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A B S T R A C T 
 
 

 This study examines five counter-narratives written by British women 
between 1832 and 1885 who wrote in a non-conformist or negative manner 
about their travel experiences in foreign countries. In considering a small 
number of women travellers who took an alternative approach to narrating 
their experiences, a key objective of this study is to consider the reasons for 
the way in which the women writing counter-narratives positioned their 
writing. After considering how the quasi-scientific concept of domestic 
womanhood attempted to restrict Victorian women in general, and in 
particular influenced how women travellers were viewed, an exploration of 
counter-narratives questions whether the sustained interest in more positive 
travel accounts reflects a simplified contemporary, if not feminist, reading of 
Victorian women. An examination follows of the influence of discourse 
criticism, alternative interpretations of geographical space, and the presence 
of intertextuality in travel writing. The chapters are then arranged 
chronologically, with each counter-narrative being analysed as emanating 
from the range of discourses that were in conflict during the period.  
 The writers form a varied group, travelling and living in five different 
countries, with a range of contradictory voices. Susannah Moodie and Emily 
Innes are outspoken in their criticism of British government policy for Canada 
and the Malay States respectively; Isabella Fane in India and Emmeline Lott 
in Egypt are disdainful of foreign practices which were otherwise considered 
fascinating on account of their exoticism; Frances Elliot differentiates her 
writing by opposing the ubiquitous influence of guidebooks for European 
travel. Thus each account records an aspect of political or cultural opposition 
to established discourses circulating at the time, as the women challenge the 
'grand narratives' of foreign travel in different ways. Because such accounts 
may be challenged by literature of the period, the study positions the women 
in the context of their contemporaries, and thus each chapter examines the 
counter-narrative alongside another account by a female writer who travelled 
or lived in a similar area during the same era. Moreover, before examining the 
range of discursive complexities and tensions that emerge in each case 
study, the writers are positioned in their geographical locations and historical 
moments so that the texts are read against the cultural background to which 
the women were originally responding. The marginalisation of such counter-
narratives has led to gaps in our understanding of travel writing from the 
period: where accounts once coexisted they are separated, and positive 
accounts are privileged over negative ones. It is this discontinuity of 
knowledge that the study will address in order to create a truer picture of the 
diversity of travel writing at the time. 
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C H A P T E R   O N E 

Introduction 

 

 

Domestic Womanhood and Women Travellers 
       ‘The motives by which travellers are actuated are as various as their 

temperaments,’ writes W.H. Davenport Adams in his anthology of women who 

were eminent travellers in the nineteenth century.1 While Adams 

acknowledged the diversity of reasons that instigated women's travel 

overseas, he nevertheless felt it necessary to draw a distinction between the 

motivation of women travellers and their male counterparts. Although lauding 

their exploits he marginalises the female travellers in his study by suggesting 

that their ambition to travel was to a certain extent idiosyncratic, if not 

thoroughly strange. Instead of crediting them with what he describes as a 

‘strong and genuine love of knowledge’, he characterises the women as 

unusual in their desire to move beyond the boundaries of their homeland. In a 

century when significant numbers of women were moving around the world not 

only as travellers, but also accompanying their husbands or relatives in the 

colonial service, settling overseas, or working as missionaries, governesses 

and nurses, it seems counter-intuitive to have represented women’s interest in 

travel as somehow remarkable. Yet commentators at this time in book reviews 

and periodicals would commonly portray women travellers’ achievements as 

abnormal, since travel and exploration were considered essentially masculine 

pursuits. In this study a series of carefully contextualised readings of women 

travellers' accounts, written between 1832 and 1885, will examine how some 

women positioned their writing to oppose such widespread assumptions.2 

 The position taken by Adams and others raises the question of why, in 

spite of the wide variety of women who were travelling overseas, was there a 
                                                 
1 W. H. Davenport Adams, Celebrated Women Travellers of the Nineteenth Century (London: 
W. Swan Sonnenschein, 1883), p.215. 
2 The inclusive term 'women travellers' will be used to indicate both 'travel writers' and 
'travellers who wrote', since the one feature they have in common is that they all travelled 
abroad. 
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discriminatory environment surrounding their writing? It developed in the 

nineteenth century alongside a growth in scientific attention for distinguishing 

the differences between men and women. Philosophers as well as scientists 

contributed to the debates about the natural aptitudes and capacities of the 

sexes, and what should be their social roles. Early in the century William 

Thompson proposed cooperation between the sexes as an alternative to 

competition, so that each would contribute what they could and receive what 

they need.3 In 1868 Lydia Becker argued in a paper to the Manchester Ladies 

Literary Society that,  

 … 'what is called a masculine mind is frequently found united to a feminine body, and 
 sometimes the reverse; and that there is no necessary, nor even presumptive 
 connexion between the sex of a human being, and the type of intellect and character 
 he possesses.'4 

In 1869 John Stuart Mill published The Subjection of Women which argued 

that the nature of women was the result of forced repression in some directions 

and unnatural stimulation in others. Moreover he insisted that it was impossible 

to know what was nature or nurture in the differences between men and 

women.5 Contrary to this view, medical opinion, supported later when Darwin 

published his theory of evolution, advocated that biological difference was the 

overriding feature governing male and female behaviour.6 Darwin, like his 

predecessors, relegated women to a subordinate position because of their role 

in reproduction. Emphasising the role of the reproductive system, medical men 

asserted that this difference was more important than any similarities between 

men and women. As Mary Poovey observes in Uneven Developments, the 

message that 'the natural difference between "manly" men and "womanly" 

women dictated social roles permeated mid-Victorian culture in sermons, 

conduct material and popular literature' with great power, and produced a 

                                                 
3 Written in 1825 with Anna Wheeler, Thompson entitled his essay "Appeal of one half of the 
human race, women, against the pretension of the other half, men, to retain them in political, 
and thence in civil and domestic, slavery". Quoted in Elizabeth K. Helsinger, Robin Ann Sheets 
and William R. Veeder, The Woman Question : Society and Literature in Britain and America, 
1837-1883 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1989), p.35. 
4 Quoted in Katharina Rowold, ed., Gender & Science : Late Nineteenth-Century Debates on 
the Female Mind and Body (Bristol: Thoemmes, 1996), p.22. 
5 John Stuart Mill, The Subjection of Women (1869; Buffalo: Prometheus, 1986) pp.20-24, 27-
31. 
6 Ornella Moscucci, The Science of Woman : Gynaecology and Gender in England, 1800-1929 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990), pp.21-22. 
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model of binary opposition between the sexes rather than a hierarchically 

ordered range of similarities. Men were constructed as being rational, 

independent and competitive, while women were emotional, maternal and 

dependent. 7 According to this quasi-scientific concept, men were more suited 

to public life, the world of politics and commerce. Since women’s defining 

characteristic was considered to be their maternal instinct, the belief was that 

they would find their fullest expression in the private sphere of the home. 

Emphasising the significance of this separation of gender roles later became 

customary in cultural studies of the Victorian period, although a number of 

studies have shown the inadequacies of the model, particularly for lower-class 

women.8 But it bears close examination here in view of its influence on how 

women travellers are regarded in the nineteenth century and how they situate 

their writing in relation to the ideal. For, although the era did separate men's 

and women's spheres, it is also a period when gender boundaries were being 

challenged, and the writing of women travellers is one of the areas where the 

distinction becomes problematic. 

 With industrial development and urban growth the different roles for 

men and women that emerged in the bourgeois middle class gradually 

developed into an ideology that the separate spheres which the two genders 

occupied in the world were God-ordained and ‘naturally’ suited to their 

individual natures. A politics of difference arose which attempted to limit 

women's sphere of activity and influence to the home environment. Such 

beliefs advocated that women's ‘maternal nature’ made them naturally selfless 

and domestic. Women came to be constructed as the moral guardians of the 

family and entrusted with preserving the home as a sanctuary from the world of 

business. Catherine Waters points to the influence of the so-called 'family 

magazine' in the dissemination of this domestic ideology. Noting that there 

were approximately forty magazines using the term 'family' in their title during 

the period, she observes that their overwhelming popularity 'provided a wide 
                                                 
7 Mary Poovey, Uneven Developments: The Ideological Work of Gender in Mid-Victorian 
England (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1988), pp.6-7. 
8 See, for example, Carole Pateman, The Disorder of Women : Democracy, Feminism and 
Political Theory (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1989); Maria Mies, Patriarchy and 
Accumulation on a World Scale : Women in the International Division of Labour (London: Zed 
Books, 1986).  
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range of readers from the middle and working classes with a common fund of 

images, information, attitudes and values associated with the celebration of 

home and family life.'9 The blend of fiction, poetry and instructional articles that 

they contained was considered appropriate for family consumption. In addition, 

there were treatises such as Thomas Broadhurst's Advice to Young Ladies on 

the Improvement of the Mind and Conduct of Life (1810) which concentrated 

on instructing young women to be dutiful wives and mothers.  As the century 

progressed, a number of advice manuals such as Elizabeth Sandford, Woman 

and Her Social and Domestic Character (1831) and Sarah Lewis, Woman’s 

Mission (1839) promoted the ‘cult of domesticity’. Much of the domestic advice 

and information in these advice manuals worked towards establishing the 

centrality of motherhood, the home and the family to a woman's life. Written by 

women and for women, such texts were intended to ensure the transmission of 

values and practices from one generation to the next.10 However Sara Mills 

writes that, rather than as a transparent indicator of the social mores of the 

period, conduct books point to a need for regulation of women:  

 The fact … that there were a great number of conduct books written in the nineteenth 
century assures us that there was a fundamental and pressing problem with women's 
behaviours which these texts were attempting to overcome. It is clear that women 
were not the compliant subjects these books tried to produce.11  

While the advice in conduct books could simply be seen as an instruction to 

young girls to be dutiful wives and mothers, it could also be seen as evidence 

of the difficulty which women found in complying with the proposals. Mills 

cautions that rather than seeing the proliferation of advice manuals on 

women's conduct as evidence of women's oppression, it suggests the extent to 

which women were resisting such guidance.12 It is apparent that women found 

difficulty in conforming to the limitations placed upon them.  

 With the growth in popularity of the novel, reading came to be 

characterised for women as a particularly unsafe practice. Marjorie Morgan 

                                                 
9 Catherine Waters, Dickens and the Politics of the Family (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1997), pp.16-17. 
10 See Chapter 5, "Advice Manuals, Informative Works, and Instructional Articles", in Kate Flint, 
The Woman Reader, 1837-1914 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1993), p.71. 
11 Sara Mills, Discourse (London: Routledge, 1997), p.88. 
12 Mills, p.90. 
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illustrates the anxiety surrounding the growth of printed publications which led 

to campaigns being waged by moralists against novels:  

'Conduct books repeatedly condemned such literature as dangerous and vile at the 
very time when eager readers, particularly young women, flocked to newly emerging 
circulating libraries to devour the latest Minerva Press romance or Burney novel.13 

However, although considered detrimental to impressionable young minds, 

fiction, unlike women's travel writing, frequently supported the ideology of 

separate spheres. In the novels of Gaskell and Dickens the responsibility of a 

wife and mother to practise good management is portrayed as central to the 

idea of domestic felicity. However, as Kate Flint observes for example in Oliver 

Twist, although the narrative voice in Dickens' work speaks gushingly of home, 

and fireside peace, the texts do not always depict 'a galaxy of believably happy 

families who serve to support his theoretical celebration of the household 

gods'. She suggests that there are always 'the simmering possibilities for 

rebellion'.14 While the emphasis on domestic bliss means that a woman's role 

in sustaining a harmonious and contented family is stressed for Dickens' 

readers, the evident tension in many of his narratives gestures towards the 

impossibility of achieving the maternal ideal. A number of recent studies by 

feminist social historians indicate the extent to which attitudes and beliefs 

about Victorian women as passive and dependent may have differed from the 

social realities.15 My study proposes to examine in detail a small number of 

women who travelled overseas from Britain, away from their domestic 

environment, to reveal how such cultural tensions were contested by actual 

individuals. 

 No discussion of how women's travel writing was at variance with the 

ideal of Victorian domesticity would be complete without brief mention of the 

influence of Coventry Patmore and John Ruskin. There are two texts in 

particular from these key authors that are credited with endorsing the popular 

middle-class mythology of a divinely-ordained role for women in maintaining a 

                                                 
13 Marjorie Morgan, Manners, Morals and Class in England, 1774-1858 (Basingstoke: St. 
Martin's Press, 1994), p.41. 
14 Kate Flint, Dickens (Brighton: Harvester, 1986), p.115-6. 
15 For example, Patricia Branca, Silent Sisterhood : Middle Class Women in the Victorian 
Home (London: Croom Helm, 1975); Leonore Davidoff and Catherine Hall, Family Fortunes : 
Men and Women of the English Middle Class 1780-1850 (London: Hutchinson, 1987). 
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well-ordered family environment, and which have since become well-known in 

feminist studies for their influence on nineteenth century attitudes. One was the 

Angel in the House by Coventry Patmore, published at mid-century. In the 

popular and frequently-reprinted poem the poet romanticised a domestic image 

of woman, which became particularly influential in promoting a conservative 

ideal of Victorian womanhood.16 The other significant text was ‘Of Queens’ 

Gardens’, an 1865 lecture delivered by John Ruskin at Manchester Town Hall 

in connection with proposed new schools, where he articulated his 

conservative ideal of Victorian womanhood.17 During the lecture Ruskin 

likened women to flowers, and extended the metaphor to describe their 

‘garden’ as the home, where the private, domestic, feminine space was 

separate from the male sphere of waged work and politics. As Kate Millett 

summarises the lecture: 

Having through mere assertion “proven” that the sexes are complementary opposites, 
Ruskin then proceeds to map out their worlds, reserving the entire scope of human 
endeavour for the one, and a little hothouse for the other.18 

Limiting a woman’s right to be successful outside the confines of her home 

environment ideologically at least restricted women, and influenced how 

women travellers were viewed during the nineteenth century. The cult of 

domesticity and interiority which led to a belief that women were delicate and 

vulnerable was not at all how nineteenth-century women travellers appear in 

their writings. It was therefore difficult to accommodate the type of woman who 

travelled overseas within these parameters. The critical linguist, Sara Mills, has 

examined the constraints that the discourse of femininity imposed on women 

travellers in her important study, Discourses of Difference.19 She points out 

that not only had women travellers ventured outside the domestic circle, but in 

producing an account of their journeys they risked being seen as 'unwomanly'. 

There were restraints, not only on the production, but also on the reception of 

their accounts which leads to marked tensions in the texts. Women travellers in 

                                                 
16 Coventry Patmore, Poems (London: G. Bell, 1906). 
17 John Ruskin, Sesame and Lilies (London: George Allen, 1893). 
18 Kate Millett, Sexual Politics (London: Hart-Davis, 1971), p.93. 
19 Sara Mills, Discourses of Difference: An Analysis of Women's Travel Writing and 
Colonialism (London: Routledge, 1991). Mills has categorised critical linguists as those who 
wish to analyse texts for political purposes. 
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general had to tread a careful discursive line both for their travels and for the 

writing that resulted.  

 Moreover, the instability that the concept of independent women 

travellers created in the Victorian age continued into the next century, as the 

impression persisted that women at that time had been confined and domestic. 

In anthologies of travel writing and biographies compiled during the first half of 

the twentieth century the problem remained to reconcile Victorian women 

travellers' achievements with the enduring image of a 'separate sphere' for 

women. While there was an increase in popular attention, the prevailing 

attitude perceived women travellers not only as daring but also as rather 

strange in their behaviour. Mainstream scholarly interest continued to call 

attention to the women's abnormal achievements in travelling overseas and 

writing of their experiences, in light of the matrix of gender restrictions which 

hampered their independence during the Victorian era. A number of historical 

and biographical studies upheld the viewpoint that such women were unusual, 

if not eccentric. Two accounts of Mary Kingsley’s travels from this time 

exemplify the position, their provocative titles engaging with the trope of a 

delicate female being exposed to the dangers of Africa.20 Each author 

constructs Kingsley’s ambition to travel through West Africa as arising from 

unnatural motivations for a woman, in fact the adjective ‘queer’ (with the early 

twentieth-century connotation) figures notably in these biographies.  In A 

Woman among Wild Men (1938), Kingsley’s upbringing is depicted as ‘queer’ 

with the observation that she kept ‘fighting-cocks as pets instead of the 

everyday dog, cat, or canary’ used as evidence to sustain the description.21 

The notion that her character must be atypical is supported atavistically, ‘for 

her courage and love of wandering you have to go further back, and imagine 

an ancestry of roving, fighting Norsemen’.22 Another account of Kingsley's life, 

published in 1957, A Victorian in the Jungle, also labels her behaviour as 

queer. The biography implies that Kingsley lacked agency in determining how 

her expeditions progressed, ‘the very queerness of the adventures into which 
                                                 
20 Helen Simpson, A Woman among Wild Men (Mary Kingsley) (London: Thomas Nelson, 
1938); Olwen Campbell, Mary Kingsley, a Victorian in the Jungle (London: Methuen, 1957). 
21 Simpson, pp.13-15. 
22 Simpson, p.x. 
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this dare-devil traveller constantly stumbled might lead to a certain amount of 

disbelief’. 23 The tone of the biography, heightened by the lexical employment 

of verbs such as 'stumbled upon' to describe one of Kingsley's discoveries, not 

only devalues her considerable accomplishments in travelling through West 

Africa, but also seems to suggest that her ironic narratives and self-

deprecating humour have been read literally. It concludes by celebrating 

Kingsley, ‘she has left an inspiring story of fearless adventure’, but reduces her 

achievements to the level where her record shows ‘a personality … memorable 

and lovable for its oddity ‘.24 Such studies in the first half of the twentieth 

century were valuable insofar as they gave women travellers a prominence 

which they had not previously enjoyed, even though their seeming 

eccentricities were granted factitious importance. However, while countering 

their previous invisibility for historians and literary critics who had tended to see 

foreign travel in terms of male actors, the standard biographical focus at that 

time overlooked the significant function of discursive forces in women 

travellers’ lives. 

 

Counter-narratives 
 In recent decades, with the possibilities opened up by discursive 

analysis, travel accounts have provided abundant evidence for researchers to 

explore issues of gender roles in the nineteenth century, and women travellers’ 

involvement with a number of discourses such as science and colonialism. But 

does a tendency still remain in the range of these analyses to privilege some 

texts over others? Has such analytical primacy resulted in the diversity of 

women travellers' voices being adequately heard? It is certainly true that to the 

present time little attention has been paid collectively to women's texts that 

chose to oppose the conventional methods of representing foreign travel. My 

research aims to restore the balance by analysing a selection of counter-

narratives written by women travellers at different periods during the Victorian 

age: women who reacted in a non-conformist or negative manner to living in a 

foreign country. These were women travellers who were unorthodox in 
                                                 
23 Campbell, p.15. 
24 Campbell, pp.185-6. 
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narrating their experience of overseas environments. They are a diverse and 

complex group, travelling and living in five different countries, with a range of 

contradictory voices. Susannah Moodie and Emily Innes were outspoken in 

their criticism of British government policy, while Isabella Fane and Emmeline 

Lott were disdainful of foreign practices which would have normally been 

considered fascinating on account of their exoticism. Frances Elliot 

differentiates her writing by opposing the influence of omnipresent guidebooks 

for European travel. Thus their accounts record an aspect of political or cultural 

opposition to the official narratives circulating at the time, as they each 

challenge the 'grand narratives' of foreign travel in some way. 

 Few who have studied women travellers and their narratives from this 

time would disagree that the majority of the writers shaped their accounts to 

express the invigorating spirit of adventure or sense of escape that overseas 

travel provided, as their journeys enabled them to avoid confronting their sense 

of powerlessness at home. In considering a small number of women travellers 

who took an alternative approach to retelling their experiences it is a key 

objective of the study to consider the reasons for the way in which women 

writing counter-narratives position their writing. How they entered the debates 

which were circulating through Victorian society, linked to what particular 

aspect of the social order they were challenging, will provide insights into the 

basic tensions that were present. Some, such as Moodie, Innes and Fane, 

make use of a woman's ambivalent position within the discourse of colonialism 

and take the opportunity afforded by their marginalised position to criticise the 

mismanagement of government and colonial administrators. Elliot is more 

conflicted. Although she disapproves of the manner in which foreign travel was 

developing and in particular deplores the increase in the numbers of tourists 

whose travel was enabled by advances in technology such as the railways and 

steamships, at the same time she is writing on Italian art for the benefit of this 

new generation of travellers. For Lott there is an underlying frustration with 

how the British class system impacted upon middle-class spinsters, which 

leads her to criticise everything about her enforced situation as an overseas 

governess. The fact that, apart from Fane's account, these counter-narratives 
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were published and went to further editions, indicates that there was a ready 

market for their style of oppositional writing.  

 However, in recording their negative impressions and the experience of 

visiting or living in foreign countries, the writers were opposing the conventions 

of nineteenth-century travel writing, which was more likely to have an 

underlying theme of celebration, and inspire readers, rather than unsettle 

them. Consequently how does a study of counter-narratives contribute to our 

understanding of travel writing from this period? What useful contribution do 

these women’s narratives make to what is already an extensive and 

heterogeneous field of study? The marginalisation of counter-narratives has 

led to gaps in our understanding of travel writing from the period: where 

accounts once coexisted they are now separated, and positive accounts have 

generally been privileged over negative ones. The imbalance is not solely a 

modern phenomenon but has developed over time, as was seen earlier in this 

chapter. Addressing this discontinuity of knowledge will create a more accurate 

picture of the diversity of travel writing during the nineteenth century.  

 However, the five counter-narratives selected for this study are clearly 

not representative of Victorian society in any statistical sense. All of British 

origin, the writers are from broadly middle-class backgrounds and relatively 

well-educated. Connecting these five texts, and comparing them with more 

positive narratives, will chiefly provide a small window into the different 

emphases that some women used to create dissension. As Fredric Jameson 

suggests, in writing about late Victorian literature, it is only by exploring the 

socially symbolic relationships between politics, culture and art ‘within the unity 

of a single collective story’ that ‘general matters and specific events recover 

their original urgency'.25 Quoting a secondary account in each chapter from a 

similar period in the same region will offer some context to the counter-

narratives and re-establish connections that may have been lost. Overall a 

major aim of the study will be that examining the political positions and 

agendas adopted by lesser-known women travellers within the context of 

different historical moments will enable a more inclusive understanding of the 

                                                 
25 Fredric Jameson, The Political Unconscious : Narrative as a Socially Symbolic Act (Ithaca: 
Cornell University Press, 1981), p.19. 



 11

range of beliefs that existed at the time. Such oppositional accounts provide 

counter-discursive commentaries which trouble our understanding of a number 

of fields, such as colonisation, emigration, tourism and the position of 

governesses, as well as of the over-arching discourses of gender, class and 

‘race’.26 Taken together they enable us to have a more complete picture of 

how women chose to write about foreign travel, and their examination will lead 

to a more wide-ranging understanding of the situation of women who travelled 

overseas in the nineteenth century.27 

 For the question also arises as to whether the sustained interest in 

positive accounts reflects a simplified contemporary, if not feminist, reading of 

Victorian women. Rather than addressing the complexity of women’s 

viewpoints at that time, analyses have concentrated on a select band of 

outstanding women travellers. These have come to represent the model of the 

resolute single woman in the nineteenth century.28 Given the relatively small 

number of counter-narrative texts, it is clear that these have been overlooked 

by historians as not sufficiently momentous and too dispersed to have been of 

historical value. But they have also been neglected by feminists who, 

understandably, prefer to examine women travel writers with whom they feel a 

greater affinity. Coinciding with the rise in feminist studies, critical studies in 

women’s travel since the 1970s have been focused on the stamina of Mary 

Kingsley, the enthusiasm of Isabella Bird, the resolute quests of Marianne 

North, and other dedicated ‘globe-trotteresses’.29 Feminists understood, and 

                                                 
26 The term 'race' is used throughout this study as a social construct, not a biological one. 
27 Some scholars include one of these oppositional texts in their studies, for example, Samina 
Najmi and Rajini Srikanth, eds., White Women in Racialized Spaces : Imaginative 
Transformation and Ethical Action in Literature (New York: State University of New York Press, 
2002); Susan Morgan, Place Matters: Gendered Geography in Victorian Women's Travel 
Books About Southeast Asia (New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 1996); Billie Melman, 
Women's Orients - English Women and the Middle East, 1718-1918: Sexuality, Religion, and 
Work (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1992). Others examine an account without 
drawing particular attention to its oppositional nature, for example, Maria H. Frawley, A Wider 
Range: Travel Writing by Women in Victorian England (Cranbury: Associated University 
Presses, 1994). 
28 As the title of Dea Birkett's composite biography emphasises, women who had the freedom 
to travel were usually single following the death of parents or husbands which left them with 
money and without responsibilities. Dea Birkett, Spinsters Abroad: Victorian Lady Explorers 
(Oxford: Blackwell, 1989). 
29 A designation applied to Marianne North, Isabella Bird and Constance Gordon-Cumming 
when they were introduced at a social gathering. Shirley Foster, Across New Worlds: 
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empathised with, these women’s predicaments as contenders for greater 

recognition of their achievements in an unequal environment. Thus a lack of 

empathy may explain the relative ‘invisibility’ to date of women who wrote 

unenthusiastically of their foreign travel experiences, compared to others who 

wrote more prolific or triumphant narratives.30 In countering Dale Spender's 

feminist suggestion that unappealing elements should be omitted from 

twentieth-century analyses of earlier texts, Mills asserts that texts should be 

read in their entirety and works should not be judged against our present 

feminist standards.31 Her assertion applies as much to counter-narratives in 

the history of women's' travel writing as it does to the internal complexities of 

individual texts. Thus, examining these five counter-narratives will enable a 

more nuanced reading of women’s travel writing within the dominant 

discourses of the Victorian period and counter the tendency of viewing 

Victorian woman travellers as single-minded and triumphant. The series of 

comparisons in the case study chapters that follow will illuminate how 

discourses could be contested and negotiated, since, as discourse theory has 

revealed, power is an interactive process and constantly under challenge. 

Refocusing the parameters that surround women's travel writing from the 

nineteenth century will help to reveal the complexities that were present and to 

which women related in differing ways. It must be acknowledged that many of 

the women who travelled overseas and responded negatively to their foreign 

experiences chose not to offer their knowledge for public scrutiny and never 

came to write their accounts. Respectability, that watch-word of the Victorians, 

was the goal of many women, and exposing themselves to criticism and 

reproach was a hazard that the writers of counter-narratives had to bear in 

mind. However, these accounts provide a valuable insight into how some 

women writers challenge what has previously been taken for granted in studies 
                                                                                                                                             
Nineteenth-Century Women Travellers and Their Writings (New York: Harvester Wheatsheaf, 
1990), p.viii. 
30 A comparable 'invisibility' applies to the history of men's support for women's suffrage. Only 
recently has the traditional representation been challenged by research into the political 
societies such as the Men's League for Women's Suffrage which offered women channels of 
influence through clubs and institutional activities. See Angela John, Chapter 7, "The Privilege 
of Power: Suffrage Women and the Issue of Men's Support", in Amanda Vickery, ed., Women, 
Privilege, and Power : British Politics, 1750 to the Present (Stanford: Stanford University 
Press, 2001). 
31 Mills, Discourses of Difference, p.196. 



 13

of nineteenth-century women travellers: that venturing overseas necessarily 

brought for women, if not complete satisfaction, at least consolation in the 

pleasure of their unique experiences.  

 Thus my research will critically examine the oppositional elements that 

are present in these counter-narratives and, by contrasting each one to a more 

affirmative account, will interrogate how each traveller interpreted her situation 

and reflected the changes that were occurring during that era. While the 

emphasis on discourse will necessarily point to similarities in the writers’ 

responses to issues of imperialism, gender or race, the study will resist uniting 

the texts or emphasising an underlying pattern in the material, in order to 

maintain a sense of the changeable identities available to women when they 

travelled. Any interpretation at this distance of a small number of Victorian 

women needs to guard against any tendency to simplify what were a diverse 

and non-conformist group, since as Douglas Kerr observes, 'Travel writing, 

perhaps fortunately, rarely has unmixed motives'.32 What this series of case 

studies proposes is not a general perspective, but rather an insight into the 

range of ideas, experiences and beliefs of these women travellers.  For, while 

they were products of their class, the women were also outside their customary 

environments and frequently subject to uncommon circumstances, to which 

they responded with different strategies. Moreover their differences extend to 

the generations to which they belonged, so that Moodie earlier in the century 

was interested in the problems surrounding emigration while Innes was writing 

in the 1880s against a background of the debates swirling around the women's 

suffrage movement for political equality.  

 Rather than treat these counter-narratives as essentially antagonistic, 

the study will examine how the discursive constructions of counter-narratives 

differ from those used in more positive accounts by identifying the rhetorical 

strategies that the women used to translate their experiences. The emphasis 

will be broadly on the notion of opposition rather than confrontation, of 

complicity at the same time as compliance. In Room for Maneuver, Ross 

Chambers suggests that what distinguishes oppositional behaviour is its 
                                                 
32 Douglas Kerr, "Agnes Smedley: The Fellow-Traveler's Tales", in Douglas Kerr and Julia 
Kuehn, eds., A Century of Travels in China : Critical Essays on Travel Writing from the 1840s 
to the 1940s (Hong Kong: Hong Kong University Press, 2007), p.163.  



 14

attitude to power: it acknowledges that to be in power is to be vulnerable and it 

is on the vulnerability of power that oppositional behaviour relies.33 Thus the 

opening in the market that a writer such as Susanna Moodie was able to 

satisfy arose from the oversupply of literature predisposed to buttress the 

government policy of emigration to Canada. For a narrative to be published, 

the subject women were concerned with maintaining the interest of possible 

readers, while at the same time exploiting their authority as a narrator to 

introduce opposition to whatever practices they considered in need of change, 

such as emigration or colonial management. The power of their opposition lay 

in how they operated within the model imposed on them and the strength of 

their accounts lies in the way that they were able to negotiate with the 

hegemony of dominant discourses. 

 Moreover, in Victorian Sages and Cultural Discourse Susan Morgan 

suggests that many nineteenth-century women found the concept of separate 

spheres empowering. She argues that 'many women put the notion of separate 

spheres to public use by defining it as incomplete and therefore as an 

empowering rather than a disabling paradigm'.34 In particular, women writers 

sensed that there were numerous instances where a degree of ignorance 

resulted from the ideology. Separating the gender roles meant that men were 

liable to be uninformed of aspects of women's experience, and while they may 

have publicly disavowed interest in female concerns, there would have been a 

natural curiosity on their part with subjects of which they could have little 

knowledge. Hence Emmeline Lott in Chapter Four is able to draw on the 

enduring fascination that both men and women had with the forbidden space 

of the oriental harem to position her counter-narrative. Such knowledge gaps 

made it possible for women writers to become involved in public forums, 

particularly in literature where they were able to touch on a number of social 

issues and policy debates. For while there were clear discursive practices 

delineated in disciplines such as geography, which made it difficult for women 

                                                 
33 Ross Chambers, Room for Maneuver : Reading (the) Oppositional (in) Narrative (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1991), p.9-10. 
34 Susan Morgan, "Women, Wisdom, and Southeast Asia," in Thais E. Morgan, ed., Victorian 
Sages and Cultural Discourse : Renegotiating Gender and Power (New Brunswick: Rutgers 
University Press, 1990), p.223. 
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to participate, literature had no such consensus and women were able to 

participate actively in writing fiction and non-fiction, the only criterion for 

acceptance being whether their writing was successful. Consequently, to 

extend Morgan's proposal to some extent, rather than being disabled by the 

paradigm of separate spheres, how women were enabled by the separate 

spheres paradigm is particularly apparent in the case of the women travel 

writers examined here. Their particular experiences and how they chose to 

position their writing enabled them to locate openings in the literary market that 

they were uniquely able to fill. 

 As a more casual form of narrative, with no necessary structure other 

than being a description of one part of the world seen through the eyes of a 

writer from another part, travel writing gave women a singular opportunity to 

traverse both private and public spheres. The fact that their field of activity was 

situated away from England meant that it was less circumscribed by domestic 

discourse. Thus they were able to 'theorise' about their society in non-

traditional ways and, moreover, they could write about other societies in a way 

that enabled them to critique their own.35 In each of these case studies, the 

women writers have particular issues that they feel need to be addressed in 

Britain, so that, for example, while making the Egyptian harem the subject of 

her counter-narrative, Emmeline Lott takes issue with the unhappy situation of 

governesses in general. Susanna Moodie, in protesting about the behaviour of 

servants in Upper Canada, reflects on the power relations that are intrinsic to 

the concept of domestic service. As women moved beyond what was 

considered appropriate for female writing, there was the sense that their 

superior knowledge of human nature and domestic affairs, which was 

otherwise viewed as limited and narrow, was particularly suited to travel 

narratives. Shirley Foster evaluates the situation as follows: 
 Though publication was sometimes sought as a means of income … there were 
 deeper impulses at work. Recreation of the foreign reminded of an 'alternative' 
 existence; it was a mode of self-definition, confirming the sense of new identity; it 
 allowed both self-exploration and challenge to convention within the context of 
 'objective' literature. It also offered a way of establishing a specifically female species 
 of the genre.36 

                                                 
35 See Frawley, p.35. Also, Judith Johnston, Anna Jameson : Victorian, Feminist, Woman of 
Letters (Aldershot: Scolar, 1997), pp.121-2. 
36 Foster, p.23. 
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In dealing with subjects that had been omitted from male travel writing, women 

travellers were able to establish a feminine viewpoint.  

 For while the notion of separate spheres classified women as the 

weaker sex, at the same time it also endowed them with unquestionable moral 

superiority. Women writers were able to use this characteristic to 'justify female 

involvement in the public sphere by claiming that the exercise of women's 

moral attributes was crucial to social improvement.'37 By the middle of the 

century, as the notion of separate spheres circulated and the domestic circle 

appeared as a form of moral refuge from the outside world, the responsibility 

for influencing moral behaviour moved increasingly into the province of 

women. Moreover a woman's duty as a moral manager in the home was 

adaptable: it could be transferred to whatever society was in need of moral 

guidance. Women travel writers were able to use the ideology of separate 

spheres to their advantage in the way that they positioned their writing when 

they travelled to the colonies. For this was one environment where their claims 

to authority were irrefutable since colonialism was founded on the principles of 

moral responsibility and Evangelicalism. Moreover, as a movement which 

attempted to invigorate Christianity, Evangelicalism had a long history of 

female as well as male writers. The writer Sarah Ellis was influential in the 

London Missionary Society and, in Evangelical organisations such as the 

Clapham Sect, Hannah More had moved into a position of leadership when 

she coordinated the Sunday School movement and wrote a number of morally-

charged Cheap Repository Tracts.38 The tradition of writing on moral themes 

enabled women to enter the field of travel writing in a different arena from their 

male counterparts. Displaying and claiming a particular theoretical position 

granted them a singular power when these moral themes were compatible with 

the principles of colonialism. 

 While society has recognised the value of literature to promote the 

established order, it has also acknowledged the dangers that are inherent in 

the range of social questions that could be addressed under the guise of 

                                                 
37 Nupur Chaudhuri and Margaret Strobel, Western Women and Imperialism : Complicity and 
Resistance (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1992), p.138. 
38 Marjorie Morgan, Manners, Morals and Class, pp.14-15. 
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literary amusement. In the Victorian era a degree of censorship existed before 

publication in the figure of the editor and publisher, then subsequently in the 

power of book-stall firms such as W.H. Smith, or circulating libraries such as 

Mudie's, who could ban books not considered of an acceptable moral 

standard. Such dedicated monitoring was the mechanism by which books in 

any way deviant from established political and moral standards were effectively 

checked. However, as a number of scholars demonstrate, a great deal of 

oppositional fiction was written by women in the nineteenth century, and 

women novelists were able to engage successfully in social criticism.39 To date 

there has not been a similar study devoted to travel writing. While not able to 

be as subversive as their sisters of fiction, given the 'truth-telling' nature of 

travel writing, women travellers were nevertheless able to exploit the 

paradoxical nature ascribed to literature. Although restricted by the textual 

construction that was customary in narratives of foreign travel, such as 

arranging events in a narrative procession which limited digression, they were 

still able to draw on elements of oppositional writing that were used in fiction, 

such as the authority of the narrator. However, the lack of attention that has 

been paid to oppositional writing by nineteenth-century women travellers 

reflects a persistent perception stretching from the eighteenth century, that 

non-fiction such as travel writing depicts actual, lived experiences. Yet as we 

shall see, particularly in the case of Susanna Moodie who shaped her counter-

narrative in two halves in order to generate a moral message, the boundary 

between fiction and non-fiction is at times unstable in travel writing. A case can 

be made, given the distance that separated them from their readers, that travel 

writers were liable to enlarge, if not embroider, the incidents that occurred, 

knowing that there could be no witnesses to the events apart from themselves. 

And, as autobiographic writing, each text is about the projection of self through 

a series of complex negotiations, manoeuvres and revisions and is hence open 

to literary creativity.  

                                                 
39 In particular Sandra M. Gilbert and Susan Gubar, The Madwoman in the Attic : The Woman 
Writer and the Nineteenth-Century Literary Imagination (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
1979); Elaine Showalter, A Literature of Their Own : British Women Novelists from Bronte to 
Lessing (London: Virago, 1982); Rita S. Kranidis, Subversive Discourse : The Cultural 
Production of Late Victorian Feminist Novels (New York: St. Martin's Press, 1995).  
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 Just as there have been many women who by journeying overseas 

rejected the concept that travel should be confined to their male counterparts, 

so too have there been diverse ways that women responded to the experience. 

Unlike the majority of women travellers who delighted in the singular 

knowledge to be gained from travelling and valued the liberating sensation of 

being freed from the social constraints of home, the writers in this study 

foregrounded their antipathy towards the generally-accepted style of 

recounting their foreign experiences. What has been uneven to date is the 

interpretation that is available of nineteenth-century women’s travel texts. The 

central project here will be to interrogate oppositional texts to bring a more 

complete understanding of how women other than celebrated travellers wrote 

about foreign travel. Whereas in the past individuals deemed worthy of study 

have been the more prominent women travellers, who have left behind them 

plentiful source material for researchers to consult, few of these counter-

narrative writers, apart from Susanna Moodie have been much studied. 

Nevertheless the concern is not simply with allowing 'lost' voices to be heard. 

Rather it is that examining the contrast that such texts develop reveals how the 

flexibility of travel writing allowed women to contest a number of discourses 

under the guise of describing foreign situations.  

The study will be limited to a selection of texts by British women writing 

about the British Empire and Europe during the nineteenth century. Clearly this 

approach restricts the scope of what may be examined in terms of oppositional 

travel writing. There are a number of women’s texts written from an 

oppositional position that are not included, such as the well-known counter-

narrative by Frances Trollope, Domestic Manners of the Americans (1832), 

which has been omitted on the grounds that the study will concentrate on 

areas under British colonial rule or countries in Europe where Britain exerted 

considerable influence, rather than in the United States where a different way 

of life, economic situation and democratic rules were in place. Equally, 

accounts by colonial subjects who travelled to Britain during the Victorian era, 

such as Mary Prince from the Caribbean and Olive Schreiner from South 

Africa, provide a significant overview of the internal instability that was evident 

in colonial rule. However to consider such texts would extend the range of 
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discourses under consideration here to issues of post-coloniality and move 

beyond the original aims of the research. Similarly no male travel writers are 

included, since to deal adequately with the complex motivations of masculine 

travel writing would require the study to be theorised differently. Consequently, 

the five British women are Susanna Moodie, a pioneer settler, Isabella Fane, 

Emmeline Lott and Emily Innes, who were temporary residents under 

colonialism, and one who could be described as a tourist, Frances Elliot. 

These travellers do not in any way form a coherent group in terms of their 

foreign experiences, or their travel profiles. But since the central objective of 

the study is to examine how they used the framework of travel writing to 

criticise and oppose some of the dominant discourses, the question of whether 

each woman writer lived in or journeyed through a country is not seen as 

hermeneutically central. 

  

Discourse and the 'Tectonic' Effect 
 A counter-narrative only makes sense in relation to something else, a 

position that it is countering. Hence the term is used here to identify it as a 

positional category, in tension with another concept. Each writer develops her 

counter-narrative in opposition to an alternative, always more hegemonic, 

version of the 'truth' so that each chapter illustrates the ability of individuals to 

challenge the constraints of the dominant narratives which surround them. It 

was Jean-François Lyotard who criticised the totalising nature of 

'metanarratives' and suggested that they should give way to 'petits récits', or 

more modest localised narratives.40 Lyotard and other post-structuralist critics 

considered that metanarratives had lost their power to convince since they 

ignored the variety of human existence. Recent work within Victorian studies 

owes much to the influence of a post-structuralist orientation to history and 

literature.41 Rather than simply accepting the stereotyped representations 

which occur in texts of the period, this key strand of literary theory examines 

                                                 
40 Jean-François Lyotard, The Postmodern Condition : A Report on Knowledge, trans. Geoff 
Bennington and Brian Massumy (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1984). 
41 However, it should be noted that some feminists maintain that studies in women's history 
during the 1970s incorporated issues of power and agency that are often attributed to post-
structuralism, new historicism and Foucault. See Catherine Hall, White, Male and Middle-Class 
: Explorations in Feminism and History (Cambridge: Polity, 1992), pp.14-5. 
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the systems whereby signification is produced, and analyses the variety of 

positions that circulate in discourses. In the decades since the 1960s, 

philosophers such as Althusser, Foucault and Pecheux called into question the 

connections between power and knowledge.42 In Foucault's later works, he 

drew attention to the way that discourses, or discursive formations, not only 

reflect but create conflicts in society.43 Subsequently, as a result of his work, 

the meaning of discourse moved from being simple utterances, or a grouping 

of statements, which could be used almost interchangeably with the term 

'genre', to being part of a politically inflected system that derived its value, 

force and effect from within a social context.  

 It is this concept of discourse, with particular emphasis on the notion of 

tension that arises between discursive constructs, which will animate this 

study. As the grounds on which social relations between individuals are 

negotiated, discourses are open to change and under constant review, as 

shown by the counter-narratives examined here.  However, when considering 

the power relations that shape a discourse, one of the most original features of 

Foucault's later work, The Use of Pleasure, was the assertion that power is a 

productive and positive force, rather than a totally negative and repressive 

entity.44 At this point Foucault examines the practices and techniques through 

which people actively shape their own identities and he recognises the 

limitations of his previous account of the individual as a passive body. His 

analysis converged with the feminist debates on how women are able to 

challenge the structures of domination in society. In the face of powerful 

influences that act to limit their potential, women were seen as self-determining 

                                                 
42 For a discussion of power relations in ideological state apparatuses, see Louis Althusser, 
Lenin and Philosophy, and Other Essays, trans. Ben Brewster (London: New Left Books, 
1971). On Foucault's theory of the imbrication of power with knowledge, see Mills, Discourse. 
For a comparison between theorists and a discussion of their definitions of discourse, see 
Diane Macdonell, Theories of Discourse : An Introduction (Oxford: Blackwell, 1986). 
43 See Chapter 1 in Niels Akerstrøm Andersen, Discursive Analytical Strategies : 
Understanding Foucault, Koselleck, Laclau, Luhmann (Bristol: Policy, 2003). For Foucault's 
analysis of the discursive formation of mental illness  see  Michel Foucault and Richard 
Howard, Madness and Civilization : A History of Insanity in the Age of Reason (London: 
Routledge, 2001). The discursive construction of sexuality during the nineteenth century is 
analysed in Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality, trans. Robert Hurley (London: Penguin, 
1990). 
44 Michel Foucault, The Use of Pleasure, trans. Robert Hurley (New York: Pantheon Books, 
1985). 
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agents who take an active part in resisting such domination.45 Thus the strong 

influences of political, social and economic processes that acted upon women 

in the nineteenth century compelled some to oppose the normalising function 

of these discourses. They produced writing that ran counter to the style 

adopted by many women writers and which was at times in direct opposition to 

the power of ruling cultural discourses.  

 It is true that Foucault rarely addresses questions of the female gender 

in his studies as many feminist theorists have commented.46 With his almost 

exclusive focus on works by men, feminists draw attention to how he fails to 

consider that language can never be gender-free and that women have long 

been subsumed by the generic masculine. However it is his methodology that 

is valuable for analysing the convergence of power structures in society. His 

system of analysis discloses how the women travel writers in this study found 

ways to oppose and productively resist the restrictions with which the 

discourses involved in femininity or colonialism attempted to limit their 

behaviour. While not intending to overly reify the productive power of 

discourses, a concrete analogy may be drawn from geology, in the theory of 

tectonic plates. Along fault lines environmental forces cause the tectonic plates 

to grind together until they crumple and combine to create new formations, or a 

more powerful plate pushes over the top of a less powerful one.47 Similarly, as 

a discourse strives to establish its particular regime of knowledge and truth, at 

times the negative effect which excludes certain groups from knowledge-

production produces outsiders who find methods of creating 'other' 

knowledges. The argument here will be that women writers were forced to 

adopt a number of different practices in response to discursive restrictions, and 

the counter-narratives in the following chapters are most meaningfully viewed 

as a form of cultural response to and reflection of the women's resistance to 

society's normalising tendencies. Applying the 'tectonic plate' feature of 

                                                 
45 Lois McNay, Foucault and Feminism : Power, Gender and the Self (Cambridge: Polity, 
1992), p.4. 
46 See the essays on Foucault's neglect of gender issues collected in Irene Diamond and Lee 
Quinby, Feminism & Foucault : Reflections on Resistance (Boston: Northeastern University 
Press, 1988). 
47 This parallel is mentioned by Potter and Wetherell in their discussion on different notions of 
discourse. J. Potter and M. Wetherell, "Discourse: Noun, Verb or Social Practice?," 
Philosophical Psychology 13.3 (1990): 205-18. 
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discourse analysis my study will argue that the women considered here moved 

productively against a number of discourses. Since, as Foucault has shown, it 

is impossible to totally control all aspects of knowledge production, they used 

the power implicit in the way knowledge is organised in society in order to 

create alternative interpretations of their foreign experiences. 

 In the same era as Foucault's early work on the power/knowledge 

nexus, most notably Discipline and Punish (1977) and the first volume of The 

History of Sexuality (1978), the publication and reception of Edward Said's 

Orientalism (1979), and to a lesser extent, Frantz Fanon's earlier publication 

Black Skin, White Masks (1967), marked the beginnings of the theory of post-

colonialism which focused on issues of the historical perception of empire. 

Among many other questions raised, these publications stimulated interest in 

women travellers during the nineteenth century in relation to gender studies. 

