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Introduction
      Criticism involves the selection, restoration, and evaluation of works retrieved from the past and the assessment, however tentatively offered, of works produced in the present. No doubt some societies can settle these tasks by an appeal to precedent, but where cultural production increases and audiences become less homogeneous – certainly the conditions that applied in Europe between 1660 and 1800 – more complex arrangements will become necessary for the estimation of cultural value and the provisional of rational plausible criteria of evaluation. In accomplishing both these tasks, a canon of some kind will prove useful. 
  (J. Gorak, “Canons and Canon Formation”, 1997)
    Tradition and Canon Formation
  Poststructuralist perspectives have brought about a major shift in our ways of thinking about culture at large. They have demonstrated that criticism can no longer be considered a neutral activity and have helped to understand the dominant representational modes at work in our society. Feminist scholars, in particular, have been protesting against the idea of a “useful” literary canon and its “systematic neglect” of women’s writing, and have demonstrated that the erasure of women writers from the Western literary tradition is not due to “an immutable process of natural selection”.[1] 
 On the contrary, decisions are made and selections are obtained by historians and critics on the basis of certain criteria of aesthetic value which, until recently, have largely excluded women’s material. Obviously, moral considerations are part of the web of ideas underlying such assessment of literary worth, these have been used by some historians to support their rejection of women’s fiction - particularly their early eighteenth-century fiction – on the grounds that it is lubricious. Moreover, sustained disapproval or indifference to women’s writing, for aesthetic or moral reasons, has contributed to a high level of ignorance about the scope and scale of women’s involvement in the literature market which embraces all genres and which applies particularly to their pre-nineteenth-century material, as demonstrated by Cheryl Turner.[2] 
 Once thought timeless and universal, this canon has been undermined by the combined forces of feminism, multiculturalism, popular culture and relativistic literary theories which have developed since the 1960s.[3] 
  The word canon originally indicated a set of sacred books or a body of great works whose value seemed unquestionable. Though never codified, as it happened for its religious namesake, the canon is often considered a “pragmatic instrument” rather than “a powerful abstraction”, whose elements are introjected by scholars and critics in the normal course of graduate education. Poststructuralists maintain, otherwise, that it operates as an instrument of “systematic exclusion” and “reinforces ethnic and sexual assumptions” solely reflecting the ideology of a restricted group of people.[4] The canon perpetuates an established set of values and because a canon is exclusive, rather than inclusive, it resists modification by new sets of values that might be brought to it by non-canonical literature.”[5]
  It is necessary to distinguish two different critical positions emerged in the late XX century within the contemporary canon debate: the conservative approach attempts “to justify the continuing importance of the Western canon on the grounds of its permanent greatness and the edification that its study would yield, either to individuals or to society at large. Critics perceived the argument that alternative texts had been undeservedly neglected, as symptomatic of the loss of academic standards and the collapse of aesthetic judgment in the face of extrinsic political pressures; conversely, liberal critics maintained that the canon should be more representative of the true diversity of society and the wide span of its cultural heritage, that it should include writers previously excluded from literary history and the educational institution of the dominant culture. According to them, the reverence accorded to the Western canon was only indicative of elitism, patriarchy and ethnocentrism, each of which is antithetical to the egalitarian ideals of democratic societies.[6] 
  In his most famous work Harold Bloom indicated the Western canon as a corpus of “valued secular works” comprising the literary classics of our tradition.[7] He labelled liberal literary critics “the School of Resentment” and proposed a personal canon of twenty-six novelists and poets with Shakespeare as its centre. In his interpretation the function of the Western canon should “impose limits, to set a standard of measurement that is anything but political and moral.”[8] His perspective, though, didn’t take into account the important contribution of those poststructuralist theories, such as New Historicism and Marxism, which considered the various factors involved in the process of canon formation. Therefore if, on one hand, Harold Bloom’s interpretation of the Western canon tended to isolate the arts from their socioeconomic context, and treated literature as the product of a historical vacuum, on the other, Frank Kermode recognised that what was to become canonical needed to be interpreted and observed. Furthermore, this latter also maintained that “interpretation does not occur in a social vacuum as a solitary, individualistic enterprise.”[9] Kermode’s “canon of interpretation”, as it is now defined, was an attempt to liberate the traditional canon of valued texts from its associations of monolithic, immovable authority, even if this liberation would finally weaken our sense of the stability of understanding that normally clings to canonical texts.”[10] The same opinion was expressed by Kolbas who saw in the academic institutions “the final arbiter of canonical status” and maintained that it is within it that “the reputation of artists and books […] initially made according to a confluence of judgments of ‘mere opinion’ […] becomes institutionally validated as knowledge.”[11] Finally, in Kermode’s opinion “canons” are only useful because they enable academic professionals “to handle otherwise unmanageable historical deposits.”[12] 
    Feminist Theories since the 1960s
  By the end of the 1960s feminist critics demonstrated that the search for a female literary tradition constituted an important political challenge to the establishment and that only through a revision of the Western culture women writers could acquire more importance in the eyes of what Charlotte Perkins-Gillman had previously rafarred to as “androcentric” culture.[13] 
  Some years later, Adrienne Rich would define “re-vision” as “the act of looking back, of seeing with fresh eyes, of entering an old text from a new critical direction”, and observed that the very act of revision of the canon represents, for women, not only a chapter in cultural history, but also, and mainly, an act of survival.[14] The next step Kate Millett’s groundbreaking study Sexual Politics,[15] a work that“established the feminist approach to literature as a critical force to be reckoned with” becoming the foremother of later feminist works of the Anglo-American tradition. Within Feminism we usually distinguish between two main approaches to literature: the Anglo-American approach, conceived within the Women’s Liberation Movement, which takes into consideration the historical experience of women in general, and the French or “Continental Feminist Criticism”, conceived instead within the theoretical premises of poststructuralism and heavily indebted to authors such as Derrida, Foucault, Lacan, Kristeva, Irigaray and Cixous.
