually accepted in American society, primarily because women saw
themselves, and were seen as, kindred spirits who inhabited a world
of interests and sensibilities alien to men. During the second half of
the nineteenth century, when women slowly began to enter the
world that men had builg, their ties to each other became even more
important. Particularly when they engaged in reform and better-
ment work, they were confirmed in their belief that women were
spiritually superior to men, their moral perceptions were more
highly developed, and their sensibilities were more refined. Thus if
they needed emotional understanding and support, they turned to
other women. New England reform movements often were fueled by
the sisterhood of kindred spirits who were righting a world men had
wronged.’’ In nineteenth-century America close bonds between
women were essential both as an outlet for the individual female’s
sensibilities and as a crucial prop for women's work toward social
and personal betterment in man’s sullied and insensitive world.

What was the nature of these same-sex bonds that so many twen-
tieth-century historians have observed? Margaret Fuller, an early
feminist, saw same-sex love as far superior to heterosexuality. She
wrote in her journal in the 1840’s, “It is so true that a woman may
be in love with a woman, and a man with a man.” Such love, she
says, is regulated by the same law that governs love between the
sexes, “‘only it is purely intellectual and spiritual, unprofaned by any
mixture of lower instincts, undisturbed by any need of consulting
temporal interests.” Presumably what she means by “lower instincts”
is stark sex, and by ‘“‘temporal interests” the practicalities one must
take into consideration when choosing a spouse. To a nineteenth-
century woman the first must have been ugly and the second an
embarrassing necessary evil. While the unpleasant aspects of hetero-
sexual love are lacking in love between women, nothing of value or
joy is, at least as Fuller experienced that love herself. She admits to
having loved another woman ‘“‘passionately”: ‘“Her face,” Fuller
writes, “was always gleaming before me; her voice was echoing in
my ear; all poetic thoughts clustered round the dear image. This
love was for me a key which unlocked many a treasure which I still
possess; it was the carbuncle (emblematic gem!) which cast light into
many of the darkest corners of human nature.” 12
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Female autobiographies and memoirs throughout the century sug-
gest that Fuller’s elevated view of passionate love between women
was not atypical. Anna Cogswell Wood, for example, recounts her
thirty-three-year relationship with another woman, characterizing it
as a “true friendship” which “unites in its pure flame all other loves,
that of parent and child, of brothers, as well as of the chosen com-
panion.” '* Her relationship with Irene Leache is indistinguishable
from a perfect marriage. She rhapsodizes for four pages over the eyes
of the other woman, but spends more time discussing their happy
life together, which was much like that of the Ladies of Llangollen.
“Before six in the morning we were in the garden, wheré, seated un-
der a pear tree, we passed the hours between sunrise and breakfast
occupted with a book and needlework or with conversation.” *
Wood prizes her relationship with Irene Leache especially because
it permitted her to develop, to blossom forth; Leache, she says, had
the “power to draw beauty out of the commonplace” and to make
her do it too; she stirred her “inmost depths.” Through her relation-
ship with the other woman, Wood was able to grow in ways she had
never before imagined, even to perceive “sublimity in abstract
thought, because love completed my circle of existence and raised
things to their highest power.”!%

Nineteenth-century women were taught to expect to find what
Fuller and Wood did in their love relationships with other females.
Love between women could be both passionate and spiritually up-
lifting. It could cast one into a state of euphoria and yet unlock the
secrets of life and the intellect. William Alger in The Friendships of
Women (1868) cites one historical example after another of love be-
tween women (in America and Europe), which was characterized by
the same enthusiasm described in Wood’s memoir—a love which
“largely constituted the richness, consolation, and joy of their lives.”
Typically the women wrote each other, “I feel so deeply the happiness
of being loved by you, that you can never cease to love me,” “I need
to know all your thoughts, to follow all your motions, and can find
no other occupation so sweet and so dear,” “My heart is so full of
you, that, since we parted, I have thought of nothing but writing to
you,” “I see in your soul as if it were my own.” They did not need
to play games with each other such as in heterosexual relationships—
they shared perfect trust: “I fear no misunderstanding with you; my
gratitude alone can equal the perfect security with which you inspire
me.” !¢ Alger encourages his unmarried women readers to form such
relationships, and promises that passionate friendships bring to life
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“freshness, sttmulant charm, noble truths and aspirations.” 17