The result was that new attention was paid to a number of women's accounts 

that had been out of print for some time, for the discrete perspective that the 

women provided into the colonial experience. Important for the promotion of 

little-known women writers was the emergence of feminist publishers such as 

The Feminist Press (USA) in 1970 and Virago Press (UK) in 1973. At the same 

time as placing women's writing in an expanded cultural environment more 

generally, they sought to establish a publishing culture from a female point of 

view. Their early concern in recirculating previously lost or otherwise ignored 

works by women writers was with the past silencing and marginalisation of 

women’s experiences and their literature.48 Reprinting nineteenth-century 

women's texts in a modern format meant that previously unavailable works 

became more readily accessible for critical analysis. Feminist scholars were 

able to establish women's writing as social texts that were in dialogue with their 

society's values and were participating in debates on social issues. Travel 

writing proved to be particularly pertinent for study in view of the number of 

conflicting, sometimes contradictory, discursive practices that affected women 

                                                 
48 The Feminist Press at the City University of New York has published more than 250 works 
by and about women. In the field of travel writing by British women, Virago publications include 
reprints of writers such as Lucie Duff Gordon, Emily Eden and Isabelle Eberhardt, among 
others, as well as an anthology of fifty-two women travellers. Virago Press has now been 
absorbed into mainstream publishing and is currently an imprint of Hachette Livre.  
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who left their home environment to travel. Their journeying overseas meant 

that they were often outside the private sphere and traversing the public 

domain, resulting in experiences that extended beyond what was considered 

conventional for women. 

 Whereas earlier feminist theorising saw femininity as an imposed 

ideological category and women as passive victims of oppression, discourse 

analysis now sees women as actively engaged with how they are perceived 

and negotiating the discursive constraints that surround them. Investigations of 

how women travellers upheld, modified and at times contravened such 

limitations have resulted in a range of interpretations.49  At the same time as 

the dominant discourses placed emphasis on confinement and passivity for 

women, these limitations were challenged by female travel writers. They 

represented themselves as women moving through the public domain, and, 

particularly for three of the women studied here, Moodie, Lott and Innes, as 

creating new knowledge through their close contact with indigenous peoples. 

For those three women in particular, as Helen Carr notes: 
The later eighteenth and the nineteenth century had seen the invention of distinct 
national identities, the establishment of firm racial hierarchies, the consolidation of 
narratives of progress, development, scientific advance, and white supremacy; those 
were the ideologies that made imperialism possible. Yet the very process of 
colonisation meant that these clear distinctions began to dissolve: transculturation, 
miscegenation, the barbarism necessary to impose rule – all conspired to make the 
question of which was the savage and which the civilised a disturbing one to 

50answer.  

attitudes concerning Britain's colonial expansion. Reflecting on the situation 

                                                

 
It was this indeterminacy that the women were able to reflect on in a foreign 

environment. Their more marginalised viewpoint reveals the anxieties and 

dissent that were circulating beneath the belief in the moral and intellectual 

superiority of the white races. Once we treat their accounts as no longer 

expressing the truth of the author's experience when travelling, their narratives 

reveal fault lines which fissure the perception that there was a homogeneity of 

 
49 Reina Lewis, Gendering Orientalism: Race, Femininity, and Representation (New York: 
Routledge, 1996); Anne McClintock, Imperial Leather: Race, Gender, and Sexuality in the 
Colonial Contest (New York: Routledge, 1995); Janet Wolff, Resident Alien: Feminist Cultural 
Criticism (Cambridge: Polity, 1995); Mary Louise Pratt, Imperial Eyes: Travel Writing and 
Transculturation (London: Routledge, 1992); Mills, Discourses of Difference. 
50 Helen Carr, "Modernism and Travel (1880-1940)", in Peter Hulme and Tim Youngs, eds., 
The Cambridge Companion to Travel Writing (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002), 
p.73. 
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away from England they are able to establish a critical position that opposes 

colonial discourse. For this reason the study will avoid reading the counter-

narratives as if they were autobiographical. However in order to analyse the 

specificity of each woman's writing and how it relates to her situation, each 

chapter will begin with a summary of the historical conditions surrounding its 

emergence, in order to position each text within the socially-constituted 

discourses of the time and location. 

 The development of discourse analysis has expanded the treatment of 

women’s writing to explore issues of representation and power: how women 

characterised themselves in their writing in order to negotiate with the authority 

of the discourses that impacted on their texts. Such characterisation is 

necessarily multifaceted, since the formation of discourses is not coordinated 

by any one institution but rather arises from the interaction of a number of 

groups. As Macdonell asserts, 'Discourses differ with the kinds of institutions 

and social practices in which they take shape, and with the positions of those 

who speak and those whom they address'.51 During the nineteenth century 

institutions such as the Church and the education system acted together to 

produce a discourse of femininity that influenced how women were expected to 

behave and, as we have seen, were supported by writers such as Ruskin and 

Patmore. But, as Mills notes, 'since discourse is something that you do (rather 

than something to which you are subjected), engaging with discourses of 

femininity constitutes an interactional relation of power rather than an 

imposition of power'.52 To illustrate this interaction from a counter-narrative 

position, a representative sample of texts has been chosen to demonstrate 

how five middle-class women in very different positions interact with their 

situations. In their positions as either the daughter of a colonial official in India, 

Canadian settler's wife, governess at the court of the Egyptian pasha, tourist in 

Italy, or wife of a Malaysian colonial official, each woman was involved in the 

ideologies of class, racism, colonialism, femininity, religion, and the law. While 

their narrative positions are necessarily ambivalent, as was the case for all 

women travellers in the nineteenth century, in writing oppositionally these 

                                                 
51 Macdonell, p.1. 
52 Mills, Discourse, p.88. 



 25

women positioned their writing to expose the contradictions of the 'lived reality' 

of women's experience. Hence their critiques are particularly useful for the 

manner in which they question the cultural assumptions of their time and 

reveal the failure of the hegemonic discourses to successfully manage the 

contradictions that occur in everyday situations. Examining the strategies that 

these five women travellers use discloses how women were able to 

differentiate their narratives by being critical of dominant ideologies, while at 

the same time moderating their counter-narratives to remain within the bounds 

of feminine discourse. 

 When discourse criticism identifies the ways in which texts are 

representational practices rather than 'true' accounts, it demonstrates how 

women writers in the Victorian era related either positively or negatively to the 

restrictions that discursive practices attempt to impose. Thus, for example, 

although women travellers routinely used textual conventions such as first-

person narration to shape their accounts, they were unable to adopt some 

narratorial positions due to their marginalisation in cultural terms. But, on the 

other hand, such restrictions were to a certain extent enabling, as they resulted 

in the women employing other literary devices which made their accounts 

original and engaging. On the topic of narrative challenges that affected 

Victorian women travellers in writing about their experiences, Sara Mills and 

Mary Louise Pratt, as scholars of linguistics, have specifically analysed the 

discursive limitations on women travel writers and how women were obliged to 

construct themselves within their texts.53 Mills suggests that although women 

adopted common plot and narrative structures for travel writing, their choice of 

narratorial voice was more problematic. They were unable to wholeheartedly 

assume the role of ‘hero adventurer’ since the heroic posture of always being 

in control of the situation and maintaining a ‘stiff upper lip’ was essentially a 

masculine one, and clashed with the discursive construction of how women 

were expected to behave.54 Moreover, although they were at times in isolated 

and dangerous situations, women were not able to connect their feats of 

endurance with the trope of the adventure story which was common in men's 
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accounts of travel at the time. For, as Robert Macdonald describes it, the 

'imperial frontier' had borrowed meaning from the American West as a testing 

ground for virility, linked to an ethic of adventure. In fact, the adventure 

narrative was so popular a genre that it virtually developed into 'the energising 

myth of empire', according to Martin Green.55 Mills further demonstrates that 

when women writers did adopt the 'adventurer' position to some degree in their 

travel writing, they also worked to modify it.56 Although writing against the 

grain, the women here are similarly cautious about emphasising their strong 

points. In Chapter Seven, when Emily Innes demonstrates a quintessential 

masculine stoicism in leaving on a steamer to alert the authorities, covered in 

dried blood from her attempted murder, she straightaway undermines this 

dramatic position by revealing that she was mistaken in believing her face to 

have been 'cloven in half by a sword-cut' and her wounds were few. Hence she 

is drawing on the heroic stereotype, but undercuts its seriousness with ironic 

humour directed at herself. Using irony is one of the ways that women 

travellers were able to interact in a productive way with the discourses of 

femininity.  

 In Imperial Eyes Pratt shows how women travellers rejected statistical 

description in their writing, employing instead novelistic practices to express 

their findings, which gave their work an ‘oppositional and often specifically anti-

statist momentum’. She suggests that the language used in women's travel 

writing is experiential and explanatory, rather than being technical and 

distancing for the reader.57 Thus Isabella Fane conveys the experience of 

India in the 1830s in colourful and very personal terms which gives an 

impression of the claustrophobic and insalubrious conditions of colonial rule, 

without resorting to quantitative descriptions. In Italy, Frances Elliot rejects the 

meticulous approach of popular guidebooks to provide her personal 

idiosyncratic overview of art. As Pratt notes, the postures of women travellers 
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were in direct contrast to the 'textual mechanisms' that created value in the 

descriptions of male travellers: fantasies of dominance and possession.58 In a 

marginalised position as the wife of a junior magistrate, Emily Innes makes use 

of her isolated situation to study the Malay language which means that she is 

able to directly translate local practices. Rather than being hindered by a 

dominant gender ideology or inhibited by a lack of education, these women 

created new ways of negotiating an authoritative position for themselves and 

engaging productively with the restrictions on women being involved in matters 

of knowledge.  

 During the early decades of the Victorian era science began to emerge 

in a number of specialities and was subsequently consolidated as a recognised 

discourse.59 In contrast to the restrictions that surrounded scientific authorship, 

about who was and who was not permitted to take part, and which effectively 

excluded women due to their lack of education, travel writing was sufficiently 

flexible to incorporate science and at the same time appeal to popular 

audiences.60 By its very nature of transmitting knowledge, travel writing meant 

that women were able to involve themselves in matters that would otherwise 

have been more difficult for them to approach. Nevertheless women occupied 

an ambivalent position within the genre. Douglas Kerr and Julia Kuehn point to 

the translation that takes place in travel writing as writers negotiate the 'liminal 

space' that occurs between knowledge of the self and representation of the 

other.61 Thus, although women's narratives were propelled by the belief that 

travel opened up new opportunities for them, their acts of translation were 

beset with difficulties regarding how to position themselves. In colonial 

situations, Simon Gikandi writes that as women sought freedom in the ‘realm 

of the other’ they were conscious that empire was a male affair and they 
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themselves were ‘the other that they seek elsewhere.'62 Nevertheless he 

suggests that women's peripheral narratives are valuable in the way that they 

call attention to aspects of the cultural antagonism that was part of imperialism 

and, in addition, their ambivalent position means that their writing can be read 

as both collaborative and oppositional. The oppositional aspect of women’s 

travel writing that this study addresses was facilitated by this ambivalence that 

women encountered when they travelled. Not directly authorised, they were 

able to take the opportunity that travel writing presented to oppose accepted 

wisdom through the authority of personal experience and observation.  

  Not having a traditional role within the practice of travel writing, women 

were able to invent voices that would allow them to challenge the status quo. 

Given their liminality, there was a plethora of speech positions available to 

women travellers. Shirley Foster writes that women were asserting their right to 

do what men had done for centuries and to show that they were capable of 

meeting challenges while maintaining their female integrity. However, she 

notes that, given the restrictions on suitable behaviour for women, their texts 

demonstrate that they were wary of portraying their journeys as escape, and 

were conscious that, for them, a desire to travel could be seen as self-pleasing 

and irresponsible. Hence their published accounts employ literary strategies to 

‘cover’ any improper desire by insisting on a ‘proper purpose’ as a way of 

‘validating the usefulness of the activity’.63 Thus it will be seen that from her 

opening sentence Frances Elliot is careful to emphasise the educational value 

of travelling through Italy. Art appreciation was one subject where women were 

able to claim a degree of cultural competence. Similarly, Emmeline Lott opens 

her Preface by noting that more than a century has passed since the 

publication of Lady Montagu's letters, which implies that a more up-to-date 

close examination of harem life is warranted. 
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 Overall, the influence of travel writing was pervasive in literature, in 

particular on the development of the novel.64 Not only do the two genres share 

a number of conventions but, as Maria Frawley comments in her study of 

Victorian women abroad, travel had a significant effect on the imagination of 

fiction writers in the nineteenth century. This in turn, she suggests, was 

instrumental in persuading women to travel and ‘acquire experience unlike that 

available to them at home’, experience that could then be recorded, analysed 

and published.65 Women were able to take advantage of the notion of 

subjectivity that travel writing encompasses. Hence, in the process of 

describing their foreign situations women were able to create identities for 

themselves and gain a cultural authority which had previously evaded them, 

since their proficiency in travel writing derived not so much from education but 

more from experience. The transformation that occurred is particularly 

noticeable in the energy of the voices that speak from counter-narratives, and 

as a consequence, vitality and a strong sense of self are key elements in each 

of these texts.  

  

Alternative Interpretations of Space 

 In the same way that different interpretations arise from the term 

discourse, space has come to embrace a wide range of meanings. Moving 

away from the original topographical definition, it has become more 

ambivalent: a conceptual space in which to move, which is linked more to 

geographical imagining than to the discipline of geography. Closer examination 

of the geographical tradition indicates how movement through space, and the 

subsequent mapping of the experience in literature or cartography, was not 

solely concerned with narrating material knowledge. Mapping involves 

navigating an imaginative space in the way that the information is composed 

and subsequently communicated. Derek Gregory has considered the 

constructed nature of this knowledge in his study of 'geographical 

imaginations'. He proposes that by examining the mental background involved 

                                                 
64 For a historical analysis of how the literature of travel contributed to the rise of the novel, see 
Percy Adams, Travel Literature and the Evolution of the Novel (Lexington: University Press of 
Kentucky, 1983). 
65 Frawley, pp.16-9. 
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in mapping, rather than being limited, geographical knowledge is seen to be 

characterised by plurality.66 Although the resulting flexibility could result in the 

term being too elastic and too imprecise, Sara Mills suggests that instead it is a 

benefit: it enables a better understanding of the complexity involved in 

theoretical analysis. In her materialist feminist study, Gender and Colonial 

Space, Mills notes that analysis of space and spatiality discloses the 

'multiplicity of factors informing the production of that text' and how they 

determine its silences, its gaps and inconsistencies.67 The question of 

positionality will be central to my study: how the five women situate their writing 

and further how their counter-narratives interrogate the spatial frameworks of 

the period. Such analyses necessarily counteract the vestigial thinking that 

Mills suggests still permeates spatial representation:  
It is clear that within the post-colonial context in Britain and other countries, the spatial 
frameworks within which we are working are the legacy of, amongst many other 
factors, the colonial period and the norms and values which were developed and 
contested within that period.68 
 

Since the position that the women adopt does not correspond with the 

dominant framework, their narratives point to the different spatial relations that, 

within any context, interact and overlay the experience of foreign travel. 

 Although there were a range of locations visited by women who 

travelled overseas in the nineteenth century, their contribution to geography 

has traditionally been seen as of limited significance. As Gillian Rose suggests, 

a masculine domination of the discipline by men has led to an under-

representation of women, and the result has been that masculine concepts of 

place and space have been allowed 'to masquerade as universal ones', an 

understanding which Susan Morgan has also identified.69 As recent examples, 

Morgan suggests that the insights of Edward Said's Orientalism or Patrick  

Brantlinger's Rule of Darkness 'although not explicitly glossed by their authors 

as pertaining to masculinity, perhaps should be by their readers', since their 
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findings often look less insightful when applied to women writers.70 Such 

marginalisation continues the trend which became established during the 

nineteenth century whereby geographers excluded women’s experiences as 

concerned with the everyday and therefore not falling within the discourse of 

geography. However, the specific characteristics of women's textual 

representations from this period are now seen as useful in providing alternative 

readings of the geographic space through which they travelled. Margaret 

Strobel suggests that 'in comparison with accounts by Victorian men, women's 

travel narratives incline less toward domination and more toward discovery'.71 

Studying the roles played by women in the historiography of geography raises 

questions about the basis of that historiography, rather than reproducing it in a 

revised form as simply an account written by a woman traveller.72 Thus the 

focus here will be on examining the distinctive characteristics of travel writing 

by women as they apply to spatial differentiation.  

 In a foreign environment, away from the ordered hierarchies of English 

society, the limitations arising from spatial differentiations such as the notion of 

separate spheres were frequently being transgressed. Rather than being 

compelled to make either/or choices, each of the women studied here moved 

away from such dualism and instead adapted to the space of social relations in 

which they found themselves positioned. In colonial India, Isabella Fane finds 

herself watching cheetah hunts and taking part in official functions, the type of 

public situations that would have been 'off-limits' in her home circumstances. 

As a governess Emmeline Lott inhabits a notional space between the very 

private world of the harem and the public sphere, and she is able to move 

between them on account of her ambivalent position as a foreign woman in 

Egypt. Frances Elliot, who chose to travel in Italy without her husband, needed 

to move beyond the private sphere and constantly navigate public spaces 

alone in order to gather sufficient material for her idiosyncratic books on art 

appreciation. In refusing to act in ways that were expected of them, each 
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woman challenges such dubious hierarchical division. Unlike the passive 

females in a foreign environment portrayed in nineteenth-century novels by 

writers such as R.M. Ballantyne and Rider Haggard, these women display an 

ability to function outside the space of the 'home' without reference to a male 

authority figure. Such experience contributed to their understanding of the 

structure of social space and of the various ways that women could transgress 

the boundaries that were meant to contain them. 

 With regard to landscape as a cultural space, when geography recorded 

European encounters with the non-European world in the Victorian era, it 

reflected a Western notion of a people's relation to land. Thus how women 

travellers defined themselves and viewed their foreign locations was closely 

linked with how their spatiality had been constructed in the past. As Mills 

suggests: 
Coming from a landscape in Britain, which was largely entirely managed, with very 
few areas still wilderness, moorland or lakeland, and which had recently become 
largely urban, settlers and explorers were confronted with land which was 
predominantly unsettled, and in their terms, underdeveloped. Thus, for many colonial 
writers, it is a question of coming to terms with a type of landscape, which within their 
own culture was considered to be wasteland.73 

 

She suggests that the viewing position of the geographer/writer presents the 

foreign space as discursively distinct from the way that land in Britain is 

represented, which then establishes the power relations required to map and 

manage the landscape. However there were texts which did not simply 

reproduce dominant norms, such as those written by women whose position 

within the governing spatial framework was marginal or complicated by other 

factors. So, for example, Chapter Two shows how the harsh countryside in 

Upper Canada frustrates Susanna Moodie when she adopts a viewing position 

based on her background in England. Apart from the necessity of surviving 

there, she finds it hard to feel any connection to the rugged terrain. Then, as 

her family grows up, the sad experience of burying one of her children opens 

up a new conceptual space whereby she begins to relate to the land as being 

part of her and her family life. This incident contributes to a more textured 

understanding of the way that social-spatial relations are created: they develop 
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according to the material conditions which affect the subject and hence 

determine viewing positions. Rather than wishing to be in control and viewing 

the landscape mainly in terms of its productive potential, Moodie comes to 

develop a complex relationship to the Canadian landscape.  

 Although more often aligned on a local or national level with the politics 

of geography, there were times when women considered the geographic 

construction of the political on a more global scale. Women travellers to Egypt, 

for example, such as Emmeline Lott, could not fail to be aware of its strategic 

importance to Britain for the overland route to India. Hence she criticises the 

education of the royal children in view of their future role in governing such a 

strategic location, an overview that proves to be prescient in the light of later 

events in Egypt. Susan Morgan has analysed a range of women's travel 

narratives from this period specifically in terms of how the discourses of 

geography and imperialism intersect within a global paradigm. In focusing 

specifically on English women who lived in Southeast Asia, the title of her 

study asserts that ‘place matters’ and she questions the generalisations that 

have been made in relation to Victorian imperial attitudes: that the basic 

outlines of imperialism were similar everywhere.74 Instead Morgan suggests 

that there was a complex process of interaction in the way that both women 

and men wrote about their locality, and this was based in part on the range of 

global meanings being constructed in any particular region. In Southeast Asia, 

she suggests that knowledge was constructed not only from an understanding 

of the local space but also from a sense of where Southeast Asia was situated: 

its strategic importance on European trade routes between India and China. 

With their marginal position in the power relations governing a foreign location 

women were able to view that space in less uniform ways. As a district officer's 

wife in the Malaysian archipelago Emily Innes recognises the important 

strategic position of the peninsula for Britain, and uses that knowledge to 

introduce political observations on the problems that surround the colonial 

administration of the region, and to criticise the 'Resident' system of 

government.  
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 Moreover counter-narratives add a further dimension to an analysis of 

spatial relations. In common with other female travel writers they map events 

and experiences on a local scale, but in the case of the five women studied 

here their counter-vision interprets that knowledge from an alternative point of 

view. Mills has examined the way that 'women and men, colonised and 

coloniser, negotiate their positions in space through their interrogations of their 

respective social positions'.75 It is specifically this sense of negotiation that 

counter-narratives bring to light as they deal with the complexity of relations 

between subjects, and move beyond characterising spatial relations as 

harmonious or uninterrupted. The significance of such case studies to an 

analysis of women's travel writing lies in the way that these accounts are 

differently situated, outside the frame of the dominant rhetoric. As competing 

narratives, by locating themselves discursively in opposition, these women 

travellers offer an alternative model which disturbs any stable viewing of the 

master narratives of travel or empire. As Peter Hulme suggests, when 

examining colonial discourse in an earlier period in the Caribbean, 'no smooth 

history emerges, but rather a series of fragments, which read speculatively, 

hint at a story that can never be fully recovered'.76 In emphasising the 

specificity of each imperial relation, Hulme sees texts as palimpsests, made up 

of conflicting and contradictory discursive structures. In a later era this is 

essentially what occurs in each of these counter-narratives. When they critique 

and undermine the master narratives of travel or empire the women's singular 

voices hint at a story of nineteenth-century travel which can never be 

completely retrieved, but to which each of them supplies an additional 

fragment.  

 
In the Mind's Eye   
 As well as recording the spatial effects of their environment, the 

women's accounts carried an imaginative view of where they travelled. How a 

country had been described in earlier literature and art shaped their view of a 

place before they visited it. Earlier travel writing, as well as fiction and artistic 
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representations, all combined to create a range of legends, symbols and 

images which affected how a traveller would approach a region. Such 

background information formed for travellers a hermeneutic framework for 

understanding their environment when they arrived in a new location, and 

many travellers shaped their accounts according to the imaginative investment 

that was attached to certain regions of the world. The intertextuality of what 

they had read, in fiction as well as non-fiction, is evident in their construction of 

place, not only passively but actively, as they draw on those references in 

order to create an atmosphere of shared experience with the reader. Moreover 

not all references are subtle. When Innes makes direct, ironic reference to an 

earlier book in the title that she chooses for her counter-narrative, The 

Chersonese with the Gilding Off, she is directly opposing Isabella Bird's 

previous representation of the Malayan peninsula as being metaphorically 

'gilded'. 

 The general term 'intertextuality' is used here in preference to 'influence' 

in view of the former's more flexible connotations, while mindful of the debate 

surrounding their use in literary studies.77 In distinguishing between influence 

and intertextuality, Clayton and Rothstein propose that, in general, influence 

has to do with agency where intertextuality is more concerned with the 

impersonal field of crossing texts.78 Julia Kristeva's development of the term 

'intertextuality' meant that influential studies such as Harold Bloom's The 

Anxiety of Influence came to be seen as concerned with an author-centred 

criticism in his insistence on influence as the personal agon of the subject with 

a strong precursor.79 While acknowledging the interconnectedness of the 

terms, this study will employ the many-sided model of intertextuality to refer to 

a network of discourses and ideologies that affect not only literary works, but 

also culture, history and social practices. In his review of past and present 
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travel writing, Tim Youngs has pointed not only to the genre's philosophical 

reliance on other literature but also to how it contains a range of cultural 

elements, since it ‘must, like all literature, reflect the society in which it is 

produced and consumed'.80 The marginal position of women travellers in 

nineteenth-century society means that where they draw on the myths, symbols 

and representations that sustain travel writing, such archetypes and cultural 

points of reference enable them to not only enrich but also to ground their 

prose: to enhance their observations while connecting with their audience.  

 But while frequently powerful, the effect of intertextuality can in some 

contexts lead to misinterpretations: an author may be inspired by an artistic 

tradition which is based on flawed assumptions. During the nineteenth century 

intertextuality was particularly influential in representations of the Orient, as 

Edward Said asserts in his important study, Orientalism.81 As defined by Said, 

Orientalism was a field of study and a mode of discourse employed by the 

West to create authority over the peoples of the East. While Said's work 

focused on the rhetorical strategies and tropes of late eighteenth- and early 

nineteenth-century scholars, the term Orientalism has since come to stand for 

a mode of representing the 'other' that projects upon non-Western people the 

characteristics that are opposite to those of the West. In the creation of a 

dichotomy between East and West, the West appeared as the superior and 

civilised sphere. Said emphasises in his study the emergence and importance 

of genres such as the English novel in the nineteenth century to indicate the 

inseparability of culture and colonialism, and, as previously noted, travel writing 

contributed significantly to the evolution of the novel in the nineteenth century. 

The circulation of orientalist discourse thus gained prominence in society by 

virtue of its widespread incidence, and its influence will be seen in a number of 

chapters: it is particularly dominant in Emmeline Lott's representations of the 

Egyptian harem, as well as Isabella Fane's insensitive portrayal of Indian life, 

and Emily Innes' attitude to the untrustworthiness of the Malay natives.  
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 In connection with written texts, the concept of intertextuality appears 

straightforward. However, visual imagery and other artefacts also provide a 

powerful source of intertextuality that has an effect on travel writing. With 

regard to the East, a sense of the exotic permeated artistic representations of 

the Orient.82 When travellers returned with cultural artefacts for museums and 

exhibitions from the East, these provided a powerful stimulus for Europeans to 

travel there. In two studies Nigel Leask has examined the Romantic obsession 

with 'exotic' lands and the anxieties that this fascination produced from the 

eighteenth century onwards.83 However, although exotic Eastern imagery was 

pervasive during the period covered by this study, there was other imagery 

which had a profound effect on how writers depicted foreign lands. Italian art 

was particularly influential on travel writers in a tradition reaching back to the 

days of 'Grand Tours', and provided the impetus for Frances Elliot to shape her 

counter-narrative. The popularity of Italian art that arose from the creation of 

collections such as the National Gallery, founded in 1824, and the passionate 

debates provoked by writers such as Anna Jameson and John Ruskin, 

increased tourism to Italy. As will be seen in Chapter Six, when Elliot created 

her account she was passionate about producing a contrapuntal voice not only 

to the anonymous analysis provided by pocket guidebooks but also to the 

hurried appreciation that mass tourism was bringing to the study of Italian art. 

 In his study of Orientalism, Ali Behdad examines a further source of 

disquiet about overseas travel in the nineteenth century. He suggests that 

travellers were subject to a sense of ‘belatedness’ and, as a consequence, 

their writing is ‘marked by an anxiety of coming after what had come before’.84 

However, Behdad's observations apply less to the women travellers of the 

period. Many of the previous narrative positions had been masculine and thus 

were involved in an imaginative return to earlier texts and a measure of 

dependence. Women travellers had less involvement, and tradition weighed 
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less heavily on them than on their male counterparts. Thus they were able to 

bring an original perspective to their travel writing. Moreover, with increased 

education and literacy they understood that the reading audience had 

broadened and many of their readers were female. Accordingly, while there is 

evidence of intertextuality in the manner in which women travellers interacted 

with the places they visited, and how they described their experiences, their 

viewpoint was less encompassed by concerns about 'belatedness'. The 

influence of intertextuality may have been pervasive and difficult to escape, but 

a non-traditional position is particularly evident in these counter-narratives 

where the women writers are deliberately confronting established grand 

narratives of travel in order to clear an imaginative space for themselves.   

 

From the Coliseum to the Chersonese 
 At the centre of this study is the belief that in examining literary 

production it is important to consider the era in which authors were historically 

situated. Since the chapters range over decades from the 1830s to the 1880s, 

they pass through a sequence of different periods from the Victorian age, 

which saw dramatic changes, not only in Britain but all over the world. The era 

begins with the dramatic government reforms and the coming of the railways 

which affected the early decades of Queen Victoria's reign, moves through the 

mid-Victorian era, associated with the greater prosperity that flowed from the 

further growth of the empire, until the later period after the 1870s, which 

witnessed changing attitudes that affected not only colonialism and 

industrialisation, but also the position of women. Similarly, while Britain was 

experiencing industrialisation and the rapid growth of London, the expansion of 

their colonised territories through large portions of Africa and Asia combined to 

make it the pre-eminent centre of world power. In view of this, and the differing 

geographical locations that correspond to each case study, as previously 

noted, I introduce each chapter with a summary of the significant historical 

events that preceded the women's arrival in each country, in order to provide 

an impression of the cultural background to which the women were 

responding. Further, the chapter on Frances Elliot carries some biographical 

background on her struggle to obtain a full divorce at the time when married 
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women had few rights. I anticipate that this design for the study will facilitate 

reading each chapter as a self-contained component of the whole, although 

the chapters have also been arranged in chronological order in order to 

develop a sense of historical progression from the beginning to the end of the 

period. 

 However the publishing histories differ: while all other accounts were 

published during the nineteenth century, Fane's letters were only published 

recently, in 1985. This particular counter-narrative has been included since her 

candid comments provide an unusual window on colonialism in India during 

the 1830s. Her letters may have been intended for publication, as her present-

day editor notes, since so many women used the opportunity of writing 'home' 

to record impressions with a view to future publication, but the fact that they 

were not, means that they exist in a relatively unaltered form. Each of the 

women's accounts records an aspect of political or cultural opposition to 

established discourses that were circulating at the time, as the women oppose 

the 'grand narratives' of foreign travel in different ways. However, other 

narratives are useful in serving as comparison texts for analysing the writers' 

attitudes since travel writers did not write in isolation from the prevailing 

influences and attitudes of their time. Because their approach to narrating their 

experiences may be challenged by the literature of the period, the study will 

position the women in the context of their contemporaries, and thus the 

chapters will examine each counter-narrative alongside another account by a 

female writer who travelled or lived in a similar area during the same era. 

Consequently the study is structured as a detailed examination of the writings 

of the five subject women, compared to the work of one particular 

contemporary.  

 In Chapter Two, I consider the letters of Isabella Fane, who travelled to 

Calcutta in 1836 as companion to her father who was Commander-in-Chief of 

the Indian army. Whereas prior to this time India had been a sphere of 

masculine activity, during the nineteenth century British women were being 

encouraged where possible to travel to India and take a supportive role in 

colonial rule. Only published in 1985, Fane's letters reflect the tensions during 

the 1830s that arose as the British community became more exclusive and 
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more mutually dependent, more preoccupied with their society than with 

examining India. The benefit of modern-day publication is that her observations 

and anecdotes have escaped the regulation of a nineteenth-century editor. As 

a result, the letters give a powerful impression of life in India at the time. Fane 

records the protocols surrounding social engagements and gift-giving as well 

as the debilitating effects of the excessive heat in Bengal, which led to the 

annual summer migration to Simla. A well-known account composed from the 

letters of Emily Eden, who accompanied her brother during his period as 

Governor-General, provides a contemporary comparison. As members of the 

official class in India which was socially the most influential and prestigious 

group, the women's accounts mainly describe courtly encounters with Indian 

princes and formal engagements.  But whereas Eden's narrative suppresses 

names, and the content may have been edited in the light of the critical public 

attention paid to her brother's period of administration, Fane's counter-

narrative provides an outspoken insight into the actualities of this interim period 

in the region's history.  

 From the heat of India, Chapter Three moves to the chill forests of 

Upper Canada which Susanna Moodie found so intimidating upon her arrival at 

the beginning of the 1830s with her family. Her account, published in 1852, 

takes as its primary purpose opposing the British government's promotion of 

emigration on the grounds that those with genteel backgrounds are unsuited 

for adapting to pioneer conditions. Thus she is challenging the position of the 

Philosophic Radicals and others who maintained that the best solution to 

Britain's economic problems of overpopulation at the time was to encourage 

emigration to the colonies. Her counter-narrative proposes that her harrowing 

experiences in the Canadian backwoods give her an insight not only into how 

misleading were the government initiatives, but also into the whole notion of 

gentility and class relations which fail to translate to a pioneer situation. As a 

comparative text I examine the narrative of her sister, Catharine Parr Traill, 

who settled in Upper Canada in the same year, since her older sibling writes in 

a more optimistic vein of the possibilities that were available for British 

emigrants. Traill's interest in botany sustains her and means that her account 

provides a more positive message for prospective settlers. 
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 In Chapter Four, I turn to a British governess who chose to escape the 

difficulties of finding employment in the over-supplied domestic market in 1863 

and accepted a post at the Egyptian court as tutor to the Grand Pacha. Living 

in the harem during a period of rapid economic expansion and grand projects, 

which culminated in the construction of the Suez Canal, Emmeline Lott draws 

attention to the quantity of material goods that she sees squandered and the 

extravagance that surrounds her. A fellow British resident, Lucie Duff Gordon 

also contributes to the debates on the condition of Egypt at the time but, living 

in the countryside at Luxor, her more sympathetic account describes the 

adverse effects that sudden economic development produced for farming 

families. Lott's counter-narrative is more concerned with responding to the 

numerous, sometimes imaginative, accounts that had been written of harem 

life. Thus she concentrates on the tensions in her daily existence and the 

difficulties that she encounters with the slaves and eunuchs in creating a 

suitable social space for herself as an English gentlewoman. Taken together 

the two narratives highlight differing attitudes to the discourses of class and 

feminism, but most importantly, to their roles as translators of oriental culture 

for a British reading public. 

 Chapter Five moves to Europe, and examines the approach of two 

women to writing about travel in what was a well-supplied market during the 

nineteenth century. Both Frances Elliot and Mary Eyre position their accounts 

to appeal to the enthusiasm that the middle-classes developed for holidaying 

on the continent, and which they were able to satisfy, often using the 

convenience of Cook's Tours and the attention to detail that the popular 

Murray guidebooks provided. Elliot's discussions on Italian art reflect the 

constant debates about the Renaissance period that were a feature of 

nineteenth-century literature. However in characterising herself as an 'Idle 

Woman' Elliot adopts a rather dated, patrician approach in her counter-

narrative in order to establish her superiority in matters of taste, while she 

progresses along what had become a legendary route through Italy. Eyre, in 

contrast, positions her narrative in the south of France, which was emerging as 

a fashionable destination for British travellers, and, as she walks through the 

Pyrenees, records elements of regional cultures which were in danger of being 
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lost as the appearance of the rail network transformed rural areas. Her 

narrative represents a more modern approach than Elliot's but taken together 

the parallel accounts reflect the changes that were occurring in European 

travel during the 1860s and 70s. 

 The final case study concerns the wife of a colonial magistrate, Emily 

Innes, who chose to position her counter-narrative in response to an earlier 

travel account published by Isabella Bird after a five-week visit to the Malay 

States as a guest of the Colonial Office. Although the two authors never met, 

the celebrated traveller's report on her experiences caused Innes to reflect on 

the disparity in their situations. Consequently, while careful to maintain that 

Bird's account was accurate, Innes describes the hardships and dangers that 

junior colonial officials and their families faced when living in isolated 

situations, and suggests that Bird's privileged circumstances did not permit her 

to convey an authentic representation of life in the region to her readers. Living 

in close contact with the populations of small villages enables Innes to highlight 

the contradictions that arose in trying to fit British concepts of justice and 

administration to Malay conditions, and taken together the parallel accounts 

reveal the disparity that existed between a Romantic or commercial view of the 

Malay States and the lived reality. Moreover, Innes' willingness to enter into 

political discussions on subjects such as the suitability of the 'Resident' system 

for administering each state, or the position of women, are indicative of the 

later period when her counter-narrative was published, during the 1880s.  

 My initial interest in studying counter-narratives grew from an 

appreciation, gained from Jane Robinson's anthology of women travellers, of 

the great variety of female writers who were recording their impressions of 

foreign travel during the Victorian era.85 My curiosity was further aroused when 

reading Susan Morgan's chapter in Place Matters on Emily Innes and the 

criticism that she produced of Britain's colonial policy in her account of living in 

the Malay States.86 Together these two studies stimulated me into exploring 

whether there were other women travel writers who were engaged in critical 

scrutiny of their situations while overseas. Because my study is concerned with 
                                                 
85 Jane Robinson, Wayward Women : A Guide to Women Travellers (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 1991). 
86 Chapter 5, "The Company as the Country", in Susan Morgan, Place Matters. 
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examining counter-narratives, I have adopted a broad understanding of what 

constitutes travel writing. I have not distinguished between women who 

travelled overseas and returned to Britain, and those who became permanent 

residents in another country. I take the field of travel writing as applying to 

those who travel from one country to another and subsequently write about 

their experiences in a foreign land. Clearly in view of the limited number of 

accounts that are examined, this study does not profess to be exhaustive in its 

coverage of women who wrote in opposition to the dominant themes in travel 

narratives at this time. Its general intent is to examine how the marginalisation 

of counter-narratives has led to gaps in our understanding of travel writing from 

the period: where accounts once coexisted they are separated, and positive 

accounts are privileged over negative ones. It is this discontinuity of knowledge 

that the study will address in order to create a clearer picture of the diversity of 

travel writing during the Victorian era. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



C H A P T E R   T W O  
 

Isabella Fane and Emily Eden 
 
 
Under Royal Patronage  
 By the time Isabella Fane and Emily Eden arrived in the legendary land 

of the Indies, midway through the 1830s, the British were direct rulers of over 

500,000 square miles of territory.1 Yet a complex history of interaction, 

revision and adaptation lay beneath the dominant British position that the two 

women experienced, and their accounts form a lively record of what was a 

transition time in the early days of the Raj.2 Beginning in the fifteenth century 

the Portuguese, Dutch and French had set up coastal trading posts along the 

coast of the subcontinent; but it was a company of merchants from Britain, 

who had been granted monopoly privileges by the monarch on trade with the 

East Indies in 1600, who eventually came to eclipse all other European 

traders. Central to the enduring strength of the British East India Company, as 

it came to be known, was its organisation as a joint-stock enterprise. As 

Barbara and Thomas Metcalf indicate, a joint-stock organisation allowed 

merchants to share the risks of trade and enabled them to raise further funds 

as needed.3 Consequently, the access to financial resources provided by a 

company structure made the East India Company a formidable competitor, 

with their trading efficiency supported by the right to bear arms granted by 

royal charter.  

 However, during the seventeenth century the Mughal Empire was at 

the height of its powers. While local rulers welcomed the East India Company 

to offset the predominance of the Portuguese, and later the Dutch and the 

                                            
1 The concept of the 'Indies' derives from Hellenistic antiquity, when it originally signified all 
land east of the Indus river. Matthew H. Edney, Mapping an Empire : The Geographical 
Construction of British India, 1765-1843 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1997), p.3. 
2 John Pemble, ed., Miss Fane in India (London: Headline, 1985). Emily Eden, Up the 
Country: Letters Written to Her Sister from the Upper Provinces of India (1866; London: 
Virago, 1983). Page references to these editions are cited parenthetically in the text. 
3 Barbara Daly Metcalf and Thomas R. Metcalf, A Concise History of India (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2002), p.43. 
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French, no opportunity arose during this period for the British to annex 

territory. Thus the Company initially devoted resources to expanding their 

commercial interests and establishing trading posts along the east and west 

coasts. They prospered by developing markets in Europe for a variety of 

Indian produce including indigo dye, saltpetre which was used for gunpowder, 

and most importantly, fine quality hand-loomed textiles. The demand for 

Indian fabrics such as chintz, calico and muslin (all words of Indian origin) 

increased rapidly in Europe, sustained by the growth of a consumer economy. 

From an amount of £360,000 in 1670, the Company's imports from India to 

Europe tripled in value over the subsequent thirty years, before doubling 

again to reach nearly two million pounds by 1740.4 As commercial 

commodities the significance of Indian textiles was wide-ranging, for, as Mary 

Louise Pratt has observed, cloth is the quintessential colonising commodity.5 

So-called 'Guinea' cloth was exported from India to West Africa as payment 

for slaves destined for West Indian plantations, while in South-East Asia it 

became a medium of exchange for the spice trade.6 However the greatest 

demand arose from Britain as the country moved ahead of its European 

competitors with the start of the Industrial Revolution. The Company 

managed to maintain a monopoly on the all-important trade with India through 

the establishment of an 'East India' lobby in Parliament and the maintenance 

of a series of licence payments to the British government. 

 Gradually during the eighteenth century the Company transformed 

from being interested solely in trading to involvement in the business of Indian 

politics. As a wealthy trading organisation, the East India Company was 

conscious of its vulnerability to alterations in leadership among the 

principalities. Consequently, following a number of raids on its trading 

communities, the Company adopted a policy of armed defence and, 

alongside its trading operations, started to develop a military division. When 

the Mughal Empire began its slow disintegration during the course of the 

century, the struggle for power among the Indian princes that followed this 

breakdown made British neutrality impossible. The result was that, as John 
                                            
4 Metcalf and Metcalf, p.45. 
5 Pratt, Imperial Eyes, p.23. 
6 Metcalf and Metcalf, p.47. 
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Pemble notes wryly, instead of a Hindu empire replacing the Mughal Empire, 

history took an unexpected twist, and the successors were not Indians at all 

but Europeans. However, Pemble claims that the transformation of the East 

India Company from traders to rulers of a vast empire 'was the result rather of 

political circumstances than of premeditated ambition'. In order to overcome 

the hostility of native dynasties in Mysore and Bengal, the Company,  
… protected its interests by furnishing its own allies and protégés with European-
trained native troops (sepoys), and acquired territorial possessions and political 
hegemony largely as a corollary of this military sponsorship. In the prevailing 
economic and political circumstances territory was the only sure mode of payment, 
so military subsidies often became converted into grants of land; while the native 
princes, by relying on hired assistance and neglecting their own resources, became 
in effect not only the paymasters but the prisoners of the British military machine.7 

 

Nevertheless the maintenance of a large combat force consumed trading 

profits. Some historians have described the economic connection between 

the increased costs associated with territorial expansion and the East India 

Company's fast-growing army as 'military fiscalism'.8 Although Company 

officials came to recognise that securing territory furthered both their 

individual and the Company's commercial fortunes, the increased expenditure 

attached to the Company's expanding army meant that new sources of 

revenue needed to be found, which in turn became a motive for territorial 

expansion. 

 Calcutta, where the women later came to take up residence, had been 

established as one of three British 'presidencies', together with Bombay in the 

west and Madras in the south. Each community was ruled by a British 

governor and council, and defended by a garrison of soldiers. Sensing a 

challenge to his authority when the British began extending the fortifications 

to Calcutta in 1756, the new young ruler of Bengal attacked and defeated the 

small British garrison. The subsequent imprisonment of prisoners in the 

infamous airless dungeon, the 'Black Hole' of Calcutta, resulted in over forty 

deaths and brought swift retribution.9 As Kate Teltscher has demonstrated, 

                                            
7 John Pemble, The Raj, the Indian Mutiny and the Kingdom of Oudh, 1801-1859 (Hassocks: 
Harvester, 1977), p.6. 
8 Quoted in Anthony Webster, The Richest East India Merchant : The Life and Business of 
John Palmer of Calcutta, 1767-1836 (Woodbridge: Boydell, 2007), pp.6-7. 
9 The accuracy of the account published by the garrison commander, who emerged alive, that 
of the 146 English prisoners incarcerated only 23 survived, has since been questioned. J. Z. 
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the symbolism of a 'claustrophobic carnage' in Calcutta inflicted irreparable 

damage to Anglo-Indian relations, and became symptomatic of the wider 

insecurities of eighteenth-century British involvement in India.10 Certainly, for 

long after, the intertextuality of the name continued to reverberate through 

narratives, as an evocative metonym for colonial horror. To avenge the 

humiliation, the British dispatched Colonel Robert Clive from Madras, where 

he had already distinguished himself as a skilful commander. Retaking 

Calcutta, Clive formed new alliances and conspired with a group of Hindu 

bankers to replace the ruler of Bengal. Following his victory in 1757 at the 

Battle of Plassey by intrigue as much as by military means, and the 

installation of a more malleable ruler, the company secured unimpeded 

trading access to the countryside, making Clive the first British governor of 

India's richest province.11 He went on to amass an immense personal fortune 

and became, at the age of thirty-two, one of England's wealthiest subjects, 

able to buy large shares of the company's stock and 'rotten borough seats 

galore in Parliament'. 12 He was the first of the Anglo-Indian 'nabobs'.13 Thus 

it could be said that 1757 marked the early beginnings of British rule in India. 

                                                                                                                            

 No longer able to maintain the pretence that they were mere traders, 

the East India Company proceded to secure the diwani, or revenue collecting 

rights, a few years later in Bengal, Bihar and Orissa by a treaty with the 

Mughal emperor. Legally the East India Company was the emperor's deputy, 

as revenue collector, and the administration of justice was left to the 

figurehead Mughal ruler. In fact, however, the entire province was under the 

Company's control which in effect made them the masters of eastern India. 

 
Holwell, A Genuine Narrative of the Deplorable Deaths of the English Gentlemen, and 
Others, Who Were Suffocated in the Black-Hole in Fort-William, at Calcutta, in the Kingdom 
of Bengal, in the Night Succeeding the 20th Day of June, 1756, in a Letter to a Friend 
(London: A. Millar, 1758). 
10 Kate Teltscher, Chapter 1, "'The Fearful Name of the Black Hole' : fashioning an imperial 
myth", in Bart Moore-Gilbert, ed., Writing India, 1757-1990 : The Literature of British India 
(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1996). 
11 Mark Bence-Jones, Clive of India (London: Constable, 1974). 
12 Stanley A. Wolpert, A New History of India (New York: Oxford University Press, 1982), 
pp.180-1.  
13 Arising from the Mughal word for governor, 'nabob' described a company official who had 
amassed a personal fortune in India and consequently lived an extravagant lifestyle. The 
term 'Anglo-Indian' is used here in the nineteenth-century sense of British subjects who lived 
in India, rather than as a denotation of mixed parentage, which appeared later in the century. 
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Webster suggests that with the granting of the diwani the very character of 

the Company began to change. It became 'a political and administrative 

power' on the sub-continent and abandoned its roots as a trading 

organisation.14 The victory at Buxar against an alliance of Mughal rulers in 

1764 demonstrated that the Company had accumulated sufficient wealth and 

power from Bengal to shake the crumbling foundations of the Mughal empire, 

had they desired to do so.15 But rather than confront the whole empire, Clive 

preferred to offer martial protection to individual Indian leaders which kept 

them dependent without arousing extensive opposition. Consolidating the 

Company's financial position was a monopoly of the commercial traffic 

between India and China which was based on the lucrative opium and tea 

trade.  