  Millett’s text, today a keystone in the history of feminist criticism, represented “a striking break with the ideology of American New Criticism”[16]. This critical trend was mainly concerned with the formal aspects of literary works and totally ignored the historical and socio-cultural milieux in which they had been produced. Millett demonstrated that literature, especially women’s literature, had to be studied within a larger cultural context to be properly understood and assessed. 
  Though published before Millett’s work Mary Ellmann’s Thinking About Women[17] never became so influential but the two texts together originated an approach in literary feminism defined “Images of Woman Criticism”, focusing on the stereotypes of women in works by “canonical” male writers.[18] In the early 1970s, in fact, the majority of courses in literature centred on the analysis of female stereotypes in male writing. It was only later, from mid 1970s, that this approach was replaced by the so-called “Gynocritics”, the theoretical perspective exclusively focused on works by women writers.This was the definition of the term given by Maggie Humm in her Dictionary of Feminist Theory:
 This is the study of women writers and of the history, styles, themes, genres and structures of writing by women. Gynocritics includes the psychodynamics of female creativity; the trajectory of the individual or collective female career and the evolution and rules of female literary tradition. Feminist approach to literary criticism which concentrates on texts written by women. The ‘first wave’ feminist critics, known as resisting readers, analysed the misogyny of books written by men.[19]
 Three major studies, produced by the end of the 1970s, represented this new woman-centred perspective: Ellen Moers’s Literary Women (1976), Elaine Showalter’s A Literature of Their Own (1977), and Sandra Gilbert-Susan Gubar’s The Madwoman in the Attic (1979). 
  Ellen Moers’s Literary Women was an early attempt of describing the history of women’s writing as a “rapid and powerful undercurrent”[20] within the existing literary canon and provided, for the first time, the map of the “unknown territory of women’s writing”. Lorna Sage, some thirty years later, would define it the “undiscovered country” located “just off the map [and] from off the beaten track [...] lost earlier writers, whose work helped create our world, can become once again part of the living record. We have no ready-made mythic connection with them […]but they are there to be rediscovered, re-read, reprinted.”[21]
  Moers interpreted women’s literature as “an international movement” begun in the late eighteenth century, that produced some of the greatest literary works of English Literature.[22] The subtitle Moers chose for her book, “The Great Writers”, aimed on one hand at undermining the very concept of “greatness”, which had been used against the inclusion of women in the literary canon and, on the other, at elevating women writers to the status of “major” authors[23]. 
  Elaine Showalter’s A Literature of Their Own (1977) represented a major contribution to literary history in general. In it she rediscovered forgotten or neglected women authors and demonstrated why discussions about women as writers had been so “inaccurate, fragmented, and partisan.”[24]
  Many feminist critics by the end of the 1970s began, in fact, to agree that looking at women as a group, and not as individuals, could lead to recognise “an imaginative continuum, the recurrence of certain patterns, themes problems, and images from generation to generation.”[25] The erasure of women writers from the literary tradition had instead created in their followers the impression that “there were [no women writers] and each generation of women believe[d] itself to be faced with the burden of doing everything for the first time.”[26] By consequence, in the absence of formal education women writers tended to turn, in fact, to other women authors for guidance, and finding none the “personal give-and-take of the literary life was closed to them.” Each feminist work had always tended to be received as if it emerged from nowhere as if each of them had lived, thought, and worked without any historical past of contextual present. According to Adrienne Rich, therefore, this is one of the ways in which women’s work and thinking has been made to seem sporadic, errant, orphaned of any tradition of its own.[27] 
  Twenty years later, in the “Introduction” to the 1998 reprint of her work, Showalter observed that when in 1965 she had begun to do research for her Ph.D. dissertation on Victorian women writers, feminist criticism did not exist, and 
    scholars still called Elizabeth Gaskell “Mrs.” and Frances Burney “Fanny”. No one edited women’s studies journals or compiled bilbiographies of women’s writing. 