What made a male writer so sensitive to the glories of romantic
friendship between women? Alger’s motives were mixed. Writing
in 1868, shortly after the American Civil War had increased even
further through male mortality the large surplus of females, he
recognized that many women would remain unmarried. He drew
for them the solace of passionate friendship as a “rich and noble”
resource which would occupy them and compensate happily for the
lack of a family.!® But he also saw female friendship as a means of
keeping women in their place by encouraging their self-image as
primarily sentient beings, too pure for the material world. Alger
believed that women must stay out of men’s sphere, but how to
convince them that “it is simple blindness to fail to see that the
distinctively feminine sphere of action is domestic life, and the in-
ner life,—not the brawling mart and caucus,” especially if they had
no husbands and families? ' Women needed some diversion that
would occupy their time and emotion. In his chapters entitled
“Friendships of Women with Women” and ‘‘Pairs of Female
Friends,” Alger offers the solution of romantic friendship which
permits women to be emotional, spiritual creatures together. Per-
haps this trivializing view of romantic friendship accounts for why
American men continued to be fairly tolerant of it throughout
much of the twentieth century.

Englishmen were also tolerant, undoubtedly for the same reasons,
since England too had a large surplus of women and a generally
strong determination to restrict them to their proper sphere.?’ In
fiction the male view of romantic friendship was largely unchanged
from what it had been the century before: Men found it charming
and delightful and quite unthreatening. George Meredith, for ex-
ample, in Diana of the Crossways (1885) presents Antonia (the
Diana of the novel) and Lady Emma Dunstane as two lovely crea-
tures who see no way out of the round of their tragic relationships
with men, despite the fact that they have a powerful love for each
other. Antonia tells Lady Dunstane, “Be sure I am giving up the
ghost when I cease to be one soul with you, dear and dearest.”” She
calls her “my beloved! my only truly loved on earth!” Like eigh-
teenth-century heroines, they often talk of the possibility of a classic
friendship between women, “the alliance of a mutual devotedness
men choose to doubt of.” However, also like eighteenth-century
heroines, even Diana the chaste must attach herself to a man, even
though she resents those forces “natural and social” which urge her
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to “marry and be bound.” Although Meredith attributes feminist
sentiments to her, he renders her incapable of acting on them.
Throughout her unhappy marriage, she continues to think of
Emma, again like in an eighteenth-century novel, as ‘“the next
heavenly thing to Heaven that I know.” Male-female relationships
are always a dismal failure in this novel, but the romantic friend-
ship endures and offers refuge and sustenance to the end. It does
not, however, go beyond the pattern we have already observed in
most of the novels of the previous century.?!

But Englishwomen, like their American counterparts, often
viewed romantic friendship as much more. For instance, to Edith
Simcox, the writer and reform leader, her passionate involvement
with George Eliot (Mary Ann Evans) was not only emotional and
uplifting, it was sensual, intellectually stimulating, and, in fact, her
great reason for being. In Simcox’s autobiography she states that
she loved Eliot “my Darling, lover-wise”; 2> she speaks repeatedly
of kissing her ‘“‘again and again,” of murmuring “broken words of
love.” Eliot seems to have had little interest in Simcox as a lover,
but she admired her as an intellect and cheered her on to achieve-
ments. Although Simcox lamented that “my life has flung itself at
her feet—and not been picked up—only told to rise and make itself
a serviceable place elsewhere,” she vowed to take the life Eliot di-
rected her toward and make it constructive. Much of her social
work, her zeal on behalf of the oppressed, her almost religious com-
mitment to causes were stimulated by the desire to please Eliot.2?
As Bonnie Zimmerman remarks in her study “My Whole Soul is
a Longing Question: Edith Simcox and George Eliot,” Simcox’s
love for Eliot, while unrequited, provided fuel to keep her writing,
organizing, and lecturing. Edith Simcox founded a cooperative shirt-
making factory, served on the London School Board, started a lodg-
ers’ league, organized trade unions for women and men, and lec-
tured extensively on topics such as socialism, women’s work, suffrage,
and conditions in China. She wrote for intellectual journals and
political newspapers, and she published several books. Such Her-
culean efforts by a woman born in the mid-nineteenth century were
possible because she took Eliot for her muse and her model.?* In
a patriarchal culture like Victorian England, the worship which a
romantic friend bestowed upon the object of her love, and her
desire to be worthy of that love, may have been one of the few
stimuli which motivated achievement in a woman’s life.