 Nevertheless, in the ensuing decades the Company faced mounting 

financial problems. The great distance between the centres of administration, 

coupled with the difficulty of communication between the headquarters in 

Leadenhall Street and the Indian sub-continent, meant that local 

representatives were able to pursue their own financial interests while the 

company was burdened with the heavy costs of defending and policing the 

new protectorates.  The British government's Regulating Act of 1773 was an 

effort to impose a series of administrative and economic reforms on the 

Company in return for a large government loan.16 Indian affairs would be 

directly supervised by the British parliamentary cabinet, and administered by 

a Governor-General. Company directors appointed Warren Hastings to the 

newly-created position and subordinated the other centres to a new capital in 

Calcutta. However, although a scholar of Indian literature and philosophy, 

Hastings proved to be no less supportive of expansion and extortion during 

his twelve years in office.17 Forced to resign in 1784, his subsequent 

impeachment by Parliament and eight-year trial led to the functioning of 

                                            
14 Webster, p.7. 
15 Wolpert, p.185. 
16 Webster, p.8. 
17 Acknowledging the importance of indigenous knowledge to the colonial power, Warren 
Hastings encouraged the translation of Indian literature. The English version of the Bhagvat 
Geeta carries his preface. Charles Wilkins, The Bhagvat-Geeta, or, Dialogues of Kreeshna 
and Arjoon : In Eighteen Lectures; with Notes (London: C. Nourse, 1785). 
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colonialism being interrogated in the public arena, with passionate debate 

over East India Company procedures, in particular the collection of revenue.18 

Intensifying the public debate was a general concern over colonial policy, as a 

consequence of Britain's defeat in the American War of Independence (1775-

1783), which had resulted in the loss for Britain of the American colonies. 

Although finally vindicated, Hastings was financially ruined. The aftermath of 

the trial produced new administration policies which affected the conduct of all 

future officials operating in India, as well as their families, as will be seen in 

the narratives of Isabella Fane and Emily Eden which form the focus of this 

chapter.  

 

A New Political Order  
 The transformation of the East India Company civil service into a more 

moderate, professional organisation began with the replacement of Hastings 

by Lord Cornwallis, who reformed taxation with the 1793 Permanent 

Settlement Act. Banning Company officials from involvement in private trade 

he compensated them with higher salaries and improved opportunities for 

promotion, based on merit rather than patronage.19 Believing that the earlier 

policies of accommodation to native culture had led to deteriorating 

standards, Cornwallis moved to exclude Indians from public office and 

rejected the Conservative view that there was a need to bridge the intellectual 

gap between the two cultures. Under Cornwallis the British acquired a sense 

of racial superiority and the easy social relations which had until then existed 

between the different groups began to decline.20 In addition, Anglicisation of 

the administration service led to a policy whereby British wives were 

welcomed in India, or close female relatives who were able to act as social 

                                            
18 Hastings' trial and Edmund Burke's impassioned prosecution reveals a concern with the 
morality of British policy in India. See Chapter 5 in Kate Teltscher, India Inscribed : European 
and British Writing on India, 1600-1800 (Delhi: Oxford University Press, 1995). See also 
Chapter 3 in Sara Suleri, The Rhetoric of English India (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 1992). Suleri suggests that a 'shared intimacy of guilt' is at the root of Burke's rage 
against Hastings and he strives to make the ex-Governor responsible for all the iniquities of 
colonialism in order to purge the larger project by his prosecution. 
19 Later reforms extended Cornwallis' initiative, such as the East India Company college at 
Haileybury which provided training for colonial administrators in administrative, commercial 
and language skills. Webster, p.9. 
20 Michael Edwardes, Raj : The Story of British India (London: Pan, 1969), p.32. 
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consorts for colonial officers. The two narratives examined here, Isabella 

Fane's letters, collected as Miss Fane in India, and Emily Eden's Up the 

Country, are a consequence of the new regime. Isabella Fane acted as 

hostess for her father from 1835-38, following his appointment as 

Commander-in-Chief of the Indian army. The Eden sisters accompanied their 

brother Lord Auckland to India, for his term as Governor-General, from 1835-

42.21 Together their letters form a commentary on the social background 

which accompanied this era of expansion.  

 During this time a Liberal Utilitarian viewpoint in association with 

Evangelical beliefs came to replace the Conservative orientation of British 

policy in India.22 A classic work published in 1817 by James Mill, an Examiner 

at the British East India Company headquarters in London, expressed in 

detail a liberal view of Indian society and contributed to an enduring belief in 

the value of good government, provided by British experts.23 Famously never 

visiting the subcontinent, Mill believed that India could be known through 

reading rather than experience.24 The result was that the colony became, as 

Metcalf has suggested, 'something of a laboratory for the creation of the 

liberal administrative state' since, unlike England where vocal constituencies 

could not be so easily brushed aside, in India a conquered people could not 

as easily protest measures introduced for their presumed benefit.25 Moreover 

supporting the new social and political order in India was an information 

order. A more scientific understanding of the sub-continent meant that 

abstract institutionalised knowledge increasingly displaced the earlier 

                                            
21 The executive council comprised the Governor-General, the Commander-in-Chief and two 
expert civilians. However by 1820 six specialist secretaries joined in policy deliberations and 
the secretariat participated in council deliberations, though neither their names nor comments 
were recorded. Douglas M. Peers, Between Mars and Mammon : Colonial Armies and the 
Garrison State in India, 1819-1835 (London: Tauris Academic Studies, 1995), p.35-6. 
22 Udayon Misra, The Raj in Fiction : A Study of Nineteenth-Century British Attitudes Towards 
India (Delhi: B.R. Publishing, 1987), pp.2-3. 
23 James Mill, The History of British India (London: Baldwin Cradock and Joy, 1817). 
Following Bentham, for James Mill the concept of utility was the measure of social progress. 
His son, John Stuart Mill, developed his ideas in his well-known treatise, On Liberty, also 
acting as an Examiner in the Company until its dissolution in 1858.  
24 For a detailed discussion of issues arising from Mill's defence of insularity and the 
privileging of radical detachment compared to direct observation, see Roxanne Euben, 
Journeys to the Other Shore : Muslim and Western Travelers in Search of Knowledge 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2006). 
25 Thomas R. Metcalf, Ideologies of the Raj (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994), 
p.29. 
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'indigenous networks of knowledgeable people'.26 One prime example of this 

was the Great Trigonometrical Survey, begun in 1818, which mapped the 

entire country on the basis of a detailed triangulation.27 Through the rational 

processes epitomised by mapmaking the British framed India and created a 

spatial history from historical events and processes.28  

 Thus the letters of Fane and Eden were composed during a period of 

significant transition for colonial relations in India. The period from the 1820s 

to the 1870s saw an ongoing shift in British attitudes towards involvement in 

the subcontinent. The previous era had been one of reform, from Bentinck's 

abolition of sati (widow-burning) and thugi (ritual murder by strangling and 

highway robbery) to Macaulay's famous 'Minute' in 1835. In this he 

recommended the institution of an English education for a class of Indians 

'who may be interpreters between us and the millions whom we govern' since 

he declared that 'English is better worth knowing than Sanskrit or Arabic'. 29 

As a liberal reformer Macaulay differed from the Orientalists who had 

venerated the achievements of India's ancient past. Consequently by the time 

of Auckland's governorship 'a resurgence of imperialism' had emerged.30 

Instead of reform, a policy of imperial expansionism that had been 

characteristic of previous administrations was reinstated. An imperial attitude, 

dominated by a desire to preserve the empire at all costs, attempted to 

establish an incorruptible bureaucracy based on enlightened British 

institutions.  

 The counter-narrative of Isabella Fane considered in this chapter is 

only one example from among the abundance of letters and diaries available 

from the era of British rule in India. While leisure was common among 

nineteenth-century middle and upper-class women, those in India 
                                            
26 Metcalf and Metcalf, A Concise History of India p.63. 
27 See Figure 1.6 in Edney, p.20. 
28 For a discussion of the rhetoric of Enlightenment philosophy in relation to spatial history, 
see Paul Carter, The Road to Botany Bay : An Essay in Spatial History (London: Faber and 
Faber, 1987).  
29 Macaulay, a reformist Whig, was head of the Indian Law Commission from 1835 to 1838 
and wrote his Minute on Indian Education as part of a debate about government responsibility 
for colonial education, arguing for the formation of 'a class of persons, Indian in blood and 
colour, but English in taste, in opinions, in morals, and in intellect'. Antoinette M. Burton, 
Politics and Empire in Victorian Britain : A Reader (New York: Palgrave, 2001), pp.18-21.  
30 See Chapter 7 in George D. Bearce, British Attitudes Towards India, 1784-1858 (London: 
Oxford University Press, 1961). 
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experienced increased leisure time due not only to the greater number of 

servants, but also as a result of the hot and humid climate which restricted 

their daytime activities. What makes Fane's correspondence of particular 

interest is the fact that it was not published during her lifetime. There is no 

record today of a publication carrying her name or a pseudonym, so she was 

not an author in the traditional sense during her own time. At one stage she 

does mention publication, which suggests that she courted the possibility, but 

there was evidently no outcome to her literary ambitions. However, John 

Pemble has assembled a collection of her letters written to her aunt covering 

the short period from January 1836 to April 1837 when she accompanied her 

father on his tour of duty to India.31 In anticipation of the military operations 

beyond the northwest frontier, she was sent back to Lincolnshire in 1838. The 

benefit of modern-day publication is that the reader obtains the authentic 

voice of Isabella Fane corresponding with her aunt, Mrs Chaplin, 

supplemented by diary entries for a central missing portion covering a two-

month period. Consequently her observations and anecdotes have escaped 

the type of authoritarian editing that would have occurred had they passed 

through the hands of a nineteenth-century editor. As a result, the letters are a 

detailed and candid insight into life in India at the time. In fact, commenting in 

the Introduction on her frankness, Pemble observes: 'Even if ladies talked like 

that, they were not supposed to write like it' (p.6). Hence, unlike the other 

accounts examined in this study, Fane articulates her opinions with a lack of 

the self-consciousness that necessarily occurs when an author is aware of 

creating a marketable product for publication. Not being concerned with 

adjusting her first-person narrative for a broad readership she is consequently 

not constrained in her descriptions of people nor inhibited in speaking of the 

physical discomforts that were part of life in India during the first half of the 

nineteenth century. The result is a counter-narrative that provides a candid 

picture of the daily life of the women who accompanied the ruling elite to India 

and which highlights some of the strange anomalies that existed during this 

period of British rule.  

                                            
31 The letters are reproduced from the Fane papers deposited in the Lincolnshire Records 
Office. 
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 Emily Eden, in contrast, as daughter of the first Baron Auckland and 

sister to one of the early Governor-Generals, was fully conscious of her social 

position. While her letters are lively and colourful in their descriptions, she not 

only suppressed names in references, in the style of the time, but usually 

changed initials. While interesting in the unique perspective that Eden's letters 

provide of the privileged existence of the Governor-General's entourage, that 

narrative advantage is balanced by the editing that their content would have 

received in the light of protecting Eden's status, as well as the critical public 

attention paid to her brother's period of administration. By the time her letters 

came to publication in 1866, everything had irrevocably changed for the 

British in India. Her brother's administration had suffered severe criticism and 

was later to be condemned in Parliament. According to Elizabeth Claridge, 

George Eden's issue of the notoriously 'garbled' Afghan Blue Book coupled 

with the folly of his decision to embark on the First Afghan War meant that 

'historians would condemn the brother Emily Eden so loved as the least 

admirable of Governor-Generals' (Introduction, p.xix). The letters in Up the 

Country describe the tour to Simla in the Himalayas made by the Governor-

General and his entourage between 1837 and 1840 from the residence in 

Calcutta. The primary reason for travelling to Simla was for the British 

administrators to escape the heat of the plains; however for the Governor-

General it was more importantly a political journey which included paying 

extended visits to princely states on the way in order to consolidate 

allegiances, particularly with the 'Lion of the Punjab', Maharajah Ranjit Singh, 

the leader of the Sikhs. Fane and her father left Calcutta in 1836 with their 

entourage of about 5,000 to make inspection tours of army outposts and to 

spend prolonged periods at Simla. Thus Fane's counter-narrative provides 

significant points of comparison to Eden's more partial commentary.  

 

The Colonial Experience 

 Whereas prior to the time covered by these two narratives India had 

been a sphere of masculine activity, during the nineteenth century British 

women were being encouraged where possible to journey to India and take a 

supportive role in colonial rule. In increasing numbers women began to 
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accompany husbands or close relatives who were colonial administrators, 

and to take up residence in the administrative centres and outposts of India. 

The earlier system of open concubinage with native women which had 

prevailed in the eighteenth century was becoming outmoded as contact 

between the races gradually became more limited.32 The outcome was that, 

as racial prejudice increased, British communities became more exclusive 

and enclave-like, more preoccupied with themselves and their society than 

with examining India.33 In accordance with their function as companions to 

senior public figures who were members of the ruling élite in Calcutta, 

Isabella Fane and Emily Eden acted as hostesses in the continuous round of 

social engagements that formed a significant part of the colonial experience 

for women in India. The letters that they wrote create a valuable record of an 

unmarried woman's perception of a man's world in India, as they 

accompanied their male family members to official ceremonies and informal 

activities. Their writing emphasises personal details and provides an insight 

into the day-to-day functioning of colonial life. Rather than engaging in a 

display of knowledge or providing a panoramic view of the administration, the 

women are more concerned to communicate the intimate details of daily life, 

the tedium of official dinners and the discomforts that they experienced on the 

long march to the hill station of Simla. Unlike other counter-narratives to be 

examined in subsequent chapters, Fane's letters do not provide the type of 

minority opinion which arises from a sense of dissatisfaction or opposition to 

the discourse of colonial government. Eden and Fane were both members of 

the official class in India which was socially the most influential and 

prestigious group. Their letters reflect their superior positions and their 

commitment to a shared ethos of participating in the common cause of 

supporting the careers of male relatives. Consequently there is little vertical 

movement in their narratives, exploring lower down the social scale, and their 

                                            
32 J. K. Stanford, Ladies in the Sun : The Memsahibs' India, 1790-1860 (London: Galley 
Press, 1962), p.72. A number of British administrators had Indian wives: one example was Sir 
Charles Metcalfe, provisional Governor-General during 1835-6. Misra, p.36. However, a 
hardening of attitudes towards contact between the races may have negatively influenced his 
promotion.  
33 Ketaki Kushari Dyson, A Various Universe : A Study of the Journals and Memoirs of British 
Men and Women in the Indian Subcontinent, 1765-1856 (Delhi: Oxford University Press, 
1978), p.24. 
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accounts mainly describe courtly encounters with Indian princes and formal 

engagements. However, the distinction in this chapter is the candid insight 

that Fane's counter-narrative provides into the actuality of the situation that 

such prominent women experienced while they were carrying out what they 

regarded as their 'duty' and how the discursive framework of colonialism 

demarcated the boundaries of their awareness.  

 While it is true to say that both women endured rather than relished 

their stay in India, nevertheless the two narratives provide an interesting 

picture of an interim period in the region's history. It was the time after the 

moral permissiveness of the nabob era and before the more rigid principles 

that came to characterise the later part of Queen Victoria's reign. Moreover, 

the discursive conflict that affected colonial policy in India during the 1830s 

mirrored political changes that were occurring in Britain.34 The values of 

Utilitarian Liberalism, introduced during the time of Lord Bentinck, the 

Governor-General prior to Auckland, prevailed, as the earlier eighteenth-

century preference for researching India's history and traditions yielded to a 

widespread civilising mission. It was also a time before modernisation: when 

a journey 'up country', with all the political ceremonies and martial spectacles 

that this entailed, could last for up to two years, before the development of the 

railways opened up the sub-continent.35 Moreover, their narratives continue 

to exhibit more tolerant attitudes than those that arose later in the century. 

Arriving from an England in transition between the Regency and Victorian 

periods, they consequently brought with them a rather more open-minded 

outlook than was customary after this time. Thus, although both women 

complain that they missed the stimulation of sophisticated conversation and 

wit that was characteristic of London, their letters differ from many 

subsequent women travellers in India, since their writing reflects a lack of the 
                                            
34 The ideals of liberalism, which produced legislative change in Britain with the Reform Bill, 
the New Poor Law and the repeal of the Corn Laws, also shaped concepts of imperial 
governance In India. Metcalf, Ideologies of the Raj, p.28. For an analysis of the 1830s in 
Britain as 'the seedtime of a new era', see Lawrence Poston, Chapter 1, "1832", in Herbert F. 
Tucker, A Companion to Victorian Literature & Culture (Malden: Blackwell, 1999). 
35 Though the possibility of building a railway was discussed as early as 1832, India's first 
railway passenger service finally commenced operations in 1853 and inaugurated a new era 
of rapid economic development and social change. Wolpert, p.228-9. See also Jogendra 
Nath Sahni, Indian Railways : One Hundred Years 1853 to 1953 (New Delhi: Ministry of 
Railways, 1953). 
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prejudices that were to develop later in the century as relations between India 

and England altered, particularly following the 'Mutiny' in 1857. Finally, a 

sense of evolution can be discerned in the organisation of the raj, for the 

basis of British authority in India was still ambiguous in the first half of the 

nineteenth century. The administrators believed that they ruled by right of 

conquest; yet the ruling agency was a chartered company, albeit supervised 

by Parliament. It was not until after the 'Mutiny' that Queen Victoria was 

declared ruler of India. As a consequence, there are elements of incongruity 

regarding imperial administration that appear, particularly in Fane's counter-

narrative, but also on occasions in Eden's account, where the reader senses 

the interim, irregular situation of British rule. 

 The changing nature of British rule at this time can be sensed in the 

recurrent reference that both writers make to the giving and receiving of 

presents between British administrative personnel and Indian heads of state. 

As the British East India Company's military power grew, the British 

transformed themselves from being traders to behaving as rulers, and 

established strict new protocols through legislation to regulate all aspects of 

the administration. As a consequence, a major discursive shift occurred in the 

policies of the British East India Company. Where previously lavish payments 

had secured favours, now the ceremonial exchange of gifts which formed a 

significant aspect of diplomacy became carefully controlled. Thus, although 

officials exchanged what they defined as 'presents' with Indian rulers, the 

nature and signification of this act had altered by the time Fane and Eden 

described the ceremonies in their letters. As Bernard Cohn reveals:  
Company officials could not accept "gifts" and when protocol required officials to 
accept a khilat [robe], weapons, or jewels, they had to deposit them in the 
Company's toshakhana (treasury). These gifts were recycled, given in turn to some 
Indian ruler at a durbar and other official meeting when it was deemed appropriate 
for the Company to exchange gifts with Indians. According to the rule that the 
Company followed, and which they imposed not only on their own subjects but on 
the allied princes when presents were exchanged, it was prearranged that the value 
offered by each party must be equal. In short, prestation and counter-prestation had 
become a contractual exchange.36 

Eden is circumspect in her descriptions of exchanging presents that became 

a frequent occurrence on the Governor-General's long march into the 

                                            
36 Bernard S. Cohn, Colonialism and Its Forms of Knowledge : The British in India (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1996), p.118. 
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hinterland as the party moved through different Indian principalities. Mindful of 

her position, she describes the jewels and shawls, and although she 

comments on the protocol of handing them over to the Company, she refrains 

from overtly criticising the practice. Instead her commentary is ironic in its 

portrayal of the unconventional behaviour involved in receiving sumptuous 

gifts when the receiver is prohibited from retaining them. Early in the march, 

when the party passes by the camp of the Nawâb of Banda, she pays an 

official visit to the Baiza Baee who presents her and her sister Fanny with 

fifteen trays of presents each. In the course of the formalities, the princess, 'a 

clever-looking little woman', confides that she is aware of the code of 

behaviour that surrounds 'presents'. She suggests that the sisters would be 

able to retain them since 'the jewels had been specially prepared for us, and 

inferior articles of the same kind would be sent with the list that is always 

given to Mr. B., so that he could make no claim on these' (p.46). The incident 

is treated as an amusing episode, as is a later incident with the Prince of 

Oude. At this reception, 'the presents were very magnificent' and Eden 

confesses that this is the first time that some of the jewels and shawls 'have 

excited my cupidity' (p.57). She permits herself a wry comment at the 

expense of the administration: that the British official, Mr. B., will be 

distressed by one of the expensive presents (diamond combs made on 

purpose for Emily and her sister) since they had been set in a European 

fashion and are 'of no use to give again' to other Indian leaders. While 

supporting efforts to reorganise the administration and establish an 

incorruptible bureaucracy, Eden's comments demonstrate that the ancient 

tradition of exchanging gifts had become ineffective and rule-bound to the 

extent that it verged on the absurd. 

 Whereas Eden is obliged by her position and sense of duty to her 

brother to support the official ideology, Fane is less constrained in her attitude 

towards gifts. At the start of her letters she describes herself as deliberately 

making conversation with the son of Tipu Sultan, the ruler of Mysore, in 'the 

hope that in consequence of this civility he may send me a present of a 

something' (p.42). Although Fane is aware of the protocol surrounding gift-

giving she finds it so tantalizing that only the 'Government will benefit' from 
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the presents given at a durbar or court by the Nepal General that she prefers 

not to even look upon them, rather than be tempted (p.48).37 But her letters 

reveal that there are methods to circumvent the regulations. She comments 

that although her father is 'so detestably conscientious' that he returns all 

presents, he could have kept the matchlocks presented by the chiefs of 

Ludhiana, 'now that he is in independent states' (p.184). Evidently once the 

Governor-General's retinue was outside the regions under the control of the 

British East India Company, they had the possibility of retaining whatever they 

desired from the constant flow of presents that were bestowed upon them; 

however Eden avoids becoming involved in discussing such possibilities. 

While staying with her father at Lahore for the nuptials of Ranjit Singh's 

grandson, Fane muses on the subject of his numerous gifts:  
Whether I am allowed to keep these is a point to be settled. I have made up my mind 
I shall not. My father has made some representation to Lord Auckland on the subject. 
I believe he wants to be allowed to keep what he has received and pay himself all 
the expenses John Company will have incurred. I want to sell my ugly jewellery and 
buy with the money a handsome shawl. (p.211) 

 

Finally, at Lahore a French officer craves the 'favour' of being allowed to 

present Fane and her sister-in-law with two handsome shawls each, much to 

their delight, as 'John Company cannot touch these' (p.216). Through such 

comments in the letters of Fane the reader gains an insight into the unofficial 

thoughts of the people who formed a part of the official British retinue 

travelling with Lord Auckland. Obeying in principle the company regulations 

regarding presents did not prevent them on occasions from desiring some of 

the sumptuous articles that passed into the company's coffers and working 

out methods of obtaining what pleased them. The behaviour evident in Fane's 

letters is symptomatic of this transitional period of Anglo-Indian relations; 

memories of the nabob era still resonate and the intertextuality of such less-

regulated times appears in the brief digressions in her writing. 

 In the years following Auckland's governorship the verdict was severe 

on his management of international relations. Any positive achievements that 

he had accomplished were overshadowed by his handling of the events that 

                                            
37 Martabar Singh Thapa was sent on a complimentary visit by his uncle, the prime minister of 
Nepal. 
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led to the disastrous First Afghan War from 1839 to 1842 where a complete 

British-Indian garrison of 15,000 was wiped out, with allegedly only a single 

survivor.38 At the time British fears of a Russian invasion of India were 

widespread. The Governor-General allowed himself to be influenced by Lord 

Ellenborough, President of the company's Board of Control, and those with 

local knowledge such as his young secretary, Sir William Macnaghten. The 

young man's later murder in Afghanistan and the shock of the army being not 

only defeated but annihilated combined to produce a 'personal breakdown' for 

the unfortunate Auckland.39 In the light of later events Eden goes to great 

lengths in her opening chapters to communicate the high regard in which 

Auckland is held as Governor. When he rewards the soubadars or native 

officers for their exemplary conduct, she quotes their response that, 'our 

lordship was the first that had ever been so good to natives' (p.123). Her 

descriptions of his dutifully presiding at durbars and official dinners are 

supported by other commentators. In her Introduction to Eden's letters 

Elizabeth Claridge notes that he was considered hard-working and 

enlightened in his domestic policy (p.xii). Janet Durbar suggests that Calcutta 

society thought of the Governor-General as a 'mild, amiable gentleman 

unlikely to overstep the bounds of well-signposted duties'.40 However Eden 

makes little mention of his handling of the worsening political situation in 

Afghanistan other than when it affects their schedule. In December 1839 the 

Governor-General at first decides to stay on in Agra as 'there is so much to 

watch over in Afghanistan', but then in January 1840 suddenly wakes her one 

morning to announce that the arrival of the overland mail has forced a change 

                                            
38 The legend of a sole survivor from a 15,000 British contingent that included women and 
children continues to endure, see Metcalf and Metcalf, A Concise History of India, p.89. In the 
nineteenth century an army surgeon, Dr. William Brydon, achieved fame in Lady Elizabeth 
Butler's evocative portrait of a lone, exhausted horseman arriving at the gates of Jalalabad. 
However, modern scholars now suggest the story is historically inaccurate. See review of The 
Oxford History of India, C. Collin Davies, "Review: [Untitled]," Bulletin of the School of 
Oriental and African Studies 23. 1 (1960): 161-2. 
39 Wolpert, 219-21. See also John William Kaye, History of the War in Afghanistan (London: 
R. Bentley, 1851), v.ii, p.260. Kaye suggests that Auckland spent long hours pacing the 
verandas of Government House and his correspondence at this time 'betokened such painful 
prostration, that some to whom he wrote destroyed, in pity, all traces of these humiliating 
revelations'. 
40 Janet Dunbar, Golden Interlude : The Edens in India, 1836-1842 (London: John Murray, 
1955), p.40. 
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of plan and he is leaving immediately for Calcutta (p.360, pp.369-70). 

Whether Eden's cursory treatment results from loyalty to her brother or an 

avoidance of political realities is uncertain. However, the conclusion of her 

narrative at the start of the disturbances in Afghanistan suggests the former 

alternative. Nevertheless a few illuminating comments distributed through her 

account on her brother's discomfort in dealing with Indian princes and 

boredom at durbars serve to indicate obliquely that his temperament was 

unsuited to the position.  

 Unlike Eden's indirect approach, Fane is consistently outspoken in her 

commentary on the people who failed to satisfy her exacting standards. Her 

first meeting with the Eden sisters, although she declares that they 'got on 

famously', produces the assessment that, '[t]hey are both great talkers, both 

old, both ugly, and both s---k like polecats!' (p.63).41 The Governor-General is 

not exempt from her scorn, and her observations provide a significant 

commentary on Auckland's demeanour in his position of authority. At the first 

investiture after his arrival, Fane reports that Sir Charles Metcalfe, 
… was placed right before Lord Auckland, who in a frightful state of nervous 
excitement made a long and complimentary speech, the perspiration, from fright and 
heat, streaming well down his face. But he acquitted himself very well, all things 
considered. (p.65) 

 

On better acquaintance, for the élite in India were constantly in each other's 

company, Fane becomes less and less sympathetic to Auckland. She 

comments that his 'manners and appearance are particularly against his 

holding so high a situation' since he seems 'so painfully shy and frightened' 

(p.66). Later she concedes that he is 'a good-natured unaffected man, but so 

distressingly shy and nervous' (p.75). Her comments on first observing him 

prove to be prescient in light of the later events during his term as Governor-

General. The information that Auckland is good-natured but apparently 

intimidated by his responsibilities provides a clue to later events, when, rather 

than trust his own judgement, he is persuaded to embark on a campaign in 

Afghanistan by more forceful personalities such as Ellenborough and 

                                            
41 Fane is not named in Up the Country, although in a letter from Simla dated 1 November 
1838 she does mention sending a small parcel to Mr C. Grenville 'per Miss Fane'. It was 
William Osborne's illustrated journal which Eden suggests may be suitable for publication. 
Violet Dickinson, ed., Miss Eden's Letters (London: Macmillan, 1919), p.303. 



 61

McNaghten. Although it would have been a prestigious position, Fane prefers 

not to sit alongside Auckland at official dinners and the reader is left with the 

impression that conversation with the Governor-General was generally dull. In 

June 1836 she writes: 
In my struggle to get to the cool side of the room I got next to Lord Auckland, to my 
disgust. I am sick of him, for in consequence of being a somebody here it so often 
falls to my lot to find myself by his side. However, I had his frisky secretary on my 
other, who talked much to me, and the dinner was pleasant. (p.86) 

 

After these initial impressions, Fane ceases to remark on Lord Auckland's 

behaviour. Although she holds many beliefs that are similar to Eden's, in view 

of the ideological bonds that existed between members of the official class in 

India, in the case of Lord Auckland, their opinions differ significantly. While 

Eden conveys a picture of a dutiful and dignified brother, Fane's descriptions 

lead the reader to reflect on what was first and foremost a political 

appointment.42 Although the British East India Company retained nominal 

control over India until the 'Mutiny' in 1857, the appointment of the Governor-

General followed changes of government, with Auckland being appointed by 

the Whig, Lord Melbourne, and succeeded by the Tory appointee, Lord 

Ellenborough.43 The insight provided by Fane's counter-narrative reveals how 

the political imperatives which would have influenced the choice could fail to 

provide the most suitable candidate for the job. While Eden's account 

stresses his positive features in office, Fane's candid appraisal of his 

suitability for such a prominent position during a challenging period in Indian 

politics provides a key to the events that followed. Her text supplies the 

information that Eden's silence chooses to ignore. 

 

The Performance of Empire  
 As Benedict Anderson examines in his study of the 'anomaly of 

nationalism', nations are cultural artefacts of a particular kind that depend for 
                                            
42 An aristocratic pedigree was considered crucial since contemporary understandings of 
authority placed a great premium on force of character as a means of commanding respect. 
Peers, p.33. 
43 Julia Keay, With Passport and Parasol : The Adventures of Seven Victorian Ladies 
(London: BBC Publications, 1990), pp.14, 35. Moreover, later a motion for a Parliamentary 
enquiry into revelations of altering an envoy's despatches was defeated by the government of 
his friend, the Whig Lord Palmerston. Indira Ghose, Women Travellers in Colonial India : The 
Power of the Female Gaze (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998), pp.84-5. 
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their legitimacy to some extent on invented traditions.44 A large part of such 

traditions comprises the ceremonies and rituals that support the institutions 

surrounding the ruling elite of a nation, and thereby enhance its status. By the 

same token, the public image of a powerful ruling body such as the British 

East India Company depended in a large part on the ceremonial martial 

displays which were elaborately performed and dedicated to emphasising the 

principles that it claimed to support. The letters of Fane and Eden disclose the 

powerful appeal of these performances for all observers. The spectacles not 

only presented martial values in an idealised manner but acted as an 

advertisement for the idea of empire. The necessity for such performance 

was integral to imperial philosophy, since 'the ideology of empire specifies the 

command by one race over another, and asserts that this is justified on the 

grounds of superiority'.45 Moreover Ghose has suggested that 'the 

resurgence of imperialism' during Auckland's governorship generated a firm 

belief that Oriental pageantry and splendour were an indispensable part of 

rule, to appeal to and suitably impress 'the Oriental mind'.46 Thus the frequent 

parades that the women describe exhibited the hegemony of the British East 

India Company through the exhibition of the ruler's wealth in the sumptuous 

uniforms and powerful armaments. 

 Central to the ceremonial displays was the demonstration of the army's 

discipline: the regular order of the parade ground and the coordination of the 

troops suggesting an impersonal machine. However, an underlying 

fascination surrounding the spectacle resided in the fact that,  
… this machine was unlike any other; while most impressive as a spectacle it also 
possessed the fascination of being both powerful and dangerous, and its purpose 
was to inflict the ultimate power of destruction by threatening or destroying human 
life and property with the most dangerous weapons available.47 

 

Fane is not immune to the anxiety that such a combination of display and 

danger could create. When the 'Nepaul General' visits Calcutta with his troops 

                                            
44 Benedict R. O'G Anderson, Imagined Communities : Reflections on the Origin and Spread 
of Nationalism (London: Verso, 1991), p.4. 
45 Robert H. MacDonald, The Language of Empire : Myths and Metaphors of Popular 
Imperialism, 1880-1918 (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1994), p.39. 
46 Ghose, p.72. 
47 Scott Hughes Myerly, ""The Eye Must Entrap the Mind": Army Spectacle and Paradigm in 
Nineteenth-Century Britain," Journal of Social History 26.1 (1992): 115 



 63

the welcoming ceremony includes a salute fired from the fort. The following 

week he watches an elaborate artillery review. Fane observes that: 
The manoeuvring of troops is not at all wonderful to him; his own can do the same 
but anything to do with huge guns is quite out of his line. (p.50) 

 

In reflecting the General's unease when witnessing powerful artillery, such 

comments point to one of the fundamental bases upon which the British East 

India Company was able to establish its control of the territories in India: the 

British had an advanced technological expertise in weapons. When the 

Commander-in-Chief and his entourage visit Runjit Singh, the Sikh leader, 

Fane comments that the 'camp is immense' and fires the 'big gun' morning 

and evening in order to be 'truly military' (p.187). Thus Fane's observations 

underscore the way that, in order to enhance the performance of their martial 

displays, the British army was not averse to drawing attention to the lethal 

purpose of the military by emphasising their superior firepower whenever they 

had the opportunity. 

 During this period, although Indian rulers retained nominal control over 

their domestic affairs, their supremacy gradually diminished. As an example, 

the year that saw the arrival of Sir Henry Fane as Commander-in-Chief in 

India witnessed a modification which was chiefly symbolic but nevertheless 

demonstrated the transfer of power that had been gradually taking place 

since the seventeenth century. In 1835 the British East India Company 

replaced the image of the Mughal Emperor on its coinage with that of the 

British monarch.48 David Spurr has observed that the anxiety of colonial 

discourse comes from the fact that the coloniser's power depends on the 

presence and consent of the colonised and therefore 'authority is in some 

sense conferred by those who obey it'.49 The intense militarisation of British 

society in India reflects the Company's disquiet over their supremacy in view 

of the sparseness of the British population in proportion to the Indians under 

their control. In 1830, out of a total European population of 42,108 more than 

36,000 were soldiers and officers.50 The ceremonial durbars and the stirring 

                                            
48 Pemble, The Raj, p.7. 
49 David Spurr, The Rhetoric of Empire: Colonial Discourse in Journalism, Travel Writing, and 
Imperial Administration (Durham: Duke University Press, 1993), p.11. 
50 Peers, p.54. 
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parades of the army, which the women describe in detail, served to assert the 

power of the British and reinforce the concept of their superiority on 

subjugated princes and others that they wished to impress. In response, 

Indian rulers went to great lengths to display their troops and caparisoned 

horses and elephants to the visiting dignitaries. Taken together the exhibitions 

reveal the delicate balance that existed between the ruling power and their 

consenting subjects, and which could at any time disintegrate into hostilities. 

While Eden participates in the grand narrative of empire, reporting positively 

on the parades, Fane at times provides an opposing perspective. Her 

counter-narrative reflects the underlying politics of the spectacles. Thus, in 

supporting or criticising the elaborate ceremonial occasions, the women's 

texts betray their appreciation of the constant reinforcement that the 

colonising power needs to sustain through military spectacle in order to 

maintain their authority.  

  However in terms of performance it is the political journey made by the 

Governor-General between 1838 and 1840 from Calcutta to Simla and back 

that eclipses all other representations of imperial magnificence during the 

women's stay in India. A capital situated a thousand miles from the farthest 

frontier necessitated a lengthy tour of inspection. However, it was fear of 

Russian incursions that initiated the grand tour through the border states, 

culminating in a state visit to the court of the Sikh ruler, Ranjit Singh. The 

sheer size of the British procession confirms the importance that was placed 

on performance and grandeur, as David Cannadine examines in his study.51 

Each day of the march a ten-mile cavalcade of people and equipment slowly 

advanced through the countryside, with the Governor's party at its head. As 

Eden comments, 'we escape all the dust that way' (p.31). Often those at the 

front arrived at the next camp before the back portion had left the previous 

one. An estimated twelve thousand people made up the column, including 

eight thousand soldiers as an escort, and supported by armies of elephants, 

camels and horses. The immense group was generally set in motion for only 

two hours a day, starting at six in the morning before the heat of the day, and 

                                            
51 David Cannadine, Ornamentalism : How the British Saw Their Empire (London: Penguin, 
2002).  
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two luxurious camps ensured that there was minimal inconvenience: an 

advance party travelled one day ahead to ensure that a camp was fully 

prepared before the party's arrival at the next site.  

 On the march, as with the martial displays, the British fully understood 

the importance of maintaining authority and grandeur in front of the Indian 

populace. Eden's comments on her first day of marching bluntly assess the 

trouble that it takes to uphold such a high degree of public statement: 'It 

seems somehow wicked to move 12,000 people with their tents, elephants, 

camels, horses, trunks, &c., for so little, but there is no help for it' (p.31). 

Fane's account of her father's great cavalcade is more detailed, rendering not 

only its invasive nature: 
The street formed by the tents is a beautiful avenue. If a tree stands in the way when 
the camp is forming, it is instantly chopped down (p.138),  
 

but also the turmoil that sometimes accompanied the magnificence: 
Our immense tents when saturated with rain are so heavy they are too much for the 
beasts of burthen … It was very distressing today to see the wretched camels. They 
tumbled about in such a manner. We saw many deposited in the bottom of ditches, 
into which they had slipped and were obliged to be dug out; however, none had split 
up, which is what usually happens when they travel after rain, and then they cannot 
stir again but are there left to be devoured by jackals, vultures, wolves or anything 
that likes. (p.182) 

 

Through Fane's comments the reader sees beyond the British attempts to 

present an ordered, unified spectacle while on the march. Cannadine has 

described the remarkable construction of substance and sentiment that took 

place in India in terms of imperialism as 'ornamentalism'.52 Examining the 

unedited letters of Fane leads to an improved understanding of the unstable 

nature of such elaborate ornamental performances. 

  

 

A Decorous but Damaging Existence 
 In administrative areas such as Calcutta the social milieu was highly 

regulated. Being representatives of the imperial state, exposed to their 

                                            
52 At the end of the eighteenth century the Governor-General, Marquess Wellesley, declared 
that the British regime should be of unprecedented grandeur, partly to match the pomp and 
circumstance of the princely states, but also to project an image of order and authority. India, 
he observed, 'is a country of splendour, of extravagance, of outward appearances.' 
Cannadine, p.18. 
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subjects' scrutiny, imposed constraints on the behaviour of the British.53 

Accordingly, the importance of protocol surfaces frequently in the women's 

descriptions of public places and private manners. While from Eden's account 

there is the impression of aristocratic privilege in her handling of protocol, with 

Fane the reader is treated to an insider's more irreverent view of what life was 

like for participants in the habitual splendour of Indian life. The presence of an 

abundant and compliant workforce, which was accustomed through the caste 

system to the practice of social hierarchy, provided all categories of 

expatriates in India with the benefits of a leisurely lifestyle. It also provided 

them with opportunities for social advancement which were not available at 

home: hence the emphasis on protocol to coordinate social behaviour. Fane 

remarks on the diversity of classes she encounters, as, for example, when 

she sits beside a surgeon, and finds him 'a very gentlemanlike man – but is it 

not funny that the élite society of this place should be this sort?' (p.46). Not 

surprisingly, she fails to make the distinction that, along with everyone else, 

her own social status has been enhanced by her position overseas.  

 While Fane clearly enjoys the advantages that accrue to her situation 

as hostess for the Commander-in-Chief, at times she satirises the material 

circumstances of the position, and her commentary on the lived experience 

draws attention to the way in which the conceptual space of India was 

imagined in Britain as a place of opulence and grandeur. At the time recent 

memories of the nabob era lingered, and the colonial space had acquired a 

unique identity in British imaginations as a place of exotic opulence. In 

practice, however, the reality differed from the legends. Replying to her aunt's 

letter, Fane describes a station ball, 
… you talk of my grandeur, and the airs I shall give myself when I return. I thought of 
you on this occasion much, I was so great. I was met at the door by the two greatest 
men at the station and marched into the room supported by them. One was seventy, 
the other a hundred I believe. (p.146)  

 

The sparse population and long service of many military commanders often 

made Fane's experience as principal hostess at army functions disappointing, 

                                            
53 For an examination of the role of hill stations as being places where the British could relax, 
see Dane Keith Kennedy, The Magic Mountains : Hill Stations and the British Raj (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1996). 
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and she uses such examples to undermine the archetypes that had been 

created intertextually about life in India. As Francis Hutchins suggests, 

throughout their connection with India the British engaged in a dialogue 

amongst themselves and 'British attitudes toward India were … never a 

monolithic orthodoxy'.54 Fane's counter-narrative forms part of the great 

diversity of attitudes and discourses that surrounded the British presence in 

India.  By underlining how many in the colony were eager to emphasise their 

essential Britishness as well as their separateness from, and superiority to, all 

things Indian, she indicates the developing racial divide. At one of her father's 

dinners in Lahore, the Indian ruler's son is admitted: 
We had a large dinner party in the evening, and there were present Shere Sing and 
two other natives, who were magnificently drest. The former was not. These of 
course were mere spectators. They took no part in the proceedings … this was the 
first time that any of these Seik grandees had been thus admitted into the private 
society of a European family. (p.211) 
 

But recreating the most prestigious aspects of life in Britain in imitation of the 

leisured lifestyle of the British aristocracy meant a strict adherence to 

protocol, which was particularly inflexible. At official dinners the formality of 

precedence could at times result in a protracted evening, as on one occasion 

when, 
… the lady who was to make the move was half asleep I believe, and sat and sat 
until we were worn to fiddlesticks mentally and bodily. (p.46) 
 

While Eden comments implicitly on the tedium of social life due to the limited 

social circles that she encountered in India, Fane goes further in her 

commentary; her satire undermines the way that the experience of colonial 

life had come to be mapped in Britain. However this leads to occasional 

instability in her counter-narrative. She is a willing participant in the 

hierarchical society of the isolated community, yet her sharp wit identifies the 

areas of incongruity that such an artificial situation creates. By highlighting 

that the circumstances were far less remarkable than some literature and art 

of the period would suggest, her counter-narrative creates lacunae between 

the legends and the lived experiences. 

                                            
54 Francis G. Hutchins, The Illusion of Permanence : British Imperialism in India (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1967), p.xii. 
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 Unlike life in Britain, living in India was more open-air, due to the 

climate, and therefore more easily observable. Appearing in a more public 

arena meant that performing in a proper manner was politically imperative. As 

Patrick Brantlinger writes, by the time the East India Company 'ceased to 

function as a trading concern in 1833, the idea had become paramount that 

Britain had acquired a special trust or obligation for civilizing India'.55 As a 

consequence, for the British, appearances had to be maintained at all costs. 

Fane supplies salient details which denote the importance placed on 

maintaining a satisfactory public image. When an 'immense crowd' forms 

outside their tents on their arrival  in the city of Kambahi, 'in hopes of getting a 

sight of His Exellency', she informs her father, who then puts on his red coat 

and walks across the street 'to gratify them … and they then dispersed' 

(p.166). Above all, officials were obliged to attend ceremonial occasions and 

official dinners irrespective of their sometimes poor medical condition. At such 

times formal functions proved to be a difficult undertaking, given the number 

of ailments that affected the expatriate community. While Eden comments in 

a general fashion on the feelings of fatigue which affected the closest 

members of her family, Fane is far more explicit in describing the maladies 

that afflict her immediate associates. In Calcutta the Commander-in-Chief is 

'very ill' with fever which she attributes to his holding a levée while being 'far 

from well' and the pain is relieved with the application of 'lots of leeches' to his 

head (p.98). On the march to Cawnpore her father suffers from a 'pain in his 

foot', which was probably gout. His discomfort is then compounded by 'a bad 

boil on a most inconvenient part of his body'. But Fane comments that: 
Notwithstanding this, he felt himself compelled to mount his horse to ride into camp 
with the military authorities of the place. He got through it pretty well. (p.141) 

 

A counter-narrative such as Fane's indicates the lengths to which British 

senior officers were prepared to go on the basis of performing their duty since 

her father's sense of obligation as head of the army means that when he 

needs to preside over a levée, he has to ride into Cawnpore in acute physical 

discomfort rather than being transported in a palanquin. A month later, the 

reccurrence for her father's of a 'bad boil in the same inconvenient place' is 
                                            
55 Brantlinger, Rule of Darkness, p.44. 
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'again most annoying' at the city of Agra, since he needs to inspect the troops 

there on horseback (p.158). The concept of British 'trusteeship' over its 

overseas dominions, which had been emphasised by philosophers such as 

Burke and theorists such as Macaulay, comes alive in Fane's account with its 

recounting of the physical endurance involved for colonial officials in 

performing their duties, but is missing in edited narratives such as Eden's that 

put more emphasis on the idea of duty in the abstract. 

 As was often the case at this time, the two women narrators attribute 

their imperfect physical condition to the circumstances of living in a tropical 

climate.56 In the era before the growth of scientific medicine and the 

beginnings of modern bacteriology, illness was mapped on to the features of 

the physical space. A common perception existed that bad air or 'miasma' 

caused ill-health.57 Fane touches on this medical discourse when she writes 

that, while they are anchored overnight on a steamer: 
Something moreover had died hard bye, which caused a most dreadfully putrid 
smell, and we all went to bed uneasy in our minds, as the doctor assured us that it 
was a thing to produce cholera … (p.122) 

 

However the unhealthy habits that the British brought with them from their 

homeland, and continued to practise in India, also contributed to their lack of 

wellbeing. At times the women's narratives identify how seriously weakened 

the expatriate population was by a combination of such factors. When the 

Eden sisters visit a burial-ground at Meerut, a large European station, they 

could not discover 'any one who lived to be more than thirty-six' (p.90). While 

there were undoubted risks associated with unclean water and infection, the 

lifestyle which the British brought with them to India was particularly 

damaging to their health. The 'hectic gaieties' of the social lives of the 

expatriate community, the excesses of the frequent balls and grand dinners, 

were designed on one hand to emulate Eastern magnificence and on the 

other 'to recreate European social life and compensate for the deprivations of 

                                            
56 Medical opinion was overwhelmingly in favour of environmental causes. Reports on the 
Indian cholera epidemic of 1817-21 ascribe the disease to 'atmospheric vicissitudes' and 
'poisonous emissions'. David Arnold, "Cholera and Colonialism in British India," Past and 
Present 113 (1986): 144. 
57 Margaret Pelling, Cholera, Fever and English Medicine, 1825-1865 (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1978). 
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exile and the shadow of premature death'.58 When a Mr. S. dies, Eden 

comments that he 'died of abscess on the liver – of India, in fact' (p.122), her 

observation unintentionally illuminating the way that substantial meals 

together with copious wine and spirit consumption combined to damage the 

British constitution.  