  [T]he New Criticism, F.R. Leavis, Northrop Frye, and seven types of ambiguity marked the boundaries of my critical sophistication.[28]
    Showalter imagined A Literature of Their Own as a book that would challenge the traditional canon, showing that women writers were a much greater number, and “wanted to demystify the process by which some women writers had been granted “greatness” and reveal the material contents and circumstances in which women’s writing was imagined, published, disseminated, and reviewed.”[29] Showalter was willingly writing a new history of women’s writing and thought that women’s history had suffered from an extreme form of what John Gross, some years earlier, had defined “residual Great Traditionalism”[30], which had “reduced and condensed the extraordinary range and diversity of English women novelists to a tiny band of the ‘great’, and derived all theories for them.”[31] 
  If Showalter’s had tried to fill in the gaps between Austen and Lessing, so to understand the way women authors related to each other, Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar, in their fundamental study on nineteenth-century women writers, The Madwoman in the Attic (1979), 
 set out a compelling theory of female literary history as a dialogue between women writers and a patriarchal tradition. Their own theory was a revision of Harold Bloom’s “anxiety of influence”, presenting the battle between the sexes as a linguistic and literary struggle that generated new genres and forms.[32]
 Different positions emerged among feminists during the 1980s, when Showalter in particular was accused of naiveté and American pragmatism by the new generation of critics.[33] Janet Todd, in particular, in Feminist Literary History argued against Showalter’s opinion that “there was no such concept as a woman of letters” before 1800. 
 Showalter can declare that women did not think of themselves as professional writers before 1800, when there are in fact hosts of professional novelists in the eighteenth century. [...] In this concentration on the Victorian period and on the mode of domestic realism, as well as in its ignoring of the problem of aesthetic judgment and language, A Literature of Their Own was typical of the early phase of feminist criticism on women. 
  [I]ts omissions skewed the understanding of the female past and encouraged premature generalization that did duty for specific history.[34]
 But the most substantial attack came from Toril Moi who used Showalter, Gilbert and Gubar and other 1970s critics’ arguments to demonstrate the “inedequacies” of Anglo-American feminist criticism, proposing the French feminist approach as more “sophisticated”[35]. Toril Moi, it must be observed, didn’t consider that A Literature of Their Own and other similar works derived from a different approach to literature, reality, gender, and canon. Whereas, in fact, her most important theoretical questions were philosophical – “What is interpretation? What does it mean to read? What is a text?” – Showalter’s were historical and cultural. In the same years, many works by forgotten women writers were reprinted, thanks to the establishment of women’s publishing houses and presses, such as Virago and The Women’s Press.[36] 
  The end of the 1980s witnessed also the appearance in print of important critical works such as Janet Todd’s Dictionary (1987), Roger Lonsdale’s Oxford anthologies on women’s poetry (1989) and Dale Spender’s Mothers of the Novel (1986), which made possible the return of many forgotten novels in paperback. These scholarly works, by consequence, encouraged an important recovery and re-evaluation of eighteenth-century women’s lives and writings. The 1980s were the years when literary criticism gained attention and institutional legitimacy, and these achievements consolidated over the decade.[37] Other fundamental studies followed in the 1990s: Susan Stave’s Married Women’s Separate Property (1990), Sylvia Harckstark Myers’s The Bluestocking Circle (1990), Catherine Gallagher’s Nobody’s Story: The Vanishing Acts of Women in the Marketplace, 1670-1820 (1994). 
  By the mid-1990s then women’s writing became “increasingly available by force of new anthologies and reprints of long-out-of-print writing by women, and by the emergence of on-line texts and editions of women’s writing, accessible on the internet”.[38] According to some scholars anthologies, etymologically “a flower gathering” constitute a major culprit in our cultural forgetting of women’s writing.”[39] 
 The anthology is a substantial agent of cultural definition, often an educational tool; as a popular literature form it flourished during the eighteenth century, both fostering and responding to a growing sense of national literary heritage. […] Anthologies are both the creators and barometers of public reading taste.[40]
 Some critics have recently demonstrated how anthologies and histories of literature have largely contributed to the erasure of women writers from the canon. As tradition is reassessed and the canon debated and redrawn, a reconsideration of the importance of those texts as the channels of tradition. Seems more than necessary.
  The compilation of anthologies or any other reference text implies that editors look back at their predecessors in search of a basis for their work. Therefore, the lack of information about women’s writing has always represented an obstacle in this sense. 
 
  The universally accepted way of making a reference book is to consult other reference books. This we have done when possible, but it has not been hard for us to avoid over-reliance on them, since for us they were often silent. We are writing here about knowledge and power and history, and against omission and exclusion: most of our women are not represented in the ‘standard’ reference books in the field.
  
    [41]
  
  
  

 It is this existent vacuum that exhorted feminist critics to repair the apparently “irrevocable disappearance” from the record of eighteenth-century women writers.[42]
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  Chapter one

  
  

  
  The Bluestockings
  

    The ways in which the arts worked in eighteenth-century England, are often best understood not only through its major figures but through the experiences of those we have now largely forgotten.
  (J. Brewer, The Pleasures of the Imagination, 1989)[1]
      
  1.1 The history of the term “bluestocking”

  The term “bluestocking” has been object of important investigations throughout the centuries and has a history of its own. The first occurrence of the word “bluestocking” in English is traced by Murray in the New English Dictionary, in reference to Bramston’s Autobiography (1683). In a pamphlet entitled Pursuits of Literature (1797) T.J. Mathias mentions a “calza azzurra” as though from Ariosto, quoting “Fortunata la Calza azzurra e d’oro/Si grate a Febo e al santo Aonio coro.’” The “Society de la Calza” had been founded in Venice in the year 1400 and lasted until 1590 - as maintained by Mills in History of Chivalry (1825). In England Bluestocking was then used during the seventeenth century to abuse Puritans of Cromwell’s “Little Parliament” and thus existed long before James Boswell used it in Life of Johnson (1791).