In the same vein, women with ambition to make a name for them-
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selves looked for kindred spirits to appreciate their achievements
and sympathize with them for the coldness with which the world
greeted their efforts. Such a relationship might be crucial to offset
society’s hostility, or what was at best society’s indifference. It was
thus charged with a warmth, a fervor, a passion that went beyond
simple friendship. The letters of the nineteenth-century English
writer, Geraldine Jewsbury, to the wife of Thomas Carlyle, Jane
Welsh Carlyle, are representative. Jane, who prided herself on her
intellect, was, according to her, generally neglected and disparaged
by her husband. She complained constantly of her loneliness and
feelings of worthlessness. Geraldine gave her both the aftfection and
encouragement she needed. Her letters to Jane are those of a lover,
such as Thomas Carlyle had neither the inclination nor the desire
to be. They indicate also the frustration Geraldine must have felt
in loving a woman who was bound in Victorian marriage: “O Caris-
sima mia . . . you are never out of either my head or my heart.
After you left on Tuesday I felt so horribly wretched, too miserable
even to cry, and what could be done?” (July 1841); %% “I love you
my darling, more than I can express, more than I am conscious of
myself, and yet I can do nothing for you . . .” (October 29, 1841); 26
“I love you more than anything else in the world. . . . It may do
you no good now, but it may be a comfort some time, it will always
be there for you” (May 1842); 2" “If I could see you and speak to
you, I should have no tragic mood for a year to come, I think, and
really that is saying no little, for I have had a strong inclination
to hang myself oftener than once within the last month” (c. 1843).28

Geraldine craved a Llangollen-like existence with Jane, which
was unattainable, even if Jane had wished it, since she was legally
and socially tied to her husband. But she begged Geraldine to come
live near her—to which Geraldine responded that what she truly
wished was “a cottage in the country with you,” and painted a pic-
ture of an idyllic life in such a setting.??

It appears that Geraldine had heterosexual relationships, but she
often informed Jane that they were insignificant compared with
her love for Jane, “You are of infinitely more worth and importance
in my eyes. . . . You come nearer to me.” 3 Jane was usually furi-
ous over these heterosexual attachments, minor as they were.3! But
although it was sometimes stormy, the love between the two con-
tinued for more than twenty-five years until Jane’s death in 1866.

Their love was reinforced by a mutual struggle to transcend the
role allotted to Victorian women. Jane flagged in that struggle
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often, too overcome by Carlyle’s overbearing personality to summon
the energy to assert herself. Geraldine, who believed she was the
luckier of the two because she was independent and could earn a
livelihood through her writing, frequently exhorted Jane to such
a healthy pursuit. In one letter, for example, she points out that
Jane is depressed because she has no occupation. Writing would be
ideal, but Geraldine understands that her friend will get no encour-
agement at home. She takes it upon herself to provide the encour-
agement:

It is not . . . altogether for your own sake that I am anxious
you should set to work upon a story or a book of any kind
that you are moved to do. You have more sense and stronger
judgment than any other woman I ever knew or expect to
know. . . . Do not go to Mr. Carlyle for sympathy, do not let
him dash you with cold water. You must respect your own
work and your own motives; if people only did what others
thought good and useful, half the work in the world would
be left undone.3?

Jane could not write because she felt that she would be ridiculed
by her husband, and that in any case he would dwarf any produc-
tion of hers. Geraldine, who had no such problem, nevertheless saw
a similarity between herself and Jane, which perhaps bound them
initially: While Geraldine had no husband to discourage her efforts,
she had the world. However, she believed that the world was slowly
changing, and that women of the intellectual caliber of herself and
Jane were making it change. But their great tragedy was that the
world had not yet changed enough—they were New Women before

the era of the New Woman, as Geraldine suggests to Jane in a letter
of 1849:

I believe we are touching on better days, when women will
have a genuine, normal life of their own to lead. There, per-
haps, will not be so many marriages, and women will be taught
not to feel their destiny manqué if they remain single. They
will be able to be friends and companions in a way they can-
not be now. . . . I do not feel that either you or I are to be
called failures. We are indications of a development of woman-
hood which as yet is not recognized. It has, so far, no ready
made channels to run in, but still we have looked, and tried,
and found that the present rules for women will not hold us—
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that something better and stronger is needed. . . . There are
women to come after us, who will approach nearer the fulness
of the measure of the stature of a woman’s nature. I regard
myself as a mere faint indication, a rudiment of the idea, of
certain higher qualities and possibilities that lie in women,
and all the eccentricities and mistakes and desires and absurd-
ities I have made are only the consequences of an imperfect
formation, an immature growth. . . . I can see there is a pre-
cious mine of a species of womanhood yet undreamed of by the
professors and essayists on female education, and I believe also
that we belong to 1t.33

Geraldine saw that they were both out of place in their era, and
that a remedy for their dislocation was to provide love and encour-
agement for each other while they awaited a new day.