 Moreover, the medical discourse of the period was unevenly 

structured. To supplement treatments such as purging, blistering or the 

application of leeches, doctors actually encouraged the heavy consumption of 

wine and spirits. In the absence of a cure for sicknesses such as cholera, 

plague, smallpox, dysentery and malaria, one of the preferred prophylactics 

was to consume generous amounts of alcohol. Not surprisingly by 1849 the 

number of wine merchants in Calcutta totalled twenty-five compared to twelve 

'General Shopkeepers'.59 In fact the leading role of alcohol extended beyond 

its social and medicinal properties. Fane indicates how wine also functioned 

as a general beverage for quenching thirst when her nephew, as her father's 

aide-de-camp,  
… had to walk a mile in the broiling sun, and the gentleman to whose house he went 
never asked him whether he would have a glass of wine. (p.124)  

 

Moreover, parts of Fane's narrative give an insight into the tradition of 

regimental dinners and how copious amounts of alcohol helped to diminish 

the tedium of an army lifestyle.60 On days when her father is ailing and his 

nephew is 'seedy' her interpretation of the situation as 'nothing much amiss', 

simply 'drinking too much champagne the day before' (pp.74-5), suggests the 

accepted nature of excessive alcohol consumption by the military. During a 

five-day visit to a regiment in Meerut, her father is entertained with a dinner 

and much toasting on the first day, Friday. On Saturday she describes the 

station dinner as a 'low, nasty business, for lots got drunk early in the evening 

and made beasts of themselves' so that a drunken lancer has to be removed 

from the vicinity of her tent (p.175). Sunday evening there is a dinner for 

twenty and Monday's dinner party for 'about eighty' is tedious, 'very cold and 

                                            
58 Dyson, p.44. 
59 Stanford, p.68. 
60 Disease, poor diet and abundance of cheap liquor annually stripped many regiments of 
upwards of ten per cent of their soldiers. Peers, p.83. 
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nasty, excepting some curaçao, which was good and hot' (p.176). At the third 

and final ball there is more toasting, before an early-morning departure. While 

Eden draws a careful veil over such excesses, simply commenting at one 

dinner that one or two cavalry officers 'got particularly drunk' (p.247), Fane 

communicates in her detailed descriptions how a tradition of intemperance 

among the British expatriates, particularly the army, would have had a 

debilitating effect on the health of the community. 

 A general impression emerges of how medical discourse was in flux at 

the time, and being variously shaped by a range of other discursive fields. To 

prevent sickness and ill-health there were alternative medical preparations 

including the famous 'Morison's Pills'.61 Fane criticises belief in their efficacy 

when she writes to her aunt, a 'staunch' supporter of their properties, that in 

India one colonial administrator boasts of having taken 2,800 himself, but 

although 'about sixty' he appears to be 'ninety at least and has not a tooth in 

his head' (p.174). As the 'master narrative of scientific discourse' for the 

British in nineteenth-century India, medicine was the colonisers' principal 

method of assessing their personal risk in the foreign environment.62 

However, there were a number of others. An element of religious justice 

enters Fane's counter-narrative when she describes a young man's death at 

nineteen: 
No doubt his friends will set down his death to the climate; but if ever there was a 
judgement from heaven for a man's sins, I see it in his sickness and death. I cannot 
tell you the history of it, for it is not pretty. (p.219) 

 

In contrast, Eden's description of a doctor on an isolated station as being 'so 

eccentric' when she reports that he diagnoses a child having a fit as being 

'possessed by the devil', indirectly questions merging the discursive fields of 

medicine and religion, (p.70). This is not to say that the identification of 

disease with divine wrath was confined to the British at this time. It formed a 

                                            
61 James Morison began selling his 'Universal Medicine' in 1820, later founding the British 
College of Health. His pill was only one of the many cure-alls advertised in penny-magazines 
and sold everywhere. Bruce Haley, The Healthy Body and Victorian Culture (Cambridge, 
Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1978), p.14.  
62 David Arnold, Colonizing the Body : State Medicine and Epidemic Disease in Nineteenth-
Century India (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1993), p.21. 
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major constituent of Indian and Hindu religious beliefs.63 Moreover, while 

claiming greater scientific competence, British doctors were not unaffected by 

popular folklore. In describing her brother's affliction with ringworm Fane 

quotes directly from a local doctor's opinion. Henry is, 
… sorely afflicted just now with a malady common to this country, called ringworm. It 
is not in his head, but in his joints, and is exceedingly painful and troublesome; but 
the doctors say it is a sign of health. (p.144) 
 

In comparison, Eden, on occasions is more observant of local conditions, and 

suggests that diet may have a part to play in health. When a Brahmin 

recovers from a surgical procedure, she suggests that: 'The Brahmins' diet 

leaves them so little susceptible of fever, that if they do not sink under an 

operation they recover rapidly' (p.122). Overall, while British doctors remained 

firmly convinced of their scientific superiority, medical discourse emerges, 

particularly in Fane's counter-narrative, as significantly conflicted and 

unsatisfactory in coping with the ailments encountered in India.  

 

'Nothing to annoy us and everything to please us' 
 In March 1837 Runjit, the Seik ruler, invited a British delegation 

including Fane and her family to his grandson's wedding. The British women 

in the party were able to watch proceedings from howdahs on top of 

elephants, and Fane describes the lavish spectacle, involving thousands of 

'very handsome Seik men', in an enthusiastic passage. Apparently unaware 

of the harsh irony, her following sentence reports that: 
Several wretched creatures were knocked down and crushed to death, but I believe 
on the whole not so many as one might have expected in so dense a crowd. (p.197) 

 

By withdrawing into third-person analysis Fane reveals her obvious 

detachment from the tragic deaths that formed part of her experience of a 

pleasurable spectacle. Used to surveying India at a distance, on elephants or 

carried in what Fane describes as 'a delicious mode of conveyance', the 

palanquin (p.137), women who were part of the British élite experienced an 

inevitable disengagement from the reality of Indian life. But Fane is 
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particularly insensitive. She has a complete lack of interest in the fate of 

people who deal with her. In Calcutta there is a large fire which,  
… we went to the very tip top of the house to see. We had a magnificent view of it. 
Our dobie [dhobi] or washerman lived in the direction of it and for some time we 
trembled for our clothes… As this good man has the washing of the whole house had 
he been burnt out the losses would have been considerable. But he was not one of 
the sufferers. (p.82) 

 

Rather than experiencing any anxiety over the fate of the dhobi and his 

family, her concern centres on the fate of the clothes. For Fane the meaning 

of his existence is determined by her family's patronage and the individual's 

value lies in his care of their garments. In fact Fane writes very little on the 

subject of the native population that extends beyond a negative colonial 

perspective. Referring to fund-raising for an orphanage, she comments that it 

is found to be impossible to break the children 'of the innate love for lying 

which all natives possess' (p.144).64 For Fane, as for many of her 

compatriots, the discourse of class came to be transferred to the 'lower 

orders' in India, with the consequent distance and mistrust that this distinction 

produced. In her direct manner of writing and her aloofness from the colonial 

situation, Fane is a conspicuous example of the uncaring arrogance 

associated with the archetypal colonial woman living in India during the 

nineteenth century. 

 Although the British constructed a system of codes of conduct which 

distanced them from their Indian subjects, not only physically and socially but 

also culturally, it was still possible for some women to maintain a degree of 

sympathy. There are a number of occasions when Eden writes about the 

indigenous people that surround her with a considerably more amenable 

attitude, and is relatively tolerant of their behaviour. On the steamer sailing 

out of Calcutta, she comments with her customary wit that: 
Our native servants look so unhappy. They hate leaving their families, and possibly 
leaving two or three wives is two or three times as painful as leaving one, and they 
cannot endure being parted from their children. Then they are too crowded here to 
sleep comfortably. (p.5) 
 

Given Eden's social class and historical moment, David observes that 'it is 

understandable that in her letters we do not hear a voice speaking on behalf 
                                            
64 Suleri suggests that narratives of empire are 'encoded with a dubiety that requires the 
fiction of intransigence to protect the myth of colonial authority'. Suleri, p.7. 
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of indigenous peoples'.65 Nevertheless there are times when Eden is 

particularly perceptive and willing to explore new paradigms. A Christianised 

Indian she engages in conversation is described as 'an interesting individual' 

(p.108), and she appreciates how uncomfortable her Bengali servants are in 

the Himalayas since they feel the cold so acutely, and were 'so afraid of the 

precipices that they could not even go to the bazaar to buy food'. She 

proposes that 'to people who have never even seen the smallest rise in the 

ground … these mountains must be very terrific' (p.115). Rather than showing 

impatience at the natives' forms of knowing and thinking, she is conscious of 

their different perspective.  

 However her insight reaches new levels in two separate passages 

which are well-known for their subversion of colonial discourse. Distressed at 

the 'horrible sights' of famine in Cawnpore she imagines the disturbing 

possibility that one day 'two thousand years hence' the racial roles could be 

reversed and some 'black Governor-General of England' could march through 

the southern provinces and 'feed some white-looking skeletons' while his 

sister writes to a relation in New Delhi complaining of the cold (pp.65, 67). 

Imagining such a reversal of colonial power demonstrates her understanding 

of the transience of all empires, even one as powerful as the British raj in the 

nineteenth century.66 In a later segment describing a ball held in celebration 

of Queen Victoria's coronation at the hill station of Simla, Eden writes with 

considerable perception of the vulnerability of British rule: 
Twenty years ago no European had ever been here, and there we were, with the 
band playing the ''Puritani'' and ''Masaniello'', and eating salmon from Scotland and 
sardines from the Mediterranean … we, 105 Europeans, being surrounded by at 
least 3,000 mountaineers, who, wrapped up in their hill blankets, looked on at what 
we call our polite amusements, and bowed to the ground if a European came near 
them. I sometimes wonder they do not cut all our heads off, and say nothing more 
about it. (pp. 293-4) 
 

                                            
65 Deirdre David, Rule Britannia: Women, Empire, and Victorian Writing (Ithaca: Cornell 
University Press, 1995), p.37. 
66 Although unusual for a Governor General's sister, Eden's vision is not unique. It is 
reminiscent of the thoughts expressed in Shelley's popular poem Ozymandias [1818], that all 
power structures must eventually pass into history, no matter how permanent they seem at 
the time, and a similar poem which was published soon after by Shelley's close friend in the 
poetry circle, Horace Smith. Jeffrey Cox, Poetry and Politics in the Cockney School : Keats, 
Shelley, Hunt, and Their Circle (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998), p.71. 
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In view of the later uprising in 1857 her remarks seem remarkably prescient. 

By providing such unconventional views of the colonial situation, Eden 

permits her sympathy for the indigenous peoples, which develops in the 

course of her letters, to permit her to question the basis of colonialism. While 

not unusual for travellers, when classically-trained, to reflect on the 

ephemeral nature of civilisations, Eden differs in her willingness to adjust her 

perspective to respond to the nature of the people that surround her. Her 

surprising perception presents the reader of her account with an alternative 

interpretation of colonialism by illustrating the conflict that lies beneath such 

powerful discourse and which can break through at any time. 

 Unlike Eden, Fane's experience of a foreign environment is interpreted 

through the lens of British customs and practices. For her the experience of 

Indian life seems to be more like a theatre production than part of a 

meaningful existence. Reporting another impressive gala evening as, 'the 

whole scene was so like a scene in a play' (p.199), she reveals the 

intertextuality whereby works of literature, particularly travel writing, are 

created from traditions established by other art forms, and which complicates 

her writing by preventing her responding directly to the event. In the same 

way as she judges spectacles on the basis of a European aesthetic, the 

discourse of colonialism shapes her narrative descriptions. In constructing 

their colonial knowledge Cohn has suggested that the British treated the 

Indians as merely players in a 'British-constructed theater of power'.67 As 

occurred in regard to the Great Trigonometrical Survey, as well as other 

village mapping and statistical surveys, the knowledge that the British 

accumulated in India cannot be separated from its valuable function of 

sustaining colonial authority.68 However, the political order meant that some 

British expatriates such as Fane failed to communicate with Indians apart 

                                            
67 Cohn, p.10. For a discussion of the intimate relation between power and visual 
surveillance, see also Chapter 1 ''Surveillance'' in Spurr. 
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on matters such as literacy and disease. C. A. Bayly, Empire and Information : Intelligence 
Gathering and Social Communication in India, 1780-1870 (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
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from the princes and rulers that they were obliged to meet formally, or their 

personal native servants. Few Indian personages are named in Fane's 

narrative. Generally she refers to the Indians that she encounters under 

general titles such as bearers, cooks or soldiers, a practice that Pratt refers to 

as a 'sui generis configuration' whereby the subject is perceived only as a list 

of features.69 Since colonial discourse was predisposed to consider the Indian 

people in an instrumental capacity, women such as Fane had little empathy 

for the people that surrounded her and, in contrast to Eden, believed in 

translating her experiences into predictable terms.  

 However, the women are in agreement about the aesthetic qualities of 

the landscape of Bengal: both find the scenery around Calcutta uninspiring. 

The hot, dry, dusty plains fail to meet their Romantic expectations of what 

constitutes a stirring landscape.70 The topography of the countryside 

represents a dull and featureless terrain for women accustomed to reading 

Romantic poets such as Wordsworth who valued the pastoral highlands of 

Britain. Fane finds little to value in the 'the parched ground' (p.84) and 'ugly 

landscape' (p.120), suggesting that the 'country is frightful and the dust 

indescribable' (p.141). Riding into the city of Fatehpur with her cousin, she 

finds that it 'amounted to nothing but some mosques' which are all 'so much 

alike' that 'having seen one you have seen them all, I think' (pp.139-40). 

Viewing the famous Shalimar Gardens she writes:  
No native building bears a daylight inspection, and the one in the midst of this garden, 
which looked so well when illuminated, is not an exception to this general rule. (p.214) 
 

As noted, Fane's curiosity to learn about other civilisations is limited. Although 

the authority that colonial discourse grants her means that she feels qualified 

to make confident judgements regarding the landscape and architecture, her 

exposure to India simply serves to confirm her belief in the superiority of her 

own culture.  

 With her keen interest in painting Eden similarly encounters nothing 

picturesque in the countryside to inspire her; consequently she devotes 
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herself to sketching Indians in colourful dress, or monuments and ruins to 

which her sense of the picturesque gives meaning.71 A recurrent adjective in 

Eden's letters to describe the scenery of the plains is 'hideous' (pp.41, 46). 

After a month of marching she writes that: 
All these places are so exactly like each other – a mere sandy plain with a tank and a 
little mosque near at hand – that I never can make out why they have any names; 
there is nothing to give a name to. (p.34) 
 

Unable to see beauty in such an alien space, Eden is consequently incapable 

of comprehending that locations could carry the social value that a name 

would represent for the inhabitants. It is not until she arrives at the hill station 

of Simla that Eden finds scenery worthy of her admiration. She is able to 

translate the mountainous landscape into the familiar terms of awe and terror 

associated with the evocation of the 'sublime'.72 Fane's letters finish at the 

time she arrives in Simla so a distinction is not evident in her account. 

Overall, for both women, the way that cultural influences affect human 

concepts of landscape is substantial. Measuring the unfamiliar by reference to 

the familiar, the women mediate their reaction to the Indian countryside 

through an aesthetic response shaped by the language of the picturesque. 

 But responding negatively to the landscape is also linked connotatively 

to the anxiety that British expatriates felt about the tropical climate in Bengal. 

The peril of high temperatures in India was a common trope in fiction, as 

when Jane Eyre is warned against being 'grilled alive in Calcutta'.73 For a 

political culture whose key value was progress, such heat was considered 

debilitating. Not only was it a barrier to physical activity, but the high 

temperatures of lowland India carried the problem of possible 'degeneration' 

                                            
71 Painters in the early nineteenth century invariably employed the descriptive conventions of 
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for Anglo-Saxon races.74 There was a widespread belief that a European 

population could not be sustained on a permanent basis in the tropical 

climate. Eden refers to such degeneration in her comment while living at 

Simla that, 'like meat, we keep better here' (p.129). Fane describes the 

claustrophobic restrictions that the climate brings to their lifestyle in Calcutta. 

In May, the 'thermometer in the room is 84, in the shade 96' so that the 'whole 

house is shut up tight from nine in the morning until six in the evening, and in 

the course of the twenty-four hours three hours in all it is possible to spend 

out of doors' (p.79).75 Further, Glenn Hooper notes in the European 

preference for cooler regions the characteristic that '[c]limatic zones have 

always carried moral baggage' as suggested by the term 'temperate', long 

seen through British eyes as offering a model for ideal behaviour: moderate, 

between extremes.76 Fane echoes the sentiments of many British colonialists 

who mapped moral concerns about loss of vigour and degeneration onto the 

hot Indian climate. Writing about Mrs Tucker's illness she comments that she 

'has been lots of years in India, but looks as if death will not allow her to 

remain lots more' as she looks 'like a dug-up corpse' (p.126). On a social visit, 

although carried in a covered conveyance, Fane complains that the 'sun was 

dreadful, and we have all got pains in our heads in consequence' (p.140). 

Beneath the intense distaste for the enervating effects of the extreme heat 

there remains a constant concern about the link between health and 

environment. With so many illnesses attributable to the climate, Fane's 

narrative points to the underlying belief that India was as distinct 

epidemiologically as it was culturally.77 Until the middle of the nineteenth 

century any illness arising there was blamed on some idiosyncrasy of its 

climate. 

 In view of their aversion to the climate and the geography, it is 

therefore not surprising that the narratives turn inwards and provide readers 
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with descriptions of their private lives. By the time that the women arrived in 

Calcutta the city had grown from a small settlement on the flats of the Ganges 

delta into a cosmopolitan 'City of Palaces' with a population of 300,000, as 

Pemble details in his Introduction (pp.19-20). Nevertheless both writers find 

the social life unsatisfying in its narrowness. In view of her position, and no 

doubt the editing that her manuscript received, Eden's account is more 

circumspect in its overview of Indian society. Her comments tend to be ironic 

rather than caustic in tone. While in Simla she invites the clerks' wives to send 

contributions to a charity fair, which she records, 
… was rather a shock to the aristocracy of Simla, and they did suggest that some of 
the wives were very black. That I met by the argument that the black would not come 
off on their works …' (p.159).  
 

While Eden's commentary points adroitly to an evident racism, it is left to 

Fane's criticism to be sharper.  

 By separating themselves in general from the Indian populace and 

creating a social world as much like life in England as possible, the British 

created an exclusive but artificial society. An overpowering sense of its 

shortcomings emerges whereby any discord is relentlessly magnified in the 

continual round of social engagements. Complaining about personages such 

as Mrs Thoby Prinsep, Fane writes: 
Thursday 11th Mrs Thoby … Nasty creature, she provoked me more than ever with 
her detestable ways and proceedings.  
Monday 15th This evening was the reunion ball, to which I had resolved not to go on 
account of odious Mrs Prinsep. However, Christine persuaded me that so far from 
staying at home on her account I ought to go, and accordingly I did, but never was 
more unhappy or annoyed in my lifetime. The brute's conduct … was so bad. If you 
could but form an idea of the weak silly thing she is! (pp.58-9) 

 

Later calling her a 'fool' and a 'pig', Fane's antipathy seems to arise from a 

dislike of Mrs Prinsep's position in Indian society, and her intelligence.78 Fane 

makes her anti-intellectualism particularly apparent in her comments 

regarding Mrs Prinsep's sister, who went on to become a famous 

photographer, Julia Margaret Cameron. Calling her a 'little, ugly, underbred-

                                            
78 Daughter of a rich and notorious Indian adventurer, James Pattle, Mrs Prinsep was one of 
the seven celebrated Pattle sisters, and later presided over one of London's best known 
salons. See biographical notes in Pemble, ed., Miss Fane in India, pp.33-34.  
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looking thing' on first acquaintance (p.61), Fane soon after reveals the basis 

of her antagonism: 
This creature, Miss Julia by name, sets up for a bas-bleu and the notes she writes in 
answer to our commonplace enquiries are worth reading. She says in one, after 
enquiring about my father, ''many in this house will make offerings at the shrine of 
Aesculapius upon his recovery''!! She makes me so sick, and she is so ugly and so 
conceited withal. (p.99) 

 

Apart from marking an underlying resentment of Julia Prattle's classical 

learning, Fane's comments reflect the importance placed on practical 

knowledge in India at this time. Emphasis was commonly placed on 

masculine ideals, which were associated with useful learning, rather than a 

knowledge merely of books.79  

 Francis Hutchins notes that the prominence given to 'character' 

development during the nineteenth century proceeded from the emphasis 

placed on sportsmanship at public schools, and other strenuous activities. 

Exercise was considered a necessary safeguard against the dangers of 

physical and moral degeneration. In India the favoured forms of exercise were 

horse-riding and dancing; the dancing parties of late eighteenth and early 

nineteenth century English society were particularly boisterous.80 As the 

narrators observe and report on the constant round of balls, they provide 

some insight into the cultural values that were present in the tradition of 

dancing in nineteenth-century India. Eden remains an interested spectator, in 

keeping with her distinguished position. With her aristocratic status, and 

attaining her fortieth birthday in 1837, she clearly does not care to become 

involved in dancing at balls, but comments on the gender display that is 

central to the tradition. In Meerut, 
… the station gave us a ball, which was very full. There were two Miss ---s come out 
from England to join a married sister, the wife of an officer in the lancers. She is very 
poor herself, but has eight sisters at home, so I suppose thought it right to help her 
family; and luckily, I think, they will not hang long on her hands. They are such very 
pretty girls … They are the only young ladies at the station, so I suppose will have 
their choice of three regiments; (p.91-2) 
 

                                            
79 See Chapter 2, ''The Right Sort of Conduct: India's Attraction for Victorian Englishmen'', in 
Hutchins. Also Chapter 1 ''Biological thought, athletics and the formation of a 'man of 
character': 1830-1900'', in J. A. Mangan and James Walvin, eds., Manliness and Morality : 
Middle-Class Masculinity in Britain and America, 1800-1940 (Manchester: Manchester 
University Press, 1987). 
80 Hutchins, p.46. 
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Her comments demonstrate sympathy for the plight of unmarried young 

women who travelled out to India in the hopes of finding a husband, 

sometimes called the 'fishing fleet'.81 At the same ball she refers to the 

centrality of dancing for a young woman to be able to participate in social 

contact: 
The only other unmarried woman also appeared for the first time as a lady. Her 
father has just been raised from the ranks for his good conduct. The poor girl was 
very awkward and ill-dressed, but looked very amiable and shy. I went and sat down 
by her, and talked to her for some time; … The poor girl evidently did not know how 
to dance. (p.92) 
 

While Eden is compassionate towards the young women who travel to India 

in search of a husband, Fane is less charitable. Her comments draw attention 

to the over-enthusiastic behaviour that could result from such an unnatural 

situation. In Calcutta: 
One of the very few nice, lady-like people of this place paid us a morning visit, Lady 
D'Oyly by name. She has a cousin who lives with her who goes by the name of the 
alligator. She is six feet high, thinner and flatter than I am, with an astonishingly short 
waist. She looks about forty, is unmarried, and dances and waltzes at all the balls!!! 
(p.74) 
 

Throughout the women's narratives the space of the ballroom emerges as a 

major location for communication between the sexes, although Fane's more 

critical observations of the social practices involved may reflect her failure to 

find a husband during her time in India.82 

 The pleasures of dancing were equally attractive to the British and 

Indians alike. However, widely divergent cultural values meant that the two 

societies perceived the tradition in entirely different ways. Misunderstandings 

occurred which Fane is at pains to describe.  Seven years younger than 

Eden, Fane favours taking an active part in the constant round of official balls, 

and from her narrative readers learn of the cultural difficulties when the two 

societies mix socially. In Lahore, at a ball given by the French military, the 

hosts, 
… wanted us very much to dance, which my father forbad our doing on account of 
the presence of natives, for if we had they would have thought we did it for their 
amusement instead of our own, and our names would probably have been roughly 
handled in the newspapers. The French generals got into trouble on the subject, for 

                                            
81 Stanford, p.76. 
82 Marriage may have been an objective during her stay in India. Jane Robinson, Unsuitable 
for Ladies: An Anthology of Women Travellers (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1994), 
p.249. 
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they had reckoned without their host and had promised these fellows we should 
dance. They were very angry and disappointed because we had not done so. I am 
delighted we did not, as we would have been made puppets for the amusement of 
the natives. (p.212-3) 
 

In general, Indians could not understand why Europeans amused themselves 

by making the physical effort of dancing instead of sitting down and watching 

the performances of professional dancers, nor how 'respectable' women 

could dance with men.83 Eden, with her customary ironic distance, adopts a 

lighter tone. At a Simla ball she is amused by the behaviour of some Sikh 

'chiefs' who 'sat bolt upright on their chairs with their feet dangling', a posture 

which she suggests caused 'agonies from cramp' and who, while listening 

politely to the Governor-General, tried to conceal 'their curiosity at men and 

women dancing together' (p.328). Thus Fane's observations indicate more 

closely the future tensions that were to arise between the societies, since as 

Kenneth Ballhatchet has examined, such cultural misunderstandings were 

liable to encourage the feeling that white women could be at risk.84 

 Whatever the distractions that the British devised for themselves 

during their service in colonial India, there was one aspect of their life that 

they were unable to ignore: the prevalence of death. In Calcutta life 'was gay 

but it was the forced gaiety of people to whom the presence of death and 

sickness was a constant reality'.85 With the pervasiveness of virulent illnesses 

such as cholera, dysentery or malaria, the British during this time were victims 

of a discursive conflict between medicine and colonialism. When they were 

weakened by the unsuitable lifestyle of over-exertion and over-eating that 

they had transferred from a colder climate, the favoured treatments of 

applying leeches, purging or blistering were further debilitating. As a result 

mortality is a major theme which runs through both the women's letters. Eden 

and her family managed to survive the unhealthy lifestyle during their six 

years in India, but are constantly subject to unspecified 'fevers'. Given that the 

                                            
83 Dyson, p.70. For a discussion of how Indians were often shocked by European manners, 
not only in eating, drinking and personal hygiene but in the indecorous behaviour of ladies 
baring their shoulders and even dancing on social occasions, see Kenneth Ballhatchet, Race, 
Sex, and Class under the Raj : Imperial Attitudes and Policies and Their Critics, 1793-1905 
(London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1980). 
84 Prone to the jealousy felt by men of a dominant elite, the British often suspected that 
Indians were by nature more lascivious than they were themselves. Ballhatchet, pp.5-6. 
85 Stanford, p.15. 
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causes of the sicknesses were still a mystery for medical practitioners, it was 

common practice for sufferers to name the fevers by the location where they 

occurred. At Noodeean Eden reports that Mr. M has 'Delhi fever', Z. has 

caught 'Agra fever' coming up, the Hansi magistrate suffers from 'Hansi fever' 

and she herself has been suffering for four days from a fever she attributes to 

the local river, 'Gugga fever' (p.254). Characteristically perceptive, she 

proposes that naming fevers for the location where the sufferer becomes 

infected 'is all nonsense – every inch of the plains in India has its fever in it, 

only there is not time to catch them all' (p.254). At times juxtaposed to her 

account of recurrent fevers and 'agues' is a brief report of death or mourning. 

After speaking with a Mrs. G one Friday evening in Simla, Eden tells that by 

Sunday she had died from cholera and was buried Monday morning (p.170). 

While on the march she makes light of mourning traditions by reporting on the 

difficulty of collecting sufficient 'black goods', hence the four pairs of black 

gloves collected have 'a finger or so missing' (p.268).  

 Fane's counter-narrative is more specific in its description of the 

maladies that beset her immediate associates. There is a graphic account of 

the stages of Major Macan's illness, the Persian Interpreter to her father.86 

After prolonged illness and fever, another abcess breaks out on his lungs and 

quite bluntly Fane writes that he 'will not, if alive, go up the country with us' 

and what a 'great loss' it will be to her father (p.79). One evening after dinner 

a blood vessel breaks and he vomits 'much blood' (p.92). When, the following 

Monday, a second blood vessel breaks and he bleeds more than ever before, 

she reports on his 'melancholy' situation: 
He has never been to bed since Thursday night, but is propped up in a chair with a 
table attached to it before him, on which he rests his arms and head. He has at 
length quite given himself up and is awaiting most patiently his end. (p.94) 
 

When he dies from 'another blood vessel, which he had not strength to get rid 

of and was suffocated in three minutes', he is buried the following day (p.96). 

By the end of the week her brother makes his appearance at breakfast in 

Major Macan's clothes which 'fit him very well' (p.101), underlining the 

everyday nature of fatalities in India. Warming to the theme, Fane's next 

                                            
86 At this time Persian was the Mughal court language and the language of diplomacy in 
India. 
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sentence reveals that the only brother of Mrs Beresford, wife of her father's 

Military Secretary, died a few days ago (p.101). However, two weeks later, 

before she can return to England, an unwell Mrs Beresford also dies, when 

she falls victim to dysentery (p.107). Fane not only writes graphically of the 

boils, abcesses and swollen legs from mosquito bites that afflict her and her 

companions, but by recording in detail the prevalence of the sudden diseases 

and deaths that occurred around her, gives a compelling insight into the 

hardships that faced the British in India, and their resigned attitude to death. 

 Overall the women's letters are valuable documents of the later years 

of the British East India Company's administration. Their time in India is 

situated in the relatively brief lacuna between the era of the nabobs and the 

regularisation of the Company into the more formal raj of Queen Victoria's 

reign. During this time of transition the two accounts provide highly personal 

interpretations of the period, revealing the difficulties that troubled the British 

expatriate population as well as the problems faced by the Colonial Office. A 

persistent criticism of Eden concerns the one great silence in the text that she 

was clearly unwilling to fill: the catastrophe that befell the British in 

Afghanistan.87 However she emerges as more socially aware in her 

observations of society and exhibits what David has termed an 'alert 

sensibility' to her situation.88 Fane's distinctiveness consists in the rhetoric of 

sceptical critique with which she portrays colonial personages and 

behaviours, alternating with vivid depictions of the ordeals that faced British 

expatriates when they chose a working life in India. Both women exhibit a 

certain disregard for the diversity of Indian culture that surrounds them, 

believing as they did in the supremacy of European culture, and it is Fane 

who emerges as particularly arrogant yet insecure. Her privileged and 

protected position differs markedly from the pioneer situation of Susanna 

Moodie who will be the subject of Chapter Three. 

 
 
 
 

 
87 Ghose, p.84. 
88 David, p.214. 



C H A P T E R   T H R E E  
 

Susanna Moodie and Catharine Parr Traill 
 
 
'England cannot afford to be little'   
 As Britain's imperial growth gathered momentum during the nineteenth 

century, the empire that developed from this process of expansion was 

geographically extensive and internally varied. The various sizes and types of 

colonies that came to be established, which differed according to their 

location or strategic importance, have led to doubts over the possibility of 

considering the entity as a single British Empire.1 Nevertheless broad 

categories emerge in the configuration: the most notable distinction being 

between 'settlement' and 'non-settlement' colonies. After the loss of the 

American colonies, the principal colonies used for settlement became 

Australia, South Africa and Canada. These British colonies were primarily 

outlets for emigration from the home country to relieve inherent problems of 

over-population and poverty, and the translocation was either compulsory, as 

in the case of the convicts to Australia, or voluntary as in the situation of the 

two sisters, Susanna Moodie and Catharine Parr Traill, to be examined in this 

chapter. The first wave of significant settlement in Canada, consisting of 

emigrants who originated almost entirely from the British Isles, came in the 

1830s and 1840s. For these two women, as for many of their compatriots, 

emigration was a matter of necessity, not of choice.  Moreover, unlike Isabella 

Fane and Emily Eden in the previous chapter, and the other women writers to 

be considered in the following case studies, when Susannah Moodie and 

Catharine Parr Traill left England in 1832 for Canada, it was for ever. As a 

consequence the two narratives considered here exhibit a far more intimate 

association with the colonial space that they came to populate.2 However 

                                            
1 C. C. Eldridge, British Imperialism in the Nineteenth Century (London: Macmillan, 1984), 
p.168. 
2 Susanna Moodie, Roughing It in the Bush; or, Life in Canada (1852; Toronto: McClelland & 
Stewart, 1989). Catharine Parr Traill, The Backwoods of Canada : Being Letters from the 
Wife of an Emigrant Officer, Illustrative of the Domestic Economy of British America (1836; 
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their two accounts provide significantly different reactions to the new 

environment, which enables a multifaceted picture of life in the relatively new 

colony of Upper Canada to emerge. 

 In the eighteenth century, the Seven Years' War had established 

British predominance in India and Canada, at the expense of the French. 

Once the French troops were defeated in 1760, the British government 

reviewed the administration of the scattered colonies in Canada. Creating the 

Province of Quebec was intended to unite British settlers with the French-

speaking colonists who had remained behind after the conflict. The belief was 

that the imposition of English law, together with an elected parliamentary 

assembly that would be reserved for Protestants, would make the newly-

created province welcoming to future British settlers, and help to anglicise the 

region. But initially few emigrants appeared willing to accept the invitation. 

When the Province failed to prosper, the Quebec Act in 1774 restored the 

earlier civil law. A decade later in 1783 the aftermath of the American War of 

Independence left Britain with what seemed to be the cold, unprofitable 

portion of the continent. The only strategic city of importance that remained 

was Montreal, with its control of the major trade route to the heart of the 

American continent. But as ten thousand Loyalist refugees from the United 

States gradually moved north into the Province, the government decided to 

split the territory in two and again promote immigration from Britain. The 

concept was that Upper Canada would function as a model British society, 

while in Lower Canada to the east the French-Canadians would have an 

elected assembly, but retain their language, civil law and religious institutions. 

Moreover, since taxes had provoked the American Revolution, finance for the 

administration would be provided by reserving a seventh of all land for the 

Crown. Upper Canada's first Lieutenant Governor, John Simcoe, encouraged 

settlement by surveying a new road system and granting free land to any 

loyalists from the south that were willing to renew their allegiance to the 

Crown3. However the recent conflict with the American colonies had 

                                                                                                                             
Toronto: McClelland & Stewart, 1989).All references are to these editions and page numbers 
appear in parentheses. 
3For details of early Canadian history, see Desmond Morton, A Short History of Canada 
(Edmonton: Hurtig, 1983), pp.22-32. 
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produced prolonged controversy in Britain over the operation of Empire, and 

this centred on the question of emigration to the colonies.  

                                           

 In contrast to the outcome of the American War of Independence, the 

British emerged triumphant from the Napoleonic Wars in 1815, but the victory 

had significant consequences for the nation's economic stability with the 

subsequent dispersal of thousands of unemployed soldiers and half-pay 

officers. At the same time an influx of Irish poor into England caused an 

extensive unemployment problem. This economic situation affected Moodie 

and Traill profoundly when they both married officers discharged from the 

army on half-pay. However, since the increase in unemployed workers, 

coupled with a growth in population, occurred at the same time as British 

colonial expansion, numerous social reformers suggested emigration to the 

colonies as the best solution to the prospect of economic depression. They 

believed that, as well as improving the situation at home, emigration would 

simultaneously drive progress in the colonies by providing an increased 

labour force. An early champion of a systematic form of colonisation was the 

Tory MP, William Huskisson, who emphasised the significance of maintaining 

links to colonies such as Canada. In a speech in 1828 on the civil government 

of Canada he famously pronounced that 'England cannot afford to be little'. 

He proposed that rather than estimating Canada in 'pounds, shillings and 

pence' the colony should be estimated in terms of British valour, faith and 

honour.4 Thus, appealing to national and imperial sentiment, he criticised the 

'little Englanders' who rejected empire when it presented little profit. In 

addition he was denouncing the bleak utilitarianism that applied the test of 

utility to law and policy making by insisting that the larger issues of empire 

extended far beyond consideration of profits or revenue.  

 In 1820 Thomas Malthus asserted in his Principles of Political 

Economy that after the substantial economic stimulus caused by war, there 

followed, 
… a period marked by a very unusual stagnation of demand … the diminution of the 
home revenues, aggravated by a sudden and extraordinary contraction of the 
currency, … the fresh supplies of labour, … the disbanded soldiers and sailors … 

 
4 W. Huskisson, The Speeches of the Right Honourable William Huskisson (London: John 
Murray, 1831), p.287. 
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reduced generally the wages of labour, and left the country with a generally 
diminished capital and revenue;5 

 
Along with other political economists Malthus promoted the view that the 

export of surplus population by means of emigration would be a useful 

method of maintaining prosperity in Britain. Another supporter of the 

emigration concept, the economist Robert Torrens, drew a more mechanical 

analogy. He declared in an 1817 'Paper on the Means of Reducing the Poor 

Rates' that 'a well-regulated system of colonisation acts as a safety-valve to 

the political machine, and allows the expanding vapour to escape, before it is 

heated to explosion.'6 The Utilitarian philosopher, Jeremy Bentham also came 

to believe that emigration would provide temporary relief to overpopulation 

and unemployment. His followers, identifying themselves as 'Philosophic 

Radicals', supported the idea. The name had been coined by John Stuart Mill 

for those who observed the practice of philosophy in politics and who 'when 

they are discussing means, begin by considering the end'.7 These early 

socialists were not opposed to state intervention since they considered that 

many of the social problems of early nineteenth-century Britain were due to 

control of the economy by a hereditary landed gentry opposed to modern 

capitalist institutions. For in addition to overpopulation and unemployment 

there was also the question of commerce: an expanding population in 

Canada would create a greater market for British exports. At the time, 

commercial policy in the United States was protective, with a duty of 30 per 

cent levied on British imports. North of the border, in contrast, was a free 

market.8 As long as they were not paupers and were able to pay their sea 

passage, Canada welcomed all classes of Britons. In 1831 one third of the 

emigrants from England, from both urban and rural backgrounds, went to 

Canada.9 

                                            
5 T.R. Malthus, Principles of Political Economy, ed. John Pullen (1820; Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1989), pp.493-4 
6 Quoted in Brantlinger, Rule of Darkness, p.115. 
7 William Thomas, The Philosophic Radicals : Nine Studies in Theory and Practice, 1817-
1841 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1979), p.2. 
8 Terry Coleman, Passage to America : A History of Emigrants from Great Britain and Ireland 
to America in the Mid-Nineteenth Century (London: Hutchinson, 1972), p.192. 
9 In a chapter devoted to emigration in the year 1831, Charlotte Erickson considers the 
diversity of backgrounds recorded in the passenger manifests of American ports. She 
suggests that unhappiness with their status in a changing economy and fears for their 
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 What sources of information were available to prospective emigrants 

such as Moodie and Traill before they decided upon a destination? For the 

North American continent there was an abundance of information available in 

Britain, but it tended to be of varying reliability. The Canada Company, a 

London-based land and colonisation company chartered in 1826, was actively 

recruiting for new settlers.10 In addition there were placards, notices and 

handbills posted throughout Britain by immigration agents, as well as 

newspaper articles, and a number of guidebooks that praised Canada as a 

destination. The colonial land and emigration commissioners would send out 

information to potential emigrants if they were literate.11 In addition to official 

sources, other narratives during the nineteenth century contributed to the 

positive value placed on emigration to the colonies. In a series of twenty-four 

didactic stories issued monthly, Harriet Martineau published Illustrations of 

Political Economy to illustrate the teachings of Malthus, Smith, Ricardo and 

Mill.12 In one of these tales, entitled Homes Abroad, a character, Frank 

Castle, declares: 
 Surely it is patriotic to do whatever most benefits one's country; and it is pretty clear 

that it is a benefit to rid ours of thousands of her burdensome children, to the great 
advantage, instead of injury, of her colonies. After all, a state is made up of individual 
members; and, therefore, whatever most benefits those individuals must benefit the 
state… a man's chief duty to his country is to provide honestly and abundantly, if he 
can, for himself and his family; and when this cannot be  done at home, it is a breach 
of duty to stay and eat up other men's substance there, if a living can be had 
elsewhere.13 

 
Emigration was a popular subject in novels. Besides fashioning midshipman 

novels out of his maritime experiences, the fiction writer, Captain Marryat, 

combined adventure with a pastoral theme in his tale about the rigours of 

pioneering and Indian fighting, The Settlers in Canada (1844). In fictionalising 

settlers' experiences in colonial countries such accounts traced their progress 

from adventure to domestication, in a genre that Patrick Brantlinger has 
                                                                                                                             
children's position in society may have propelled emigrants as much as economic hardship. 
Charlotte Erickson, Leaving England : Essays on British Emigration in the Nineteenth Century 
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10 Patrick A. Dunae, Gentlemen Emigrants : From the British Public Schools to the Canadian 
Frontier (Vancouver: Douglas & McIntyre, 1981), p.20. 
11 Erickson, p.181. 
12 Harriet Martineau, Harriet Martineau : Selected Letters, ed. Valerie Sanders (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1990), p.viii. 
13 Harriet Martineau, Illustrations of Political Economy. No. 10. Homes Abroad (Boston: 
Leonard C. Bowles, 1833), p.167. 
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characterised as the 'colonial pastoral'. As he observes, emigration 'provides 

a convenient device for novelists wanting to provide happy endings for 

characters.'14 Well-known examples are characters such as Mary Barton in 

Elizabeth Gaskell's eponymous novel and the Micawbers in Charles Dickens' 

David Copperfield who are translated to an overseas, unfamiliar space in 

order to resolve narrative dilemmas. But as the two sisters came to discover, 

when faced with the challenge of the Canadian wilderness, the happy 

outcome that had been widely promoted in fiction was far from guaranteed in 

real life. 

 

'The great land-mark for the rich in hope and poor in purse' 
 Catharine, born in 1802, and her younger sister, Susanna (1803) grew 

up in rural Suffolk and were educated at home by their father. Both began 

writing at an early age and by the late 1820s, five of the six Strickland sisters 

were published writers. The financial demise and subsequent death of their 

father in 1818 had left the family in genteel poverty and earning money from 

writing became a necessity as well as a pleasure. Catharine wrote juvenile 

fiction and nature tales designed to teach moral lessons, producing virtually a 

book a year. Heroic figures of history attracted Susanna, and she wrote 

didactic stories for children and adolescents, as well as poems and sketches 

for La Belle Assemblée and other popular annuals.15 Her youthful writing 

indicates the problems that Susanna had with accepting her reduced 

situation: in her novels the heroes frequently triumph over adverse social 

limitations. In his comprehensive review of her life and work, John Thurston 

comments that her stories at this time demonstrate the necessity of subduing 

ungovernable passions and that a useful life requires a resignation to duty. 

Moreover he sees evidence that she tended to resist the social structure that 

bound her and had difficulty subduing her pride and anger.16 These elements 
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of her personality were constantly in conflict, and when she moves from 

fiction to autobiographical writing the more defiant quality comes to the fore. 

 In 1830 the young writer experienced a religious crisis. Abandoning 

many of her conservative Anglican beliefs she converted to Evangelicism. 

Marian Fowler describes her as the family rebel, and she certainly was the 

most radical of the Strickland sisters17. One of her poems, Enthusiasm, 

published soon after her change of heart criticised 'men of pleasure' and 

suggested that 'the unlearned and those of low estate' would be the only 

Christians who will attain salvation.18 At the same time, she moved away from 

writing for magazines that catered for aspirational middle-class readers and 

began writing for the more serious literary periodical, The Athenaeum. Its 

Methodist editor, Thomas Pringle, who was also the secretary of the Anti-

Slavery Society, became her close friend. Clearly her interest in the injustices 

of slavery reflected her general concern with social inequities and, thanks to 

Pringle, she became involved in the abolitionist movement. While staying at 

his home in London, she transcribed the life story of a freed black slave, Mary 

Prince. The nonconformity that Susanna had demonstrated with her 

conversion to Evangelicism gradually became more politicised, even though 

this led to estrangement from her older, more conservative sisters, Agnes and 

Eliza. She was meeting and corresponding with kindred spirits such as Mary 

Russell Mitford, a single woman sixteen years her senior who was supporting 

herself as a professional writer.19 

 It was at the house of Thomas Pringle that she met a soldier on half-

pay who had lived in South Africa and who was interested in immigration. A 

fellow writer, John Moodie knew that his military pension of a hundred pounds 

a year was insufficient to maintain a reasonable lifestyle in England. As a 

younger son of Scottish gentry he came to believe that his best opportunity to 

improve his situation would be to take up a free land grant in Canada. Apart 

from encouraging immigration, the land-grant scheme had been established 
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in the expectation that settlers, who included a significant number of half-pay 

officers, would form an instant defence force in the event of invasion from the 

American states to the south.20 Following their marriage and the birth of their 

first child, in 1832 the Moodies embarked on the sea voyage to their new life. 

They bought a cleared farm near Lake Ontario, in preference to taking up 

their allocation of uncleared land at Duoro near her brother Samuel Strickland 

who had emigrated some years before. After working for the Canada 

Company, Samuel was relatively well-established in the colony and had 

become a prominent figure in civil and military circles.21 Choosing to settle 

away from the protection of family meant that the Moodies suffered persistent 

problems of adjustment, before finally relocating to live near their family after 

a year.  

 Sister Catharine had also married a half-pay officer, Thomas Traill and 

the couple emigrated in the same year, 1832. However, wisely the Traills 

chose to settle in the vicinity of Samuel and his family. The outcome of these 

initial decisions was that when neither of their husband's financial or farming 

ventures prospered, the Traills were able to benefit from the support of their 

relations, while the Moodies were more isolated and distressed. Both sisters 

wrote of their pioneering experiences and tailored their impressions of a 

settler's life in Upper Canada for British rather than Canadian readers. 

Moodie's account is a blend of poetry and articles which had previously been 

published in Canadian magazines to supplement the family's meagre income 

from farming. Traill's account, written while living on their first farm, appeared 

in 1836 as a collection of letters, purporting to be written to her mother in 

England, entitled The Backwoods of Canada. On the whole Traill's account is 

positive in the portrayal of an emigrant's life in Canada.  Not unconscious of 

the many difficulties that plagued new settlers, she manages to maintain an 

enthusiasm for life in the backwoods. Always industrious, Traill had already 

produced nine books before arriving in Canada.22 Consequently in her 

                                            
20 Half-pay was essentially a 'retaining-fee' and only paid as long as the individual held a 
commission and was theoretically available for further service. Gwyn Harries-Jenkins, The 
Army in Victorian Society (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1977), p.90. 
21 Dunae, pp.20-1. 
22 Joanna Trollope, Britannia's Daughters : Women of the British Empire (London: 
Hutchinson, 1983), p.47. 
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narrative she promotes the values of Utilitarianism: that hard work will bring 

material progress. Her characteristic optimism, coupled with her abiding 

interest in botany, is what sustains her during her early years in Canada. It is 

interesting to note that Traill had already published a pre-emigration book in 

1826, entitled The Young Emigrants, from information gathered from family 

friends in Canada and from travel books, which promoted a positive approach 

to the challenges of a new life.23 Moodie, on the other hand, writes a more 

complex book many years later, Roughing It in the Bush. Published in 1852, 

her retrospective counter-narrative moves from disillusion and despair at the 

problems that genteel emigrants encountered in acclimatising to conditions in 

Canada, to a gradual sense of self-respect arising from her many 

accomplishments and her resourceful behaviour when faced with extreme 

danger. Coming from a society where a private, economically-dependent wife 

was presented as the ideal for respectable classes of society, both sisters 

needed to enter the public world by producing literature in order to ensure the 

survival of their families. 