  The first mention of the Bluestockings in relation with English intellectuals occurred in a letter by Samuel Torriano, a friend of Gilbert West and Benjamin Stillingfleet, dated Nov. 13 1756. He wrote to Mrs. Montagu: “you shall not keep blew stockings [sic] at Sandleford for nothing” - alluding to Stillingfleet.[2] The term later appeared in Elizabeth Montagu’s correspondence in a letter to Dr Monsey dated March 1757 and was used as a joke about the same Benjamin Stillingfleet.
 I assure you, our philosopher [Stillingfleet] is so much a man of pleasure, he has left off his old friends and his blue stockings, and is at operas and other gay assemblies every night.[3]
 Stillingfleet seems to have worn blue knitted wool hose – part of the dress of working-class men - at gatherings where white stockings, the mark of gentry folks, or of successful London tradesmen, might have been expected. Emily Climenson, Montagu’s great-grand niece, who later collected her correspondence, noted “that Stillingfleet’s wearing the blue stockings gave the name to the coterie entirely” must be false because “[t]he coterie of friends probably was named […] after the famous bas bleu assemblies of Paris, held in the salons of Madame de Polignac in Rue St. Honoré, where the wearing of the blue stockings was the rage.” [4]
  By the late 1770s, anyway, the term changed gender and began to refer to learned women, such as Charlotte Ramsay Lennox, Sarah Robinson Scott, Hester Thrale Piozzi, Fanny Burney, Anna Seward, and Hannah More, who will all be called “Bluestockings” by the following generations, with the word becoming “an umbrella covering the work of intellectual women.” Furthermore, Gary Kelly suggests that the term was used after the 1770s by those who feared or felt excluded from Bluestocking Society, preparing the way for the later pejorative sense.”[5]
  That pejorative understanding of the word “bluestocking” as a dangerously intellectual woman from the 1790s, produced a range of satires as testified, for example, by Richard Polwhele’s Unsex’d Females (1798), Thomas Moore’s M.P.; or, The Bluestocking (1811), and Lord Byron’s The Blues: A Literary Eclogue (1821).
  It was only in 1828 that Amelia Opie in her Detraction Deplayed, in her attempt to rescue the term “bluestocking” from such derogatory meaning, transformed it in a proto-feminist catchphrase.
 I think it incumbent on all those women who are really bluestockings, to dare to be themselves and to shew by joining seasonably and modestly in intellectual converse, that all females of cultivated minds are not pedants or precieuses, and that they love information for its own sake, and not for the sake of display […]. If […] they reply [to their detractor] ‘I am a bluestocking, if to love knowledge better than ignorance entitles me to the name,’ the petty assaulter, be it man or woman, will soon lay down the weapon that is powerless to wound.[6]
    1.2 Critical works about the Bluestockings
  Sarah Pittock has observed that “[e]ven revisionist anthologies neglect the bluestockings perhaps because their essentially conservative views and choices have not appealed to first – and second-wave - feminist literary historians.”She explains that most of the first-generation Bluestockings were born in the 1720s and that “as gentry women, [they] were subjected to particular ideas about their sex and the roles they could properly assume without losing their status in the class hierarchy.” [7]
  Some of the most important critical studies on the Bluestocking ladies appeared at the beginning of the XX century. 
  Ethel Rolt Wheeler’s Famous Bluestockings (1910)[8] was still strongly influenced by nineteenth-century commentators who“apparently felt a need to locate the circle even more firmly within the domestic sphere” and underscored “the circle’s involvement in the feminized realms of Christian philanthropy and education.”[9] Wheeler’s study was a celebration of the lives of those ladies who established the salon fashion in England and concentrated on the Bluestocking ladies as social reformers and letter-writers.[10] A few years later, Chauncey Brewster Tinker analysed the origin of the English salon and treated the Blues in relation to male intellectuals and his study (1915).[11] Tinker reintroduced, in fact, French and English salon culture to his readers, clearly stressing the connection between the two cultures, something that has not been satisfactorily addressed in subsequent criticism, and prepared the ground for further debate about public and private spheres.
  Johnson R. Brimley’s Bluestocking Letters (1926) was more concentrated on the literary outcomes by the members of the group, that is mainly letters exchanged between friends and adherents.[12] Some of the most relevant information about the coterie can be obtained though in a study produced in 1947 by Walter J. Scott. In his Bluestocking Ladies he noticed that there was disagreement among critics for which ladies deserved to be called “Bluestockings”. He explained that their gatherings acquired new importance because in their time “the majority of ladies of the eighteenth century could scarcely be described as educated”. More important, he was probably the first critic to refer to the Bluestocking ladies as “feminists”.[13] Though Scott’s investigation gives precious information about the social context, it must be noticed that it still reveals some derogatory comments about intellectual women.