If Geraldine could have written a novel about women’s lives and
their relationships with each other about fifty years from the time
of the above letter, it probably would have resembled Florence
Converse’s novel Diana Victrix (1897), in which the world has be-
come more ready for New Women, they need not feel themselves
manqué if they remain single, and their love for each other can
take on revolutionary dimensions as it could not in 1849.

Unlike Meredith’s “Diana,” Enid and Sylvia, the American Di-
anas of Converse’s novel, never feel compelled to form a connection
with a man. While one of them is tempted for a time to engage in
a heterosexual liaison, she sees it ultimately as destructive and re-
jects it. The other, although she is pursued by a likable man, can
think of no reason for marrying him—the ““natural and social forces”
of Diana of the Crossways do not exist for her. As the title of Con-
verse’s book suggests, Diana, embodied in these two women, can
now be victorious to the end. However, for women without a
profession and an overwhelming desire to succeed in this world,
the concept of Diana generally fails: Converse presents a foil char-
acter, Rosa Campion, who envies the relationship between Enid
and Sylvia and wishes she had one too. But Rosa was born into
great wealth and has had no reason to focus her energies on external
accomplishments such as would confirm the conviction that a
woman need not marry to feel herself complete. She reluctantly
admits, “I am afraid I should feel as if I hadn’t managed my life
cleverly if I did not marry. I should feel ashamed of myself.” Enid,
however, speaks for the author when she tells Rosa, “I have been
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sorry for married women oftener than for old maids.”

Converse is open about the physical closeness between her two
heroines. For example, she places Enid and Sylvia in bed together
and tells us, “Enid had her arms about her and was saying a great
many things very softly in the dark.” Male writers had often de-
picted such scenes. What they generally did not depict, however,
and what women writers who lived the experiences themselves could
depict, was strength and encouragement to achieve in the world
which romantic friends of the late nineteenth century could give
each other. Converse shows these women sustaining each other as
a husband generally could not and would not. Not only do they
encourage each other’s worldly successes, but, when the relationship
is at its best, they nurture each other in ways wives were taught to
nurture husbands. Converse finds such relationships between pro-
fessional women to be characteristic of her times, and she clearly
indicates that she is not talking about Longfellow’s ‘“rehearsal in
girlhood of the great drama of woman'’s life,” but rather about solid,
permanent attachments: “As a woman advances towards thirty un-
married, her women-friendships possess more and more a stability,
an intensity, which were lacking in the explosively sentimental
intimacies of her youth; they are to her instead of many things.”
Despite a woman’s successes in the world, or perhaps because of
them, she desperately requires the nurturing love that another
woman can give her.

Nineteenth-century men, who generally did not have convenient
labels to fall back on (i.e., lesbianism or perversion), simply could
not understand such relationships. When a man proposes to Enid,
she tells him she cannot marry him for two reasons: First of all,
she is devoted to her work. This he doesn’t understand, but he
understands her second reason (which is inextricably bound up with
her first) even less:

“I do not need you. It is true I have no man friend whom 1
enjoy as much as I do you, but I have a woman friend who is
dearer to me. . . . I share with her thoughts that I have no
wish to share with you. I give to her a love surpassing any affec-
tion I could teach myself to have for you. She comes first. She
is my friend as you can never be, and I could not marry you
unless you were a nearer friend than she. You would have to
come first. And you could not, for she is first.”

“And this is all that separates us,” said Jacques, in a tone of
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amazement. ‘‘Only a woman?”

“The reason the woman separates us,” said Enid, “is because
the woman and I understand each other, sympathize with each
other, are necessary to each other. And you and I are not. It is
not simply her womanliness, it is her friendship. There might
be a man who could give me the inspiration, the equalness of
sympathy, I find in her,—there might be,—some women find
such men. But there are not yet enough for all of us.”

She expresses a mortal fear that a man would make her give up her
work and offer “only his love in return, his love and his amiable
domestic tyranny!”, and she tells Jacques that his domestic tyran-
nies and the role they would cast her in would be destructive to all
she values most—while her life with another woman gives her en-
ergy for what is most important to her:

For a moment, because I was tired, I thought I wanted you—
your home. But I do not! . . . I am not domestic the way
some women are. I shouldn’t like to keep house and sew. . .
It would bore me. I should hate it! Sylvia and I share the re-
sponsibility here, and the maid works faithfully. There are
only a few rooms. We have time for our real work, but a wife
wouldn’t have. And, oh, I couldn’t be just a wife! I don’'t want
to! Please go away! I have chosen my life and I love it.!

