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British Women’s Writing from Brontë to Bloomsbury, 1840–1940 is a five-
volume series comprising 80 original critical essays written by international 
experts on women’s writing. A project of the International Centre for 
Victorian Women Writers (ICVWW), which the editors co-founded at 
Canterbury Christ Church University, UK, in 2012, it explores the 
dynamic contiguities of literary realism, sensation, and the new as a frame 
for reassessing, decade by decade, how women’s writing changed and 
developed in Britain from 1840 to 1940. The series title acknowledges 
canonical authors and literary movements in its key terms ‘Brontë’ and 
‘Bloomsbury,’ while significantly indicating the movement ‘from’ one to 
the other. This transition over a vital century of female authorship encom-
passes, but as the essay contributors show is not always neatly defined by, 
Victorian, fin-de-siècle, Edwardian, and modernist writing, and is shaped 
by numerous writers, reviewers, and literary consumers. Centrally re-
examining the cultural and social contexts in which both canonical and 
lesser-known or ‘forgotten’ works by women were produced, the series is 
designed to be a substantial, consciously expansive, and inclusive project, 
which allows many critical voices and viewpoints to be heard. Accordingly, 
it includes discussions of proto-feminist authorship, but avoids an exclu-
sive focus on the ‘advanced’ woman author, whether she is depicted as 
representative of her time or, conversely, as sublimely indifferent to the 
opinions of a wider readership. Equally, in order to identify emerging 
trends and the impact of key debates on writers governed by the same laws 
and who had access to or cognizance of the same print culture, the series 
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is confined to women authors who were British, living in Britain, or in 
other ways integrally part of a British tradition of writing. The series neces-
sarily cannot survey all British women writers across the century, nor is it 
designed to do so; rather, the essays have been commissioned to focus on 
topics and writers that illustrate the aspects of women’s writing that most 
reflect a decade-based periodicity. In this way the series constitutes a new 
intervention in the ongoing recovery and reinterpretation of British 
women writers.

The series is predicated on four central beliefs. The first is that the con-
tinuing interest in Victorian and early twentieth-century women’s writing 
needs to be contextualized through further attention both to social and 
cultural change and to the material context of publishing conditions and 
readerships. The second is that the ongoing rediscovery of neglected 
women writers and texts (for example, through the publication of schol-
arly editions) has created a demand for a supporting body of critical work. 
The third is that the consideration of lesser-known alongside more familiar 
texts will be of benefit to scholars in establishing a wider frame of reference 
for further study. And the fourth is that a chronological, decade-based 
re-exploration of women’s writing offers new critical insights and 
interpretations.

A transformative period in women’s private, public, and literary lives, 
the century from 1840 to 1940 saw the rise and fall of the circulating 
library as an effectual censor of literary expression, the growth and achieve-
ments of the female suffrage movement, and a series of legislation that 
re-envisioned relations within marriage. Female higher education opened 
and expanded, employment opportunities for women substantially 
increased, and women’s roles as spinsters, wives, mothers, and authors 
were recurrently debated.

As leisure increased across the century (at least for the middle class) as 
a result of new technologies and wealth, and as printing costs declined, a 
heightened demand for reading material was met by an array of literature 
adapted for perusal in a variety of contexts: expensively bound books for 
private houses, volumes for circulating libraries, serials for periodical pub-
lications, and cheap railway editions for commuters and travellers. Women 
both produced and encountered a vast range of literature during this 
period. Central to their reading and writing experience was fiction: the 
most dynamic, daring, and dominant genre across these ten decades. The 
popularity and length of the novel, in particular, enabled women writers’ 
voices to be expressed and heard in both overt and covert ways. For such 
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reasons, this series primarily focuses on fiction in tracing the allusive works 
of writers who, in serial or volume form, responded to each other and to 
their predecessors as they engaged with and adapted different forms: 
negotiating the various demands of the three-decker in its early to mid-
Victorian heyday, the new challenges posed by the one-volume and short 
story format of the late nineteenth century, and the experiments of 
Modernism (and counter-Modernism) that self-consciously destabilized 
the achievements of the previous century.