 That they, one and all, were feminists cannot be doubted; not indeed shrieking, police-hugging feminists, but of the sort that had within a secret assurance that women were worthy of more than the secondary place, to which the strong arm and illimitable conceit of man had condemned them. The Bluestocking movement was feminist inasmuch as it promoted the interests of women within the established social, economic and cultural order […]. They did not rely on personal charm; very few of them possessed any, and those who did were not in the van of the movement. None of them aspired to be a Messalina, a Sévigné, a Montespan, or even a Maintenon. They made no protest against maternity, nor had they any real contempt of man. They merely sought to persuade women in the mass both by teaching and practice that Nature had designated them to take a more important part in the world’s economy that for some centuries had been accorded to them.”[14] These ladies understood that “emancipation” could only be won by educated women and even if they “never realised the fuller life which they dreamt of, yet they fashioned the possibility of it for their followers […]. The Bluestockings made straight the path for the many into whom they had instilled the desire to walk therein.[15]
    Despite all that, Mary L. Robbie in 1947 still considered the Bluestockings as social reformers who preferred conversation to card-playing and found their correspondences their only significative contribution to literature in general,[16] and a more social and political approach would be offered only later on, by the critical works of the 1970s: Evelyn Gordon Bodek recognised, in fact, the Bluestockings as women striving for some autonomy held together by friendship and more independent from male opinion in comparison with the French,[17] and Lawrence Stone described them as intellectuals “who challenged and threatened men on their own ground of the classics”.[18] Some years later, his view was judged, limited and biased by Marilyn L. Williamson in “Who’s Afraid of Mrs. Barbauld? The Blue Stocking Feminism”.[19]
  Conservative opinions about the Bluestockings still survived well into the 1980s. Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar in The Norton Anthology of Literature by Women (1985) defined the Bluestockings “a small circle of aristocratic ladies, imitating the salon of French hostesses, [which] became renowned for learning and grace”,[20] and Pat Rogers commented in 1986:
 The women under consideration were not all very well educated, though they were certainly intelligent. Their interests were chiefly literary, but they were not all writers of any description, and only one or two could be considered to possess a major creative talent (here I am prepared to add Mrs. Thrale, author of some of the outstanding letters of the century to Fanny Burney). What marks off the entire group, active in different places during the second half of the eighteenth century, is a general concern with the novel, usually buttressed by the tacit assumption that prose fiction now spoke for women more directly that the traditional kinds of high literature, form epic downwards, had managed to do.[21]
    That Pat Rogers’s criticism was superficial and derogatory is demonstrated by the works by Montagu on Shakespeare, by Carter on Epictetus, by Talbot and Chapone with their didactic prose, and by Scott’s novels and historiographic writings. The Blues, as also stated by Cheril Turner, Janet Todd and Sylvia Harckstarck Myers in particular, and more recently by Gary Kelly, wrote and supported the works of critics, philosophers, poets and seldom took into consideration novels, as maintained by Rogers because the genre was still associated with French Romans Scandaleux. Those Bluestockings who preferred novel writing to other literary genres – Sarah Fielding, Charlotte Lennox, Sarah Scott – remained outside the main coteries of their time and hardly attended any gatherings.
  It was in the 1990s that the Bluestocking Ladies and their works started to be studied properly, both as group of educated women and authors.
  Sylvia Harckstark Myers’ The Bluestocking Circle (1990) originated from a research on Elizabeth Carter. “I gradually came to realize”, Myers writes, “that the bluestockings were credited with a limited accomplishment – the popularisation of the salon in London – but that their underlying motives, their aspirations to a life of the mind, and in some cases to the vocation of writer, were generally overlooked.”In their own time, Myers observes, the Bluestockings didn’t think of themselves as inheritors of a feminist tradition and that she hasn’t found any evidence in their letters that [they] read any of the works of the women of the late seventeenth century - no reference to the works of Mary Astell - and the early eighteenth century except for the poetry of Katherine Philips. “At that time,” she writes, “there seemed to be a gap between the early eighteenth-century feminist, Mary Astell, and the late eighteenth-century feminist, Mary Wollstonecraft.”[22]
  Gary Kelly’s is the first twentieth-century work on the Bluestockings in which some of their most important works were reprinted with new critical introductions.[23] Kelly defines the Bluestocking group as a “movement” and as “feminist”. He offers a socio-cultural reading of the phenomenon Bluestockings and studies the ladies in a larger context proposing a poststructuralist approach of cultural revolution involving the English middle classes and landed gentry. As also stated by Nicole Pohl and Betty A. Schellenberg
 it is clear that politically, the first generation of Bluestockings were committed to a ‘progressive-aristocratic’ program that sought to amend traditional cultures of court libertinism and paternalism based on patronage and property, essentially transforming them in terms of gentry and middle-class values.[24]
    The Bluestockings were careful to practice those conventionally acceptable “feminine” genres, such as minor belles-lettres or utilitarian works. “Considering the extent, complexity and influence of Bluestocking feminism,” Kelly continues,
 it may seem that they themselves published relatively little, though subsequent generations of their associates and followers published a lot more – indeed, they made publishing a major initiative for expressing, representing and diffusing the principles and programme of Bluestocking feminism.[25]
    According to social conventions writing and publishing were intended as a pastime for ladies, thus publication for money was associated with prostitution. For that reason, when women published their works, they made it mainly anonymously, making it hard for future researchers to retrieve their previous production.