 

Looking behind and ahead 
 The intention of the narrator to counter previous affirmative accounts is 

clear from the opening pages of Roughing It in the Bush. Her first words 

acknowledge that, 'in most instances, emigration is a matter of necessity, not 

of choice ' particularly for persons 'of any status or connections in the world' 

and means that they are able to escape the 'vulgar sarcasms' hurled at the 

'less wealthy by the purse-proud' (p.11). Nevertheless, Moodie proposes by 

means of the examples in her narrative to indicate to prospective emigrants 

the many difficulties that await unsuspecting settlers. She vows to expose the 

half-truths that had been published regarding life in the Canadian backwoods 

and to counter 'all the good' that had been advertised in the pamphlets of 

'interested parties' that were available to would-be immigrants (p.12-13). In 

particular she concentrates on alerting her intended audience, those genteel 

middle-class readers who may have been considering emigration, to the 

                                            
23 Toye and Benson, eds., p.1122. Harriet Martineau similarly based No.10 Homes Abroad on 
emigration to Tasmania, without visiting Australia. 
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dangers of trusting the 'dealers in wild lands'. It was a lecture given by one of 

the Canada Company's agents, William Cattermole, which had influenced her 

husband, John Moodie. Cattermole received a bonus for every emigrant he 

recruited.24 She accuses the promoters of irregularity in exaggerating the 

benefits to be derived from settlement in Canada while they carefully conceal 

'the toil and hardship to be endured in order to secure these advantages' 

(p.13). In delineating the problems that await genteel settlers who are not 

accustomed to manual labour, Moodie provides a counter-narrative to the 

many optimistic representations of emigration, from fiction to government 

publications, which were published in the nineteenth century. She clearly felt 

that such narratives were unrepresentative of the situation and her aim was to 

present the more unpleasant facts of an immigrant's life, based on her own 

experience. No-one is spared the intensity of her criticism, not even her sister. 

Traill's book, published in 1836, had been one of the optimistic accounts that 

presented a positive picture of life in the new colony. Moodie makes indirect 

reference to it in her Introduction when she refers to the land as the 

'Backwoods of Canada' (pp.13, 15), the title of her sister's book. In later 

chapters Moodie simply denotes the country generically as 'the backwoods of 

Canada' (p.527).  

 At the beginning of her story, Moodie acknowledges that in the 1830s a 

Canada 'mania' pervaded the middle ranks of British society (p.14). However, 

with the benefit of hindsight, she insists that officers of the army and navy are 

'a class perfectly unfitted by their previous habits and education for 

contending with the stern realities of emigrant life' (p.14). In 1833 Edward 

Gibbon Wakefield had described the central social group that was caught 

between the aristocracy and the labouring class, as 'the uneasy class'.25 

Suggesting that their unease arose from increasing competition for capital in 

their home land, he proposed remedying the situation by promoting free trade 

and systematic colonisation to relieve their social problems.26  While not 

                                            
24 Gray, p.40. 
25 Edward Gibbon Wakefield, England and America : A Comparison of the Social and Political 
State of Both Nations, in Two Volumes (London: Richard Bentley, 1833), pp.94-95. 
26 June Philipp, A Great View of Things : Edward Gibbon Wakefield (Melbourne: Thomas 
Nelson, 1971), pp.31-32. 
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officially sponsored, emigration to Canada was widely promoted and 

sanctioned by the British government. Finance was available for prospective 

emigrants who needed assistance from landlords, poor law authorities and 

charities, since the Canadian provinces did not offer assisted passages.27 

While there was a great deal of public debate at the time circulating around 

emigration issues, 'gentlemen' emigrants were made aware that they would 

be 'the vanguard of a new aristocracy and would be accorded a pre-eminent 

place in colonial society.28 Wakefield's contention was that, as well as 

creating a demand for British manufactured products, his system would mean 

that there would be benefits to the colonies in the establishment of stable 

governments and a sound legal system. In fact, as a Philosophic Radical he 

considered his approach to be a thoroughly integrated and scientific system.  

 In contrast to Wakefield, Moodie's approach to writing about her new 

life in Roughing It in the Bush was the antithesis of scientific. Hers was a 

more dramatic perspective which drew on elements from gothic, romantic and 

sentimental novels. Indeed the ambivalence of Moodie's different voices has 

proved confusing for her readers. While at times she constructs herself 

discursively as approving of her new country, referring to the opportunities 

that Canada offers to new arrivals, at other times in her narrative she creates 

an alternative narrator in the sentimental mode that pines for an earlier life 

and regrets leaving England. Yet it is the ambiguity of Moodie's account that 

provides the key to how her text operates. Because of her desperate 

economic situation, she needed to organise her writing so that it appealed to 

a British audience, while remaining within the constraints of women's 

literature. The income from her published writing was vital in supplementing 

the family's meagre income from farming. Hence, unlike Emily Innes to be 

examined in a later chapter, Moodie was careful to limit her negative 

response to colonialism. It is this accommodation that results in many of the 

contradictory sentiments that are evident in Roughing It in the Bush. 

 Rather than directly challenging the concept of colonialism, she 

carefully opposes it. As Ross Chambers observes, in contrast to resistance 
                                            
27 In contrast, Australia provided assisted emigration. In 1841 only 5 percent of arrivals in 
New South Wales paid their own passage. Erickson, pp.170-72.  
28 Dunae, p.15. 
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which reacts directly against power, a key element of oppositionality is that it 

creates disturbance within the discourse of power but at the same time is 

dependent on the power it opposes. In other words, whereas resistance 

seeks to radically alter or even overturn a given power-system, opposition 

works from within and is complicitous within the power structure.29 This 

understanding is evident in Moodie's writing. As a settler, she clearly needed 

to exist within the colonial system which had enabled her and her family to 

begin a new life, while at the same time her writing opposes it. As Chambers 

indicates, opposition uses the strength of the power that is in place for its own 

ends, in order to further its ambitions.30 Moodie knows that there is great 

interest in emigration to Canada and although there is official information 

available, prospective settlers tended to be moved more by the success of 

those who had gone before. Even though the American states attracted 

skilled workers, a steady stream of settlers went out to Canada, based on the 

desire of making a new life among the large number of their countrymen 

located there.31 Consequently, while Moodie is writing for the British market, 

and therefore needs to acknowledge the value of colonisation, at the same 

time she is criticising it. It is the influence of these two unresolved issues 

which leads to the large number of conflicting features in her work. Moreover, 

she needs to engage readers' interest sufficiently to enable a sequel.32 These 

complex connections result in the ambivalent and at times contradictory 

voices in Roughing It in the Bush. Overall Moodie needed to survive the 

situation that she finds herself in, and escape the effects of poverty, by writing 

successful books. To this end, she employs a number of literary approaches 

that she knows will be recognised and will connect her to her readers. 

 One method that Moodie employs to engage the imagination and 

emotions of her readers is her use of the Romantic. In order to communicate 

easily with her British readers she uses the signifying practices of the well-

                                            
29 Chambers, Room for Maneuver, pp.9-10.  
30 Chambers, p.10. 
31 A short text-book on emigration, emphasising the benefits of being among one's own 
people, proved instrumental in persuading large numbers of British readers to choose the 
Province of Ontario over the American States. Martin Doyle, Hints on Emigration to Upper 
Canada Especially Addressed to the Middle and Lower Classes in Great Britain and Ireland, 
2nd ed. (Dublin: W. Curry, 1832), p.6. 
32 Life in the Clearings followed in 1853. 
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established genre. External nature, in the shape of the landscape that 

surrounds her, acts as a stimulus for her to reflect on human experiences and 

problems. Moreover, portraying herself as a solitary figure connects to the 

isolated rebel figures that are frequently the focus of Romantic works. Some 

critics have seen this shaping of her narrative as indicative of a need to cling 

to her English literary background. Margaret Attwood has characterised her 

Romantic approach as evidence of 'Mrs Moodie's determination to preserve 

her Wordsworthian faith'.33 Alec Lucas similarly calls it a 'preconceived view 

of nature, a Wordsworthian view'.34 It is true that Moodie's descriptions of the 

landscape are framed by a conventional Burkean reaction to nature that was 

popular in the Romantic period. There is a 'thrill of wonder', her eyes are 

'blinded with the excess of beauty', the views are 'sublime' and the ship's 

approach to the shore 'inspires a melancholy awe' (pp.26-27). But rather than 

being evidence of the author simply having a predetermined view of nature, 

her use of the Romantic style creates powerful symbols which communicate 

readily with her contemporaries. Instead of looking back to an earlier style of 

literature she is shaping her reaction to the landscape in Romantic terms as a 

connective act so that the recognised approach bridges the physical distance 

that separates her from her readers. As a well-established literary mode of 

the time, this style of expression rendered the unfamiliar space in terms which 

would have been shared. Thus, this imaginative form establishes a 

sympathetic bond with readers in Britain and enables them to identify with her 

descriptions. 

 To further maintain a connection with her readers, Moodie alternates a 

series of poems with the sketches which comprise the main part of the 

narrative. The poems occur at the beginning and end of chapters so that, 

while the prose tells the stories, her use of poetry reveals the narrator's more 

personal thoughts. In 'The Lament of the Emigrant' at the end of chapter four,  

 

                                            
33 Margaret Eleanor Atwood, Survival : A Thematic Guide to Canadian Literature (Toronto: 
Anansi, 1972), p.51. 
34 Alec Lucas, "The Function of the Sketches in Susanna Moodie's Roughing It in the Bush," 
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Moodie longs for England and finds no comfort in her new surroundings: 

  
 Bless'd Isle of the Free! I must view thee no more; 
 My fortunes are cast on this far distant shore; 
 In the depths of dark forests my soul droops her wings; 
 In tall boughs above me no merry bird sings; 
 The sigh of the wild winds – the rush of the floods -  
 Is the only sad music that wakens the woods. (p.85) 
 

Similarly, later in the narrative, the poem 'The Forgotten Dream' enables her 

to illustrate the emotional turmoil of being alone in the bush. When the fire 

from burning the fallow threatens to engulf the cabin and is extinguished by a 

thunderstorm, the horror returns to haunt her in dreams: 
 At moments when the mind, o'erwrought, 
 Yields reason to mysterious thought, 
 And night and solitude in vain 
 Bind the free spirit in their chain. 

Such the vision wild that press'd 
On tortur'd brain and heaving chest; 
But sight and sound alike are gone, 
I woke, and found myself alone; (p.312) 

 
The change of style in moving between prose and poetry enables Moodie to 

reveal her most passionate feelings. Poetry acts as an emotional release, 

allowing her to define what she experiences and to determine what she 

desires in her new life. Many poems explore her struggles to come to terms 

with challenging circumstances and her process of self-discovery. The 

emphasis throughout is reminiscent of the Romantic age, based on her 

individual emotional response and how it affects her existence.35  

 However at times Moodie finds it difficult to adapt a Romantic ideal to 

the realities of the life she encounters. The narrative opens as her ship arrives 

at Grosse Isle.36 Her first words provide a stark beginning to the first chapter 

and indicate that the new land was far from welcoming:  

                                            
35 Indeed a model may have been Charlotte Smith's Elegiac Sonnets (1789), which have a 
similar personal resonance and were very popular, enjoying a number of reprints. 
36 In submitting 'a bundle of droll sketches of our adventures out to Canada' to her publisher, 
Richard Bentley, Moodie indicates they 'should have been the commencement of Roughing It 
– for it was written for it and I took a freak of cutting it out of the MS and beginning the work at 
Grosse Isle'. Susanna Moodie, Letter to Richard Bentley, 1853, The Bentley Papers, British 
Library, London, ADD 59631, Vol.X, f.40. 
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The dreadful cholera was depopulating Quebec and Montreal, when our ship cast 
anchor off Grosse Isle on the 30th of August, 1832, and we were boarded a few 
minutes after by the health officers. (p.21) 
 

From the ship, '(n)ature had lavished all her noblest features in producing that 

enchanting scene' of Grosse Isle and its mountain background (p.26). When 

she finally ventures ashore with her husband, the awe that had been inspired 

by scenes of 'astonishing beauty' viewed from the ship is replaced by disgust 

at the 'revolting scene' of recently-landed Irish immigrants in quarantine, 

washing their clothes and, according to her, behaving outrageously (pp.29-

32). She was clearly unprepared for the prevalence of Irish emigrants who 

made up a large proportion of each ship's passengers.37 After the long two-

month voyage the realisation dawns that she is not only exiled, but also that 

her way of life would no longer be protected by an English class system. 

Thus, in the first part of the narrative, Moodie's poetic vision hampers her 

acceptance of new situations. In the opening chapter when she leaves the 

safety of the ship, the problems that she later encounters in acclimatising to a 

rugged country which lacked the softening characteristics of an English 

landscape and mixing with people that she was unused to, are foreshadowed. 

 By way of contrast, once she arrives Moodie’s sister Catharine Parr 

Traill is impatient to experience the new land. She takes a close scientific 

interest in everything around her. A belief in empiricism is fundamental for 

Traill and she relies on observed experience to uncover the nature of the 

world. In the Gulf of St. Lawrence she pores 'over the great chart in the cabin' 

in her 'desire of learning the names of the distant shores and islands which 

we pass' (p.19). As an amateur naturalist, the prospect of finding and 

identifying new species is energizing for her. As they travel along the river, 

she borrows the captain's glass to examine the porpoises swimming 

alongside the ship and the settlements beside the river. When her husband 

goes ashore and returns to the ship with a bouquet of native flowers, she 

promptly names many of them (p.22). Since her father's first wife had been a 

grand-niece of Sir Isaac Newton, he had always encouraged Traill to take an 

                                            
37 In the years 1825-34 some 283,000 British immigrants came to Canada; over half this 
number came from Ireland. Anatole Browde, "Settling the Canadian Colonies : A Comparison 
of Two Nineteenth-Century Land Companies," The Business History Review 76.2 (2002): 
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interest in botany, taking her on fishing trips and teaching her the names of 

English wildflowers.38 With her practical approach, Traill pledges in the 

introduction to her narrative to honestly represent the facts 'in their real and 

true light', and cautions prospective emigrants to discard everything 

'pertaining to the artificial refinement of fashionable life in England' (p.10). In a 

similar vein to her sister, Traill's account is directed at 'ladies who belong to 

the higher class of settlers'. But rather than warning them off, as Moodie 

attempts to do, she advises them to acquire a 'superior' education (as she 

herself has experienced), so that they discard 'irrational and artificial wants 

and mere useless pursuits' (p.11). Traill counsels young women to resist the 

ideological influences of genteel femininity and make their learning more 

constructive, and therefore more valuable, for whatever may occur in their 

later lives. 

 Preparing genteel settlers, in particular the wives, is a recurring theme 

in Traill's narrative. However, instead of being overtly didactic in her prose to 

counsel readers, she fashions her experiences to stand as examples. The 

letters to her mother in the first part of the narrative are full of enthusiasm for 

her new surroundings. Not ostensibly troubled by Romantic ideas or false 

hopes, Traill's practical attitude to life is based on a lively interest in all around 

her. She is able to 'draw amusement from objects that are deemed by many 

unworthy of attention' (p.23). Consequently in her descriptions of unusual 

Canadian flora and fauna, Traill goes into great detail. Marian Fowler has 

noted that, 'as any Canadian nature-lover knows, the lichens Traill describes, 

'with coral caps surmounting the grey hollow footstalks, which grow in 

irregular tufts among the dry mosses' (p.79) are about one-eighth of an inch 

high.39 Such attention to detail enables Traill to transcend her immediate 

problems as she absorbs herself in her botanical studies. She writes that it is, 
a study which I once thought dry, but now regard as highly interesting, and the fertile 
source of mental enjoyment, especially to those who, living in the bush, must 
necessarily be shut out from the pleasures of a large circle of friends, and the 
varieties that a town or village offer. (p.81) 
 

                                            
38 Fowler, p.57. 
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In entering the debate about what constitute suitable fields of education for 

genteel young women, Traill is cautious about engaging too robustly with 

such highly-charged issues and is careful to limit the scope of her 

recommendations to what would have been suitable subjects for 

gentlewomen. Thus, when describing the rock formations along a river she 

concedes her lack of knowledge by inserting that a 'geologist would doubtless 

be able to solve the mystery in a few minutes' (p.81). In a similar manner to 

Mary Eyre in Chapter Four, Traill acknowledges that she lacks the education 

to write on serious science subjects such as geology, and contents herself 

with a meticulous competence in botany. She is not sufficiently political to 

involve herself in discussions on advancing women's education. Her 

contribution to the debate is to show by example how genteel women can 

benefit from a constructive education that would be adaptable to other 

situations, such as emigration to an unfamiliar country. 

 

Maintaining the Standards 
 Yet, in examining how Moodie and Traill fashioned their narratives, 

clearly both authors were conscious of the need, apparent in non-fiction and 

fiction throughout the nineteenth century, to transmit cultural and moral values 

to the middle class. Their narratives are laced with observations on the 

behaviour of people that they encounter, in an effort to provide guidance to 

their predominantly middle-class readership about the values that they 

believe to be important for settlers contemplating emigration. For Moodie, this 

proves troublesome, and she habitually finds herself unable to recommend 

the concept of taking up colonial life to those from genteel backgrounds. 

Unlike her sister, for the major part of her counter-narrative she remains 

critical of her fellow Canadians' prospects for improvement. As was seen 

earlier in her report of arriving in the country, she disapproves of the 

unconstrained behaviour of working-class settlers and tries to distance herself 

from involvement in anything that could affect her sense of moral values. But 

her restricted circumstances mean that she is unable to establish any 

separation between her life and that of the society that surrounds her. In 

Chapter 17, devoted to a description of the 'logging-bee', she frowns on the 
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activities of the thirty-two men from the neighbourhood who come to help with 

the tree felling that takes place after the burning of the fallow. She finds the 

whole tradition distasteful, and believes that 'had we hired with the money 

expended in providing for the bee, two or three industrious, hard-working 

men, we should have got through twice as much work, and have had it done 

well' (p.314). Although she does admit to laughing at old Malachi's 'capers' 

during the celebration when work is finished, it is chiefly the 'revelry, profane 

songs, and blasphemous swearing', that she can still hear at the end of the 

evening once she has retired to bed, that she finds unpleasant, (p.321). In 

retiring at a suitable stage of the evening Moodie attempts to maintain her 

association with the correct form of behaviour for women, but the restricted 

space and lack of seclusion in a log cabin means that her efforts at genteel 

performance are frustrated.40 However in condemning the men's behaviour 

on the grounds that it is ill-mannered, Moodie's narrative disregards the sense 

of community spirit that such gatherings would have generated. In isolated 

locations with little prospect of relief from the punishing daily exertions of 

trying to grow crops in a hostile environment, the logging and other 'bees' 

provided a chance for the settlers to socialise. Her overriding consideration is 

to sustain the necessary distance that her sense of propriety requires from 

the raucous behaviour that offends her. 

 In The Country and the City Raymond Williams traces how, in recent 

centuries, British literature has reflected the history of the active and 

complicated process that took place with the interaction of landed and traded 

capital. The social confusions and contradictions of this complicated process 

are the source of many of the problems of human conduct and valuation that 

novelists such as Jane Austen and others dramatise.41 During the nineteenth 

century, sustained by the increased capital arising from industrial expansion, 

the rapid growth of the middle class led to difficulties in maintaining earlier 

distinctions between different strata of society. Moodie's sensitivity to her 

                                            
40 For a discussion of the concept of 'genteel performance' in the colonial situation in 
Australia, see Chapter 2, Penelope Ann Russell, A Wish of Distinction : Colonial Gentility and 
Femininity (Carlton: Melbourne University Press, 1994). 
41 Raymond Williams, The Country and the City (New York: Oxford University Press, 1973), 
pp.113-7. 
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social standing in Upper Canada arises from her awareness of the changes 

that were taking place in the industrialised world, and she tries to protect her 

position by transferring British social codes to her new situation. Ultimately 

she comes to acknowledge that in a new society a different social order 

needed to be created. However for the major part of her counter-narrative she 

portrays herself as inflexible in trying to maintain the standards that she has 

transferred from 'home' to a colonial setting. It is an undertaking that is 

doomed to failure. She is forced by circumstances to associate with people 

such as Mrs Joe who sneer at her attempts at household chores: 
"Well, thank God! I am glad to see you brought to work at last. I hope you may have 
to work as hard as I have. I don't see, not I, why you, who are no better than me, 
should sit still all day, like a lady!" (p.136) 
 

The open door to her log cabin, to let in light and let out smoke, means that 

she is unable to maintain the social distance from undesirable neighbours that 

her notion of good manners requires to function. The pioneering conditions 

that she experiences are inherently unpredictable, and incompatible with her 

earlier notions of preserving social status, since she is no longer protected by 

her traditional environment. Instead of improving the rough colonial society 

with their superior values and social standing as she had hoped, Moodie finds 

that her family's life and in particular her position are exposed to variables that 

she is unable to control and it is she who is compelled to adapt. 

 One of the reasons for the difficulties that she has in maintaining her 

former standards of conduct is the absence of the barrier that servants would 

have created between a genteel wife and the outside world.42 In Upper 

Canada servants were scarce and as a consequence they not only 

commanded better wages than they would have received in Britain, but were 

not as reliant on a character reference from a previous employer. Without 

their traditional powers, employers in the backwoods found it difficult to find 

and retain the reliable help in the home that would have made their lives 

easier. A total of eight servants departed during Moodie's first year in Canada, 

including the nurse who accompanied them from England. A part of the 

                                            
42 For a study of the class relations involved, see Frank E. Huggett, Life Below Stairs : 
Domestic Servants in England from Victorian Times (London: J. Murray, 1977). See also, 
Leonore Davidoff and Catherine Hall, Family Fortunes. 
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problem was that, even in a small log cabin, Moodie refuses to compromise 

her standards. Portraying domestic servants as unreliable in the early years, 

she fights to maintain her social status by trying to preserve some distance 

from them, upholding the genteel ideal that her respectable standing relies on 

her ability to train servants and teach them their proper place. She is unable 

to acknowledge her own failings in wanting to continue an unsuitable class 

system. Signalling the difficulties in her Introduction, Moodie refers to 'the 

saucy familiarity of servants, who, republicans in spirit, think themselves as 

good as their employers' (p.14). A letter dated 1833, sent from a man-servant 

in Upper Canada to his family in England, endorses her opinion: 
It is of no use of high spirited farmers wishing to come out to this country; for they will 
not get their servants to wait upon them as at home, and to sit down at a second 
table to eat their crumbs. The servant is made equal with his master, in all respects 
of that kind, and not treated as a great many of the light headed farmers at home 
treat them, as dogs.43 
  

However, in later years Moodie analyses why they 'fancy themselves not only 

equal to you in rank … and grumble at doing half the work … which they 

cheerfully performed at home' (p.199). In Britain: 
Their wages are low; their moral condition still lower. They are brought up in the most 
servile fear of the higher classes, and they feel most keenly their hopeless condition. 
They know that if once they get a bad character, they must starve or steal; and to 
this conviction we are indebted for a great deal of their seeming fidelity and long and 
laborious service in our families, which we owe less to any moral perception on their 
part of the superior kindness or excellence of their employers, than to the mere 
feeling of assurance, that as long as they do their work well, and are cheerful and 
obedient, they will be punctually paid their wages, and well housed and fed. (p.200) 

 

Thus her experiences in Upper Canada give her an insight into the power 

relations upon which the concept of British women's gentility relies: that the 

lower orders in Britain were deferential towards their employers because of 

economic necessity. As a result of this insight, and although her difficulties 

with servants means that she is unable to maintain the formal etiquette 

necessary for her to preserve her former notions of gentility, in time she 

admits to preferring Canadian to European servants since their loyalty 

'springs more from real respect and affection' and such an employee can 

become 'a valuable assistant and friend' (p.201). The notion of a servant as a 
                                            
43 Wendy Cameron, Mary McD Maude and Sheila Haines, eds., English Immigrant Voices : 
Labourers' Letters from Upper Canada in the 1830s (Montreal: McGill-Queen's University 
Press, 2000), pp.148-9. 
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friend is a radical departure for a narrator who initially refused at mealtimes to 

share the only table in her log cabin with her maid, defending her behaviour to 

a shocked neighbour on the grounds that it was 'custom' (p.213).44 Moodie 

may fail to maintain her genteel status but once she realises that her ideals 

and expectations are unsuited to her new environment, she gains an 

awareness of how the construction of gentility that she brought with her to 

Canada in reality needs to be examined in Britain itself.  

 Fortunately for researchers of this period in Canadian settlement 

history, her sister presents an alternative view of how genteel women could 

adapt to their new environment. Although less complex in her approach, and 

as a consequence relatively less scrutinised than Moodie, Traill emerges as 

more comfortable with the realities of class relations in the colony. On the 

question of gentility, there is an incident shortly after the Traills' arrival on the 

question of egalitarianism where the situation is resolved tactfully. Travelling 

by river to Peterborough a young Scottish engineer becomes overly familiar 

with Traill, pronouncing that 'among the many advantages this country offered 

to settlers like him' was freedom from removing his hat when speaking to 

others or addressing them by their titles, while sitting close beside her on a 

bench (p.75). When Traill suggests he should not overrate such privileges, 

since a lady or gentleman would not be obliged to remain seated beside him, 

a discussion ensues on the qualities of a gentleman. Rather than as a 

consequence of birth or wealth, her husband proposes that the condition 

arises from:  
Good manners and good education … A rich man or a high-born man, if he is rude, 
ill-mannered, and ignorant is no more a gentleman than yourself. (pp.76-7) 
 

By engaging the engineer in enquiries about the machinery of the ship's 

engine, her husband diffuses the situation without further agitation and 

demonstrates a gentlemanly diplomacy. In detailing this incident Traill 

represents how in the colony settlers were engaged in a complex 

interrelationship once the old barriers between classes had been removed. 

She reveals her awareness that in a new society the earlier social order 

                                            
44 In contrast, the noble savage tradition of Romanticism means that Moodie allows 'Indian' 
visitors to sit at the table with her. Gray, p.110. Her different attitude to Native Canadians may 
also stem from her experience of transcribing Mary Prince's life story in her youth. 



 106

should not necessarily be challenged or protected: rather it would need to be 

created in ways that were adapted to the new situation in which the settlers 

found themselves. For women this presented more problems than it did for 

men, and Traill shows herself able from the start to adopt a more tolerant 

attitude to conflicts with others over questions of entitlement. 

 However, underlying these and similar incidents is the need that the 

narrators feel for supplying a moral message to their readers. Thurston has 

suggested that Roughing It in the Bush succeeds when the voices of vulgar 

characters figure strongly and in her reaction to their behaviour, 'undertones 

in Moodie's voice surface'.45 Uncouth characters certainly provide her with the 

opportunity not only to dramatise her early years in the colony, but also to 

construct a contrast to her own sense of morality and decorum. Her sister 

appears to have co-existed more easily with her fellow countrymen and thus 

conveys her moral messages through her illustrations of cooperation and 

adjustment. Moodie, on the other hand, often felt abused and threatened by 

the people who were their neighbours. But the discord that she experiences 

gives her the opportunity for sharp commentary on their behaviour and 

provides her counter-narrative with humour as well as a moralising tone. 

Where Traill finds Americans to be 'for the most part, polite, well-behaved 

people' (pp.73-4), Moodie is in constant conflict with her American neighbours 

since her first home is surrounded 'by these odious squatters, whom we found 

as ignorant as savages' (p.88). Accordingly Moodie's chapter five becomes 

an examination of the evils of borrowing, beginning with the observation that 

'the demon of mischief presides over borrowed goods' and continuing with 

examples of visitors such as the young American, Emily S--, the daughter of 

their landlord, who keeps 'borrowing' from her. Although initially amused by 

her impertinence, Moodie soon realises that 'borrowing' is a euphemism for 

appropriating and not returning items which are much needed in her 

impoverished circumstances. After a while she learns how to control the 

situation on the advice of a neighbouring English farmer. Thus the vulgar 

characters enable Moodie to dramatise such situations and her ill-mannered 

American neighbours permit her to deliver one of her many moral lessons. 
                                            
45 Thurston, p.140. 
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Unlike her sister, Moodie is constantly quarrelling with her neighbours, 

reinforcing the implication of her counter-narrative: that Upper Canada is not 

the place for genteel settlers where they will be exposed to offensive and 

immoral behaviour.  

 

Femininity and the Natural Physical World 
 To a certain extent the sisters were able to integrate their association 

with the natural world in their primitive log cabins into the traditional image of 

genteel femininity. Their efforts to establish themselves as efficient 

housekeepers and good mothers were accepted ways for women to establish 

their moral worth. However, lacking domestic or medical help, it is in areas 

such as childbirth and sickness that 'uneven developments' become evident. 

In her well-known study of this name, Mary Poovey examines 'border cases' 

which have the 'potential to expose the artificiality of the binary logic that 

governed the Victorian symbolic economy'.46 The position of settler women is 

an example of such border cases, as expectations of genteel behaviour are 

disrupted by the extreme situations that occur. Thus their position exposes 

the symbolic economy lying behind the assumptions that were used to define 

what it meant to be middle class and female in the nineteenth century. The 

sisters' pioneer experiences expose the unevenness contained in such 

assumptions, by revealing the disjunction between the supposed rationality 

and coherence of femininity on one hand and the change that occurred when 

this stability is translated to a colonial situation. From the opening pages 

when both narrators encounter the quarantine conditions associated with an 

outbreak of cholera, to their later struggles to resist disintegration in their 

family units while experiencing childbirth and illness, or to maintain standards 

of food provision or cleanliness, their narratives reveal how much more 

intensely the sisters were associated with the somatic realities of female 

existence than their British counterparts. The difficulties they experience and 

the realisation that they are unable to maintain their earlier standards leads to 

repeated tensions in their narratives. 

                                            
46 Mary Poovey, Uneven Developments, p.12. 
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 As Poovey posits, the ideal woman of the nineteenth century was 'a 

being whose natural modesty and emotional self-control' prevented her 

sexuality from obtruding.47 However there is difficulty in avoiding reference to 

sexuality and the natural world in a backwoods situation when so often the 

women's lives involve bearing and suckling children with little domestic 

support. Their compliance with such discursive restraints was at odds with the 

procreation that originated from their sexual identity.48 Thus women in 

Moodie's position, if they choose to mention childbirth, are compelled in their 

writing to combine obedience to the social requirements of discretion with 

descriptions of how they coped in the primitive conditions of isolated log 

cabins. Her text exposes how women were obliged to give meaning to the 

natural world of birth by accepting its physical and often dangerous realities 

with a courage that belied their ideological construction as dependent beings. 

She mentions the birth of her second child obliquely, dwelling more on the 

summer complaint of 'ague' (malaria) which had afflicted the settlement of 

Douro and which deprived her of any assistance at a time when she was 

'perfectly unable to do the least thing' because of the imminent birth of her 

second child (p.323). To assist in the delivery she finally procures a nurse 'by 

offering enormous wages': 
The woman had not been a day in the house before she was attacked by the same 
fever. In the midst of this confusion, and with my precious little Addie lying insensible 
on the pillow at the foot of my bed – expected every moment to breathe her last sigh 
– on the night of the 26th of August the boy I had so ardently coveted was born. The 
next day, old Pine carried his wife (my nurse) away upon his back, and I was left to 
struggle through, in the best manner I could, with a sick husband, a sick child, and a 
new-born babe. (p.323) 

 

Moodie presents this stressful episode to support her assertion that the 

backwoods of Upper Canada are not the type of place where genteel women 

should consider living. However, the episode points dramatically to the 

tension which arises for women as mediators between nature and society that 

Carole Pateman has examined. As she observes, women impose order and 

foster morality, but they are also in daily contact with natural processes that 
                                            
47 Poovey, p.32. 
48 For a discussion on the values assigned to gender, and women as a symbol of what 
cultures define as being of a lower order of existence, see Sherry B. Ortner, ‘'Is Female to 
Male as Nature is to Culture?'’, in M.Z. Rosaldo and L. Lamphere, eds., Women, Culture and 
Society (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1974), pp.67-87. 
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are only partly under their control.49 As Moodie faces the inevitable arrival of 

her child her need to shroud the 'disorder' of birth under an account of the 

sickness that was spreading through the district points to the tension between 

genteel femininity and the power of nature. Nor was she able to enjoy a 

period of 'confinement' whereby, as Russell notes, 'the image of gentility had 

to be reconstructed after the pain and disturbance of labour'. Initially confined 

to the bedroom for two or more weeks, a genteel woman's gradual re-

emergence into society was traced as though it were a process of 

convalescence, since nerves were considered to be in a delicate state after 

childbirth.50 Very little of this type of indulgence was available to a pioneer 

mother, and thus Moodie in her counter-narrative attempts to challenge the 

constructed notions of genteel womanhood. 

 Pateman notes that one way in which women attempt to hide their 

contact with nature, and hence their potential for disorder, is through 

cleanliness, presented as purity.51 Not only is it the role of women to foster 

morality or order in society, but they are similarly responsible for maintaining 

order in the home. Because pioneer women such as Moodie are in close 

contact with the squalid conditions of living in log cabins, it is difficult for her to 

tame the environment for her family since they are living so close to nature, 

and sources of dirt and pollution surround her. As Mary Douglas observes in 

her examination of the rituals surrounding purity and pollution, dirt is 

essentially disorder, so that acts of positively re-ordering the environment 

function to make it conform to an idea.52 Moreover, all margins are dangerous 

since 'any structure of ideas is vulnerable at its margins'.53 For Moodie the 

difficulty exists in the lack of established barriers that would otherwise have 

provided a safeguard for her to protect the structure of ideas that surround 

her concept of domesticity against the intrusions of nature. Their first rented 

home she refers to as a 'cattle shed or pig-sty' which is barely habitable since 

the elements intrude in the form of rain through the broken window and holes 

                                            
49 Carole Pateman, The Disorder of Women, p.25. 
50 Russell, p.104. 
51 Pateman, p.26. 
52 Mary Douglas, Purity and Danger : An Analysis of Concepts of Pollution and Taboo 
(London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1966), pp.2-3. 
53 Douglas, p.150. 
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in the roof (p.92).  In their second home, nature intrudes in the form of a 

noxious smell from a dead skunk hidden in a cupboard by the previous 

disgruntled occupant, Uncle Joe (p.165). But once the house has been 

cleaned, nature again penetrates the boundaries: 
The first night we slept in the new house, a demon of unrest had taken possession of 
it in the shape of a countless swarm of mice. They scampered over our pillows, and 
jumped upon our faces, squeaking and cutting a thousand capers over the floor. 
(p.166) 

 

The untreated building materials used to construct the cabins makes it difficult 

to avoid the intrusion of bugs and black ants which inhabit the logs (p.167). In 

time Moodie, with the help of dependable servants such as John and Jenny, 

succeeds in taming her environment to a significant extent. Thus she is able 

to re-establish a sense of propriety and decency by eliminating the elements 

which threaten her house with disorder. 

 In keeping with her focus on her twin interests of botany and of 

supplying constructive suggestions for future emigrants in her narrative, Traill 

gives very little space to what must have been constant struggles with 

maternal duties and family illness. Her life as a mother of nine children was 

similarly constrained by the pressures of domesticity and poverty, as a recent 

collection of her letters has revealed.54 However in The Backwoods of 

Canada there are few mentions of anxieties regarding her family and when 

she mentions a baby in thanking her mother for her gift, the child is a picture 

of health and contentment: 
I was charmed with the pretty caps and worked frocks sent for my baby; the little 
fellow looks delightfully in his new robes … He grows fat and lively, and … is at once 
the pride and delight of his foolish mother's heart. (p.157) 
 

Such an emphasis on motherhood and femininity reinforces her narrative 

persona as a pioneer gentlewoman, but belies the fortitude that emerges 

indirectly in her references to her husband, who is clearly not as strong as 

she. From early on, during their voyage out, the veiled reference to a man 

who is not actively employed being 'a very pitiable creature' (p.17) 

foreshadows her husband's later depression and difficulties in adjusting to life 

in the colony. Shortly afterwards, when she is struggling with the 'mortal 
                                            
54 Carl Ballstadt, Elizabeth Hopkins and Michael Peterman, eds., I Bless You in My Heart : 
Selected Correspondence of Catharine Parr Traill (Toronto: University of Toronto, 1996). 
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agony' of cholera in a hotel in Montreal, it is the 'females of the house' who 

tend to her, not her anguished husband (pp.44-5), reinforcing ideas of the 

feminine courage in the face of suffering. In 1834 when malaria afflicts their 

household, Traill, her baby and the nurse recover, but the illness hangs on 

her husband for the whole summer which throws 'a damp upon his exertions 

and gloom upon his spirits (p.242).55 Although she refrains from disclosing his 

inadequacies in acclimatising to a life in the backwoods, Traill's portrait of her 

husband supports the argument in her narrative of the need for 'good sense, 

industry, and order' in a household, which her examples demonstrate as 

belonging to the female of the species (p.220). Her emphasis falls less on 

class distinctions and more on the differences between genders. 

 The 'industry' and 'order' that Traill draws on, not only to occupy her 

time but also to preserve her sanity and supplement their meagre income 

from farming, is her interest in botany. As in her earlier writing for children in 

England, Traill's approach to the Canadian environment is marked by a close 

attention to detail. In one of her first letters from 9 September 1832 she 

defends her approach by suggesting that it makes the landscape less 

ominous: 
To the mere passing traveller, who cares little for the minute beauties of scenery, 
there is certainly a monotony in the long and unbroken line of woods, which 
insensibly inspires a feeling of gloom almost touching on sadness. Still there are 
objects to charm and delight the close observer of nature. (p.63) 
 

Going on to describe the 'fantastic bowers' and wild vines entwining the forest 

trees, as a true botanist she is impatient to grow their fruit to see what 

improvement 'can be effected by cultivation' (p.63). When she names 

Canadian flowers that she is familiar with, she advocates looking closely at 

their beauty, rather than dismissing them as scarcely worthy of attention, as a 

'very clever gentleman' she met in London preferred to do (p.80). Letter 14 

from 13 July 1834 is devoted entirely to her botanical discoveries (pp.189-

206). That her narrative was published in Charles Knight's series, 'Library of 

Entertaining Knowledge', is indicative of the wealth of information it contained. 

Rather than being intimidated by the threatening world that surrounds her, in 

                                            
55 When fire destroyed their farm in 1857, Thomas Traill went into a deep depression from 
which he never recovered, dying the following year. Fowler, p.84. 
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the shape of the endless forests of pine trees which limit their prospects, 

visually as well as in the stumps left from logging which impede them from 

growing crops, Traill finds a way of managing her environment by 

concentrating on small details of the flora. In collecting and naming the plants, 

she is able to exercise a degree of control over the unfamiliar landscape that 

surrounds her.56 Moreover, botany permits her to assume some measure of 

power over her milieu: when she is unable to discover the Canadian names of 

plants that are new to her, she considers herself 'free to become their floral 

godmother, and give them names of my own choosing' (p.120). As she 

responds to the natural world around her with the rational eye of a scientist 

and creates a sense of order for herself, naming plants gives her a sense of 

control that is otherwise missing in the unfamiliar space. Unlike her sister who 

has trouble adapting to the natural world, Traill is able to apply her botanical 

interest not only for the benefit of her readers, but also for the psychological 

improvement that such rationalisation brings to her life. 

   

Constructing Credibility for the Narrative 
 Whereas Traill's writing style is grounded in botany and her 

appendices brimful of advice on making candles, soap, vinegar and other 

information that could be useful to future settlers, Moodie's account is more 

personal and emotional. It is also markedly more anecdotal with whole 

chapters devoted to sketches of curious characters, while interleaving the 

chapters with her and her husband's poetry makes it more expressive and 

lyrical.57 As a result many critics in recent decades have discussed the 

constructed nature of the narrative and found the narrator's position 

inconsistent. However, when examining the complexity of Moodie's book, it 

becomes important in the first place to consider the history of its production. 

Her early correspondence with her British publisher, Richard Bentley, 

                                            
56 For a history of botanical identification, see, Anna Pavord, The Naming of Names : The 
Search for Order in the World of Plants (New York: Bloomsbury, 2005). Also Alice Dickinson, 
Carl Linnaeus : Pioneer of Modern Botany (New York: F. Watts, 1967). Concerning women's 
contribution to botany, see Ann B. Shteir, Cultivating Women, Cultivating Science : Flora's 
Daughters and Botany in England, 1760-1860 (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 
1996). 
57 Her husband, J.W.D. Moodie also contributed Chapters 12, 13 and 19 to the first edition 
and the final 'Canadian Sketches' to the second edition. 
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supports the perception that up to the time that the first edition appeared, she 

was still enhancing it with other chapters.58 Ultimately, Moodie had to transfer 

the final artistic responsibility for the text to her agent and her publisher in 

London. Bentley's 'Advertisement' inserted before her Introduction, while not 

referring directly to his editorial contribution or that of her agent, John Bruce, 

hints at their participation by pointing to the distance that separated the author 

from the book's production and that 'she has not been able to superintend this 

work whilst passing through the press' (p.ix). Having altered her earlier 

published articles to form a narrative that would correspond to British 

sensibilities, and included three more detached, factual chapters written by 

her husband, Moodie had no alternative but to relinquish control of her 

manuscript when she sent it overseas. In fact John Thurston goes so far as to 

suggest that Roughing It in the Bush is 'a collaborative act of textual 

production whose origin cannot be limited to one person … Susanna 

Moodie's is only one hand among the many involved in this collaborative 

activity'.59 Little wonder that despite the condescending and negative 

elements that occur with frequency in her counter-narrative, Moodie's 

complex text has been the focus of much critical attention, often to the 

detriment of her sister's more straightforward account, when the two are 

examined together.60 The constructed nature of Moodie's text has resulted in 

vigorous discussion, not only on the nature of the author's personality and 

what was the rationale behind creating such a powerful account, but also 

whether, taken as a whole, it was credible.  

 The evidence of patterning in the shape of Moodie's account has led 

critics in the past to question the authenticity of her story of life in the bush. 

Some have seen the ambivalence of her best-known work as closer to fiction 

than non-fiction in the narrative coincidences that occur, as well as in the 

mirroring of events and characters. In his Introduction to the 1962 edition, 

                                            
58 For example, Susanna Moodie, Letter to Richard Bentley, 16 April 1852, The Bentley 
Papers, British Library, London, ADD 59631, Vol.X, f.32. The letter refers to chapters which 
arrived too late for inclusion. 
59 John Thurston, ''Rewriting Roughing It'', in John Moss, ed., Future Indicative : Literary 
Theory and Canadian Literature (Ottawa: University of Ottawa Press, 1987), p.195. 
60 Some titles have dismissed Traill as a deceptive in disguising her depressing situation in 
the backwoods. Fowler, p.85. See also Gaile McGregor, The Wacousta Syndrome : 
Explorations in the Canadian Landscape (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1985). 
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Carl Klinck commented on the fictional nature of the book. Later 

commentators linked the ambivalence that pervades Moodie's account as 

symbolic of a problem in Canadian identity.61 However, Alec Lucas maintains 

that the merit of the book as an artistic achievement depends on Moodie's 

skilfully wrought structure. In the construction of her account he notes that the 

first eleven chapters present her as an emigrant, while chapters 12-26 focus 

on her as a wife and mother. His appendix then compares the order of her 

sketches in the published book with their appearance in Canadian periodicals, 

indicating the rearrangement that occurred.62 Using the evidence of letters to 

her husband, Carl Ballstadt has analysed in detail how Moodie embraces 

notions of opposites by altering the dates of some natural phenomena, such 

as 'The Whirlwind', or re-aligning her husband's absence during 1839 to take 

place in the winter and spring of 1838 to create stronger effects.63 

Rearranging these episodes enabled Moodie to employ fictional techniques 

such as psychological development for herself as the central character, which 

creates more narrative tension. With the rise of post-structuralism and more 

emphasis on the constructed nature of text, such practices are now not 

considered remarkable in non-fiction. In seeking out narratives which break 

conventions and rupture forms, literary criticism has recently been more 

willing to accommodate the inconsistencies of Roughing It in the Bush. Susan 

Glickman suggests that the origin of Moodie's unconventionality lies in her 

religious experience and her membership of the Congregationalists who 

believed in confession and self-examination.64 Faye Hammill creates a 

dialogue between six past and present writers in Canadian literature to 

demonstrate the creative interdependence that exists among authors and 

hence the imbrication that occurs between autobiographical and imaginative 

                                            
61 In particular, Margaret Eleanor Atwood, The Journals of Susanna Moodie (Toronto: Oxford 
University Press, 1970); Northrop Frye and James Polk, Divisions on a Ground : Essays on 
Canadian Culture (Toronto: Anansi, 1982); McGregor. 
62 Alec Lucas, ''The Function of the Sketches in Susanna Moodie's Roughing It in the Bush'', 
in McMullen, ed., pp.146-54. 
63 Carl Ballstadt, ''''The Embryo Blossom'' : Susanna Moodie's Letters to Her Husband in 
Relation to Roughing It in the Bush", in McMullen, ed., pp.137-45.  
64 Susan Glickman, "The Waxing and Waning of Susanna Moodie's ''Enthusiasm''," Canadian 
Literature Autumn.130 (1991): 7-26. 
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texts.65 Thus, Moodie's remodelling of her earlier articles into the manuscript 

that she sends to Bentley, is now seen more as negotiating and adjusting to 

her situation in a textually creative fashion. 

 Her efforts were also financially creative, which is why so much of her 

work is recycled, in order to obtain the maximum benefit from whatever 

unusual impressions she had recorded. In one of her letters she regrets that 

she has 'a want of individuality': 
A scene or picture strikes me as a whole, but I never can enter into details. A carpet 
must be very brilliant, the paper on a wall very remarkable before I should ever 
notice either while the absurd and the extravagant make lasting impressions – and I 
can remember a droll speech or a caricature face for years.66 
 

Once her impressions had been recorded, she drew on them as often as she 

could: a novel Flora Lyndsay, published in 1854, parallels her experiences of 

leaving her English home, with a heroine who emigrates to Canada. In 

Roughing It in the Bush, Moodie assembled the chapters from sketches and 

poems that had previously been published in the Literary Garland of Montreal 

and other magazines, among them her own publication, the Victoria 

Magazine. Once the family moved to the township of Belleville in 1840, she 

was able to devote more time to writing and in September 1847, as the 

foreword to the first edition reveals, the Moodies became joint editors of the 

Victoria Magazine. But, although designated as a 'Cheap Periodical' and 

intended to encourage a 'taste for general literature among … the rural 

population', the magazine was not a success and ceased publication in 

1848.67 Moreover, not only had the poems in Roughing It in the Bush 

appeared in Canadian publications but some of the poems were refashioned 

from earlier editions in British publications. The reason for Moodie recycling 

many of the chapters and poems was that she was constantly beset with 

financial problems, and the focus throughout her adult life was on obtaining 

as much income as possible from her literary efforts.  

 Traill was similarly burdened with perpetual economic hardship and 

needed to write in order to supplement her meagre income from farming, yet 
                                            
65 Faye Hammill, Literary Culture and Female Authorship in Canada, 1760-2000 (Amsterdam: 
Rodopi, 2000). 
66 Moodie, Letter to Richard Bentley, 1853. 
67 Susanna Moodie and John Wedderburn Dunbar Moodie, Victoria Magazine, vol. 1, no. 1-
12; Sept. 1847-Aug. 1848. (Belleville: J. Wilson, 1848). 
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her account relies less on fictional devices and more on 'honestly 

representing facts in their real and true light' (p.10). She establishes credibility 

in her narrative by grounding it in what she knows, rather than embellishing it 

with creative writing. The use of symbols, such as the Captain's caged song 

bird on their voyage out as a metaphor for those who are content with their 

lot, soon gives way to her enduring interest in 'facts'. Unlike her sister, Traill is 

interested in encouraging women to become successful pioneers by being 

aware of the 'facts' which will enable them to overcome the 'hardships and 

difficulties of the settler's life … felt peculiarly by the female part of the family 

(p.12). She is eager to transmit moral and cultural values to women of the 

middle-class, anticipating Samuel Smiles' famous doctrine of self-help, 

published in 1858.68 Another temporary resident of Upper Canada in the 

years 1836-7 endorses Traill's sentiments. Anna Jameson writes that a 

woman with a cheerful spirit and a plain understanding 'would be as happy in 

Canada as anywhere in the world'.69 But in addition to providing useful 

information, Traill considers herself to be a recorder of what was being lost in 

nature as land was increasingly cleared. She published a number of books on 

Canadian wild flowers, which culminated with her Studies of Plant Life in 

Canada in 1906 and collects 'some of the most singular of our native flowers 

for one of the Professors of Botany in the Edinburgh University' (p.195). 