Enid is the New Woman, whose number is “increasing every day.”
The New Woman is firm in her purpose in life (in Enid’s case she
is a writer and lecturer involved with improving the lot of the
masses), and nothing can distract her. As a human being she needs
love, but she knows she must find it in a relationship that will
strengthen her purpose instead of interfering with it.

Through the character of Jacques’s father, Converse warns men
away from the heroic New Woman while still encouraging respect
for her. She is like Joan of Arc, he says: “That kind is not to be
possessed by one man; she belongs to a cause. . . . [She is] to be
worshipped—the great, the universal woman—but that is a different
affair from a wife.”

The novel ends happily with Enid and Sylvia in domestic bliss
and in the joy of their professional success. Sylvia surfaces from a
long depression, caused first by her feeling that she did not have
enough talent to be a fine writer and then by her ambivalence over
an unworthy man. At the conclusion Sylvia publishes a novel about



KINDRED SPIRITS ** 169

a New Woman similar to Enid (who marries at the end of Sylvia’s
novel only because ‘“‘the public are more used to it”—but as Enid
joyfully reminds Sylvia, ‘“‘sometimes . . . I don’t marry, even in
books’’), and presents Enid with a copy of the novel, which is dedi-
cated to her.

But such a revolutionary aspect of romantic friendship went
largely unobserved by American male novelists of the nineteenth
century. Instead, their view was of sentimental and comfortably
ephemeral relationships. Henry Wadsworth Longfellow’s treatment
of two female protagonists in Kavanagh (1849) and Oliver Wendell
Holmes’s presentation of a similar set of characters in 4 Mortal
Antipathy (1885) are representative. Longfellow’s Cecilia and Alice
are permitted to indulge in a boundless affection for each other,
sharing the kind of intimacy the eighteenth-century novel por-
trayed. The two were bosom friends at school, and afterward, ‘“the
love between them, and consequently the letters, increased rather
than diminished.” Longfellow is gently satirical about their verbal
effusions, which he considers to be characteristic of female friend-
ship. He has difficulty in understanding of what, specifically, inti-
macy between two young women might consist, so he limits himself
generally to showing them baring their hearts: “These two young
hearts found not only a delight, but a necessity in pouring forth
their thoughts and feelings to each other.” However, he also plays
occasionally with the notion of a sensual relationship between his
two heroines. In one scene he borrows imagery from Cymbeline
and “The Eve of St. Agnes” to suggest a delicate sensuousness be-
tween them. Cecilia has just purchased a carrier pigeon to hasten
delivery of their urgent communications (which Longfellow pre-
sents as nothing more than girlish secrets):

“I have just been writing to you,” said Alice; “I wanted so
much to see you this morning!”

“Why this morning in particular? Has anything happened?”

“Nothing, only I had such a longing to see you!”’ And, seat-
ing herself in a low chair by Cecilia’s side, she laid her head
upon the shoulder of her friend, who, taking one of her pale,
thin hands in both her own, silently kissed her forehead again
and again . . .

“I am so glad to see you, Cecilia!” she continued. “You are
so strong and beautiful! Ah, how I wish Heaven had made me
as tall, and strong, and beautiful as you are!”
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“You little flatterer! What an affectionate, lover-like friend
you are! What have you been doing all morning?”

“Looking out the window, thinking of you, and writing you
this letter, to beg you to come and see me!”

“And I have been buying a carrier-pigeon, to fly between us
and carry all our letters.”

“That will be delightful.”

“He is to be sent home today; and after he gets accustomed
to my room, I shall send him here, to get acquainted with
yours;—a Iachimo in my Imogen’s bed-chamber, to spy out its
secrets.”’

“If he sees Cleopatra in these white curtains, and silver cu-
pids in these andirons, he will have your imagination.”

“He will see the book with the leaf turned down, and you
asleep, and tell me all about you.”

Longfellow depicts such sensuous exchanges, making it clear that
they are not very serious. While Alice and Cecilia are in love with
each other, they both fall in love with a young minister, Kavanagh,
and naturally the heterosexual love is more overwhelming. Long-
fellow can thus characterize love between two women as “‘a rehearsal
in girlhood of the great drama of woman’s life.”

Oliver Wendell Holmes offers an identical explanation of the
passion between Lurida and Euthymia, his two heroines. “The
friendships of young girls,” he remarks, “prefigure the closer rela-
tions which will one day come in and dissolve their earlier intima-
cies.” After assuring the reader that all will end right, he presents
the two women as a perfect couple:

The two young ladies who had recently graduated at the Co-
rinna Institute remained, as they had always been, intimate
friends. They were the natural complements of each other.
Euthymia represented a complete, symmetrical womanhood.
Her outward presence was only an index of a large, whole-
some, affluent life. . . . She knew that she was called The
Wonder by the schoolmates who were dazzled by her singular
accomplishments, but she did not over-value them. She rather
tended to depreciate her own gifts, in comparison with those
of her friend, Miss Lurida Vincent. The two agreed all the
better for differing as they did. The octave makes a perfect
chord, when shorter intervals jar more or less on the ear. . . .
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It was a pleasant thing to observe their dependence on each
other.