Central to the series’ reassessment of women writers is close attention 
to the literary, cultural, and social contexts of the decades within which 
women wrote particular texts. Chronologically examining the ways in 
which women’s writing changed and developed, adapted and innovated, 
each of the five volumes considers two decades of women’s writing. In 
doing so, these volumes examine each decade discretely, offering an encap-
sulatory sense of its significance to female authorship, while also exploring 
the confluences and divergences that each new decade wrought. Considering 
women’s writing chronologically is not of course new, but the specific 
attention to decades in this series aims to offer an enhanced precision to 
periodized discussion of writing. Compartmentalizing literature by decade 
is in some senses an artificial division as literary influences and interests 
naturally endure across decade (and century) demarcations. Nevertheless, 
decades, as they still do, had strong psychological resonance for readers, 
writers, and critics. The essays in these volumes certainly show clear iden-
tificatory characteristics evident in women’s writing within each of the ten 
decades considered, providing an illuminating trajectory that allows new 
readings of female authorship.

The series builds on previous studies of women’s writing across these 
periods by offering new connections and uncovering particular tensions. 
Recent work has questioned the preoccupation with a few canonical 
women writers that was a feature of critical discourse for much of the 
twentieth century, and which perpetuated a distorted view of the female-
authored texts actually being written and read widely by an increasingly 
literate population. In addition to re-examining fiction by canonical 
authors such as Charlotte Brontë and Virginia Woolf, the series is signifi-
cantly concerned with rediscovering and repositioning the work of 
neglected female authors in order to explore the conflicted (and often 
conflicting) literary productions of women writers in their social and cul-
tural context.
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Critical attention to women’s writing since the pioneering recovery 
projects of the 1970s and 1980s—such as Elaine Showalter’s A Literature 
of Their Own: British Women Novelists from Brontë to Lessing (1978; 1999) 
and Sandra M. Gilbert and Susan Gubar’s The Madwoman in the Attic: 
The Women Writer and the Nineteenth-Century Literary Imagination 
(1979; 2000)—has largely, and valuably, focused on charting a feminist 
tradition of subversive or politically engaged women’s writing, but inevi-
tably this has privileged the openly radical messages of Emily Brontë over 
the ambivalence of Mary Braddon, or has foregrounded the shock tactics 
of Sarah Grand over the class-inflected satire of Ellen Thorneycroft Fowler. 
Similarly, it has under-examined morally didactic works by writers such as 
Anna Sewell and Emma Worboise, as well as ‘forgotten’ bestsellers by 
authors including Caroline Clive and Mary Cholmondeley that clearly 
spoke to the period in which they were published. Bringing these authors 
together allows patterns to emerge across genres, revealing, for instance, 
the religious aesthetic of Thorneycroft Fowler’s fiction and the sensational 
elements of Worboise’s religious writing.

Developing on this earlier critical work, new interpretations of the cul-
tural contexts of female authorship include Lyn Pykett’s The Improper 
Feminine: The Women’s Sensation Novel and the New Woman Writing 
(1992), Joanne Shattock’s edited collection Women and Literature in 
Britain 1800–1900 (2001), Talia Schaffer’s The Forgotten Female Aesthetes: 
Literary Culture in Late-Victorian England (2009), and Jennie Batchelor 
and Cora Kaplan’s more chronologically expansive ten-volume edited 
series of critical essays The History of British Women’s Writing (2010–). 
Works such as The Cambridge Companion to Victorian Women’s Writing 
(2015, ed. Linda H.  Peterson) and The Cambridge Companion to 
Modernist Women Writers (2010, ed. Maren Tova Linett) have further 
consolidated scholarship on women authors. Interest in female writers’ 
networking is also increasingly frequent in studies such as Susan David 
Bernstein’s Roomscape: Women Writers in the British Museum from George 
Eliot to Virginia Woolf (2013). Studies such as Linda Peterson’s Becoming 
a Woman of Letters: Myths of Authorship and Facts of the Victorian Market 
(2009) have begun to address the complexity of apparently conservative 
nineteenth-century women’s writing such as religious biography and chil-
dren’s fiction, while others, including Valerie Sanders’s Eve’s Renegades: 
Victorian Anti-feminist Women Novelists (1996) and Tamara Wagner’s 
collection Anti-feminism in the Victorian Novel: Rereading Nineteenth-
Century Women Writers (2009) stress the need to allow space to the many 
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voices raised in objection to women’s emancipation. Focusing on the last 
decades of the nineteenth century, the nine-volume Pickering & Chatto 
series New Woman Fiction 1881–1899 (2010–11) holds these opposing 
positions in tension while suggesting the difficulty of defining texts in the 
binary terms of ‘pro’ or ‘anti’ women’s rights, however defined. Its con-
textualizing of a range of texts, for instance, positioning Ouida’s anti-
feminist The Massarenes (1897) next to New Woman writing such as 
George Egerton’s The Wheel of God (1898) and Mary Cholmondeley’s 
Red Pottage (1899), alters the way each text is read by allowing the debate 
over women’s ‘value’ and identity to ripple across very different novels 
which were written in isolation, but were likely to have been borrowed or 
purchased by the same readers. By placing such different texts in juxtapo-
sition, it is possible to review the field of women’s writing in new ways.