However Michael Peterman suggests that, with the distance that separated 

her from ongoing botanical research, her writing was destined to remain old-

fashioned. Though she tried to stay in contact with scientific developments, 

her botany remained grounded in the non-specialised and holistic approach of 

the eighteenth century, of writers such as Gilbert White.70 Lacking the 

facilities of a circulating library in the backwoods (p.234), she follows the 

naturalist tradition in contenting herself with close examination of the flora and 

fauna around her and observing closely what could be easily overlooked by a 

                                            
68 Samuel Smiles, Self-Help : With Illustrations of Conduct and Perseverance (London: John 
Murray, 1858). 
69 Anna Jameson, Winter Studies and Summer Rambles in Canada, New Canadian Library. 
(Toronto: McClelland & Stewart, 1990), p.259. 
70 Michael Peterman, "''Splendid Anachronism'' : The Record of Catharine Parr Traill's 
Struggles as an Amateur Botanist in Nineteenth-Century Canada", in McMullen, ed., pp.173-
85. 
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casual observer. She admits that some of her descriptions 'may not be 

exactly in the technical language of the correct botantist' but are described as 

they appear (p.206). Due to her lack of involvement with current science, by 

choice as well as by necessity, as a result her narrative tends to be directed 

towards female readers. Unlike Moodie, whose passionate and complex 

counter-narrative has a more universal appeal, Traill is limited by her nature 

as well as by her distance from the centres of scientific investigation to 

establishing credibility for her narrative by addressing it to those female 

readers who share her outlook and her interests. 

 In conclusion, Moodie's counter-narrative is an oppositional response 

to the pressures on those of her class and her generation to leave England 

and make a new life in Upper Canada. While she constructs herself 

discursively as an observer and reporter of colonial conditions, her need to 

oppose what she saw as misleading information which was sanctioned by the 

powerful albeit tacit support of the government, leads to the conflicting views 

expressed in Roughing It in the Bush. Based on the premise that those from 

genteel backgrounds were unsuited to a pioneer life, she then shaped her 

account in the manner of a fictional narrative to illustrate her beliefs. As a 

consequence there has been vigorous discussion of how to interpret her 

ambivalent and often ambiguous account, and how to position it within 

Canadian literature. Although on the surface it is an historical retelling of one 

middle-class English woman's experience in Upper Canada during the 1830s, 

it could also be regarded as fiction, autobiography or travel writing. Her 

account is now considered to be a Canadian classic for its social value, 

reflecting the period in which it was written, and for its influence on the 

development of later literature. Its popularity overshadowed her hastily-

assembled sequel, Life in the Clearings Versus the Bush (1853), where she 

observed the development of Canadian society in the townships but without 

the same dramatic intensity. Similarly eclipsed has been her sister's account. 

Where Catharine Parr Traill devotes her powers of observation to studying 

plant and animal life rather than people, her more measured and optimistic 

narrative lacks the drama and sense of emotional development that her sister 

depicts. In a similar manner to Emmeline Lott whose case study follows in the 
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next chapter, Susanna Moodie considered preserving her fragile status as a 

gentlewoman to be paramount; but it is her understanding of the 

inconsistency and changeability of everyday existence that combine to give 

power to her unusual counter-narrative.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



C H A P T E R   F O U R 
 

Emmeline Lott and Lucie Duff Gordon 
 

 
A Divided City  
 Its central location at the intersection of three continents has long 

complicated Egypt's history. During the nineteenth century the predominantly 

Muslim country was regarded imaginatively as a bridge between Asia, Africa 

and Europe and materially, via the Nile River, as a connection between the 

Mediterranean and the nether regions of the African continent. After 

Napoleon's failed expedition and brief occupation of Egypt at the end of the 

eighteenth century, the country became increasingly involved with a number 

of European powers during the eighty years that followed. Due to its 

geographical position, Egypt formed a vital connection between Europe and 

the countries to the east, in particular between Britain and its colonies in 

India.1 The British saw it as providing a major transport corridor to India, but 

also as an area where the security of their trade routes could easily be 

threatened. In view of their extensive investments in the country British 

interest in Egypt was considerable, a factor that no doubt contributed to the 

popular appeal of the two accounts that are examined in this chapter by 

Emmeline Lott and Lady Lucie Duff Gordon.2 They were both published in 

1865 at a transitional time for Egyptian political affairs, just prior to the historic 

opening of the Suez Canal in 1869. 

 During the same period that there was keen interest in the country's 

strategic position, the American Civil War radically altered the Egyptian 

economy. The conflict between the states of the Union and the southern slave 

states prevented supplies of American cotton from reaching European mills 

                                            
1 Judith Johnston, "The Pyramids of Egypt: Monuments to Victorian Desire," Australasian 
Victorian Studies Journal 7 (2001): 71-88. Johnston also notes the significance of the route to 
Australasia. The 1851 discovery of gold in Victoria significantly increased travel to Australia.   
2 Emmeline Lott, The English Governess in Egypt. Harem Life in Egypt and Constantinople 
(1865; Philadelphia: T.B. Peterson, 1867); Lucie Duff-Gordon, Letters from Egypt, Virago 
Travellers., ed. Janet Ross (1865; London: Virago, 1983). All subsequent references are to 
these editions and page numbers appear in parentheses. 
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during the 1860s and 1870s; the resulting deficit gave rise to an unparalleled 

increase in Egyptian cotton exports. Whereas in 1820 no long-staple cotton 

was grown at all in Egypt, by 1864, according to the British Consul, about 40 

per cent of the total cultivated area of Lower Egypt was placed under cotton.3 

Conversely the consequences of such specialisation were not entirely 

beneficial. Not only was there a corresponding distortion in the local 

economy, but with the increase in trade came a large inflow of foreign capital. 

Egypt became increasingly involved with European financiers and commercial 

corporations as investment opportunities arose in other sectors of the 

economy. The country undertook more and more development schemes, not 

all of which were effective.  

 Moreover the construction of grand projects such as roads, railways 

and telegraphs, culminating in the Suez Canal to link the Mediterranean and 

Red Seas, led to an increase in the money supply and in the issue of treasury 

bonds, which eventually led to an unsustainable budgetary deficit. In a 

comprehensive study of the period, Bankers and Pashas, David Landes 

traces Egypt's economic expansion and the resulting destabilising 

dependency on European finance.4 In effect, as A.P. Thornton proposes in 

his detailed critique of imperialism, Egypt at this time was 'a weak state with a 

priceless asset, beset by people only too anxious to lend it money'. He 

suggests that the Suez Canal was more than a highway, it was 'an adventure 

in finance-capital'.5 As a result of the numerous construction projects, 

immigration increased and the foreign resident community expanded, with 

some sectors of Cairo becoming increasingly modernised. However not 

everyone benefited from the escalation in economic activity. As the historian 

Janet Abu-Lughod describes developments, in the course of the century the 

character of the city's space became increasingly divided: 
To the east lay the native city, still essentially pre-industrial in technology, social 
structure, and way of life; to the west lay the "colonial" city with its steam-powered 
techniques, its faster pace and wheeled traffic, and its European identification. To the 

                                            
3 Roger Owen, Cotton and the Egyptian Economy, 1820-1914 : A Study in Trade and 
Development (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1969), p.103, p.352. 
4 David S. Landes, Bankers and Pashas : International Finance and Economic Imperialism in 
Egypt (London: Heinemann, 1958). 
5 A. P. Thornton, The Imperial Idea and Its Enemies : A Study in British Power (London: 
Macmillan, 1966), pp.57-8. 
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east lay the labyrinth street pattern of yet unpaved harat and durub … to the west 
were broad straight streets of macadam flanked by wide walks and setbacks, 
militantly crossing one another at rigid right angles … The quarters of the eastern city 
were still dependent upon itinerant water peddlars, although residents in the western 
city had their water delivered through a convenient network of conduits connected 
with the steam pumping station near the river … Neither parks nor street trees 
relieved the sand and mud tones of the medieval city; yet the city to the west was 
elaborately adorned with French formal gardens, strips of decorative flower beds, or 
artificially shaped trees. One entered the old city by caravan and traversed it on foot 
or animal-back; one entered the new by railroad and proceeded via horse-drawn 
victoria. In short, on all critical points the two cities, despite their physical contiguity, 
were miles apart socially and centuries apart technologically.6 
 

By permitting such a proliferation of modernisation schemes, the ruler Pacha 

Ismail was attempting to inaugurate a new era in Egyptian history and make it 

more attractive to European investors. In part his misplaced efforts to map a 

European identity on to the non-European space that was nineteenth-century 

Cairo could be attributed to his multicultural upbringing.  

 As a young man, Ismail had attended college in France, before 

entering the military academy of Saint Cyr, and returning there as a diplomat 

in 1854. He came to power at the crest of the cotton boom in 1863, just as the 

pace of development was quickening and Egypt was experiencing an upsurge 

in population growth after centuries of decline. Inheriting his father's energy 

and love of urban embellishments he created broad thoroughfares, parks and 

elaborate theatres in Cairo, such as the rococo opera house erected for the 

celebrations at the opening of the Canal.7  With his fondness for European 

culture, it is understandable that the newly-installed Pacha would consider a 

British governess as the best tutor for his eldest son and heir. During the 

Victorian period British governesses were in considerable demand by wealthy 

overseas families who considered it important to provide their children with an 

education in European culture.8 Fortunately for the publication of her narrative 

the new governess, Emmeline Lott, travelled to Cairo at a particularly 

significant period in Egyptian history, the 1860s.  

                                            
6 Janet Abu-Lughod, Cairo : 1001 Years of the City Victorious (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 1971), p.98. 
7 Abu-Lughod, p.103-7. 
8 See also Anna Leonowens' account as governess to the son of the King of Siam in the 
1860s. Anna Harriette Leonowens, The English Governess at the Siamese Court : 
Recollections of Six Years in the Royal Palace at Bangkok (1870; Singapore: Oxford 
University Press, 1988). 
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 Since Napoleon's expedition there had been persistent interest 

throughout Europe in studying the significant features of the country: 

geographical, historical as well as aesthetic. The desire to map the interior 

space of the African continent resulted in a large number of expeditions 

during the century. With the emergence of the mid-nineteenth discourse of 

cartography as a 'science', there was a 'passion to reduce the world's 

geographical complexity to cartographic clarity'.9 With its wide, navigable river 

system, Egypt provided the ideal point of entry for travel into the interior for 

the purposes of mapping the northern areas of the continent. A famous British 

geographical expedition to find the source of the Nile began in 1857, led by 

Richard Burton and John Speke. The ensuing controversy between the two 

explorers over whether Speke had located the source in Lake Victoria while 

Burton was incapacitated, created a great deal of debate within the scientific 

community. The controversy was finally dispelled with Speke's identification of 

Ripon Falls as the source of the White Nile on his 1861-62 expedition.10 The 

historic event was subsequently lampooned by Punch in a cartoon which 

associated the spirit of discovery more with vanity and self-promotion.11 Thus, 

having Egypt and its geography frequently in the news generated 

considerable interest in additional narratives relating to the country. 

  Historically tours to the Holy Land had often included Egypt as an 

element of the itinerary, so that earlier in the century travel narratives, 

particularly by women, would incorporate the region as part of a spiritual 

itinerary.12 However the increasing popular and scientific attention paid by 

Europeans to Egypt during the nineteenth century followed the 

comprehensive 23-volume Description de l'Égypte, an influential account of 

ancient and modern Egypt created by the 160 savants who accompanied 

                                            
9 David N. Livingstone and Charles W. J. Withers, Geography and Enlightenment (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1999), p.121. 
10 John Hanning Speke, Journal of the Discovery of the Source of the Nile (London: William 
Blackwood, 1863). 
11 "The Nile Song," Punch 44 (1863): 232. 
12 See, for example, Mary Damer, Diary of a Tour in Greece, Turkey, Egypt and the Holy 
Land (London: Henry Colburn, 1841); Isabella Romer, A Pilgrimage to the Temples and 
Tombs of Egypt, Nubia, and Palestine in 1845 (London: n.p., 1846); Ida Pfeiffer, Visit to the 
Holy Land, Egypt and Italy, trans. H.W. Dulcken (London: Ingram, Cooke, 1852); Fredrika 
Bremer, Travels in the Holy Land, trans. Mary Howitt (London: Hurst & Blackett, 1862). 
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Napoleon.13 Subsequently the regular importation of antiquities and art to 

Europe and the United States sustained the widespread interest. The 

enthusiasm which resulted for Egyptian culture as an exotic alternative to 

Western traditions came to be called 'Egyptomania'. It influenced a range of 

art forms, from poetry such as Shelley's Ozymandias to Egyptian revival 

architecture and musical composition, as in Verdi's opera Aida. At the same 

time there was a rapid increase in British tourism to the country from 1840 

onwards, partly due to the development of the overland route to India. When 

the steamship company, Peninsular and Oriental (P&O), began operating into 

both sides of the isthmus, Egypt started to become a fashionable tourist 

destination. The result, as John Barrell notes, was that in the 1840s and 

1850s there were dozens of tourism narratives on Egypt published in Britain, 

as well as in the United States, France and Germany.14 

 In addition to the curiosity that was generated by art and the 

exhibitions of antiquities, there was another enduring source of interest in the 

Egyptian way of life. The Muslim practice of concealing the women of the 

household had long contributed to a western fascination with the harem. 

Representations based on popular myths made imaginative use of such topoi 

as the effects of confinement, the erotic licence associated with a large 

number of wives and concubines, and the harem's links to the past. In her 

study Harems of the Mind, Ruth Yeazell analyses shifting perceptions of the 

harem which, she suggests, arose from a desire for information linked to an 

impulse to fantasise. She writes that, 'If distant places and peoples have 

always tempted human beings to fantastic projections of their own wishes and 

fears, then the blank space of the harem … only magnified the temptation'.15 

In the eighteenth century the publication of Lady Mary Wortley Montagu's 

letters had provided readers in the West with their first inside glimpses of life 

within the harem. It was the first secular work written by a woman about the 

                                            
13 Terence M. Russell, The Napoleonic Survey of Egypt : Description de l'Egypte : The 
Monuments and Customs of Egypt : Selected Engravings and Texts (Aldershot: Ashgate, 
2001). 
14 John Barrell, "Death on the Nile : Fantasy and the Literature of Tourism 1840-1860," 
Essays in Criticism 61.2 (1991): 101. 
15 Ruth Bernard Yeazell, Harems of the Mind : Passages of Western Art and Literature (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 2000), p.1. 
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Muslim Orient and established an alternative way of writing about the Middle 

East from a gendered perspective.  

 After the publication of Montagu's letters there were a large number of 

accounts written by European women travellers which elaborated on daily life 

within the secluded quarters, and attempted to overturn earlier, imaginative 

narratives by male writers. As Gillian Beer emphasises, 'Genres establish 

their own conditions which alter the significance of ideas expressed within 

them.'16 The sheer volume of narratives that recorded women's 

disenchantment with actual harems is testimony to the influence that such 

imaginary constructs had on the writing of the period. The genre came to be 

known in the nineteenth century as 'harem literature' and was characterised 

by first-person narration with emphasis on the significance of the female 

writer's eye-witness observations. In addition to the status that Montagu's 

'Embassy Letters' retained as a reference text, eastern travel writing in the 

nineteenth century is particularly permeated with the intertextuality of earlier 

commentary on the harem.17 Consequently, whether confirming or denying 

previous accounts, the approach to describing such a forbidden space was 

imbricated with the myths and stereotypes that preceded it.18 What absorbed 

writer and reader alike was the interest in learning about the mysterious 

difference that distinguished the harem from other domestic situations. 

 No doubt each of the above factors contributed to the popularity of 

Emmeline Lott's first account of life as a governess in the grand palaces of 

the Pacha, The English Governess in Egypt, Harem Life in Egypt and 

Constantinople, which appeared in England in 1865. Extending to four 

editions, her first publication was rapidly followed by two more titles, 

Mohaddeyn in the Palace of Ghezire, or Nights in the Harem (1867) and The 

Grand Pacha's Cruise on the Nile in the Viceroy of Egypt's Yacht (1869). As a 

governess who actually lived within the walls of the harem, Lott was careful to 

                                            
16 Gillian Beer, Open Fields : Science in Cultural Encounter (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
1996), p.186. 
17 See Chapter 4, ''Exorcising Sheherezad: The Victorians and the Harem'' in Billie Melman, 
Women's Orients. 
18 Harem, used to denote an area as well as the women living there, originates from the 
Arabic word haram, a prohibited place, and is first used in English in 1634, according to the 
OED. 
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emphasise the veracity of her account in contrast to other women writers who 

had only visited during their travels. Lady Lucie Duff Gordon's Letters from 

Egypt, published in 1865 and reprinted three times in that year, provides a 

significant field of comparison. Apart from their unity of time, the two accounts 

share an emphasis on the personal experience of living a day-to-day 

existence in their adopted societies, and coming into close contact with 

Egyptian people. However, here the similarity ends. Lott writes a counter-

narrative which she anticipates will deconstruct the dominant beliefs that were 

found in popular travel narratives about Oriental space and is generally 

hostile in her comments. Duff, who as a consumptive chose to live in the 

warm, dry climate of Egypt, also presents in her letters an unconventional 

picture of Egyptian life; but she prefers to live in harmony with her 

environment. While both women are contributing to debates on the condition 

of Egypt, one reason for the difference in their approach is Lott's overriding 

concern to elevate her status and establish herself as a writer rather than 

simply a governess. Consequently, Lott projects her bourgeois values onto 

the harem and finds living at court oppressive and ugly, whereas Duff 

Gordon's account is more open-minded in its observations of life in Egypt, 

conceivably as a result of her liberal upbringing and more secure class status.  

 
Imagined Spaces 
 Whatever their differences, for both writers the experience of Egypt is 

mediated through their knowledge of earlier texts. Travellers' tales of the east 

had abounded from the time of the crusades onwards, but it was during the 

nineteenth century that interest in the Orient and its culture intensified. The 

ancient civilisation of the Pharaohs, combined with the mystery of the harem, 

proved fascinating for many writers at this time and a large number of authors 

turned for inspiration to the unique culture of Egypt. In his discussion on 

'Orientalist Structures and Restructures' Edward Said comments on the 

intense interest that flourished during the period: 'From one end of the 

nineteenth century to the other – after Napoleon that is – the Orient was a 

place of pilgrimage' and every major work took its form, style, and intention 
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from the idea of travelling there.19 Tracing the origins of the fashion, Said 

notes that '[p]opular Orientalism during the late eighteenth century and the 

early nineteenth attained a vogue of considerable intensity', a development 

which he attributes to the popularity of writers such as Lord Byron and 

Thomas Moore, among others.20 For, apart from increased interest in the 

antiquities of ancient Egypt, there was considerable fascination for details of 

what lay behind the closed doors of the ruler's palace. Byron had alluded to 

the secrets of the harem in Childe Harold's Pilgrimage (1812) and Don Juan 

(1819-24). The Irish poet Thomas Moore, who in fact never visited the East, 

became famous in 1817 with the publication of Lalla Rookh, an Oriental 

romance in verse.21 Among other fictional influences on Western 

representations of life in the Orient, the original translation of the poetry of 

Arabian Nights first appeared in French during the eighteenth century, 

inspiring writers such as Voltaire and Victor Hugo, while an English translation 

emerged a century later.22  

 Moreover, other art forms built on the traditions established by works of 

literature. The depiction of odalisques and harem scenes was a popular 

theme in nineteenth-century painting. The abundance of nineteenth-century 

art depicting scenes from the harem demonstrates the intertextuality of myths 

and stereotypes in the Victorian understanding of the Orient. Here again, with 

the uncertain exception of painter Delacroix in Algeria, the visual 

representations relied on the male artist's imagination.23 Reconstructions in 

studios made use of models and Oriental props to create harem scenes and 

the popularity of the genre rested partly on the interpretation of the fabled 

opulence which was imagined to exist in Eastern palaces, but also on the 

voyeurism that was implicit in the representations of the female nude. Fanciful 

depictions of the possibility of multiple partners were popular in a century 

when the roles of husbands and wives were becoming increasingly idealised, 

                                            
19 Said, Orientalism, p.168. 
20 Said, p.118. 
21 Thomas Moore, Lalla Rookh : An Oriental Romance, 10th ed. (London: Longman Hurst 
Rees Orme and Brown, 1820). 
22 Published in 1853, Lane's translation was expurgated. Edward William Lane, The Arabian 
Night's Entertainments, or, the Thousand and One Nights (1853; New York: Tudor, 1927). 
23 For analysis of a wide range of European art depicting the harem, see Yeazell. 
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and stress was being placed on men for the rational control of sex drives.24 

Yeazell suggests that the possibility of erotic choice without limit, as illustrated 

in Oriental art, develops as a fantasised alternative to the constraints of 

monogamy.25 However, with the erotic fantasies depicted in both poetry and 

paintings generally lacking crucial authenticity, since their male European 

creators were forbidden to enter the harem, it fell to women to supply the 

authoritative knowledge. 

 It was only in the eighteenth century that European women actually 

began to visit their Eastern counterparts in the harem: before 1717 women's 

travel to the eastern Mediterranean had been exclusively religious and there 

are no narratives of female journeys outside the chronicles of pilgrimages.26 

While female writers such as Mary Wollstonecraft had drawn on imagined 

harem images to support her arguments for the rights of women, the letters of 

Lady Mary Wortley Montagu provided the first European account by a woman 

of life within the walls of the palace.27 After that, particularly in the nineteenth 

century when improvements in transportation made travel easier for women, 

the number of accounts proliferated. Books about the region became 

established as one of the mainstays of the Victorian publishing industry, with 

240 books produced between 1801 and 1911.28 Reina Lewis notes that: 
 In the early years of harem literature, when writing for publication was still a 

potentially unrespectable activity, and when women novelists knew that their work 
would be judged within the marginalized sphere of women's rather than general 
writing … harem literature was a field where the gender of the author was 
emphatically recognized as a selling point. In contrast, men's harem accounts were 
commonly acknowledged to be fictional. This set of circumstances, combined with 
the technological developments that made travel easier, safer, and cheaper, 
produced a buoyant market for women's writing of this kind.29 

  

Since each writer commonly contested the truth claims of predecessors, 

harem literature provided an ideal opportunity for women writers to shore up 

their status as accurate reporters, by refuting earlier constructs of exoticism 

and mystery, as Lott perceived. It was a unique area where women writers 
                                            
24 See Leonore Davidoff and Catherine Hall, Family Fortunes;  Steven Mintz, A Prison of 
Expectations : The Family in Victorian Culture (New York: New York University Press, 1983). 
25 Yeazell, p.97. 
26 Melman, p.10. 
27 Written in 1717-18, they were posthumously published in 1763. Mary Wortley Montagu, 
Turkish Embassy Letters, ed. Anita Desai (1763; London: Pickering & Chatto, 1993). 
28 Melman, p.10. 
29 Reina Lewis, "Harem Literature and Women's Travel," ISIM Review 16 (2005): 48 
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were able to play a role in contributing to specialised knowledge. As 

observers of the harem, those who travelled there undoubtedly appreciated 

the power that this exclusive access conferred on their narratives. 

Consequently, the Orient had a special allure for women who had the 

capacity to travel there. They were able to describe the material conditions of 

life and everyday domestic experience of Muslim women which was a direct 

challenge to the representations of male writers and artists. At a time when 

the discourses surrounding feminism were attempting to define what 

constituted the gendered division between public and private spheres, it was 

an opportunity for women to enter into public debates. Using the flexible form 

of travel literature, they could become directly involved in public discussions 

of a woman's role while they were examining the values that were present in 

an Oriental feminised static space. Writing about the harem became one area 

where women writers could move productively against the 'tectonic plates' of 

discourse formation. 

 

A Caged Bird 
 In contrast to Lucie Duff Gordon, who chose to live in the dry desert 

climate of Egypt for health reasons, Emmeline Lott travelled to Cairo for 

employment. In 1863 she accepted a two-year appointment as governess to 

Grand Pacha Ibrahim, the five-year old son of Ismael Pacha, the Viceroy of 

Egypt. Accordingly, she lived enclosed with the day-to-day life of the harem 

and was responsible for the education, and life, of her young charge. The 

disparity between the two authors' situations with regard to their social 

position and background means that their accounts of life in Egypt are bound 

to differ. Nevertheless it is difficult to imagine two lives or two experiences of 

Egypt as entirely different as those of Lott and Duff Gordon. Hired by an 

agent in London, Lott never adapted to her surroundings, established no 

harmonious relationships among those with whom she lived, and was obliged 

to leave her post before the end of the contract. Although, and perhaps 

because, the majority of her prejudices concerning the East remained intact 

during her sojourn, Lott fills her account with exhaustive details on the 

intimate life and social behaviour in the harem in order, more often than not, 
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to be derogatory. On the other hand, Duff Gordon, as the only child of a 

literary couple, had experienced a liberal upbringing that brought her into 

contact with free-thinkers such as the Philosophic Radicals and later with 

many of the literati of her time, such as Thackeray, Kingslake and 

Tennyson.30 As a child her 'original way of thinking' had endeared her to John 

Stuart Mill, although her mother described her as 'too wild, undisciplined and 

independent'.31 It is therefore not unexpected to find that, although equally 

penetrating in her observations, Duff Gordon's interest in the Egyptian political 

situation and sympathy for the Arab people is in marked contrast to many of 

her fellow countrymen and women who travelled to Egypt. Comparing the 

manner in which the two authors voice their understanding of situations 

highlights differing attitudes to the discourses of class and feminism and 

illuminates how the women positioned their writing to appeal to different 

markets. 

 As previously described, Egypt was the focus of European attention in 

the middle of the century and the Egyptian economy during the 1860s was in 

a state of rapid growth. Both writers situate their narratives in historical space 

by commenting on the effects that this sudden expansion in trade and 

Western influence brought to the country. Because Duff Gordon lives in the 

countryside, she witnesses the adverse effect on farming families that is 

caused by drafting men into the army, and the unhealthy working conditions 

that affect the men who are pressed into working on the Suez Canal and 

return with 'gastric fever' (p.154). In February 1865 she writes that, 'fifty 

thousand are to be taken to work at the canal from Geezeh to Siout' which 

causes wages to rise steadily (p.212). By means of such commentary, Duff 

Gordon builds up a picture of how the delicate balance of a mainly agricultural 

society came to be disrupted by ambitious growth, until the Khedive Ismail, 

surrounded by a coterie of sycophantic opportunists, impoverished the 

country within a few years. Such a perspective was unusual, particularly in 

                                            
30 Melman, p.326. 
31 Janet Ross, Three Generations of English Women : Memoirs and Correspondence of 
Susannah Taylor, Sarah Austin, and Lady Duff Gordon (London: T. Fisher Unwin, 1893), 
pp.236-7. 
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view of Britain's increasing involvement in Egyptian affairs during Ismail's 

reign.  

 In contrast, Lott's understanding of the economic situation mainly 

centres on the quantity of material goods that she sees squandered in the 

harem. She adopts a more colonial discourse as, with her customary attention 

to detail, she itemises the range of apparel: 
I had an excellent opportunity of remarking the immense sums of money squandered 
away in the Viceregal Harems of Ghezire and Alexandria. The annual supply of 
richest silks, satins, velvets, laces, muslins, and numerous articles of female attire, 
together with boots, shoes, slippers, confectionery, bonbons, golden-leaved tobacco, 
Schiedam, perfumes and a whole host of miscellaneous European articles, could not 
have cost less than 100,000l. per annum. (p.121) 

 

With jewellery, gifts and everyday expenses she estimates the cost of the two 

harems to be 250,000l. to 300,000l. per annum, reminding the reader in a 

later chapter that 'his Highness the Viceroy has several others up the Nile 

both in Lower and Upper Egypt' (p.182). Her favoured sobriquet for Ismail is 

'the Croesus of the nineteenth century' (pp.68, 263). Reporting such excesses 

would have held evident voyeuristic appeal for many of Lott's readers. But the 

disclosures also carry a more colonial connotation, that the extravagance and 

considerable expenditure had no useful purpose other than conspicuous 

display, a trait that was considered undesirable in bourgeois Britain, and 

which would confirm belief in the superiority of the West.  

 Appreciating the perspective adopted by Lott in her approach to living 

inside the Khedive's palaces, and educating his son Ibrahim, requires initially 

an examination of one of the preferred subjects for novels and a range of 

periodicals during the 1840s and 1850s: the situation that was known as the 

governess' 'plight'.32 As well as presenting a negative impression of life in an 

Oriental harem, Lott's counter-narrative draws attention to the problems that 

were associated with the ambivalent status of governesses. When she 

describes herself as a caged bird, using a common trope, she is not only 

referring to her restricted situation in the harem but by extension to her 

                                            
32 Kathryn Hughes, The Victorian Governess (London: Hambledon and London, 2001), p.xiii. 
See also Martha Vicinus, Suffer and Be Still : Women in the Victorian Age (Bloomington: 
Indiana University Press, 1972); Mary Poovey, Uneven Developments. 
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circumstances as a governess.33 Her financial independence is circumscribed 

by her inability to undertake any other type of activity except being a 

governess. Lott's text indicates how being an economically-precarious 

woman, who was paid to educate another's child, inevitably created a series 

of emotional and social tensions. In cases where their birth and education 

defined them as ladies, but their families were unable to support them, 

becoming a governess was the only acceptable way of earning money that 

was open to genteel women from middle-class families. Nevertheless it was a 

precarious existence for women economically, and as the census of 1851 

showed, women were in a majority at this time.34 Yet, if women were unable 

to marry and their family experienced financial difficulties, they had few 

employment opportunities open to them which could preserve their social 

standing. 

 It was the upward mobility of the middle classes during the nineteenth 

century that contributed to the social tensions surrounding the situation of 

governesses. The success of industrialists and financiers meant that the 

terms 'lady' and 'gentleman' expanded from their earlier aristocratic meanings 

to include richer members of the urban middle class.35 The definition of 

gentility broadened to embrace businessmen and their families. However, in 

the early days of laissez-faire capitalism, the business world was inherently 

unstable. As Jeanne Peterson notes, writers during the 1840s attributed the 

flood of distressed gentlewomen seeking positions as governesses to the 

'accidents of commercial and professional life' to which the middle-classes 

were subject.36 Many letters to the Times newspaper during this period drew 

attention to the financial pressure that such an oversupply created, with 

advertisements at times even suggesting that salary was 'only a secondary 

consideration'.37. Under the heading 'White Slavery', one letter writer cites an 

episode where she was one of fifty applicants for a governess position, 

                                            
33 A standard trope for entrapment in the harem, the comparison to caged birds appears 
frequently in poetry and art on the subject. Yeazell, p.61. 
34 Edward Cheshire, The Results of the Census of Great Britain in 1851 (London: John 
William Parker and Son, 1853). 
35 Hughes, p.11-12. 
36 M. Jeanne Peterson, "The Victorian Governess," in Vicinus, p.6. 
37 "Classified Advertisements'', Times, 13 September 1841, p.1, col.d. 
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despite the fact that they were offered £10 per annum to educate seven 

children.38 Letters point out that the salaries being offered have the effect of 

'reducing an educated woman very far indeed below the condition of a 

footman' and 'a respectable servant can hardly be obtained for those 

wages'.39 The situation continued for some decades. In 1867 a clergyman 

writes that he received 250 applications to his advertisement for a governess, 

which he suggests to Times readers led inevitably to first-rate, accomplished 

and respectable ladies being constrained to receive very small stipends.40 His 

recommendation is that governesses should 'seek engagements in the 

colonies, or elsewhere abroad'.  

 Evidently Lott decided to escape the over-supplied domestic market by 

accepting a post at the Egyptian court. She then turns what was a cheerless 

episode to her advantage by writing a controversial account of her 

experience, while at the same taking the opportunity to invalidate the idea that 

working as a governess overseas is any less problematic than securing a 

favourable situation in Britain. Contrary to the views expressed by clergymen 

writing to the Times, governesses who left their homeland sometimes found 

themselves in worse circumstances. Women emigrating to colonies such as 

Australia, for example, could find that their duties extended beyond tutoring. 

When they were employed in isolated locations where domestic servants 

were scarce, they would frequently be expected to help out with household 

tasks.41 In order to elicit sympathy and understanding for her predicament, at 

the start of Chapter XII Lott addresses the reader directly when she describes 

the discomforts associated with living in an Egyptian harem: 
Well, kind reader; there I was, totally unacquainted with either the Turkish or Arabic 
tongues; unaccustomed to the filthy manners, barbarous customs, and disgusting 
habits of all around me; deprived of every comfort by which I had always been 
surrounded; shut out from all rational society; hurried here and there, in the heat of a 
scorching African sun, at a moment's notice; absolutely living upon nothing else but 
dry bread and a little pigeon or mutton … stung almost to death with mosquitoes, 
tormented with flies, and surrounded with beings who were breeders of vermin; a 
daily witness of manners the most repugnant, nay, revolting, to the delicacy of a 
European female …(p.135) 
 

                                            
38 ''Letters to the Editor'', Times, 20 January 1857, p.12, col.c. 
39 ''Letters to the Editor'', Times, 5 May 1852, p.8 col.c; 13 October 1855, p.8 col.f. 
40 ''Letters to the Editor'', Times, 14 September 1867, p.6 col.e. 
41 Patricia Clarke, The Governesses : Letters from the Colonies, 1862-1882 (Melbourne: 
Hutchinson, 1985) pp.22, 152. 
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Concentrating on the unpleasant details of the harem achieves Lott's 

objective of opposing other more exotic and enthusiastic depictions, such as 

Thomas Moore's 'glowing myth-like picture' in Lalla Rookh, which she 

periodically cites in order to challenge (pp.63, 80, 136). But she also 

understands the impact that describing the unpleasant habits and manners of 

her fellow inmates in the harem would have upon her readership. It would 

shock not only governesses, but the British public in general, and could 

presumably have the effect of hindering agents from being able to persuade 

inexperienced women to accept posts overseas in Eastern and Middle-

Eastern countries. 

 Positioning her writing as a counter-narrative she was not only able to 

enter into the debates surrounding governesses at the time, but also to 

highlight the tensions that surrounded their situation. Apart from the problems 

relating to their economic instability, governesses were also socially insecure. 

There were no established guidelines to direct how they should be treated, 

and their treatment depended wholly on the benevolence of the families that 

employed them. Not only was their status unorthodox, as gentlewomen who 

needed to support themselves financially, but in Europe they occupied an 

awkward position within the space of the families that they served. They were 

paid employees, yet as ladies they were outside the servant category. In the 

Egyptian harem Lott finds that, contrary to her expectations, the situation 

remains comparable, and similarly unstable. As tutor to the Grand Pacha she 

expects to be treated with deference and to be elevated in court protocol 

above the level of the servants. Yet she battles constantly to maintain her 

position. Lott speaks several languages and makes a point of demonstrating 

her musical knowledge, which was an important feature of a governess' 

expertise.42 However, her education and refinement that would otherwise give 

her status in an English family were devalued by the fact that in Egypt she is 

of a different faith, and therefore in a Muslim society, regarded as an infidel or 

unbeliever, the lowest class. The slaves are reluctant to look after her 

requirements. On the day following her arrival, the German laundry-maid 

                                            
42 Although not required to teach music, Lott demonstrates her musical knowledge by citing 
classical composers. See pp.272, 302, 331. 
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informs her that she will be expected to clean her own room and wash her 

own linen, both of which she 'resolutely refused to do' (p.101). On another 

occasion when the household moves to Alexandria during the heat of 

summer, the German laundry-maid, needle-woman and cook unexpectedly 

arrive to sleep in her room: 
Now I really became annoyed; for I could not possibly imagine for a moment that the 
English governess in the family of a Vice-regal prince of Egypt ought to submit to 
such an indignity as to have her chamber turned into a "nightly refuge" for Ismael 
Pacha's domestics. (p.255) 
 

As Lott attempts to map the social space that she feels a governess should 

occupy, she is using such incidents in the harem to explore the difficulties that 

faced all governesses. They were restricted by the ambivalence of their 

position in the household which fell somewhere between the family and the 

servants. As Kathryn Hughes notes, every gentlewoman was assumed to live 

as part of a family. It was only by making use of this assumption, which 

obscured the 'economic bond which tied the governess to her employers', that 

'her claims to ladyhood could be upheld'.43 Yet an employee was never able 

to be a full family member and, as Lott demonstrates, in a foreign 

environment her position became even more precarious. 

 Given the close connection between food and social hierarchy, the 

question of dining arrangements was another area of debate in connection 

with governesses. In England it was a matter of whether they should dine with 

the family or not. In Egypt the uniqueness of her social situation means that 

Lott needs to create new boundaries in the harem community. She introduces 

a class discourse into her recounting of the customs surrounding eating in the 

harem. On the occasion of her first dinner, once the royal children have dined 

and been ritually put to bed, the German laundry maid announces that her 

own supper is ready but, 
… to my disgust and astonishment, I beheld the little slaves bringing in the same 
carte as had been served up for the Viceregal children. I stared again in 
astonishment, and looking at the maid Clara, I found that she had seated herself at 
the table, and was prepared to hobnob it with me … Fatigue, disgust and vexation at 
the accommodation which had been provided for me, had almost taken away all my 
appetite; but at the sight of the Arab dishes I turned quite sick … (p.97) 

 

                                            
43 Hughes, p.98. 
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Not only is she expected to dine with the servants, but she finds the mixing 

together of different kinds of food, with the emphasis on meat dishes, to be 

offensive to her bourgeois sensibilities. Melman notes that: 'Specially 

sensitive travellers could not stomach the combination of the sweet with salty, 

the cooked and roasted, the raw … and boiled.'44 Lott's amazement at the 

succession of dishes that were served for dinner that night, and which she 

itemises in detail, serves to communicate to the reader her gentility and 

bourgeois feelings. Her displeasure at not being provided with a European 

diet is increased by the knowledge that the Viceroy had a staff of French 

cooks and attendants, so 'there could not have been any difficulty or objection 

to my meals being prepared by them' (p.99). However, clearly her governess 

status did not entitle her to special treatment. Her struggles to establish a 

separate identity for herself fail and, in spite of her protests, she exists on an 

Arabic diet for the length of her stay. 

 Whenever she can, Lott disassociates herself from being involved in 

communal meals with the women in Ismael Pacha's harem, which does not 

endear her to them. She finds the socialisation that surrounds eating to be 

disagreeable and responds negatively to the sharing of food, since she is 

culturally accustomed to a more disciplined style of eating. Moreover, her 

frequent rejection of the food she is offered supports a feminine discourse 

where a lack of appetite and refusal of food were perceived as more befitting 

a lady.45 As the bourgeoisie in the nineteenth century became increasingly 

interested in the association of food with class they gradually transformed 

eating to a formalised, private activity. Women in particular were associated 

with a lack of appetite in Victorian households. Hence the problematic theme 

of food and its rituals run through Lott's narrative as she witnesses the healthy 

appetites of the women in the harem and their communal enjoyment of a 

variety of dishes.  

 Duff Gordon, on the other hand, writes about the customs surrounding 

food consumption in Egypt with a completely different approach. For Duff 

Gordon, whose social position is more secure and outlook more liberal, eating 
                                            
44 Melman, p.127. 
45 Literary and medical discourse gendered eating and presented it as a masculine activity. 
To eat was 'unfeminine'. Melman, p.124. 
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in Arabic style does not present problems. On a number of occasions she 

describes meals that she shares with Egyptians and feels honoured when 

invited to participate in their customs and enjoy their cuisine. Unlike Lott, Duff 

Gordon rejects the Victorian stereotyped attitude to food and the codes that 

had developed in Britain around the practice of dining:   
We spent all the afternoon of Saturday at Keneh, where I dined with the English 
Consul, a worthy old Arab, who also invited our captain, and we all sat round his 
copper tray on the floor and ate with our fingers, the captain, who sat next me, 
picking out the best bits and feeding me and Sally with them. (p.99) 
 

Whereas Lott is intent on establishing her identity as a bourgeois, genteel 

lady, Duff Gordon values communication above other issues. Her curiosity to 

learn about the Egyptian way of life overrides any adherence that she has to 

mapping out a cultural space for herself in the eating and serving of food. She 

recognises that eating habits in Oriental societies represent a freer code than 

they do for European societies, and adjusts her behaviour accordingly. 

 The vast array of novels featuring a governess published before the 

circulation of Lott's account point to the interest that the subject generated.46 

One topos that appears frequently in these novels is the characterisation of 

governesses' employers as vulgar. In fiction, the contrast to the governess' 

ladylike demeanour creates tension between characters and highlights the 

unhappiness of a woman who finds herself employed in an unsuitable 

position. Lott employs this trope, but in her account the model of vulgar 

employers is expanded to incorporate most of her contacts in the palace. To 

reinforce her contention that it is difficult for a genteel Englishwoman to 

remain a lady in her situation, not only is her employer the Viceroy given to 

excess, but there are numerous instances where the women of the harem 

demonstrate what Lott considers a lack of judgment, particularly in regard to 

their behaviour in front of children. This gives Lott the opportunity to explore 

what are the social and moral responsibilities for adults in regard to their 

offspring. A number of manuals published during the century carried advice 

for both governesses and their employers on conduct which would ensure 

                                            
46 Kathryn Hughes gives an estimate of around 140 novels featuring a governess published 
between 1814 and 1865. Hughes, p.2. 
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that children are given the best possible environment for their development.47 

As far as the Viceroy is concerned, Lott's descriptions of his large collection of 

automata and a room full of stuffed wild animals such as a tiger and a polar 

bear, in addition to retaining nearly a hundred women in the harem, indicate 

his propensity to excess. On the occasions when he meets with his son, the 

excess persists and the boy receives pockets of gold coins. She reserves 

particular criticism for the women who are in daily communication with the 

young prince and here Lott indicates that their lack of guidance has resulted 

in the child acquiring some unfortunate character traits. Ibrahim is 

undisciplined, tears at his food, but most significantly, has a tendency to be 

arrogant and cruel. True to what she sees as her moral responsibility Lott 

tries to intervene and correct his cruelty. When three of the gardeners are too 

slow in bringing him some flowers, he flies into a rage, pulls the bouquet to 

pieces and orders the eunuchs to beat them: 
This they continued doing for some time; but as the Prince made no sign to them to 
discontinue the chastisement, I began to remonstrate with him at such a display of 
his ungovernable temper, and in an authoritative tone exclaimed, "Bess! Bess!" 
"Enough! Enough!" when the eunuchs ceased. (p.109) 

 

On another occasion while on the Viceroy's yacht, Ibrahim sees crocodiles 

basking on the banks of the Nile. The child orders a slave to be thrown into 

the river, in spite of Lott's protests.48 The young boy swims back to the boat, 

but 'had it not been for the humanity of the captain he would have been 

swallowed up by the crocodiles; for had he been flung on their side of the 

stream, nothing could possibly have saved him' (p.174). Lott attributes the 

flawed aspects of Ibrahim's character to the unhealthy environment of the 

harem where the women spend the day reclining and smoking rather than 

involving themselves in his nurture. She comments that he is, 

                                            
47 See for example the chapter on the "Relative Social Position of Mothers and Governesses" 
in Anna Jameson, Memoirs and Essays Illustrative of Art, Literature and Social Morals 
(London: Richard Bentley, 1846). Jameson was one of a number of writers such as Sarah 
Ellis and Elizabeth Sewell who would have influenced Lott's ideology on education and the 
role of the governess. The arguments in this, and other debates surrounding women, are 
reconstructed in Elizabeth K. Helsinger, et. al., The Woman Question. 
48 Albeit in an extreme form, this episode touches on debates regarding children's behaviour 
which stretch back to Mary Wollstonecraft's writing, For example, Mary Wollstonecraft, 
Thoughts on the Education of Daughters : With Reflections on Female Conduct in the More 
Important Duties of Life (1787; New York: Garland, 1974), p.44. 
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… a merry little boy, who, had he been left alone with me away from all the 
disgusting manners of the ladies of the Harem and the slaves, might have been 
"made a man of," and even a gentleman …(p.174) 

 

Suggesting that her moral guidance could have improved the child's 

behaviour gives Lott the opportunity to enter into debate on the social 

responsibilities involved in raising children. On this topic Lott feels that her 

position is unassailable since the doctrine of separate spheres defined 

women as the moral guardians of the household.  

 However, for her audience Lott's position appears less secure than she 

would have desired and there are disparities between her expectations and 

what occurs. Such obvious lacunae serve to draw attention to the difficulties 

of a governess' situation. Throughout the account Lott is impatient to be 

accorded the respect that she feels is due to her position, and her 

background as a lady. She makes every effort to 'fight my own battles' in the 

harem environment, as she has been advised before her departure from 

England. At the beginning of her residence she writes that the eunuchs in 

charge of the harem treat her with marked attention, courtesy and respect 

(p.56). She later declares, seemingly without irony given later developments, 
… I can say, with feelings of satisfaction, that, after I had fought "the battle" on my 
first entrance into the Harem, I was esteemed by the Viceroy and his three wives, 
beloved by my Prince, and respected, yet feared, by the whole of the inmates of the 
Harem, from the Grand Eunuch down to the meanest slave;(p.139) 

 

But what Lott regards as challenges to her status recur each time the harem 

moves to another location, and she is obliged to assert her requirements for 

furniture, bedding, or an acceptable social space. On the visit to 

Constantinople, the nurses, 
… soon took every opportunity of annoying me by bringing a host of the low-cast 
slaves into my room, dipping their fingers into the dishes before they were placed 
upon my table, squatting themselves down upon the divan in and on the floor of my 
chamber; in short, making it "the servants' hall," where they smoked and chattered 
away in high glee, to my extreme discomfort and abhorrence. Often when I held my 
finger up to them, as was my custom at Ghezire, and told them to leave my room, 
instead of obeying my injunction, they stared and grinned at me like idiots. (p.297) 

 

Consequently, there is an element of dramatic irony for the reader in Lott's 

insistence throughout that she is accorded respect. Although she makes 

every effort to demonstrate her instinct for managing situations, in the end her 
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bourgeois behaviour and her lack of empathy for foreign 'Others' results in the 

humiliation of being dismissed from her post after a year.49 While her account 

draws attention to the complexity of the governess condition, the counter-

narrative fails to demonstrate a solution. 