He even suggests, as Longfellow did, a sensuous element in their
attachment in brief exchanges:

“It 1s a shame that you will not let your exquisitely molded
form be portrayed in marble . . .” [Lurida said]. She was
startled to see what an effect her proposal had produced, for
Euthymia was not only blushing but there was a flame in her
eyes which she had hardly ever seen before.

Despite their mutual involvement, the forces “natural and social”
move the two young women toward a heterosexual selection. Both
marry, although Lurida (who wanted to be a doctor until she dis-
covered she could not stand the sight of blood) protests to the zero
hour.3* By 1885, when Holmes wrote this novel, New England
women who were happy in their romantic friendships and had
some sort of professional ambition did not need to opt for marriage.
Their friendships often became lifelong relationships which were
a source of great support in their occupational struggles. But
Holmes was a romantic writer who had no interest in recognizing
a revolutionary life-style for women.

There is yet another manifestation of the failure to recognize the
revolutionary potential of romantic friendship: It is curious that
so many English and American writers of the nineteenth century
presented such explicit sensual descriptions of the affection between
two female characters. In 1928, Radclyffe Hall’s novel, The Well
of Loneliness, was censored, although she shows nothing more about
the physical relationship of her two female characters than one kiss-
ing the other’s hand ‘“very humbly” in a brief scene which con-
cludes, “and that night they were not divided.” In the 1860’s, at the
height of the Victorian era, Christina Rossetti could describe the
two heroines of “Goblin Market” thus without the slightest fear of
public objection:

Golden head by golden head,
Like two pigeons in one nest,
Folded in each other’s wings,
They lay down in their curtained bed:
Like two blossoms on one stem,
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Like two flakes of new fall'n snow . . .
Cheek to cheek and breast to breast
Locked together in one nest.

It was probably not the almost precious quality of the description
alone that saved Rossetti from contumely. Thomas Hardy in Des-
perate Remedies (1871) presented, without being threatened by the
censors, an even more detailed description of his two female char-
acters in a bed:

The instant they were in bed Miss Aldclyffe freed herself from
the last remnant of restraint. She flung her arms round the
young girl, and pressed her gently to her heart.

“Now kiss me,” she said. . . .

When Miss Aldclyffe discovers that the girl, Cytherea, whom she
hired as a lady’s maid, loves Edward Springrove, she cries:

“Cytherea, try to love me more than you love him—do. I love
you more sincerely than any man can. Do, Cythie: don’t let
any man stand between us. O, I can’t bear that!” She clasped
Cytherea’s neck again. . . . “Why can’t you kiss me as I kiss
you? Why can’t you!”

Although Miss Aldclyfte’s kisses are described, in spite of her pas-
sionate outburst, as being “motherly” (and Hardy sees no contra-
diction in that description), the sensual element in her interest in
Cytherea is overt. For example, before Miss Aldclyffe hires the in-
experienced Cytherea, she has some initial concern that it might be
boring to instruct her in her duties as a lady’s maid, but then she
decides it will be worthwhile “in order to have a creature who could
glide round my luxurious indolent body in that manner, and look
at me in that way—I warrant how light her fingers are upon one’s
head and neck.” Most surely an author who had written forty or
fifty years later this explicitly would have had to stand trial for ob-
scenity and would have found the pressure on him so uncomfortable
that he would be forced to take a night boat to the Continent. But
perhaps such descriptions were permissible in the nineteenth cen-
tury because that era did not have our passion for placing people
in sexual categories.

Widespread twentieth-century pseudoknowledge about sexual
matters, beginning with the writings of the French aesthetes and
the German sexologists in the middle and late nineteenth century,
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has made self-described sophisticated individuals certain that they
understand what “lesbianism” is and how to identify it: Two
women holding one another in bed, breast to breast, is ‘“lesbian-
ism’’; one woman begging another to love her more than she loves
a man is “lesbianism.” To provide a label which has been charged
with the connotations of sickness or sin, and then to apply that label
to a particular situation, renders that situation sick or sinful re-
gardless of its innate attributes.