In a parallel strategy, this series on women’s writing from 1840 to 1940 
proposes interdependencies between the numerous texts discussed, despite 
their sometimes divergent agendas, styles, and subgenres. Notably, while 
some apparently conservative female-authored texts may reveal a level of 
resistance to the social order by which the authors were bound—as recent 
critics of Elizabeth Gaskell’s Cranford (1853) have increasingly argued—
others clearly do not. Not all women writers were in rebellion against the 
political and social systems of their time, and crucially those who were in a 
state of more or less open revolt did not themselves write in a literary 
vacuum. Women writers were aware of, and in some cases subscribed to, 
the constraints imposed on female authorship. This in itself creates a pro-
ductive tension, in the Victorian novel especially, between the exigencies 
of the plot and the moralizing role of the female narrator.

Where it is significant across this series, female authors are considered 
in relation to their male counterparts, but given the tensions inherent in 
women’s entry into, and existence within, literary culture, its volumes are 
crucially preoccupied with the ways in which women writers defined them-
selves, whether as professional or amateur, politically engaged or emotion-
ally intuitive. In placing diverse voices next to and sometimes against each 
other, the series affirms the importance of women’s writing regardless of 
its terms of self-definition, and in doing so it seeks to create a more 
nuanced understanding of how Victorian and early twentieth-century 
female authors negotiated economic, social, and imaginative positions for 
themselves in and through their writing.

In its chronological coverage of a century of writing, and allowing for 
the potentially problematic convergence of the Victorian years and the 
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first decades of the twentieth century, the series further seeks to question 
the emergence of Modernism as the defining feature of 1920s and 1930s 
literature and literary culture. While many women authors consciously 
presented themselves as belonging to, or as distanced from, particular cul-
tural and political standpoints, writers portraying the times in which they 
lived to their target readership did not necessarily expect to themselves be 
positioned through a clearly defined sense of ‘period.’ Towards the end of 
the nineteenth century, for example, writers such as Mona Caird stressed 
their sense of themselves as inhabiting a transitional zone, ‘striding 
between two centuries’ (‘The Yellow Drawing Room’ [1892] 30). As if to 
make just this point, the death of Queen Victoria one year into a new 
century disrupts any completely tidy identification of ‘Victorian’ with ‘mid 
to late nineteenth century.’ In the same way, many writers in the first 
decades of the twentieth century were not modernist in style. Some of 
them, like Netta Syrett and Mary Braddon, had first made a name for 
themselves in the previous century and often continued writing in the 
manner to which they and their readers had become accustomed.

In order to understand the important changes in women’s writing 
between the start of the Victorian period and the beginning of the Second 
World War, then, an examination is needed with a scope that is broad 
enough to acknowledge a range of standpoints. Any such reassessment 
(incomplete and partial as it will inevitably be) must encompass both canon-
ical and non-canonical texts, conservative ideology and radical protest, the 
forgotten late-career works of Victorian-born authors as well as the rise of 
the modernist aesthetic. Exploring connections and divergent approaches 
from 1840 to 1940, a period of vibrant literary and cultural change, this 
series therefore juxtaposes very different types of fiction by a range of 
authors. In the process, it reminds us that the development of women’s 
writing through these decades was often highly self-conscious, both in what 
it apparently rejected and in the sense of tradition it chose to reference.

� Adrienne E. Gavin
� Carolyn W. de la L. Oulton
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CHAPTER 1

Introduction

Adrienne E. Gavin and Carolyn W. de la L. Oulton

This volume inaugurates the five-volume series British Women’s Writing 
from Brontë to Bloomsbury, 1840–1940, which decade by decade critically 
reassesses women’s fiction, examining the ways in which it propels and 
challenges discourses of realism, sensation, and the new across a century of 
dynamic social, cultural, and technological change. Analysing confluences 
and developments in women’s writing across the 1840s and the 1850s, 
the 16 original chapters that follow critically reconsider fiction by canoni-
cal and lesser-known women writers, redefining the landscape of female 
authorship during these decades. By analysing women’s fiction within the 
social and cultural contexts of the 1840s and 1850s, the collection distils 
in terms of women’s writing both how those decades are discrete and how 
they contain thematic and stylistic continuities. Given the nineteenth-cen-
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tury preoccupation with writing as intrinsically gendered, the volume also 
takes seriously the claim of particular authors to be writing in a feminine 
mode, offering insights into what a woman’s topic might look like under 
a female monarch.