 In contrast, 'being paid respect' is not a dominant phrase in Duff 

Gordon's lexicon and it is apparent to her audience that she gradually comes 

to be valued by those around her without the need to insist on particular 

privileges. Certainly the two women have different discourses that they hope 

to address in writing their narratives: Lott positions her writing to enter into 

debates concerning the situation of governesses, whereas Duff Gordon is 

interested more broadly in challenging the discourse of racism. In addition of 

course, the circumstances of the two women are quite different, as Duff 

Gordon is mistress of her own household, rather than a paid employee. But 

overall the more cordial treatment that Duff Gordon experiences arises from 

her own efforts to understand and be part of the Egyptian culture around her, 

unlike Lott who 'fights her battles' and is insensitive to her companions, which 

means that she remains an outsider. Unusually for a Christian woman, on 

occasions Duff Gordon is invited to participate in Arabic ceremonies. In 

Karnac she is invited to visit the Sheykh's tomb. The ancient practice of tomb 

visiting appears in the writings of the fourteenth-century scholar, Ibn al-Hajj, 

and was popular on the eve of Friday, when 'men and women would open an 

individual dialogue with the dead saint or relative' and ask for 'assistance in 

fulfilling their needs'.50 Although Duff Gordon 'made a little difficulty on the 

score of difference of religion,' she decides that 'the bigotry would have been 

on my side if I had refused any longer' and goes to the mosque to sit and talk 

with the men. It was a 'soirée for the entertainment of the dead Sheykh' and 

when coffee is served, she is presented with the first cup, 'a wonderful 

concession', which is followed by a prayer from the group for her return to 

health (pp.105-6). This is one of a number of episodes that demonstrate the 

                                            
49 Lott's short residence differs from the experience of a later English governess to the 
children of Khediv Ismael, Ellen Chennels, who was employed for five years from 1871-6. 
Melman, p.323. 
50 Huda Lutfi, 'Manners and Customs of Fourteenth-Century Cairene Women' in Nikki R. 
Keddie and Beth Baron, eds., Women in Middle Eastern History : Shifting Boundaries in Sex 
and Gender (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1991), p.115. 
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deference that Duff Gordon is shown by her friends and neighbours: instead 

of demanding respect, she works to inspire it, which is in complete contrast to 

Lott's behaviour. 

  However, whether Lott is aware of the inconsistency between her 

stated objectives and the treatment she receives in the harem is open to 

question. Is she creating a deliberate gap in the narrative for her readers to 

fill, in order to highlight the distance that can separate a governess' 

aspirations from the reality of her existence? Probably not. Her account is 

less complicated and more candid than such an interpretation would imply. 

The persona she adopts and the voice she uses in composing her counter-

narrative attempts primarily to emphasise her dignity and establish her claim 

to authority. By taking pains to stress her integrity she is underlining her ability 

to interpret all levels of the new culture that she encounters. She gives the 

impression that her background as a governess has given her a unique ability 

to interact with different levels of society in Egypt. For, as becomes evident in 

the following section, Lott is mindful of class distinctions in composing her 

narrative and is eager to establish her entitlement to be a commentator in the 

light of earlier harem literature, written by those who had the means to travel. 
 
 
Translating Eastern Culture 

 When Duff Gordon opens Letters from Egypt with the words, 'I write to 

you out of the real Arabian Nights', the authority of such earlier texts is 

apparent. But both Lott and Duff Gordon are intent on constructing new roles 

for themselves as knowledgeable translators of exotic cultures. While their 

writing may have been animated by earlier narratives of Muslim life, what was 

empowering to these two authors was their unique access to experiences that 

were previously little known in Europe. From the opening Preface, Lott is 

prompt to establish her credentials for documenting life in the harem. 

However her method of creating a manifesto for what follows is an interesting 

double narrative. On the surface Lott is comparing her abilities to translate for 

European society 'the daily life of the far-famed Odalisques of the nineteenth 

century – those mysterious impersonifications of Eastern loveliness', with 
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those of Lady Wortley Montagu (p.xxiii). While praising her predecessor as 

accomplished and charming, Lott is careful to disparage Montagu's capacity 

to be able to truly understand the interior life of the places she visited on 

account of her class position. She writes that for Montagu's visit the floors of 

the Salons of Audience had been 'swept and garnished' and the interiors 

were all 'couleur de rose' (p.xxii). Her contention is that the aristocrat's view 

would have been unnaturally coloured; the scenes she saw were arranged 

and not true to the reality of life within the harem. Lott, on the other hand, 

underlines her first-hand experience of an unprepared version of daily life, 

and goes on to describe herself in the following paragraph as 'a humble 

individual'. What she accomplishes here is not only an emphasis on the 

importance of direct acquaintance with the subject she is interpreting for her 

audience, but also the worth of her unpretentious approach to the field of 

study.  

 A number of scholars have taken issue with Lott's attitude. Melman 

proposes that Lott is incensed by Montagu's 'indelicacy' and lack of interest in 

the daily life of women outside the Salons of Audience.51 Yeazell suggests 

that she praises then turns against Montagu, before adopting 'a gesture of 

self-abasement almost worthy of Uriah Heep' as she establishes her 

credentials for writing her account.52 On the contrary, Lott's reference to the 

earlier, highly-influential letters is on the one hand an overt critique of 

previous travellers such as Montagu, but on the other it communicates a 

class-based disdain for such travellers and their superior overview, by 

suggesting that having the means to travel separates them from the need to 

become involved in 'daily life' (p.xxiii). Thus the introduction broadens the 

appeal of her publication by claiming it will be more accurate to the reality of 

everyday existence:  the rise of realist novels during the century meant that a 

more candid, factual style was becoming popular.53 Additionally, she makes 

an appeal to the bourgeois outlook, the desire to acquire knowledge for its 

                                            
51 Melman, p.100. 
52 Yeazell, p.20. 
53 See, for example, Dennis Walder, The Realist Novel (London: Routledge, 1995); Lilian R. 
Furst, All Is True : The Claims and Strategies of Realist Fiction (Durham: Duke University 
Press, 1995). 
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own sake, rather than the self-importance involved in what was seen in the 

nineteenth century as the former tendency of travellers to simply collect 

experiences. Lott's covert implication is that her 'humble' account should be 

seen as more comprehensive and informative.  

 Yet, for all her stated purpose in the Preface, Lott's eye fails to focus 

far beyond the life of the élite in the harem. Predominantly the reader learns 

about the privileged members of the palace from Harem Life, and very little 

about the shadowy existence of the eunuchs or the unknown life of the 

slaves, individuals who, like her, were removed from the usual protections 

and identities afforded by family connections.54 While harem literature written 

by women was always richly detailed, Lott's selection reflects the issues that 

concern her, integrated with what she feels will interest her readers. 

Consequently, as a financially-insecure governess, a major topic of her 

interest is the quantity of gold coins that she witnesses smoothing the 

progress of life in the harem. In the first chapter she introduces the subject of 

'baksheesh', by using the literary device of conversing with two gentlemen in 

the first-class carriage of the train from Alexandria to Cairo.55 Although she 

would have been familiar with much of the harem literature published in 

Britain and the United States, as evidenced by her intertextual references to 

Montagu, Byron and Moore, Lott implies that the gentlemen's colourful 

anecdotes provide her with background details for her new country of 

residence. To warn her of the omnipresence of 'baksheesh', the characters 

quote a contributor to the magazine Once a Week who writes that: 
The land of Egypt is ruled over by twenty Princes; one of whom is the Viceroy, 
eighteen of the others are known as Consuls-General of European nations, but the 
twentieth is the most power of all, and his name is Baksheesh ("Gift, Present, 
Bribery"). (p.36) 

 

Once she is residing in the palace, the giving or receiving of 'baksheesh' turns 

out to be so widespread that the author continues to reify the idea as 'Prince 

                                            
54 In addition to the distortion of their activities in production and reproduction, slaves and 
eunuchs lived outside the network of family relations that helped to define the rights and 
obligations of others and provided support and protection. For a discussion of Egyptian 
female slavery at this time, see Judith E. Tucker, Women in Nineteenth-Century Egypt 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985). 
55 The concept of 'baksheesh' translates unevenly into English as either tips, gifts or bribes, 
with the connotation contingent on the situation. 
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Baksheesh' in order to denote the power of such bribery. Harem inmates 

receive coins in proportion to their position and the Princesses 'put purses of 

sovereigns in the hands of the Grand Eunuch' in order to propitiate them; but 

they forbid her to do the same (p.56). In this way Lott distances herself from 

what she represents as a demoralising practice in the court - from which none 

but she is immune - even as the repeated references indicate that the 

practice fascinates her. Apart from the implied moral lesson, disassociating 

herself from such monetary motivation has the effect of drawing attention to 

her vocation: that as a governess she is motivated by higher considerations 

than the purely financial. 

 While both authors are careful to distance themselves from the 

practice of 'baksheesh' as not suitable for a British subject, Duff Gordon takes 

an alternative view of the custom. She considers it as a traditional part of the 

Egyptian way of life and that Europeans can become a corrupting influence 

when they become involved in the tradition: 
I went into the village here, where I was a curiosity, and some women took me into 
their houses and showed me their sleeping-place, cookery, poultry, etc.; and a man 
followed me to keep off the children, but no backsheesh was asked for, which 
showed that Europeans were rare there. (pp.26-7) 

 

Once villagers become familiar with British tourists they pester them for coins 

and the delicate balance of exchange that exists in everyday Egyptian life 

becomes distorted. Further, Duff Gordon suggests by examples in her 

account that 'baksheesh' has a broader range of meanings than simply 

bribery. She translates the practice into the central meaning of 'gifting' with 

the obligations that attach to such a tradition: 
Giafar Pasha backsheeshed me an abayeh of crimson silk and gold, also a basket of 
coffee. I was obliged to accept them as he sent his son with them, and to refuse 
would have been an insult, and as he is the one Turk I do think highly of I did not 
wish to affront him. (p.377) 

 

Using baksheesh as a verb conveys its significance to the Arabic community, 

and her personal example illustrates the courtesy and ritual that attach to the 

ancient custom. The exchange of goods or acts of kindness was based on a 

system of reciprocity in which gift-giving signalled friendship, respect and 

obligation. The implication is that, with their constant emphasis on economic 
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progress, Europeans have sacrificed such traditions; the result is that now 

their interaction with Egyptians brings misunderstandings that reduce a 

tradition such as 'baksheesh' to one that is based purely on monetary 

motives. Rather than being formal and authoritative Duff Gordon's style is 

more personal and apparently casual, recalling Alexander Kingslake's 

description of his tour of the Levant in Eothen, although less ironic in tone.56 

The outcome is that Duff Gordon's informal letters communicate a sensitivity 

to Arabic manners and customs which Lott's narration struggles to achieve. 

 As a middle-class governess Lott would rarely have had access to the 

wealthy and elite society in England that she was able to observe in Egypt. 

Consequently, linked to Lott's interest in the gold coins that circulate 

constantly in the court is her reaction to the extravagant jewels worn by the 

harem women, which she suggests would cost £30,000 to £40,000 annually. 

She devotes long paragraphs to details of the precious stones that ornament 

the Princesses, concubines and slaves (pp.161-2, 193-5, 319-22). However, 

although Lott provides detailed description of the sumptuous costumes and 

magnificent jewels, she is characteristically negative when she contrasts such 

splendour with the coarseness of the wearers. When casually dressed the 

Princesses wear 'dirty, crumpled' muslin with diamonds in their hair, while 

other rotund ladies of the harem who looked 'hideous and hag-like' were 

covered in diamonds, emeralds and rubies (pp.62-4).  She finds it particularly 

intolerable that the slaves are richly dressed for festivals or when the Khedive 

visits the harem: 
They wore the most costly silks, richest satins, and softest velvets; adorned 
themselves with the treasures of their jewel caskets, so that their persons were 
one blaze of precious stones. That crescent of females … was then a parterre of 
diamonds, amethysts, topazes, turquoises, chrysoberyls, sapphires, jaspers, 
opals, agates, emeralds, corals, rich carbuncles, and rubies. In short the profusion 
of diamonds with which the latter adorned their persons from day to day, became 
so sickening to me, that my eyes were weary at the sight of those magnificent 
baubles, to which all women are so passionately attached. It seemed to me quite a 
monstrosity, an absolute sin, that such immense wealth should be expended on 
those brilliant gewgaws, merely to sparkle on the tawny and ebony skins of slaves, 
many of whom were repulsive in their looks; and whose habits, manners, customs, 
and appearance in general were totally repugnant to European feeling. (p.161) 

 

                                            
56 Celebrated for its lively prose and absence of the customary antiquarian comment on 
places he visited, Eothen was a series of impressions and anecdotes. Alexander William 
Kinglake, Eothen (1844; London: Dent, 1908). 
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Lott's alertness to what she sees as vulgarity in the inmates' apparel and 

jewellery operates as a form of feminine Orientalist criticism. Her notion of 

bringing education, and by implication civilisation, to the harem by her 

presence and her example of British female behaviour, is constantly being 

challenged. She uses the discourses of feminism and class relations to 

criticise the licence that she witnesses whereby all classes of women in the 

household are able to dress luxuriously and wear extravagant jewellery. Her 

representations are evidence of the powerful desire, yet the need to manage, 

that Said has explored in his study of Orientalism. Although attracted to the 

East and diligent in recording what she observes, her strategy of defining her 

Western values as positive, against which those around her should be 

measured, indicates her uncompromising Orientalist position. 

 Foremost among the topics that were common in harem literature and 

art was a preoccupation with oriental dress. Here again the intertextuality of 

earlier texts and images obliged writers to comment on the cultural difference 

that clothes represent. Since Lott is an acute observer, and describes filling 

notebooks with her observations, her account is layered with details of 

costume and physique. However at the same time as she dwells on the 

inmate's appearance, Lott is using the observations to convey a discursive 

perspective. As Shirley Foster indicates, 'clothes and appearance are taken 

as indicators of value systems and social ideologies' in nineteenth-century 

women's engagement with the harem. When there is direct negative criticism 

rather than admiration it indicates that the difference is too great to be 

accommodated and that there is a 'self-aggrandising note of imperialism'.57 

Unlike Duff Gordon, Lott never feels totally at ease during her stay in Egypt. 

Consequently, apart from the grand descriptions she gives of the sumptuous 

costumes worn at formal receptions, her cultural anxiety causes her to judge 

harem clothing poorly. Whereas in Victorian England dress expressed class 

and character, in the Egyptian harem the similarity of costume creates little 

differentiation, which gives Lott an unease that she communicates to her 

                                            
57 Shirley Foster, " Colonialism and Gender in the East: Representations of the Harem in the 
Writings of Women Travellers," The Yearbook of English Studies 34.1 ( 2004): 11. 
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readers.58 Further, the wastefulness that she observes serves to reinforce her 

low opinion: 
Having taken their siesta, the Princesses rose at five in the afternoon, and performed 
their evening toilet, which consisted in merely changing their outer-garments, and 
attiring themselves in new muslin dresses, as they never wear them after they have 
been washed; for when crumpled or soiled, they are ironed out, and when too faded, 
they use them as morning-wrappers. (p.153)  

 

Given the close association between dress and character, noting the 

Princesses' conduct in regard to clothing is a coded reference from Lott to her 

Victorian readers about the morality of the wearers. It is then no surprise to 

her readership that, in a final, critical analysis, she condemns the women's 

conversation as 'most indelicate', touching 'upon things which in Europe are 

regarded as criminal, abominably indecent, filthy, and disgusting' (pp.351-2). 

Thus, her descriptions of clothing open up a conceptual space that invites a 

negative judgment on the women's characters and enables Lott to emphasise 

her cultural superiority. 

 While her counter-narrative presents an unmediated Orientalism 

towards her companions, Lott is nevertheless meticulous in her in-depth 

portrayal of the culture. As a contemporary reviewer in the Athenaeum noted, 

one of her characteristics is 'her decided intention to be thoroughly 

understood'.59 At the same time as providing an insight into the rigid 

bourgeois values that she is dedicated to defending, her images impart telling 

details of Arabic women's society. Although Lott fails to comment favourably 

on it, the reader is able to witness how sociable the harem space is, and the 

high priority that the women place on communication. When Lott first arrives, 

there is little possibility of any interaction between the English governess and 

the ladies of the harem due to their inability to speak each other's language. 

                                            
58 Dress as a marker of class created anxiety in the nineteenth century as elaborate dress 
codes became a way of confirming gentility by displaying the wearers' distance from any form 
of manual labour. Servants who dressed 'above their station' in their off-duty hours created 
demarcation difficulties. See Theresa M. McBride, The Domestic Revolution : The 
Modernisation of Household Service in England and France, 1820-1920 (London: Croom 
Helm, 1976), p.25. Lott's anxieties about dress codes are vindicated when on first 
acquaintance she misapprehends the Viceroy in dressing-gown and slippers à la Turque for 
the Viceregal barber. Lott, p.131. 
59 The reviewer applauds the fact that the volumes abound in description which is novel and 
of great interest, while criticizing a 'flagrant lack of discretion, taste, and … decency'. "The 
English Governess in Egypt," The Athenaeum 1993. 6th January (1866): 16-17. 
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However after a formal introduction to the Prince and his mother, she is 

surrounded by a motley group of fifty women. They examine her straw hat 

and the whole of her costume, particularly her crinoline, and at their request, 

she walks up and down the hall (p.75). Although Lott is uncomfortable with 

the experience, her detailed picture illustrates the desire for communication 

that the women have with a newcomer, in the absence of a shared language. 

But the bourgeois values that Lott seeks to emphasise shape her judgement 

of the women's behaviour and prevent her from noticing their need to 

communicate, or how she appears in their eyes. She is not aware of the 

reverse Orientalism taking place, with the roles of observer and observed 

becoming inverted so that her person and Western cultural artefacts, such as 

the crinoline, become the object of their gaze and are seen as exotic.60 

Consequently, for example, by considering herself to be the free agent in the 

group, Lott fails to comment on the restriction to movement that the crinoline 

represents for European females, or how unsuitable it would be for an 

Egyptian woman used to lounging in loose clothing. Melman has suggested 

that the East was an ideal and imaginary place, 'a symbolic locus sometimes 

romanticised, sometimes 'expurgated' or 'cleaned' but always intensely 

experienced.61 In this respect Lott's exposé of life in the harem is distinctive 

for the intense manner in which it projects onto that symbolic space the 

bourgeois discourses that shaped her beliefs.  

 As a contrast, Duff Gordon's view is less bourgeois and more romantic: 

she takes the opportunity in her account of modifying hegemonic notions on 

the exotic or the 'oriental'. The completely different experience that making a 

life for herself in Egypt involves results in her soon pronouncing herself to be 

'in love with the Arabs' ways', and even that she must have 'the black drop' 

which the Arabs can see, 'for I am always told that I am like them' (pp.55-6).62 

                                            
60 Harriet Gower remarks on similar incidents: '[The women's] curiosity to see us Europeans 
knows no bounds; they peep over the walls of my tent while I am dressing; they come in at 
the door, and they stand round the gentlemen's tents in a most inconvenient manner.' Harriet 
Gower, A Journal of a Tour in the Holy Land, in May and June 1840 (London: Harrison, 
1841), p.79. 
61 Melman, p.307. 
62 This one of the letters, which is addressed to her close friend Tom Taylor, appears to refer 
to a private joke that perhaps, in view of her dark hair and skin colour, she may have mixed-
blood heritage.  
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So great is Duff Gordon's involvement and empathy for Egyptians that she is 

able to see herself in their eyes. She understands that she is honoured by 

those who know her, but she also realises that such a close association relies 

on the esteem that she accords them in return. When she is invited to 

celebratory dinners and given the largest portion of meat, she writes: 'I tore off 

a bit and handed it to each of my companions' (p.242). At other times she is 

equally aware of the image she presents to other Europeans, as when she 

trots home with Sidi Omar across the fields, laughing merrily over her 

'blundering Arabic' … 'to the amazement of some European young men out 

shooting' (p.111). Thus the two accounts present polarised experiences of 

Eastern society. For Lott the encounter reinforces her beliefs, while for Duff 

Gordon her situation causes her to reflect and re-evaluate the condition of 

Western and Middle Eastern societies. 

 In order to reinforce her authorial image as an individual with a great 

deal of symbolic power, when her contract is terminated prematurely Lott 

interprets the dismissal as being caused by intrigue in the harem, rather than 

her inability to relate to her companions. The subject of power constitutes a 

recurrent theme in her account as she attempts to negotiate the long-standing 

hegemonies of the harem. She is not able to be dominant, even though she is 

an educated European. Not only is there tension over the spatial politics of 

her eating arrangements but she also tries to maintain her living quarters as a 

private sphere, 'the door of which I both locked and bolted within nightly' 

(p.121). Such an action is in direct contravention of the shared nature of the 

harem.63 At the same time, Lott's description of her disquiet on the first night 

at being locked in by the eunuchs negates her appearance of control: 
I had scarcely arranged my bed … when I heard the ponderous bolts and bars of the 
lower doors at the foot of the marble staircase drawn into their sockets, and the huge 
keys … turned in the weighty wards, as the eunuchs locked the doors, let fly the 
secret springs … Those grating sounds startled me; I could not for an instant realize 
my position; I thought I must be the inmate of some prison in a foreign land, and not 
a guest within the precincts of a prince's palace.(pp.99-100)  

 

                                            
63 The women's quarters were a gregarious place where the group counted more than the 
individual. The central reception hall opened up to smaller rooms that officially belonged to 
certain individuals, but which were, in fact, open to all. Melman, p.153. 
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That her freedom while she remains in the harem is ultimately in the control of 

servants of her employer, the eunuchs, is just one example of the fluctuating 

yet stable power relations that govern the palace. Because her appointment 

as a foreign-educated governess represents an exchange of power and 

knowledge, initially she considers herself as empowered in her position. In the 

incident when she intervenes to protect the gardeners from being beaten, she 

is appropriating more social power for herself than her position as a 

governess would normally entail (p.109). She portrays herself as capable of 

giving orders not only to servants who are carrying out the beating but also to 

the prince who ordered it. However, overall she fails to comprehend the 

fluidity of the different fields of power relations that govern her situation.  

 Both accounts show Lott and Duff Gordon attempting to renegotiate 

their gendered and social identities in the exotic realm of Egyptian daily life. 

When Duff Gordon maps the intertextuality of influences on the country, she 

recognises that Egypt is, 
… a palimpsest, in which the Bible is written over Herodotus, and the Koran over 
that. In the towns the Koran is most visible, in the country Herodotus. (p.67-8) 

 

Such insights mean that, even as Duff Gordon is reconfiguring concepts of 

genteel femininity by living alone successfully in a foreign environment, she 

also recognises the importance of adaptation to her surroundings. Although 

she represents herself as in charge and capable, her appreciation of Egyptian 

culture and history means that she understands the disempowered status of 

women in Egypt and adjusts her language accordingly. When she mentions 

her husband to the servants she says, 'if our master were here, how pleased 

he would be', noting that 'husband is not a correct word' (p.68).  

 In contrast Lott tries to take a more empowered role in her 

environment. However, her inability to communicate or relate sensitively to 

her companions means that she becomes marginalised and what little power 

her position grants her is eroded. The synecdochical details that she supplies 

of her experiences in the harem gradually build up a picture of her authority 

being eroded, until, in the closing stages of her employment on the voyage 

with the harem to Constantinople, she is accommodated below decks in a 

final humiliation: 
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One of these most comfortless berths was appropriated to me … I was deprived of 
the order of precedence which had been assigned me in Egypt on the banks of the 
Nile, which promotion was given to the ladies of the Viceregal Harems, while I took 
up my place among the lowest slaves on board … There I lay, with numbers of 
slaves snoring like grampuses around me, until nine o'clock at night, when the 
eunuchs came down to lock up the hatchets, just as if we had been a band of slaves 
on a voyage across the middle passage. (p.275-6) 
 

Although Lott gradually becomes aware that she is dependent on the goodwill 

of those around her - eunuchs, slaves as well as Princesses - to remain in her 

position, for her the discourse of class remains dominant. It is central to her 

need to construct a new role for herself as a competent translator of Egyptian 

mores and recast herself as a purveyor of privileged knowledge. Her tangible 

empowerment comes a year later when the prestigious publishing house of 

Richard Bentley puts her account of harem life into the public arena. 

Extending to four editions, it was sufficiently well received for her to write a 

further two books, Mohaddeyn in the Palace of Ghezire, or Nights in the 

Harem in 1867 and The Grand Pasha's Cruise on the Nile in the Viceroy of 

Egypt's Yacht in 1869. Publication of the three books confirms the interest 

that persisted for details of harem life, while at the same time the fact that her 

original account was a particularly critical counter-narrative reveals that there 

was a ready market for Lott's form of Orientalism where it reinforced a sense 

of superiority in her readers. In the chapter that follows, Frances Elliot is 

similarly obliged by circumstances to live overseas, and she draws on a 

particularly overt class discourse to create appeal for her counter-narrative. 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 



C H A P T E R   F I V E  
 

Frances Elliot and Mary Eyre 
 
 
The Democratisation of Travel  
 Whereas other chapters examine the impressions of women who 

travelled through or lived in regions far from England, this chapter will focus 

on the narratives of two women, Frances Elliot and Mary Eyre, who journeyed 

closer to home, through Italy and France.1 Key studies, such as Said's 

Orientalism and Pratt's Imperial Eyes, have argued that contacts with non-

European peoples were crucial in shaping viewpoints in the nineteenth 

century, and interactions with foreigners in exotic or pioneer locations had the 

greatest influence on shaping beliefs at this time.2 Though undoubtedly 

significant, such accounts of faraway destinations were greatly outnumbered 

in nineteenth-century publishing by periodical articles, memoirs, diaries, 

reminiscences, published letters, and most importantly, guidebooks, on areas 

within relatively easy reach of England: Europe and the Mediterranean. 

Accordingly, this chapter will investigate some of the assumptions that were 

central to this contact and which British travellers brought to the European 

continent in the nineteenth century. For, as Marjorie Morgan argues, national 

identity is a blending of old and new, and the process of 'national imagining' is 

not simply a matter of continually inventing new images and traditions. Rather 

than being shaped by 'official nationalism' or extraordinary influences, a 

sense of national identity emerges predominantly from age-old stereotypes 

invested with new meanings.3 In this respect travel accounts from countries 

that were closer to England can be credited with having as significant an 
                                            
1 Frances Elliot, Diary of an Idle Woman in Italy, 2nd ed. (London: Chapman and Hall, 1872); 
Mary Eyre, A Lady's Walks in the South of France in 1863 (London: Richard Bentley, 1865). 
References to these editions will be cited parenthetically. 
2 Edward W. Said, Orientalism, p.205; Mary Louise Pratt, Imperial Eyes, p.5. See among 
others, Shirley Foster, Across New Worlds; Reina Lewis, Gendering Orientalism; Simon 
Gikandi, Maps of Englishness; T. J. Barringer and Tom Flynn, eds., Colonialism and the 
Object: Empire, Material Culture, and the Museum (London: Routledge, 1998). 
3 Marjorie Morgan, National Identities and Travel in Victorian Britain (Basingstoke: Palgrave, 
2001), p.5. 
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influence on the consciousness of readers during the nineteenth century as 

regions that were further afield.  

 Clearly Europe presented less of a challenge to women travellers than 

other continents, particularly since modern technology smoothed their 

journeys. The long duration of Queen Victoria's reign (1837-1901) coincided 

with a dramatic rise in train travel which soon extended throughout the 

Continent.4 Railway coaches came to replace the earlier alternative of private 

carriages or public conveyances, and there was a consequent 

democratisation of travel as the railways enabled all levels of society to travel 

cheaply and in relative comfort. Each year locations in Europe were 

competing with destinations in England to tempt adventurous tourists. The 

result was that, at the same time as the entrepreneurial Thomas Cook was 

organising his original rail excursion in the north of England in 1841, 

increasing numbers of middle-class travellers were experiencing their first 

cross-Channel passage. Moreover the growth of travel opportunities brought 

a relaxation in attitudes. By the 1860s and 1870s, F.M.L. Thompson suggests 

that the earlier adherence by the middle classes to the restraints of 

evangelical ideology became vulnerable to the pressures of affluence and 

self-indulgence. The outcome was that the 'mantle of moral rectitude, 

sanctimonious piety, and austere recreations' began to shrink until eventually 

'it no longer fitted any but the lower middle class, their ultimate weapon of 

respectability'.5 Catering for the increasingly culture-conscious and pleasure-

seeking bourgeoisie, Thomas Cook's travel agency progressed from 

excursions around the United Kingdom to arranging tours in Europe. There 

the businessman found that an increasing number of municipalities actively 

sought the economic benefits which his clients, and the railways and 

steamships which transported them, brought to their region.  

 It is this type of adaptation to the demands of British tourists that links 

this chapter to others in the study which examine travel under the aegis of 

                                            
4 In 1830 the first mainline railway opened in England. By the start of Queen Victoria's reign 
the first London railway, running from London Bridge to Deptford, had a fifteen-minute service 
all day, including Sunday. L. C. B. Seaman, Victorian England : Aspects of English and 
Imperial History, 1837-1901 (London: Methuen, 1973), p.29. 
5 F. M. L. Thompson, The Rise of Respectable Society : A Social History of Victorian Britain, 
1830-1900 (London: Fontana, 1988), p.260. 
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British colonialism: the economic and social impact that tourists and travellers 

from the United Kingdom had on continental Europe. In fact the outcome of 

this impact was often expressed in colonising terms, as for example, the 

English colony in Rome or Naples. In the same way that British naval 

superiority and increased manufacturing resulted in new colonies being 

established in other continents, the increase in wealth arising from the 

Industrial Revolution, coupled with a decrease in the cost of travel, enabled 

wealthy Victorian businessmen and their families to tour through Europe. 

During the 1830s an estimated 50,000 passengers left Britain by the Channel 

ports alone.6 Although the countries that they visited were sovereign states, 

or unions of principalities in the case of Italy and Germany, and therefore the 

notion of colonialism per se is not appropriate, yet the spread of mass tourism 

from Britain had such an extensive social effect on many European societies 

that its influence could be characterised as a form of colonial intervention. 

With the rise of travel agents, the economic effect of British travel to Europe 

brought such noticeable changes in transportation, as well as distinct 

government and business efforts to entice tourists to their regions, that these 

effects could be characterised as a form of neo-colonialism.7 British tourism 

was able to wield sufficient economic power that development projects were 

encouraged along lines that would be compatible with British interests. 

Moreover at times there was direct investment from Britain in European 

businesses such as the railways.8 The effect was also felt in the competition  

between European hoteliers and restaurateurs to provide a 'home-away-from-

home' experience for British travellers which emulated their style of food and 

accommodation. In Rome by 1870 the number of English-style hotels and 

lodging houses around the Via Condotti caused the area to be identified as 

the ghetto Inglese. English churches drew large congregations in Rome, 
                                            
6 John Pemble, The Mediterranean Passion : Victorians and Edwardians in the South 
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1987), p.1. 
7 For a discussion of the term neo-colonialism in the context of recent forms of tourism, see 
Martin Mowforth and Ian Munt, Tourism and Sustainability : New Tourism in the Third World 
(London: Routledge, 1998), pp. 49-52. 
8 The English South East Railway, after purchasing Folkestone Harbour in 1843, provided 
financial backing for the Boulogne and Amiens Railway in order to establish a 'boat-train' 
arrangement between London and Paris. James Buzard, The Beaten Track : European 
Tourism, Literature and the Ways to Culture, 1800-1918 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1993), 
p.42. 
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Florence and Naples, while English-language newspapers appeared on the 

streets.9 

 In the second half of the century a similar trend emerged in other areas 

particularly along the French Riviera coast. Hotels in Nice, Cannes and 

Menton acknowledged their debt to British patronage with names reminiscent 

of 'home' such as 'Windsor', 'West End' and 'Bristol'. Proprietors were careful 

to tailor not only their menus but other important services to correspond to 

British practices. As John Pemble has outlined in his survey of British 

enthusiasm for and influence on the Mediterranean region, one sphere where 

European hoteliers' amenability was especially evident was in their 'constant 

concern to improve their sanitation'. Advertisements regularly announced 

'modern sanitary arrangements' in hotels, based on the notorious mistrust of 

the British for any sanitation but their own.10 Accordingly in the south of 

France, as well as in Italy and other countries such as Belgium and 

Switzerland, which were favoured by an ever-increasing number of British 

middle-class tourists during the nineteenth century, Anglo-Saxon visitors 

played a significant role in shaping the character of the places where they 

stayed. Thus, although the experience of women travellers in Europe differed 

significantly from that of women living or travelling in British colonies, 

nevertheless the writers of these two accounts share a relationship with their 

colonial counterparts in being able to benefit from the pre-eminence that 

industrial prosperity brought to British travellers in the nineteenth century. 

Accordingly the information that Elliot and Eyre supply in their accounts 

provides the opportunity to examine some of the imaginative investments that 

the British assigned to countries in Europe, at the same time as their 

ubiquitous presence was influencing the material investments in locations 

where they travelled.  

 Overall, the travel accounts examined in this chapter are examples of 

women writers appealing to the enthusiasm that the middle classes 

developed, and were able to satisfy, for touring on the Continent. This was 

                                            
9 Hotels declared their commitment to British values with names such as Londres, 
l'Angleterre, Îles Britanniques, Brighton and Victoria. English-language newspapers were The 
Tuscan Athenaeum, Roman Times and Roman Herald. Pemble, p.41. 
10 Pemble, p.44. 
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linked in some measure to notions of education: of being exposed to and 

learning from other cultures, although, as already noted, tourists were 

selective in how much exposure to other customs they would tolerate. But the 

general motivation remained that travel was understood to be a learning 

experience, and needed to be undertaken in the spirit of increasing one's 

knowledge. Prominent writers and guidebooks emphasised the importance of 

visitors to Europe treating their travel experience predominantly as an 

opportunity to increase their understanding. The narratives of these two 

women travellers therefore form part of a well-supplied market which provided 

insight into travelling in Europe. But this is not to say that the writing styles of 

Frances Elliot and Mary Eyre follow a similar pattern; even though their focus 

was on a predominantly middle-class readership, their literary approaches 

differ significantly. Some of the variation may be traced to the difference in the 

locations that they visited: Elliot was progressing along what had become a 

legendary route through Italy, while Eyre journeyed along a less well-travelled 

route in the south of France. But it is how they created a place for themselves 

in the abundant catalogue of books about travelling in Europe that provides 

the contrast between their narratives. While Eyre writes in a more modern, 

good-natured style, emphasising the modest pleasures of learning about 

natural history and peasant culture on her walking trip, Elliot adopts a more 

patrician approach in her counter-narrative. She is uncompromising in her 

commentary, not only on British tourists in Italy but also on the art they had 

come to admire. Whereas Eyre is responsive to her environment, Elliot is at 

odds with her surroundings and keen to establish her superiority in all matters 

of taste. 

 Significant for her purpose is Elliot's adoption of the notion of 'idle' in 

her title. Originating, according to the Oxford English Dictionary, from the Old 

English word for 'empty', it was applied in the nineteenth century by James 

Stuart Mill and others to the phrase 'the idle rich' to signify those whose lives 

were not complicated by the need to work. Elliot deftly adopts such 

connotations of a life devoted to the pursuit of pleasure and wisdom in the title 

that she chooses for her first travel book. However, the designation is not 
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without problems for a female author, as the avant-propos at the start of her 

volume would suggest: 
When I call this volume ''The Diary of an Idle Woman'', I do so because I went to Italy 
with a perfectly disengaged mind, with no special objects of inquiry, no definite call or 
profession, no preconceived theories. I was idle in that I went where fancy or 
accident led me; otherwise I hope my readers will not consider me ''an idle woman''. 
(n. pag.) 
 

Apart from the customary dissembling that women were required to 

demonstrate during the nineteenth century when introducing their narratives, 

her disavowal is significant for the way that she tries to establish the 

parameters for her authorial identity. Firstly, she is careful to disassociate 

herself from a 'definite call' or 'profession' so that her writing could not be 

associated with work. But secondly, although she dissembles, she is pleased 

to make use of the cultural word associations of 'idle' to broaden her appeal 

evoking, as it does, a correspondence with the wealthy, the class who were 

traditionally capable of leisure and who could go where 'fancy or accident' led 

them rather than being restricted by considerations of expenditure or time 

constraints. Such allusions were designed to appeal to a middle-class 

readership at a time when increasing industrialisation had improved wealth 

but restricted the idea of having freedom for leisure. 

 In addition there were a number of historical associations for her 

readers that Elliot is drawing on to some extent in her adoption of the epithet. 

The famous essayist and lexicographer, Dr Samuel Johnson, had entitled his 

series of weekly essays in the eighteenth century, The Idler, with its 

suggestion of the pleasure and knowledge to be derived from 

contemplation.11 In the mid-nineteenth century the French poet Charles 

Baudelaire admired the practices of the 'flâneur' in Paris. Although a category 

that applied essentially to men, since it carried the notion of loitering 

ostentatiously, it was nevertheless an elaboration of the desire to be free from 

the restrictions of a working life.12 But doubtless the most significant parallel 

for Elliot was the publication some decades before of the diaries written by 

the elegant and sophisticated Marguerite, Countess of Blessington. The Idler 

                                            
11 Samuel Johnson, The Idler (London: Jones, 1826). 
12 Priscilla Ferguson, Paris as Revolution : Writing the Nineteenth-Century City (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1994). 
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in Italy (1839) and The Idler in France (1841) were a record of her 

extravagant lifestyle travelling in Europe with her husband and their circle of 

friends.13 Thus Elliot is deftly positioning her account as providing an 

opportunity for those readers who were sufficiently sophisticated to eschew 

modern guidebooks and instead be guided by an old-style mentor with the 

requisite 'good taste'. While it was not unusual for a middle- or upper-class 

woman to be writing on Italian art, what makes Elliot's account distinctive is 

the exaggerated pose that she adopts in her descriptions of aspects of life 

and art in Italy. Unlike Eyre who adopts a modest approach, Elliot chooses to 

assume a modishly refined attitude in order to connect with the type of 

bourgeois readership that she hopes will be drawn to engaging with her rather 

class-conscious style of writing.  

 

Nothing left to say  
 But what cultural features of Italy and France were significant for their 

narratives? The popularity of Italy as a destination for leisured as well as 

literary British travellers continued from the eighteenth until well into the 

nineteenth century. By that time the works and lives of the poets Byron, 

Shelley and Keats had romanticised Victorian perceptions of both Italy and 

Greece. As rising incomes in Britain facilitated an increase in overseas travel, 

the middle classes journeyed south to see for themselves the places 

immortalised in literature. A testimony to the popularity of Italy as a travel 

destination is recorded in the name given to one of the most famous women 

of the age. In 1820 the Nightingales chose the name Florence for their 

second daughter who was born while they were staying at Villa Colombaia in 

the Tuscan city.14 A number of factors led to Italy being a focus for leisure 

travellers in the early decades of the nineteenth century. In the past, Italy's 

cultural heritage had made it a popular destination for British noblemen on a 

'Grand Tour' of Europe. From the seventeenth century onwards young peers 

and heirs to landed fortunes, as well as members of the Royal Family, 

                                            
13 Their elaborate and hospitable lifestyle was also notorious for the fact that the couple 
travelled in a ménage à trois with the youthful Count d'Orsay. Marguerite Blessington, Lady 
Blessington at Naples, ed. Edith Clay (London: Hamish Hamilton, 1979), p.4. 
14 Cecil Woodham-Smith, Florence Nightingale (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1955), p.9. 
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travelled on a traditional excursion through Venice, Florence, Rome and 

Naples. A strong aesthetic component predominated in the Grand Tour 

which, as Elizabeth Bohls notes, was considered the 'standard finishing touch' 

to a male aristocrat's education. The result was that, as numerous paintings 

and other art objects arrived in Britain which had been purchased on tours to 

the continent, they contributed to a fashion for picturesque nature.15 In other 

words, since the Renaissance, the art, history and music of Italy had 

remained an enduring source of inspiration for students of culture in Britain.  

 Moreover, underlying the more material reasons for travel to Italy was 

an ambivalent fascination with the power of the Roman Catholic church. At a 

time when religious observance was an integral part of culture, and Sundays 

were reserved for pious literature and church attendance, travel to Rome 

enabled Protestant believers to confirm their beliefs while at the same time 

observing the evils of Catholicism. Although they were often hostile to the 

church settings, music and displays of the Roman Catholic religion, the papal 

city was still significant as an historic focal point of Christianity. Travelling to 

Rome, particularly during Holy Week, encompassed elements of a pilgrimage 

since the city, together with Palestine and Egypt, retained a certain sacred 

significance. However, issues of cultural identity became polarising for British 

visitors to Rome and other profoundly Catholic cities in Italy. Common 

responses from travellers visiting Catholic churches were not only an aversion 

to the devotional procedures which seemed theatrical, but also a dislike of the 

grubbiness they encountered there. Charles Dickens, for example, with his 

eye for incongruity, describes a High Mass at St. Peter's in Rome as having 

'nothing solemn or effective in it; and certainly very much that was droll and 

tawdry'.16 Linda Colley has traced the historic nature of anti-Catholicism in 

Britain to the union between England and Scotland, and in her study suggests 

that after this time the British saw themselves as a chosen people, blessed for 

their Protestantism and superior to Catholic Europeans.17 The result was that 

                                            
15 Elizabeth A. Bohls, Women Travel Writers and the Language of Aesthetics, 1716-1818 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995), p.89. 
16 Charles Dickens, Pictures from Italy (1846; London: A. Deutsch, 1973), p.168. 
17 Linda Colley, Britons : Forging the Nation, 1707-1837 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
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travelling to Italy engendered for many British people a feeling of cultural 

solidarity which offset the initial fascination that had carried them there. 

 Added to the aesthetic and spiritual allure of Italy were the benefits of a 

warmer climate during the colder months in Britain. Travel to the continent 

had been severely limited during the Napoleonic Wars and the years of 

restriction had generated a desire for change. Now that the freedom to travel 

was restored with the establishment of peace and the lifting of restrictions, 

there was renewed interest in the attractions of the south. This increased 

travelling produced a profusion of publications. In addition to being a major 

inspiration for fiction writers, Italy generated large numbers of travel accounts 

in the early decades of the nineteenth century as the numerous visitors 

recorded their impressions in the periodical press. Most significantly for this 

chapter the increased travelling inspired a new genre: the comprehensive 

travel guides produced by publishing houses such as John Murray and 

Baedeker. These guidebooks were detailed manuals with maps to lead 

visitors around foreign countries and supply information on places of interest. 

In one decade, as an example of how prolific and extensive these guides 

became, after Murray printed a 'Handbook' for northern Italy (1842), he 

followed it with one on central Italy (1843), then southern Italy (1853) and 

Rome (1858). As new information appeared or fashions in tourism changed, 

the guides were regularly updated and each volume went to many editions. 

They were renowned for their thoroughness in guiding tourists through the 

attractions they visited, or as Lynne Withey comments, 'Murray's genius in 

creating his series lay in taking the uncertainty out of travel', and as better 

roads and the invention of steam made travel faster, Murray helped to make it 

more predictable.18 In addition to information on routes and accommodation, 

the handbooks carried passages of verse, since Murray also recognised that 

a touristic experience involved both 'prose' and 'poetry'.19 In conjunction with 

facilitating a traveller's arrival at a given site with the least amount of 

inconvenience, Murray appreciated the importance of encouraging an 

aesthetic response to the sights that the visitor would encounter there. 
                                            
18 Lynne Withey, Grand Tours and Cook's Tours : A History of Leisure Travel, 1750 to 1915 
(London: Aurum, 1997), p.71. 
19 Buzard, p.125. 
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 The question arises – why did Elliot adopt a dated aristocratic authorial 

pose in what had clearly become an oversupplied but modernised market 

during the latter half of the nineteenth century? As early statistics show, travel 

narratives about Italy peaked at about nine a year in the 1820s and were still 

appearing at the rate of four a year in the 1840s.20 In addition to the wealth of 

narrative volumes, there were numerous articles in the periodical literature 

covering every feature of Italian life and art. The result was that by the middle 

of the century, writers were becoming satirical about the abundance of travel 

writing on Italy, as the articles on the European travels of 'Mr. Jolly Green' 

which appeared in New Monthly Magazine in 1850 reflect. Writing that Italian 

travel has become a 'hackneyed topic', the author [Dudley Costello] declares,  
 I could, without difficulty, fill a volume with descriptions, more or less glowing, of the 
 scenery and cities which lie between the Tuscan and the Roman capitals; but … I 
 purposely refrain from the exhibition of stereotyped ecstasies.21 
 

Such satire indicates how travel writing about the country was becoming 

clichéd.  Travel books from even well-known writers such as Dickens in 

Pictures from Italy (1846) felt the need to acknowledge the belatedness of 

writing about an Italian tour at the start of their personal impressions.22 

Moreover the predicament of belatedness was a frequent cause for comment 

by reviewers of travel volumes, as it became increasingly difficult for writers to 

engage with what had been so thoroughly appraised by guidebooks. One 

reviewer [Nicholas Wiseman] in the Dublin Review suggests that even well-

known writers such as Dickens and Trollope belong to the 'very common 

class of travellers 'who skim over the surface of the land, who see it out of 

carriage windows, and visit its sights by the guide-book'.23 Such criticisms 

emphasise the resemblance between writers who took this approach, and 

provides the key to why Elliot adopts a more detached and refined stance. In 

order to distance herself from the formal impersonality of Murray or Baedeker 

                                            
20 Charles Peter Brand, Italy and the English Romantics : The Italianate Fashion in Early 
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21 Dudley Costello, "Mr. Jolly Green's Account of the Late Papal Aggression," New Monthly 
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Travelers. 
23 Nicholas Wiseman, "Superficial Travelling: Dickens - Trollope," Dublin Review 14 (1843): 
257. 
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guidebooks, where the statement and the speaker are dissociated from one 

another, she proposes that hers is a more engaged approach. Rather than 

being guided by an anonymous writer, or even by a writer who has used such 

readily-packaged information, her readers will be accompanied by someone 

who has wordly knowledge and autonomy in the style of earlier travellers 

such as the Countess Blessington. 

 In contrast to Elliot, Eyre not only moves through less well-documented 

terrain but the tone of her narrative reflects a less leisured and more vigorous 

approach to travel.  By the 1860s the south of France was emerging as a 

more fashionable destination for British and American travellers who chose to 

winter abroad. Lacking the cultural appeal of Italy and Greece, the French 

Riviera's growing popularity sprang from its reputation as a health resort. The 

warm climate and clear air were considered particularly beneficial for 

consumptives. Medical publications such Dr. Charles Williams' The Climate of 

the South of France as Suited to Invalids (1869) supported such claims.24 

Another physician, Dr. James Bennett, wrote Winter and Spring on the 

Shores of the Mediterranean (1860) which detailed his own recovery at 

Menton, and was reprinted several times during the 1870s.25 Since the coast 

and regions further inland were largely unspoiled and uncrowded, novelty 

must have also played a part in the region's growing popularity. Yet even 

though the Romantic interest in Italian scenery and its historical associations 

was declining and the novelty of Italy beginning to wane, as long as visitors to 

Italy were still numerous, the demand for travel writing on the region 

remained. Consequently the two writers examined here reflect the transition 

that was taking place in writing about travel through Italy and France. In an 

era when fascination with the former was declining and interest in the latter 

was beginning to grow, Elliot attempts to establish a more up-market appeal 

by covering well-travelled territory but emphasising her distinctive style, while 

Eyre is more avant-garde in choosing to walk through a relatively unknown 

region. 
 