But in nineteenth-century English and American writing, be-
havior and emotions were not as facilely defined as they are now.
Even by 1912, Edward Carpenter, who was very familiar with the
sexologists’ theories, spoke nevertheless for the nineteenth century
when he observed that “no hard and fast line can at any point be
drawn effectively separating the different kinds of attachment.” He
states what any nineteenth-century person must have known, that
there are “‘friendships so romantic in sentiment that they verge into
love,” and that there are “loves so intellectual and spiritual that
they hardly dwell in the sphere of passion.” He considers this phe-
nomenon to be indicative of the immense diversity of human tem-
perament in matters relating to sex and love.? The twentieth
century has rejected such subtleties by insisting that a woman is
either a lesbian or she isn’t; and if she is, she is abnormal; therefore
a woman who loves another woman passionately is abnormal.

Such a pat definition would probably have mystified the nine-
teenth century. Not having the “knowledge” of the French aesthetes
or the German sexologists as a guide, writers could present the most
passionate love scenes between two women and not be concerned
that they were dealing with ‘“abnormality.” The American writer
Elizabeth Wetherell can therefore show her young heroine in the
popular girl’s book, The Wide, Wide World (1852), as being ecstatic
over the possibility of spending two nights in a row together with
an older girl. Wetherell can tell the reader, “There was a long
silence, during which they remained locked in each other’s arms,”
and she can have the older girl request of her young friend, “Come
here and sit in my lap again . . . and let your head rest where it
used to.”

Similarly, Louisa May Alcott, whose fame rested on her moral
stories for children, can show in Work: A Story of Experience
(1873), two young women, Christie and Rachel, casting amorous
glances at each other. Christie “‘woos” Rachel “as gently as a lover
might,” proferring flowers and compliments. She tells Rachel, “I
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only want to feel that you like me a little and don’t mind my
liking you a great deal.” When Rachel seems encouraging, Christie
is ecstatic: ** “Then I may love you, and not be afraid of offend-
ing?’ cried Christie, much touched. . . . Then Christie kissed her
warmly, whisked away the tear, and began to paint the delights in
store for them in her most enthusiastic way, being much elated with
her victory.” The two women live together after Christie proposes
to Rachel: “I must love somebody, and ‘love them hard,” as children
say; so why can’t you come and stay with me?” Rachel’s presence
gives Christie purpose and happiness. When the two are separated
for a time, and Christie believes she has lost Rachel for good, she
marries. But at the conclusion Rachel, who it turns out is the sister
of Christie’s husband, comes back into her life. Christie’s husband
conveniently dies in the Civil War, and the two women presumably
remain together forever. There is nothing covert about such re-
lationships in nineteenth-century American fiction. The writers
show the women laying bare their emotions in front of any third
party without the least suggestion that there is any reason to hide
such emotions.

In nineteenth-centuiry American life as well, such intense emo-
tional bonds were not unusual, and the expression of those feelings
was often committed to paper. But what the nineteenth century
saw as normal, our century saw as perverse. Twentieth-century
biographers have not infrequently bowdlerized the letters of their
nineteenth-century subjects in order to ‘“‘save” those subjects’
reputations. Emily Dickinson’s letters to Sue Gilbert, the woman
who became her sister-in-law, and the edited version of those
letters by her niece, Martha Dickinson Bianchi, are perhaps the
most dramatic illustration of this point. Emily’s love letters to Sue
were written in the early 1850’s. Bianchi’s editions appeared in
19243 and 1932.%" Because Bianchi was Sue’s daughter, she wished
to show that Emily relied on Sue, that Sue influenced her poetry,
and that the two were the best of friends. But working during the
height of the popularization of Sigmund Freud, she must have
known to what extent intense friendship had fallen into disrepute.
She therefore edited out all indications of Emily’s truly powerful

involvement with her mother.?® For example, on February 6, 1852,
Emily wrote Sue:

. sometimes I shut my eyes, and shut my heart towards you,
and try hard to forget you because you grieve me so, but you’ll
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never go away. Oh you never will—say, Susie, promise me
again, and 1 will smile faintly—and take up my little cross of
sad—sad separation. How vain it seems to write, when one
knows how to feel—how much more near and dear to sit be-
side you, talk with you, hear the tones of your voice; so hard
to “deny thyself, and take up thy cross, and follow me”—give
me strength, Susie, write me of hope and love, and of hearts
that endured, and great was their reward of “Our Father who
art in Heaven.” I don’t know how I shall bear it, when the
gentle spring comes; if she should come and see me and talk
to me of you, Oh it would surely kill me! While the frost
clings to the windows and the World is stern and drear; this
absence is easier; the Earth mourns too, for all her little birds;
but when they all come back again, and she sings and is so
merry—pray, what will become of me? Susie, forgive me, forget
all what I say.3?