Sharply defined historically by decade, and with chapters chronologi-
cally ordered to suggest emphases in fiction as each decade progresses, the 
volume is broad in terms of the range of developments in female writing it 
considers. It canvasses, for example, the construction of a post-Romantic 
tradition, the politicization of the domestic sphere, women’s involvement 
in publishing, the opportunities available to women as both writers and 
producers of literary texts, and the claim to a feminine sensational mode. 
It reveals that women’s writing of the 1840s was concerned with both 
individual mobility and social exclusion, and was enabled by anonymous 
periodical practices that conversely obscured its achievements. In turn, 
female-authored fiction of the 1850s paid nuanced attention to the lives of 
single women, to masculinity, and to the impediments of marriage.

Attempts to locate or define a female voice abound in discussions of 
literature during the 1840s and 1850s, although not necessarily in main-
stream journal articles written by women themselves. As Susan Hamilton 
has suggested, ‘Victorian feminists did not find it a simple matter to speak 
out about women’s place in Victorian culture in the commercial periodi-
cals, journals, reviews and newspapers that proliferated from the late 1850s 
on. And they worried about it’ (xi). However, as Linda H. Peterson argues 
in her introduction to The Cambridge Companion to Victorian Women’s 
Writing (2015): ‘If we can illumine the careers of women writers by locat-
ing them within literary, social and political networks, we can also place 
them within larger literary movements and recognize their contributions 
to established and emerging genres’ (6). Joanne Shattock similarly notes 
that while only a few female authors broke into major periodicals, they did 
seek to establish a sense of relationship with each other’s work, even before 
the feminist press initiatives of the 1850s and 1860s: ‘[w]omen writers 
had fewer opportunities than their male colleagues to participate in the 
interlocking networks of writers, publishers, editors and proprietors that 
operated in London … Networks that included women writers existed, 
however, from the 1830s onwards’ (31).

This volume is concerned with some of the ways in which female writ-
ers envisaged, established, and operated within this framework, in a pub-
lishing context that defined them and their activities against powerful and 
exclusive male networks, while at the same time finding new ways to shape 
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a tradition of women’s relations within literary texts. As Elizabeth Barrett 
Browning expressed it in 1856:

The man had baffled, chafed me, till I flung
For refuge to the woman—as, sometimes,
Impatient of some crowded room’s close smell,
You throw a window open and lean out
To breathe a long breath in the dewy night. (Aurora Leigh [1856] IV. 

347–51)

The volume is structured in two parts, each devoted to one decade so 
that specific trends can be identified. As the new Victorian culture started 
to establish itself, so writers were able to respond to a very recent past and 
also to anticipate the shifts in technology as well as economic and religious 
thought and practice that a new period might promise. Some of these 
explorations by early Victorian women writers would remain influential for 
decades to come. Yet this two-part structure also draws attention to the 
apparent arbitrariness of the influences here identified. Chapters in the first 
section on the 1840s, for example, consider women writers who pre-date 
or are contemporaneous with the iconic Brontë sisters, but who failed to 
attain the same standing; these lesser-known figures include the youngest 
Brontë sister, Anne, a fact that ironically is often overlooked.

Women’s Writing of the 1840s

The first half of this volume is concerned with the reassessment and repo-
sitioning of women’s writing from the 1840s, including periodical review-
ing practices, the servant novel, children’s literature, and fictional 
treatments of political economy, as well as reworkings of Gothic and 
Byronic motifs in realist settings. In recovering neglected work by writers 
such as Mary Howitt and Christian Johnstone and placing it alongside 
canonical texts including the novels of Charlotte and Emily Brontë, Part I 
of the volume explores a range of significant issues, including considering 
the ways in which mid-nineteenth-century women writers contest or adapt 
Romantic ideas, as they seek out literary traditions or initiate new and 
gendered modes of their own.

The 1840s can be seen as a watershed in women’s writing, including 
innovations of style such as the reworking of Romantic motifs in realist 
settings, which both redefined literary fiction and offered new ways for 
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women to identify themselves as writers. Female authors of the 1840s 
were also acutely aware of the practical and the ideological problems 
attending this enterprise. Several of the writers discussed in this section 
draw attention to the logistical and cultural difficulties faced by women 
who wished to travel from one location to another, while also charting the 
progression of female characters from states of emotional deprivation to 
the realization of narrative agency.