  Of the Bluestockings included in Kelly’s collection Montagu, Carter, Talbot and Chapone have usually been referred to as “the first generation” of Bluestocking ladies,[26] but Anna Seward, never considered a Bluestocking in previous critical studies, is also included as “provincial” Bluestocking. She lived in Lichfield where she formed her own literary group attending, from time to time, gatherings at Lady Miller’s villa near Bath. Apparently she never attended Bluestocking parties in London. Sarah Robinson Scott, Elizabeth Montagu’s sister, preferred a retired life to the big parties in town. She lived in Bath for a long time and soon after the death of her companion, Lady Barbara Montagu, moved to a small village near Norwich. Clara Reeve, the novelist like Seward, had never been considered a Bluestocking lady in previous studies on the group.
  Nicole Pohl and Betty A. Schellenberg refer to Sylvia Harkstark Myers’s as the first extensive study of the group. “With the publication of 1990 of Syvia Myers’s detailed research on the Bluestocking circle”, they write in their introduction “the stage was set for the reconsideration of which this volume is one outcome.”[27]
  Starting from Myers’ research, Pohl and Schellenberg’s work collects for the first time several essays on the Bluestocking women offering new critical perspectives. They focus on the relationship between those ladies and religion, their political influence and their importance in publishing and commercial enterprises. Of particular interest are the essays by Elizabeth Child about Elizabeth Montagu as wit and businesswoman, and Susan Lanser’s study which explores the relationship between the Bluestocking women and sexual desire.[28] 
 1.3 The Bluestocking Ladies as social reformers
  The Bluestocking ladies have become known to later generations mainly as social reformers. They were in fact the originators of private assemblies in which main entertainment was not, as the fashion of the time imposed card-playing, but conversation. “In that card-swept century”, Walter Scott wrote in 1947, “there were, of course, many who sought better things that enchainment at a card table; some because they viewed such enslavement as a degradation, others because they could not easily endure the iron discipline of silence imposed by the ‘rigour of the game’, or who loved ‘the salt volatile of discourse’, and diligently furnished their ‘magazines with all sorts of conversation.’ Such were the ladies who were afterwards be known as ‘the Bluestockings’.”[29]
  Elizabeth Montagu, the “Queen of the Bluestockings”, despised card-playing and in a letter to Mrs. Donnellan, dated 1740, she wrote:
    You are right in quarreling with the men for letting cards take their places in the ladies hearts, for I dare say they would rather hear the gentlemen say fine things than win a slam, and it is a want of gallantry in the men that runs the women into cards.[30]
    Some ten years later, in 1750, the debate became public and Samuel Johnson observed in the Rambler:
 At card-tables, however brilliant, I have always thought my visit lost; for I could know nothing of the company but they clothes and their faces. I say their looks clouded at the beginning of every game, with a uniform solicitude now and then in its progress, varied with a short triumph; at one time wrinkled with cunning; at another, deadened with despondency, or, by accident, flushed with rage at the skilful or unlucky play of a partner. From such assemblies […] I was quickly forced to retire; they were too trifling for me when I was grave, and too dull when I was cheerful.[31]
    Another contribution to the debate was a poem called “From Mrs. Chapone to Mr. Burrows” in which the author wrote:
 Ah, why, should whist the social honour engage,
  Whilst yet the current of thy wit runs clear?
  [...]
  Nor till thy sprightly converse please no more,
  With solemn face on painted paper pore.[32]
    But among all these many documents, two of them seem of particular interest: Richard Cumberland’s article in the Observer published in 1785,[33] and Hannah More’s poem “Bas Bleu, or Conversation”, which appeared two years later, in 1787.
  In Cumberland’s “The Feast of Reason” Elizabeth Montagu, addressed as “Vanessa”, is referred to as both hostess and patron of many wits of her day.[34]
 The celebrated Vanessa has been either a beauty or a wit all her life long; and, of course, has a better plea for vanity than falls to most women’s share; her vanity also is in itself more excusable for the pleasing colours it sometimes throws upon her character: it gives the spring to charity, good nature, affability; it makes her splendid, hostpitable, facetious; carries her into all the circles of fine people, and crowds all the fine people into hers; it starts a thousand whimsical caprices that furnish employment to the arts, and it has the merit of opening her doors and her purse to the sons of science; in short it administers protection to all descriptions and degrees of genius, from the manufacturer of a tooth-pick to the author of an epic poem; it is a vanity, that is a sure box at an author’s first night, and a sure card at a performer’s benefit; it pays well for a dedication, and stands for six copies upon a subscriber’s list. Vanessa in the centre of her own circle sits like the statue of the Athenian Minerva, incenced with the breath of philosophers, poets, painters, orators, and every art, science or fine speaking. It is in her academy, young noviciates try their wit and practice panegyric; no one like Vanessa can break in a young lady to the poetics, and teach her Pegasus to carry a side-saddle; she can make a mathematician quote Pindar, a master in chancery write novels, or a Birmingham hardware man stamp rhymes as fast as buttons.[35]
 A couple of years later Hannah More wrote in the “Advertisement” to her long poem:
 These little Societies have been sometimes misrepresented. They were composed of persons distinguished, in general, for their rank, talents, or respectable character, who met frequently at Mrs. Vesey’s and a few other houses, for the sole purpose of conversation, and were different in no respect from other parties, but that the company did not play at cards.[36]
 In “Bas Bleu” Hannah More refers to card-playing as a “barbarous” custom and contrasts it with conversation, seen instead as a reformative force. In it she attributes to Elizabeth Montagu, Frances Boscawen and Elizabeth Vesey, the merit of having raised society from frivolity and distances, once and for all, the group from the male-centred world of the coffee-houses.