Bianchi reproduced only these lines of the passage:

. . . Sometimes I shut my eyes and shut my heart towards you
and try hard to forget you, but you’ll never go away. Susie,
forgive me, forget all that I say.*°

In the letter of June 11, 1852, Bianchi tells us that Emily wrote:

. . . Susie, forgive me darling, for every word I say, my heart
is full of you, yet when I seek to say to you something not for
the world, words fail me. I try to bring you nearer, I chase
the weeks away till they are quite departed—three weeks—they
can’t last always, for surely they must go with their little
brothers and sisters to their long home in the West! 4

But the complete letter reads:

. . . Susie, forgive me Darling, for every word I say—my heart
is full of you, none other than you in my thoughts, yet when
I seek to say to you something not for the world, words fail
me. If you were here—and Oh that you were, my Susie, we
need not talk at all, our eyes would whisper for us, and your
hand fast in mine, we would not ask for language—I1 try to
bring you nearer, I chase the weeks away till they are quite
departed, and fancy you have come, and I am on my way
through the green lane to meet you, and my heart goes scam-
pering so, that I have much ado to bring it back again, and
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learn it to be patient, till that dear Susie comes. Three weeks—
they can’t last always, for surely they must go with their little
brothers and sisters to their long home in the West! 42 (Italics
mine)

Bianchi also includes an affectionate note that Emily sent to Sue
on June 27, 1852:

. . . Susie, will you indeed come home next Saturday? Shall I,
indeed behold you, not ‘“darkly, but face to face”—or am I
fancying so and dreaming blessed dreams from which the day
will wake me? I hope for you so much and feel so eager for

you—feel I cannot wait. Sometimes I must have Saturday be-
fore tomorrow comes.*?

But what Emily really said in that note places their relationship in
quite a different light:

. . . Susie, will you indeed come home next Saturday, and be
my own again, and kiss me as you used to? Shall 1 indeed be-
hold you, not “darkly, but face to face” or am I fancying so,
and dreaming blessed dreams from which the day will wake me?
I hope for you so much and feel so eager for you, feel that I
cannot wait, feel that now I must have you—that the expecta-
tion once more to see your face again, makes me feel hot and
feverish, and my heart beats so fast—I go to sleep at night, and
the first thing I know, I am sitting there wide awake, and
clasping my hands tightly, and thinking of next Saturday, and
“never a bit” of you.

Sometimes I must have Saturday before tomorrow comes.*
(The words ““fancying,” “cannot,” and “now” are italicized in
the Johnson edition. All other italics are mine.)

Bianchi must have felt that if she did not censor the letters, her
aunt’s literary reputation could be at stake. Since love between
women had become in her day an abnormality, if Emily Dickinson
were suspected of lesbianism, the universality and validity of her
poetic sentiments might even be called into question, just as Amy
Lowell’s were in the 1920’s.4

But it would not have occurred to Americans (and to most of the
English) of the previous century to regard such sentiments as ab-
normal. Perhaps love between women was permitted to flourish un-
checked in the nineteenth century because the fact of the New
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Woman and her revolutionary potential for forming a permanent
bond with another woman had not yet been widely impressed
upon the popular imagination, as after World War I when New
Women emerged in great numbers. It was then that love between
women came to be generally feared in America and England. The
emotional and sensual exchanges between women, which correspon-
dence and fiction tell us were a common form of affectional ex-
pression for centuries, suddenly took on the character of perversion.



CHAPTER3

New Women

Love between women could take on a new shape in the late nine-
teenth century because the feminist movement succeeded both in
opening new jobs for women, which would allow them indepen-
dence, and in creating a support group so that they would not feel
isolated and outcast when they claimed their independence. Living
situations which would have been impossible earlier became feasible
now. A young woman could reject marriage in pursuit of a career
and not feel as Geraldine Jewsbury did in 1849 that she was an
“imperfect formation.” While her family might object, as families
often did, that the only truly fulfilling path for a woman was mar-
riage, she nevertheless had a plausible reason for not marrying—
and she could make enough money to care for herself, so that while
her family’s objection might be emotionally painful, it could not
starve her into marriage. The wistful desire of Clarissa Harlowe’s
friend, Miss Howe, “How charmingly might you and I live to-
gether,” in the eighteenth century could be realized in the last
decades of the nineteenth century. If Clarissa Harlowe had lived
about a hundred and fifty years later, she could have gotten a job
that would have been appropriate for a woman of her class. With
the power given to her by independence and the consciousness of
a support group, Clarissa as a New Woman might hav