Contributors consider these issues in the context of the ‘hungry for-
ties,’ the first entire decade of Victoria’s reign, and a period of rapid eco-
nomic and social change following the Industrial Revolution of the late 
eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries which had instigated the mass 
movement of workers and their families to factory towns like Manchester 
and Birmingham and to the increasingly overcrowded housing in London, 
much of which was not by the 1840s ‘fit for purpose.’ Major events during 
this decade, as discussed below, suggest that it was a time of both instabil-
ity and commitment to the ideal of human relations, a paradox most 
potently embodied in the new railways that both facilitated contact 
between distant family members and cut up existing domiciles, as old 
slums were demolished in the metropolis to make way for rapidly expand-
ing lines.

The 1840s are associated with widespread social discontent and hardship, 
and literature increasingly moved away from silver-fork fiction and its preoc-
cupation with the doings of ‘high life’ towards portraying ‘low life.’ The last 
years of the decade also created an appetite for new popular forms such as 
the railway novels and ‘yellow-backs’ produced by successful imprints such 
as Routledge’s Railway Library, which began publishing in 1848. While 
some of the most influential novels of this decade, such as Jane Eyre (1847) 
and Wuthering Heights (1847), return to an imagined rural past, they seem 
to do so more to challenge their readers than to reinstate a lost idyll.

Queen Victoria married Prince Albert in 1840 and, marking the rise of 
a newly literate class, the Penny Post was established in the same year, 
while Fox Talbot produced the first photographic collection to be pub-
lished for profit in 1844. The novel was becoming the dominant literary 
genre and displayed, as Kathleen Tillotson notes in Novels of the Eighteen-
Forties (1954), ‘a surging variety of material and method, new fashions 
jostling old, new ground broken in time, place, purpose, and social class,’ 
with the decade also seeing ‘the beginnings of serious [literary] criticism of 
novels’ (15, 16). The three-decker novel emerged as the standard format 
for the novel (as it would remain until the 1890s) with the opening of 
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Mudie’s library to subscribers in 1842, and the demand for female higher 
education was acknowledged in the founding of Bedford College for 
Women in 1849. Legal landmarks included the Factory Acts of 1844 and 
1847 (Ten Hours Act) which increased legal protections for women and 
young persons, as well as the repeal of the controversial Corn Laws in 
1846. These marks of progress were received in the context of developing 
Chartist protest, which led to fears of a working-class revolution in 1848, 
and a major cholera epidemic in the same year, but at the same time some 
of the poorest children were able to obtain a rudimentary education with 
the opening of the first Ragged Schools in 1840, started in the most 
deprived parts of London by evangelizing Christians.

The 1840s also followed the end of the second-generation Romantic 
period, associated with the first three decades of the nineteenth century. 
Celebrated writers Laetitia Landon and Felicia Hemans had only recently 
died, while Fanny Burney lived until 1840. Caroline Norton had begun 
her literary career in the 1830s (against the backdrop of the First Reform 
Act of 1832—which extended male suffrage to include an increased num-
ber of householders, tenant farmers, and shopkeepers, but pointedly made 
no provision for women—and the New Poor Law passed in 1834). Highly 
productive women writers such as Charlotte Elizabeth Tonna, silver-fork 
novelist Catherine Gore, Mary Howitt, and the widely popular Sarah 
Stickney Ellis were still publishing regularly in the 1840s, as was journalist 
and author Christian Johnstone, while writers including Elizabeth Gaskell, 
the Brontës, Harriet Martineau, Catherine Crowe, Charlotte Yonge, 
Geraldine Jewsbury, Elizabeth Sewell, Eliza Lynn (later Linton), Margaret 
Oliphant, and Harriet Maria Gordon (later Smythies) were beginning or 
developing their literary careers.

Mere years after poet laureate Robert Southey’s now infamous 1837 
advice to Charlotte Brontë that ‘Literature is not the business of a wom-
an’s life, and it cannot be’ (Robert Southey to Charlotte Brontë, 12 
March 1837), women writers of the 1840s were demonstrably, and in a 
multiplicity of ways, proving him wrong. By the late 1840s, the domi-
nance of male writers such as Charles Dickens and William Thackeray 
was being challenged by the success of Charlotte Brontë’s Jane Eyre, 
Emily Brontë’s Wuthering Heights, and Anne Brontë’s The Tenant of 
Wildfell Hall (1848). These controversial—even confrontational—
accounts of women’s socially disadvantaged state, and the extreme mea-
sures to which the heroines are driven in combating the limitations of their 
lives, form a determined opposition to the dictates of more traditional 
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