 Long was Society ov’er-run,
  By Whist that desolating Hun!
  Long did Quadrille despotic sit,
  That Vandal of colloquial wit!
  And Conversation’s setting light
  Lay half-obscur’d in Gothic night.
  At length the mental shades decline,
  Colloquial wits begin to shine,
  Genius prevails, and Conversation
  Emerges into Reformation. (vv. 1-10)
 1.4 The (he)art of conversation
  Conversation in Britain during the eighteenth century turned to be related to a more informal context as culture moved out of the court into the coffee houses, reading societies, reading clubs, assembly rooms, galleries and concert halls.[37] Taverns and coffee houses, in particular, became 
    places of pleasure and business, catering to customers from all walks of life, centres of rumour, news, and information. In this snug centres of conversation and conviviality, groups of men (and less usually, women) gathered to drink, gossip, trade, debate and intrigue.[38]
    Coffee-houses had been, in the previous century, centres of political opposition where “a polyphony of public conversations” challenged the voice of the crown. But there also existed places where people met in a less indiscriminate environment: those literary clubs that exemplified the shift that had taken place at the beginning of the eighteenth century, when the “raffish courtier” had turned into “the polite man-about-town”.
  In the eighteenth century two literary clubs were of particular importance in London: the Kit-Cat Club was the most powerful literary club of the first part of the century - named after Christopher Cat proprietor of the Cat and Fiddle in Gray’s Inn Lane, where the society first met. All its members were men, mainly whigs. But the most influential club of the second half of the century was surely Dr. Johnson’s Literary Club that used to meet at the Turk’s Head in Gerrard Street, in Soho.[39] The first had focused its attention on poetry, drama, periodical essays, conversely Johnsons’s club produced works about aesthetics and art – Burke and Reynolds; biography – Johnson and Boswell; criticism – Johnson; medicine and science – Dr. Fordyce; political economy – Adam Smith; history – Gibbon; and music – Sir Hawkins and Dr. Burney. Some of them will finally also become Bluestokings of “the first generation”.
  A cluster of manuals about the art of conversation, explaining how to live in society and speak in public, were part of a body of treatises “on good behaviour, good manners, courtesy or ‘civility’ which circulated around Europe from the fifteenth century onwards.”[40]
  The first recorded treatise in which the word “conversation” had been mentioned was Stefano Guazzo’s La Civil Conversazione (1574).[41]
  As observed by Sarah Prineas in her study on conversation 
    of particular interest appears the role of women as conversation moves along a trajectory from the eloquence of the Renaissance period to a more national style associated with the emerging middle class, to the polite conversation that allowed women a place in discourse.[42]
    Castiglione and his imitators had in fact addressed courtiers, and French seventeenth-century works of had been aimed at aristocrats who were trying to escape the rigid formality of the royal court. Conversely in England polite literature had a much larger public because essays and periodicals were read by almost everyone who was literate.
  Among the contributors to the debate about conversation in England were Joseph Addison and Richard Steele and their periodical publications, and some anonymous writings such as Conversation of Gentlemen (1738) and The Art of Conversation (1757).[43] Also Henry Fielding in (1743) offers his readers advice on how to talk and interact both in public and in private:
    Man is generally represented as an animal formed for, and delighted in, society; in this state alone, it is said, his various talents can be exerted, his numberless necessities relieved, the dangers he is exposed to can be avoided and many of the pleasures he eagerly affects enjoyed.[44]
 As observed by Elizabeth Hurley,
 [b]y mastering his conversation an individual not only demonstrated his self-possession and fashioned a public persona for representation to the outside world, but he also advertised his qualification for admission into civilized society.
 Hurley has also noticed that
    [t]he practice of conversation was expressed at many levels of society: in the face-to-face exchanges that occurred with that era’s proliferating social arenas, in the exchanges of private correspondence, in both the intertextual and internal conversations of printed books, and perhaps most importantly, in the kinds of ‘imagined communities’ of conversation that the eighteenth century constructed upon both intimate and national scales.[45]
    Conversation was the most frequently exploited conceit used by Cave in the promotion of his Gentleman Magazine, first issued in 1731.
    
  1.5 The Literary Salon

  Two cultural phenomena, that took place in the eighteenth century, opposed on the social scale but sharing a similar political agenda, were particularly relevant in promoting women’s social progress: the intellectual salon and the Dissenting academies. The first were attended by middle- and upper-class people, while the Dissenting academies were created for those who resisted the Church of England and who were barred from Oxford and Cambridge universities. The two phenomena had hardly anything in common but both were important forces because of their increased emphasis on education: if on one hand, the salons were interested in increasing educational and intellectual opportunities for women, on the other, the academies believed in educative and political equality.[46]
  In the literary salon middle-class women had the opportunity to educate themselves beyond the ordinary matters of households, marriage, and fashion, and intellectuals, politicians, aristocrats, businessmen mixed and conversed, thereby eliding class and gender divisions.
  The Bluestocking salon became the territory where literature met society in mutual respect and advantage. It responded to a genuine critical need originated by the disappearance of the outsworn system of patronage and by the rapid growth of democracy. “The aims of the salon”, Chauncey Brewster Tinker observed in 1915,
    are well shown by the ridicule of those enemies who accuse the hostess of attempting to transform a school of pedants and hacks into a group of courtiers. The social world is likely to laugh at the salon because it suggests the lecture-hall, and scholar sneer at it because it pretends to the distinction of a literary court.[47]
    In Tinker’s ideal salon women come to occupy a prominent position, both as friends of male artists and originator of the project which led to the shift from the coffee house to the drawing rooms.
    It is the woman who creates the peculiar atmosphere and the peculiar influence of salons; it is she, with her instinct for society and for literature, who is the most likely to succeed in the attempt to fuse two ideals of life apparently opposed, the social and the literary.[48]
    According to Tinker, the perfect salon was the French one. Since the seventeenth century the French préciéuses, also reffered to as Ruelles, had formed salons where they could meet their intellectual friends and discuss cultural matters.[49] Jean-Jacques Rousseau had written in 1758:
 Chez nous, [...], la femme la plus estimée est celle qui fait le plus de bruit; de qui l’ont parle le plus; qu’on voit le plus dans le monde; chez qui l’on dine le plus souvent; qui donne le plus souvent; qui donne le plus impérieusement le ton; qui juge tranche, décide, prononce, assigne aux talents, au mérite, aux vertus, leurs degrés et leurs places; et dont le humbles savants mendient le plus basement la faveur.[50]
    The French term ruelle was related to those informal conversation parties and assemblies called levées which imitated the country atmosphere in fashionable environment. The levée, or “reception held on rising from bed”, became a custom for English people of fashion during the eighteenth century.[51]
 About the Time that several of our Sex were taken into this kind of Service, the Ladies likewise brought up the Fashion of receiving Visit in their Beds. [...] The custom of the ruelle, or the morning visit in the bedroom or boudoir, was one of the affectations in the modish. Will Honeycomb, in No. 530 (vol. IV) calls himself an homme de ruelle.[52]
    The préciéuses of the eighteenth century were satirised in England in William Kenrick’s The Whole Duty of Women (1753), and in France in Dorat’s Les Proneurs, (1777) aimed at Mme de Lespinasse, very popular works in their time.[53] Other good examples of satire against the English précieuses are represented by the fourth plate of Hogarth’s Marriage à la Mode (1745) where
 the hostess, half dressed, is seated at her toilet table, under the ministrations of her hair-dresser, and is engaged in conversation with her lover, who is reclining on a sofa near by. In the background is seen the bed, one curtain of which is still drawn. A negro butler is passing chocolate to the guests who are ranged in front of the bed, while an Italian tenor is regaling them with solos to the accompaniment of a flute.[54]
 Other representations can be found in Oliver Goldsmith’s Double Transformation (1760), where Flavia, aspiring to the reputation of femme savante is proud to be seen at her levée; in Colman’s Man of Business (1774, II, i), and in the opening of Sheridan’s The School for Scandal (1777), where Lady Sneerwell is discovered at her toilet.
  The Bluestockings are often referred to as a “society” or “club” but the Bluestockings never existed in any but a very loose sense of the word. There were, in fact, no rules, no election for the incorporation nothing but a nondescript union for a common purpose. The “members” were usually involved in philanthropic and socio-cultural activities such as the rising of fallen women, establishment of houses of industry for the poor and organisation of subscriptions for publishing works – all forms of that charity historically and conventionally permitted to women. Participants were mainly upper-class people and professionals and contacts were established , sustained and expanded through personal visits and correspondence.[55]
  By the end of the eighteenth century the Bluestocking circle of friends disappeared “as a discernible phenomenon” because:
 [i]n a period of social instability, with the turmoil of the French Revolution and the intensities of the evangelical revival, the idea of the Bluestockings as it had evolved – a network of friendships supporting the literary and social activities of a group of men and women – was probably no longer viable. It had served the interests of the first generation of bluestockings who wrote, but published reluctantly and with trepidation.Once the limits of public exposure by publication were reached, Mrs. Montagu and Mrs. Carter could continue their intellectual activities with the support of friends, and without much risk.[56]
 As noted by Elizabeth Fay by the 1810s the Bluestockings’ reputation had already faded out and Jane Austen could portray Mary Bennet, in Pride and Prejudice, as “aspiring to a bluestockingism that is so self-promoting and affected that she is ridiculous, a young woman who cannot properly judge or understand the philosophy she reads.”[57]
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