                                            
24 Pemble, p.39. 
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Adjusting to Circumstances  
 Against a background of growing general ennui with Italy there would 

seem to be limited scope for a new female writer to embark upon a career in 

travel writing. However taking up a challenge was quite in character for 

Frances Elliot; thus far in her life she had shown herself to be a remarkably 

resolute woman. By Victorian standards her life had been notable in its 

struggle for legal and social emancipation and merits a short exposition here. 

She had already experienced the rigours of giving evidence in a prominent 

divorce case which lasted from July 1846 to August 1848 and which the 

periodical Critic described as 'perhaps the worst … that ever was reported in 

the English press'.26 At the age of eighteen in November 1838, Frances 

Dickinson married John Edward Geils, a lieutenant in the 4th Dragoons. As an 

only child she had inherited an estate and £3,200 per annum, whereas at the 

time of their marriage, Geils had virtually no income outside his lieutenant's 

pay, since his father's estate in Scotland was heavily encumbered. After 

bearing four daughters his wife left him on the grounds of adultery and cruelty 

in September 1845. The resulting divorce case, tried in the ecclesiastical 

Court of Arches, was reported at length in the Times, although litigation was 

heard behind closed doors since one of the judges, Lord Brougham, ruled 

that the circumstances of the case were of so indelicate a character that 

public morality required the absence of strangers.27 While her husband sued 

for restitution of conjugal rights she countered with allegations of cruelty, 

adultery and unnatural acts.28 To agree to give evidence in her divorce case, 

and to introduce details of their marital relationship including allegations of 

sodomy in her defence, clearly shows how assertive she could be, if the 

circumstances required it. More attractive to many couples at the time was 

separation by private deed, in negotiation with lawyers, which avoided the 

need for their problems to be examined in a public forum.29 

                                            
26 Charles Dickens, The Letters of Charles Dickens, eds. Madeline House, et.al., 12 vols. 
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27 "Geils v. Geils", Times, 10 February 1847, p.7 col. d. 
28 "Geils v. Geils", Times, 3 November 1847, p.7 col. d; December 1847, p.7 col. c. 
29 Elizabeth A. Foyster, Marital Violence : An English Family History, 1660-1875 (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2005), p.21. 
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 Granted a legal separation a mensa et thoro, literally from bed and 

board, which preserved the legitimacy of the children but prevented either 

party from remarrying during the life of the other, Dickinson returned to using 

her maiden name. For women with violent husbands a marriage separation 

was the only formal and legally-sanctioned means by which they could end 

cohabitation.30 By her own account, old friends turned against her when she 

parted from her husband, even though she was the innocent party.31 

Nevertheless she pursued her action to obtain a more complete divorce in 

Scotland. Although at first refused, she finally won a full divorce in 1855. As 

an old friend, Wilkie Collins had privileged access to the situation, and in his 

story 'A New Mind', which later appeared in Household Words, he based 

references to divorce law on her experience: 
 At that time, England stood disgracefully alone as the one civilized country in the 

world having a divorce-law for the husband which was not also a divorce-law for the 
wife … Mrs Duncan … was indebted to the accident of having been married in 
Scotland, and to her subsequent right of appeal to the Scotch tribunals, for a full and  
final release from the tie that bound her to the vilest of husbands, which the English 
law … would have mercilessly refused.32 

 
It was a significant legal case given that it took place before the passing of the 

1857 Matrimonial Causes Act in England which granted women some degree 

of access to divorce, and limited legal rights to their property and children 

after a separation. 

 Following her divorce, a friendship developed with Charles Dickens 

and during 1860 he is writing to counsel her on the suitability of an 

attachment to the Dean of Bristol, twenty years her senior.33 In her biography 

of Wilkie Collins, Catherine Peters has suggested that, although no record 

has been found, some time between 1855 and 1863 Dickinson risked further 

scandal by entering into a marriage with an unnamed doctor while abroad.34 

Dickens' letter to Collins dated 9th August 1863 refers to this marriage as null 
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and void, presumably because the unidentified doctor was already married.35 

 In November 1863 Dickinson became the second wife of the Very 

Reverend Gilbert Elliot, Dean of Bristol, son of the Rt. Hon. Hugh Elliot and 

nephew of the 1st Earl of Minto. The couple seem to have had similar 

dispositions as Gilbert Elliot was strongly anti-Tractarian.36 However, the 

marriage was not a success. By 1867 Dickens was trying to mediate between 

the Elliots, and from 1869 Frances Elliot was living abroad for most of the 

year, producing fiction and popular history. By the time of her last marriage 

she had already published one book, as Frances Geils, The Priest Miracles of 

Rome (1851), a memoir of St. Dunstan, and a paper with Francis Power 

Cobbe, read to a Social Science meeting in Glasgow in 1860 on Destitute 

Incurables in Workhouses, which went to a second edition.  

 When Elliot first began writing for New Monthly Magazine in 1853 she 

had evidently been visiting Italy for some time.37 A new life outside Britain, 

away from the indignities associated with her recent court case, generated 

the pseudonym 'Florentia' as a byline. Her observations are shaped as 

informal letters to the editor and entitled 'Gossip from Florence'. One letter 

contrasts the sunny climate of the 'City of Flowers' with the 'cold, moist, foggy 

streets of London' while entertaining readers with the latest gossip about the 

Grand Duchess Antonina of Naples, the 'lugubrious Leopold', her consort, 

and the 'chubby princes and princesses'. It goes on to describe the latest 

opera and ballet productions, which permits Elliot to suggest that a popular 

American danseuse approaches 'the extremest confines of the allowable', 

and to detail soireés which include the celebrated Lady ---- who is a great 

smoker and 'nightly receives a large circle of gentlemen expressly for the 

purpose of indulging in the noxious weed'.38 Gossipy anecdotes abound in 

subsequent articles and names of well-known literary figures such as Charles 

Lever and Frances Trollope are mentioned, as Elliot searches to distinguish 

her writing, and to establish her first-hand knowledge of Anglo-Italian society. 
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By 1854 however, although her articles still carry the by-line 'Florentia', the 

tone has altered from gossip to a far more formal overview of the art and 

traditions of Italy. Eight articles entitled 'Diary of a First Winter in Rome' 

appeared that year in successive issues of New Monthly Magazine. Each 

article illustrates her growing interest in art. In the church of Santa Cecilia she 

visits a gallery consisting of ten rooms filled with paintings, but decides that,  
… on the whole, I do not call it an interesting collection. There is a great deal of trash 
and too little variety, especially an over-abundance of enamelled, affected Carlo 
Dolces and maniéréd Carlo Marattas … some fine Guercinos, specially a head of 
Christ crowned with thorns – horribly beautiful - some bluish Caraccas, and some 
pale, inexpressive Guidos; strange that an artist who could paint so divinely should 
condescend to produce such meagre shadows as these. Never did genius display a 
greater inequalilty.39 

 

A further seven articles appeared in the Art Journal, on Wilkie Collins' 

recommendation to the editor, as Elliot begins to find her voice as an art 

critic.40 When later incorporated into Diary of an Idle Woman in Italy (1871), 

the majority of the rhetorical flourishes and exclamations in the periodical 

articles are deleted. In addition, paragraphs commenting on significant 

personages such as Cardinal Manning or Queen Victoria are removed. In her 

journal articles Elliot was severely critical of the British monarch, suggesting 

that Princess Torlonia's diamonds 'make our own Queen … but a housemaid 

in comparison'. Moreover: 
Queen Victoria could never exist in Buckingham Palace had she ever come to 
Rome; and it is lucky for our nation it is not etiquette for the sovereign to travel, else 
her already incipient taste for bricks and mortar would ruin poor John Bull outright.41 

 

Her comparison of the Pope's failure to acknowledge the existence of 

theatres in Rome with 'state fictions' in Britain regarding the impossibility of 

Queen Victoria ever 'going the way of all flesh and dying as other mortals … 

or of her ever doing wrong', and 'other pleasing little delusions', are carefully 

excised from the book edition.42 With the focus more on art appreciation and 

less on irreverent commentary, these articles formed the nucleus of the Diary 

of an Idle Woman. 
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 Yet why would Elliot fashion the title of her first travel book not only 

using 'diary', a somewhat dated description by the 1870s for a daily record of 

thoughts and events, but also by playing upon a secondary meaning of 'idle' 

as not engaged in work, a member of the leisured classes? An article in The 

Monthly Review appraising Anna Jameson's Diary of an Ennuyée (1826) 

gives an insight into what the appellation 'idle' would have connoted for 

readers in the early decades of the nineteenth century. In observing that, 

unlike some members of society, Jameson's heroine is not 'some fine lady, 

who, after having quaffed the cup of fashionable pleasure to satiety' can find 

'no attraction in novelty sufficiently keen to overcome the listless torpor of her 

idleness', the reviewer is indirectly criticising such assumed ennui.43 

Nevertheless the notion persisted. Catherine Gore referenced the archetype 

with her title Diary of a Désennuyée in 1836 and, as noted, Countess 

Marguerite of Blessington sanctioned the designation when she described 

herself as an 'Idler' in 1839. Thus the description signified comfort-loving 

women (and men) who were accustomed to luxury, had sufficient funds to 

travel in Europe, and desired stimulation to relieve the tedium of their 

indulged lives. By the 1870s, however, choosing a rather old-fashioned title 

could only mean that Elliot is adopting a class-conscious approach.  

 By 1872, when Elliot's first travel book came to be published, the world 

of those earlier titles had changed. In the intervening decades the number of 

tourists visiting Italy had burgeoned, and by the 1870s the majority of visitors 

comprised the newly-wealthy middle-class, keen on education and progress, 

and anything but idle. Thus Elliot's provocative approach, rather than bowing 

to such trends in the middle-class market, challenges them. The title 

generates a specialised interest with its intimation that it will offer a window 

into an élite world which is only available to a privileged few, the sophisticated 

and leisured classes. Given the amount of travel literature that had already 

been published on Italy, it was a conscious attempt by Elliot to differentiate 

her writing from the currently more conventional middle-class memoirs and 

diaries by women. Her method is an adroit appeal to a bourgeois reading 

audience who would be keen to have something different: insights into the 
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tastes of a self-confessed 'idle woman'. The distinction is rather subtle as 

Elliot is not a member of the aristocracy, except by association, since her 

husband was nephew to the 1st Earl of Minto. But her emphasis on being a 

poised and idiosyncratic observer emphasises her separation from the gravity 

and thoroughness of guidebooks such as Murray and Baedeker. At the start 

of Chapter 7 she declares that she will, like one of Congreve's characters, 
tell the truth in this rough Diary – its only merit. I will not admire a picture or a statue 
because Winckelman praises it, or fall into raptures over tottering walls and clumsy 
pillars because they bear high-sounding names. (p.70) 

 

Consequently she finds the Forum 'in broad daylight is in reality a bare, dusty, 

bald-looking place', and that the Campidoglio on the Capitoline Hill 'presents 

all the incongruities of the back of an unfinished building', and its 'small bell-

tower … would appropriately crown a Dissenting meeting-house' (p.70). 

Rather than offering to provide a comprehensive, factual guide, Elliot adopts a 

narrative voice that promises to present a highly personalised chronicle of the 

prospects available for the smart traveller who is not concerned about being 

bored or disappointed by famous sites. In its challenge to the steady, serious 

information of guidebooks, this distinctive style clearly found an audience, 

with her first travel narrative being reprinted four times in Britain and 

Germany. She subsequently went on to publish three more travel titles which 

drew on the same theme. The author journeyed as an 'Idle Woman' through 

Sicily (1881) which went to four editions, Spain (1884) four editions, and 

Constantinople (1893) three editions. Moreover, as well as creating historical 

narratives of 'Old Court Life' in France (1873) and Spain (1893), she was able 

to base three fiction titles on her European experiences. 

  

 
 
A Genteel Vagabond 
 Where Elliot sought refuge overseas to escape the intrusion that a 

divorce case brought to her life, Mary Eyre resided in France for more than a 

year in order to eke out a small income. In complete contrast to Elliot's 

youthful position as an heiress, Eyre describes herself as a gentlewoman of 



 168

'extremely slender means' in her travel narrative, A Lady's Walks in the South 

of France in 1863. Beginning in Eaux-Bonnes she walked on country roads in 

a solitary and independent manner, carrying a small waterproof travelling bag 

and accompanied by her dog, Keeper, before finally reaching Toulouse and 

returning home via Paris to record her experiences. As Pemble comments, 

Victorian polite society frequently 'got rid of its paupers' overseas and 

'[a]mong the middle and upper classes it was a common response to 

straitened circumstances to go abroad'.44 Popular destinations for 

impoverished expatriates were the French northern ports, Boulogne and 

Dinan, or German towns, such as Wiesbaden, Munich or Stuttgart. In Eyre's 

case, she ventured south to walk in the Pyrenean region, according to the 

Preface, 'to gather information on the 'quaint manners, peculiar customs, 

language, ancient legends, songs and music, and botany of the Pyrenees' 

(p.ix). At this time only a few travel accounts by women had covered the 

south west of France: Views in the Pyrenees (1831) by Mrs R.E. Young, 

Sketches in the Pyrenees (1837) by Mrs Mary Boddington, and Rides in the 

Pyrenees (1844) by Selina Bunbury. As Elizabeth Eastlake comments in her 

1842 article on lady travellers, 'we have had far too few books on the interior 

of France'.45 Apart from the new and relatively-unknown environment that the 

region presented for a lady traveller, Eyre is candid about her financial 

reasons for choosing the area: she had been told that the south of France 

was a cheaper place of abode than England (p.1). But it is also possible that 

the dedication to Lord Brougham and Vaux as 'My Friend and the Friend of 

my Family' is a clue to the choice she made.  

 Henry Brougham was a barrister, by coincidence one of the judges for 

Elliot's divorce case, a politician and a man of letters, rising to be Lord 

Chancellor in 1830. Instrumental in the creation of the Edinburgh Review, he 

campaigned for legal and political reform, promoting the Society for the 

Diffusion of Useful Knowledge and participating in the establishment of the 

University of London.46 The red-haired baron is particularly remembered for 
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the design of the horse-drawn carriage that bears his name, and the 

popularisation of Cannes as a winter destination for northern visitors. While 

on route to Italy in December 1834 his progress was halted at the Var River 

due to a cholera epidemic. He turned back to stay at Cannes, at the time a 

picturesque fishing village, later building a house to spend each winter 

season there. As a result of his patronage, the south of France became the 

height of fashion for British visitors seeking new destinations. In the second 

half of the century the region came to succeed Italy as a popular tourist 

destination, even achieving royal approval when Queen Victoria visited the 

Riviera on four occasions in the latter half of her reign. Although Cannes does 

not feature on Eyre's itinerary, in light of the dedication and the introductory 

letter from him that she carries (p.40) it is conceivable that the friendship with 

Henry Brougham prompted her to write about little-known areas in the 

southern regions of France.47 She states that she had 'now been three times 

in France, for periods varying from seven months to thirteen, and twice in 

Germany for about six months at a time' (p.189). But these journeys were no 

doubt in better-documented areas. Hence since Europe by this time was, in 

James Buzard's phrase, a 'scripted continent', she chooses southern France 

for her first travel narrative.48 Writers needed either to work within the 

boundaries mapped out by previous narratives, or investigate new territories 

with their texts. Eyre decided to experiment with the latter option. 

Understanding the fashionable appeal of the south of France, she includes 

the designation in her title, even though she made more out-of-the-way towns 

and villages the focus of her narrative rather than the popular coastal area. It 

turned out to be a constructive choice as the success of the first book led her 

publisher, Richard Bentley, to commission another, Over the Pyrenées into 

Spain (1865). That volume proved to be the last of her travel writing.49 

Perhaps the royalties from both books enabled Eyre to return to settle in 
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England and relinquish what had been a rather vagabond life for a 

gentlewoman. 

 In common with women who travelled alone in the nineteenth century, 

from the start of her narrative Eyre is careful to construct herself as genteel. 

At a time when middle-class women were still chaperoned, it was imperative 

for solitary women travellers to show that they had conducted themselves in 

an appropriate manner on their travels. Eyre is therefore particular to portray 

herself in a manner that would preserve her good name. At the opening of the 

first chapter she deals with such concerns: 
I travelled (for a lady) in rather a peculiar fashion, for I took with me only one small 
waterproof stuff bag, which I could carry in my hand, containing a spare dress, a thin 
shawl, two changes of every kind of under clothing, two pairs of shoes, pens, pencils, 
paper, the inevitable 'Murray', and a prayer-book, so that I had no trouble or expense 
about luggage … I took for my companion a mischievous but faithful and affectionate 
rough Scotch terrier, to be my guard and companion in my long solitary walks. (p.1) 

 

The use of parenthesis emphasises her position as a lady and Eyre is then 

able to admit to her 'peculiar' style of travelling: walking alone carrying her 

own belongings. The paradox of a 'lady' travelling on foot without additional 

luggage works to create immediate reader interest in her narrative. However, 

mindful of convention, she arms herself with a prayer-book, a guard dog and 

a Murray guidebook which are all aids to respectability in such a situation. 

The religious text emphasises her piety and spiritual guidance, while the 

active, intelligent rough-haired terrier, renowned as a breed for pursuing a 

quarry to ground, is an appropriate guardian for a single woman. For, as Mills 

notes, there are 'indelicate' subjects which women authors are supposed to 

avoid, and are advised to exclude from their texts by publishers. Prominent 

among these is reference to a fear of sexual harassment, a discursive 

constraint which is strongest in the context of women and travel, particularly 

in accounts of women travelling alone.50 As she emphasises her specific 

circumstances Eyre balances creating narrative interest in her journey with 

reassuring her readership that her spiritual and moral reputation will be 

protected. 
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 To guard against losing her way in a material sense, Eyre carries a 

Murray guidebook. The famous thoroughness of this popular series of travel 

handbooks guaranteed that Eyre would be directed on her solitary journey by 

detailed information and would be steered away from any possible hazards. 

Comprehensive directions condensed into a compact octavo format meant 

that a woman travelling alone would be guided from town to town, and by 

following Murray she could avoid becoming disoriented when she travelled 

through unfamiliar terrain. Their cultural authority and sound advice is evident 

from the size of the print-run: for a single country it was between 500,000 and 

700,000 copies.51 Prior to the rise of this publishing phenomenon, travel 

guides had been more personal, but as a consequence were apt to be more 

variable in content. The red-covered Murray guides were intended to provide 

standardised information and avoid personal comments and sentiments. And, 

as James Buzard reveals, when the elder Murray coined a new word for his 

son's production in 1836, he was creating a new generic distinction. As the 

new name suggested, a handbook could fit easily into a tourist's hand (or 

pocket) and this portable accessibility coincided with the transformation in 

travel from horse-drawn carriages to railways, and the need to move in and 

out of railway carriages.52 Consequently, unlike Elliot, who disdains Murray 

guidebooks and considers herself superior to their advice, Eyre values their 

portability and draws on their respectability to reinforce her assertion that she 

travels as a lady. 

 

Traveller or Tourist  
 The divergence between the two women narrators on the subject of 

referring to a Murray handbook also highlights one of the major debates 

concerning the practice of travel during the later Victorian era: the distinction 

between a traveller and a tourist. The entry in the Oxford English Dictionary 

marks the beginning of the nineteenth century as the time when the 

designation 'tourist' came into common usage. With its echoes of the Grand 

Tour, initially the neologism was a neutral term and it was not unusual for 
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 172

commentators to use the words 'traveller' and 'tourist' synonymously. 

However, as the century progressed and foreign travel became more 

widespread, describing a person as a tourist took on less favourable 

connotations. With the advent of Murray handbooks and the contemporary 

Baedekers, followed later in the century by Thomas Cook's tours which 

guided tourists en masse around the Continent, critics of travel writing began 

to propose a separation between those who travelled independently and 

those who followed the suggestions of a guidebook or a tour organiser.53 A 

belief developed that as long as tourists depended on the support of a guide, 

their experience would be less rewarding; whereas travellers, by being more 

self-sufficient and independent, could build an authentic connection to places 

and cultures.  

 It would be tempting to delineate Elliot and Eyre as either tourist or 

traveller, but such a division fails to correspond adequately with the 

complexity of their narrative positions and the travelling practices that they 

assume. In The Beaten Track, Buzard charts the cultural perceptions that 

developed around the binary opposition of tourist and traveller.54 The 

discrimination, which developed from Wordsworth's early censure of tourists 

in the Lake District, evolved over time into widespread criticism of the 

practices and influence of travel popularisers such as Murray, Baedeker and 

Cook. Repetition of the 'motif of protecting sacred ground from the profanation 

of tourists' continued through the nineteenth century, often carrying a strong 

message of class privilege.55 Travellers were often those in the higher 

echelons of society who had the leisure time to travel and the resources to 

accomplish a foreign trip, without the limitations that applied to the lower 

classes. This is the style that Elliot adopts, although she is travelling over 

well-known ground and visiting famous sights in the manner of a tourist. 

However, when Paul Fussell examines the history of the word usage, he 

proposes that the understanding of a genuine traveller is centred on travel as 

                                            
53 In the belief that organised tours menaced the fragile magic of art and atmosphere, 
despising Cook's tourists (or 'Cookites') soon became a mannerism of the cultured élite. 
Pemble, p.170. 
54 See Chapters 1 and 2 in Buzard. 
55 Buzard, p.30. 
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work, since etymologically travel derives from travail. He notes that before the 

development of tourism, 'travel was conceived to be like study, and its fruits 

were considered to be the adornment of the mind and the formation of the 

judgement'.56 On this basis Eyre could be considered a traveller, since she 

adopts the more arduous method of walking as her mode of travel, which then 

allows her to observe the people and countryside of southern France, even 

though she defers to the cultural authority of a guidebook. Hence the women 

represent the difficulty of separating 'tourist' from 'traveller'. While seeking to 

be travellers, both women cannot escape the implications surrounding the 

tourist appellation, and Murray guidebooks remain a presence in their 

narratives, whether acknowledged or not. 

 In Diary of an Idle Woman Elliot adopts a persona that deliberately 

eschews Murray guidebooks.57 Her self-conscious determination to be 

independent in her judgement creates a tension in her acount so that, while 

describing herself as a 'minnow', she asserts her right to be 'entitled to an 

opinion among the great tritons of the goose-tail' (p.150). Nevertheless, the 

influence is present. At times her comments adopt an approach which reflects 

the intertextual inspiration of guidebooks. In Rome she dismisses the church 

of San Toto with the characteristic guidebook phrase, 'affords little interest' 

(p.80). On other occasions she gives detailed directions in a typical 

guidebook style, 'the magnificent basilica of San Giovanni Laterano, the 

parent church of Rome … approached through a long park-like avenue 

extending from the grand façade of the Lateran in a straight line to the church 

of Santa Helena, a large and stately edifice famous for the possession of a 

fragment of the true cross brought from Jerusalem by the Empress 

Helena...'(p.184). Realistically it would have been difficult to avoid the 

influence of the Murray and Baedeker publications in the field of European 

travel, particularly since the English handbooks had achieved cultural 

authority via the inclusion of contributions from eminent scholars such as 

John Ruskin.  But while Elliot would have been familiar with the Murray 

publications, and no doubt drew on the ubiquitous guidebooks for information, 
                                            
56 Paul Fussell, Abroad : British Literary Traveling between the Wars (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1980), p.39. 
57 Poking fun at 'Murrayolatry' was widespread. Pemble, p.72. 
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she takes pains to emphasise her distance, since by the 1860s they had 

become a clichéd source of inspiration for the English abroad. The result is 

that allusions in her 1854 articles in New Monthly Magazine to information 

from Murray guidebooks are excised from the later book.  Thus in Rome her 

earlier observation that: 
The view from the Capitol is all that Murray says, and gives one in five minutes a 
clearer idea of ancient Rome than any description.58 
 

is later transformed to: 
The view from the Capitol gives one in five minutes a clear idea of ancient Rome. 
(p.104) 

 

The deletions and rewriting that are perceptible between the publication of the 

periodical articles and the final edition of her first book indicate the way in 

which, by distancing herself from any mention of Murray guidebooks, she is 

concerned to make all judgments her own.  

 Accordingly Elliot holds herself aloof from her fellow countrymen and 

women who rely on guides, and satirises their behaviour. In Rome they are,  
… recognised by their trivial and restless curiosity, the questions they ask, the 
ignorance they betray. Carriage after carriage may be seen driving up, and party 
after party of extravagantly-dressed ladies may be seen dismounting in the dirt at 
various points of peculiar interest, only to peep and peer about as did the famous 
Davis for pickles in the vases of Pompeii. The vexatious mass of nameless temples 
particularly engages their attention, and they stand, "Murray" in hand, resolutely 
decided on understanding what is not understandable. When I see these antiquarian 
butterflies, attended generally by a servant in livery and a pet spaniel, I confess I am 
disgusted. (p.81-2) 
 

The satire at the expense of her fellow nationals serves to underline her own 

position of knowledge, which she applies to good effect in relation to art 

appreciation. In Discourses of Difference Mills has suggested that since 

women writers lack the discursive possibilities available to men to be 

authoritative, they were modest in their assertions and amateurish in their 

approach.59 While this was the case with academic or scientific writing by 

women travellers, it did not apply to art appreciation. The subject came to be 

one field where women writers did not need to adopt a self-effacing pose. By 

the time Elliot was contributing her articles to the Art Journal and New 
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Monthly Magazine, which were later amalgamated into her travel narrative, 

women had gained some status as art critics. One of the most significant was 

Anna Jameson, who, in the preceding decades, had published a number of 

influential art books.60 It was one method that women could use to establish 

authority for themselves, as Jameson had demonstrated by rejecting the 

previous belief that art appreciation required no special skills, and by adopting 

a professional approach to defining specific art terms, which then resulted in 

her being invited to write a series of articles for the Penny Magazine.61 The 

periodical was designed for family reading and edited by Charles Knight who, 

as noted in Chapter Four, encouraged Catharine Parr Traill in her writing. The 

purpose of the periodical was to educate and inform. Thus art criticism was 

one area where a female writer could fashion a place for herself as a writer 

who had some influence in the arena of public debate, and thereby escape 

the constraints imposed by the notion of the separate spheres. 

 In contrast to Elliot's quest for influence, Eyre adopts a more 

commonplace approach. Her aim, summarised in the Preface, is to report on 

'the quaint manners, peculiar customs, language, ancient legends, songs and 

music, and botany of the Pyrenees' (p.ix). As subjects for consideration, these 

topics represented a safe strategy for her first book, since expertise in areas 

such as music and botany had long been considered acceptable skills for 

genteel women. As late as 1870 F.O. Morris was suggesting in a paper read 

to the Social Science Congress that: 'I fancy most admirers of the young 

ladies will still prefer hearing them sing some of our touching old English 

songs and ballads … to hearing their opinion on Newton's Principia'.62 When 

she outlines her contents Eyre acknowledges omitting discussion of 'the 

nature and uses of the Thermal Springs' that she encounters on the grounds 

that she is 'neither a chemist nor medical man' and moreover, 'Murray's 

Guide-book tells all that need be known on these subjects' (p.ix). Thus, not 

only does she articulate the discursive boundaries that surround what a 

                                            
60 For a wide-ranging analysis of Jameson's writing on Italian art, see Chapter 6,  Judith 
Johnston, Anna Jameson. 
61 Johnston, Anna Jameson, p.156. 
62 Quoted in Barbara Dennis and David Skilton, Reform and Intellectual Debate in Victorian 
England (London: Croom Helm, 1987), p.137. 
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gentlewoman should investigate but she is unapologetic about her reliance on 

the popular nineteenth-century vade-mecum of Anglo-Saxon tourists to guide 

her walking, and respectful of the comprehensive knowledge contained within 

its covers. For Eyre, with the second-class status that is a consequence of 

her limited resources for travelling, the key to gaining a sympathetic audience 

lies in the delicate balancing of her gender with the power that walking alone 

through the French countryside grants her.  

 

Motivation and Expectation 
 Lacking reasons that could be acknowledged openly for her sojourn 

abroad, Elliot needed to clarify the rationale that impelled her to be travelling 

in and writing about Italy. In order to counteract the impression that she may 

have been simply roaming free of the imposed limitations of home, her 

account is densely filled with information for readers, and an aesthetic 

component predominates. Pemble notes the anxiety that the British felt during 

the nineteenth century for being absent from their homeland, which caused 

them to create serious motives in the written records of their travels. Since 

'(a)bandoning Britain meant abandoning home' the cherished values of home 

and 'the patriotic sentiment that underpinned national power and prosperity 

could conceivably be threatened'.63 Such justification was particularly 

necessary for women travellers since the discourse of femininity set out a 

range of roles for middle-class women which largely revolved around the 

home. Unlike Eyre, who uses the first chapter to outline her plans and 

intentions, Elliot begins her narrative in media res, 'I am at Siena, on my way 

to Rome, enjoying those idle days when one learns so much' (p.1). Thus from 

the opening sentence she associates her journeying with intellectual 

stimulation and learning in order to create a motive for her travels. In her 

efforts to establish a status for herself as an art critic Elliot is keen to be seen 

as entering into debates on art and architecture, rather than following the 

dictates of a generally-accepted way of approaching Italian art. Buzard 

characterises writers such as Elliot as part of the 
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… repeated efforts, lasting throughout the nineteenth century, to establish new 
models of validity and authenticity for European travel – efforts to represent the valid 
and authentic as that which denounces, evades, or transcends "merely touristic" 
purposes and behaviour.64 

 

But by basing the credibility of her account on her intellectual achievement in 

the field of art, in the process Elliot is going over traditional ground.  

 Eyre's intentions are quite different. On the one hand she is 

considering the customs, language and ancient legends of the Pyrenees 

which leads her to devote a whole chapter (33) to its regional music and 

songs.65 On the other, her aim is to demonstrate what women in her situation 

can accomplish if they are bold enough to venture abroad. She is unusually 

open about her lack of finances and her optimism that writing about her 

travels 'may win me some fame and some profit' (p.7). Such honesty is 

uncommon in women's travel narratives from this era, but it serves to plainly 

outline Eyre's initial motive for leaving her home country. The initial chapter 

reveals her aim that:  
'some other poor gentlewomen, brought up like myself to no occupation, that they 
may do better than stay lamenting over their past prosperity in gloom and isolation 
and discomfort at home. (pp.7-8) 

 

Addressing such issues concerning women is also timely since in the 1860s 

the Langham Place Group was actively seeking suitable and better-paid work 

for middle-class women.66 As was seen in Chapter Five, in the case of 

Emmeline Lottt, there were few alternatives at the time for impoverished 

gentlewomen to support themselves, apart from becoming a governess. 

Nevertheless, Eyre is correspondingly open about the series of practical 

difficulties that can beset an impecunious woman traveller, to the extent that, 

as noted, her situation corresponds markedly with the notion of travel as 

travail. Apart from the physical demands of walking, one of the disadvantages 

occasioned by 'this gypsy style of travelling' that she had not foreseen, is the 

                                            
64 James Buzard, "The Uses of Romanticism: Byron and the Victorian Continental Tour," 
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problem of laundry. In the villages that she travels through, washing is a 

weekly event. Accordingly laundry is a particular cause of delay, but doing her 

own washing results in 'contemptuous looks' from other ladies for her rough-

dried clothes (p.9). However Eyre turns her straitened circumstances to her 

advantage by maintaining that her lack of finances and consequent reduced 

circumstances lead to her mixing in France at levels where she can claim to 

truly 'know' the people and the place. 

 Eyre has a range of responses to the villagers she encounters on her 

walking tour. As John Urry has examined in The Tourist Gaze, the practice of 

tourism involves an idea of 'departure', so that the limited breaking with 

established routines and practices of everyday life means that the senses are 

engaged with a set of stimuli that contrast with the everyday and the 

mundane. The result is that considering the typical objects of the tourist gaze 

provides an insight into the elements of the wider society with which they are 

contrasted.67 Eyre uses her close contact with the Pyrenean people to 

contrast their way of life with the more industrialised society in Britain. She 

expresses admiration for their maintenance of a rustic, pastoral life in a 

sometimes inhospitable environment. The dignity of the Pyrenean peasant, 

'not ashamed of being what he is, so that he 'speaks to others on terms of 

equality' she contrasts with the 'boorish, slouching awkwardness of our own 

working men' (p.105). Clearly Eyre is disillusioned with elements of modern 

life in Britain and in searching for a pastoral experience among the people of 

southern France laments that their colourful costumes 'are fast dying out 

everywhere'. Admiring their style of homespun dress, enlivened by blue 

berets and coloured neckties and sashes, she compares it with the 'tawdry 

finery of women of the same rank in an English town' (p.58). Her 

disenchantment with the appearance of the more commercial fabrics of an 

industrialised society as being tasteless or vulgar points to her tendency to 

adopt a Romantic tourist gaze: she cherishes aspects of rural life such as 

spinning and weaving, while overlooking the effort required to create home-

made textiles. Moreover behind her Romantic gaze lies a political imbalance. 

As Deborah Root indicates in her commentary on 'cultural appropriation', 
                                            
67 John Urry, The Tourist Gaze (London: Sage, 2002), p.2. 



 179

such tendencies to commodify a culture can only take place where there is an 

asymmetric power relationship. As she notes, overlooking 'both the cultural 

context and the desires of the people of that culture … is generally possible 

only in an economic system that is more powerful than the one subject to 

appropriation'.68 Eyre's way of seeing, whereby she regrets that the era of 

colourful, home-made fabrics is coming to an end, indicates the way that her 

more powerful culture permits her the luxury of drawing such comparisons. 

Although she claims that she is in touch with the people she meets in the 

Pyrenees, the evidence of her 'gaze' reveals that a political imbalance 

remains. 

 However while mainly positive in her observations of the countryside 

and its people, on closer acquaintance with the peasants of south-west 

France, Eyre's main complaint concerns their lack of hygiene. 69 Household 

utensils or vegetables are washed in the streams that run through the villages 

regardless of whether animals have been drinking there, or linen has been 

washed in them (p.44). Dining at an inn she observes that the floor makes the 

street appear white by comparison, so deeply was it ingrained with dirt, 

'mediaeval dirt – it might even have dated from the Deluge – so black it was' 

(p.104). When rooms are swept, the dust is left in piles and resettles once the 

wind blows through the open windows (p.315). As a consequence of this 

general lack of hygiene in the country inns where she lodges, Eyre is 

beleaguered by parasites. But, given the discursive constraints that surround 

women's writing, she finds a novel way to describe them, in keeping with her 

interest in music. Rather than using the everyday words, she maintains a 

genteel approach in her travel writing by adopting two musical euphemisms. 

Thus fleas are described as f sharps and bed bugs become b flats. When she 

learns that 'they never dress the feathers in Argelés' before stuffing the 

pillows and beds, she realises why she is being 'devoured by f sharps' in that 

particular village (p.111). Using a relatively novel mode of exposing the 

griminess and lax hygiene practices in some of her lodgings enables Eyre to 
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highlight one area where she considers that her homeland emerges as 

superior. 

 In contrast to such everyday concerns, Elliot's interest is with the past 

in Italy. It is a focus that she shares with many writers during the century; 

because Italy was for most Victorians, 'the linchpin of high culture', the place 

where they went to become more intellectually and aesthetically developed.70 

Particularly for women, who were traditionally denied a formal education, Italy 

presented the opportunity of exposure to a high art and classical culture. As a 

consequence of this concentration on the past, the present, in the shape of 

the local people and their daily life, is not a focus in Elliot's counter-narrative. 

She may describe the Palio in Siena (pp.7-9) or the artists' festa in Rome 

(Chapter 15), but these lively festivals form part of the traditions and 

anecdotes that she introduces in an attempt to add local colour to her 

account. Her description of the charivari at the festa (pp.193-9) is a sketch, a 

visualisation of the travel experience, without the cultural sensitivity that Eyre 

displays in her examination of the sometimes sinister customs attached to the 

performance of charivari at Lourdes (pp.277-8). When Elliot does mention the 

local people, they appear as a colourful background for what she considers 

as the more important task of presenting her views on art, architecture and 

the landscape. It is a tendency that she shares with John Ruskin and 

Elizabeth Eastlake. Ruskin was notorious for his hostile attitude to modern 

Italians, describing them in a letter to his parents as 'knaves of the first and 

most rapacious water'.71 Lady Eastlake, an influential art historian at the time, 

made little reference in her periodical articles to the people that she 

encountered on her frequent travels to Europe, in order to concentrate on art 

appraisal.72 

 Although Elliot centres her attention on Italian art, contemporary 

reviewers do not value her assessments. The Athenaeum review of the first 

edition of her book did not commend her approach to works of art. In fact the 
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anonymous reviewer [Edward Wilberforce] finds 'nothing distinctive' about her 

book, since it follows the 'orthodox way' of travelling through Italy and her 'real 

frankness and a considerable show of it' is 'not always with good taste or 

accuracy'. Apart from quarrelling with her artistic judgement, he casts doubt 

on her classical knowledge by questioning her description of spectators at a 

combat of gladiators raising their thumbs to spare life and lowering them in 

order to give the sign of instant death. His conclusion is that: 
Such statements as these may not be surprising when uttered by a casual visitor to 
Rome, but a person who makes them should not write on such a subject. There are 
many others who know a great deal more, and yet keep it to themselves.73 

 

Elliot clearly felt that such an acerbic review from the Athenaeum could not 

remain unanswered and incorporates a Preface to the 1872 edition 'to reply to 

some criticisms on her work'. In fact the only criticism she specifies is 'her 

supposed inaccuracy' regarding the gladiatorial games in the circus. She cites 

Juvenal, Pliny and Gilbert Austen to support her view that the tradition was as 

she had described. Similarly, the following year the book reviewer in the 

Fortnightly Review considers that her new edition is entertaining and 

'vivacious above the common pitch', but 'she is not a specialist in any one 

branch of the tourist's studies', with the result that:  
In scenery and associations, this lady is very bright and good; in art, not so good; at 
least, she falls into such enthusiasms over the technicians and the decadence as 
often overtake untrained susceptibilities in the Roman atmosphere and lead them to 
find most sentiment in the work which was done with least. But, on the whole, it is a 
book to enjoy.74 
 

While there may have been some evidence of gender bias in the reviewers' 

harsh criticism of Elliot's artistic judgment, it had little long-term effect on the 

production of her other travel books on Sicily, Constantinople and Spain 

which used a similar style and were reprinted a number of times. The 

addendum to the second edition of her book primarily shows that she is 

impatient to maintain her position as a competent author on the artistic and 

classical heritage of Italy, and feels herself qualified to do so. 

 Nevertheless, her narrative is in the form of a diary, which leads her to 

describe some experiences in the countryside. Here Elliot's humour and her 
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eye for significant detail becomes apparent, reminiscent of her good friend 

Dickens. At a summer retreat outside Rome she describes, 
…our landlady, the Sora Nena, a huge bulky woman of some forty years old, who 
amuses her leisure by drinking the good vino sincero all day. This excellent lady is 
distinguished by a certain unsteadiness in her legs, and a misty, vague expression in 
her eyes, when (a gaudy handkerchief flying from her head) she descends into the 
yard to take the air after the sun has set … fowls all flock around her in a joyous 
chorus, and jump on her head and shoulders – a delicate attention she rewards with 
some corn. She settles down finally near the hen-house door into a state of drowsy 
unconsciousness, and faintly calls at intervals for Rosa, her maid, who at length 
comes to fetch her home. (p.317) 
 

In such sketches the characters are granted little direct speech, which 

maintains Elliot's authority by keeping her at the centre of the narrative. 

However, as a general rule, food and lodgings are incidental to her 

experience. When a travelling companion from the coach complains that the 

inn food is unpalatable, she agrees, but expresses her position by countering 

that: 'At such a place as Rome I could, I think, live on leather' (p.48). As a 

contrast to her obvious enthusiasm for Rome's historical past, she finds the 

residents moving through the Forum are 'wholly regardless of the celebrated 

scene of their ancestors' greatest triumphs'. However she is sufficiently liberal 

to acknowledge that the Forum is now a functional space, a cattle market, 

and, '(w)e are not given to studying English history in Smithfield' (p.81). 

Elliot's nostalgic perspective for the past rather than the present-day is not 

uncommon among foreign visitors at a time when enthusiasm for the classical 

inheritance of Italy tended to predominate. Even Dickens, with his endless 

curiosity for daily life, nevertheless succumbed to a sense of cultural 

nostalgia, seeing 'history in every stone that strews the ground' along the 

Appian Way.75 Later writers, such as John Addington Symonds in his 

Sketches and Studies in Italy (1879), were still surrendering to classical 

nostalgia, as when he crosses the plain from Salerno to Paestum with the 

words of Virgil's 'Georgics' ringing in his ears.76 Emphasis on the classics as 

the foundation of a fine education coloured their judgement and meant that 
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some writers, Elliot included, found it difficult to see modern Italians as 

anything other than a diminished race.77  

 One group of individuals, however, do play a more prominent role in 

Elliot's writing on Italy: the clergy. In her efforts to appraise as much Italian art 

as possible, she encounters a number of Roman Catholic priests and friars 

during her many visits to churches and cathedrals. But they remain incidental 

to her artistic activities, acting more as door-keepers than guides. It is the 

conduct of the Roman Catholic clergy that she witnesses during her 

attendance at church services which often amuses her. In common with many 

British travellers, she has mixed feelings about the all-embracing religion of 

Italy. One reason for their aversion was distaste for the elaborate ritual 

surrounding Catholic services, which Elliot shares, given her close 

association with the Anti-Tractarian movement through her husband. To a 

Protestant mentality the demeanour of the Catholic clergy lacked the austerity 

that they associated with religious worship, and the costumes and drama 

appeared to border on theatricality. Even though she attends many services 

and has pleasing audiences with Cardinal Antonelli and the Pope, Elliot finds 

little to admire in the Roman Catholic religion. Invited to a blessing for an 

English abbot-elect in the church of St Gregory, she finds the ceremony, 

which 'lasted five entire hours' to be wearisome, relieved only by her 

amusement at the highly structured dress codes that accompanied it. The 

disrobing of the abbot-elect reminds her of 'the clown at Astley's'. The cardinal 

'began in black, changed into red, and finally came out very splendid in 

purple' (pp.102-1). But it is the peripheral performers who distract her most: 
One fat Benedictine monk in attendance on him nearly underwent strangulation in 
the process of dressing. He could not get into his clothes on any terms, and 
performed agonising gymnastics, which caused him to look very red in the face all 
the morning afterwards. Then others could not find the strings to tie on their 
vestment, and left them hanging down behind on the black sottane like untidy 
schoolboys. Altogether there was no end of confusion. (p.121) 

 

Such an evident lack of dignity is in contrast to her audience with the Pope, 

when, although a self-confessed heretic (p.121), she is awed by the 'halo of 
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kindness and benevolence' which hovers around him and impressed by being 

able to kiss his ring when the previous Pope Gregory had only submitted to 

having his foot kissed, the orthodox salutation at Papal audiences (p.135). 

Thus although Elliot brings a hostile point of view to her observation of the 

Roman Catholic clergy, which manifests as mockery, her class-

consciousness and emphasis on refinement means that she is unable to 

remain completely unaffected by the patrician demeanour of their iconic 

figurehead. 

 Where Elliot often distances herself from the Italian people and 

maintains a self-important and ironic tone to her account, Eyre, in walking 

from village to village, is continually involved in local life and remains more 

genial in her approach. Her choice of locomotion brings a sense of freedom 

which translates into her having a more open attitude than Elliot towards the 

people she encounters. Robin Jarvis has examined the rise of pedestrianism 

in the 1780s and 1790s which later came to be practised with 'religious 

fervour' by the Victorian middle classes. What caused walking to become 

redefined as voluntary travel, as opposed to being a necessity in the lives of 

the working classes, was that walking affirmed 'a radical assertion of 

autonomy … a desired freedom from context … Freedom, finally from a 

culturally defined and circumscribed self'.78 While it would be unsustainable to 

suggest that being a pedestrian generated any radical change in how Eyre 

viewed society, the pace and flexibility of her itinerary provided enhanced 

opportunity for observation and reflection on what she sees. Unlike Elliot, she 

manages to free herself from a sense of outrage at the excesses of Roman 

Catholicism when she attends a 'grand ceremony' at a church of the 

Carmelite friars. Although unable to understand Latin, and not admiring the 

'tawdry decorations' and 'artificial flowers', she finds the ceremony and the 

monks clothed in brown serge to be 'very picturesque' (p.241-2). Further she 

is moved by the symbolism: there is 'something solemn and affecting in the 

ceremony when, at its close, each silently put out his light', an action which 

she finds 'to be strangely significative of human life' (p.242). Rather than 

                                            
78 Robin Jarvis, Romantic Writing and Pedestrian Travel (Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1997), 
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succumbing to a determined self-righteous approach when Eyre observes a 

Catholic space of worship and the devotion of the monks, she is moved to 

find equivalences between different cultures in their contemplation of 

mortality. 

 It was the poetry of Wordsworth which gave walking its Romantic allure 

and led to the association of pedestrian travel with spiritual renewal and 

intellectual growth. Eyre makes a link to the famous poet by referring to an 

occasion when he told her about 'the English lakes being quite as beautiful as 

the Swiss ones' since 'the human eye can only take in a certain extent of 

vision' (p.299).79 Walking gives her the opportunity, as it did to Wordsworth, 

for careful observation and reflection on what she sees. She describes 

mountain scenery with the mixture of awe and wonder associated with 

Edmund Burke's notion of the 'sublime':80 
From the signal-staff on the Bédat I looked, as I sat, upon a magnificent panorama of 
hills piled upon hills, and mountain towering above mountain in solemn, sublime 
majesty, all keenly glittering, white, clear and distinct and pure as angels' robes, 
against the blue of the summer-like sky. (p.190) 
 

But she tempers her Romantic predisposition with her social observations, 

since being in the mountains gives her the opportunity to reflect on the 

peasants' perspective in their isolated environment. She becomes aware that 

the Pyrenean peasant does not share her, or Wordworth's, Romantic view of 

mountains. What she would regard as awesome, the peasants see as an 

uncomplicated element of their life, basing their judgements not on aesthetics 

but rather on functionality. Accompanying a farmer who was planting potatoes 

on the slopes of a mountain, she relates, 
… as he went along the peasant told me the names of some of the smaller 
mountains. There was the Twelve o'clock Mountain, so called because, when the 
sun rested just above that, it was always twelve o'clock; and the Four o'clock 
Mountain, and many others. But numbers in this range have no name; and when 
they have, the peasants do not always know them. 'C'est la montagne', is often the 
only answer you can get to a question about their nomenclature. (p.163) 

 

                                            
79 Examination of Wordsworth's letters reveals no details of this encounter. It is probable that 
Mary Eyre was one of the many casual visitors who called on the famous poet, particularly 
during his later years. See William Wordsworth and Dorothy Wordsworth, The Letters of 
William and Dorothy Wordsworth, ed. Ernest de Selincourt, 8 vols. (Oxford: Clarendon, 
1993). 
80 For a comprehensive analysis, see Philip Shaw, The Sublime (London: Routledge, 2006). 
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Moreover, the juxtaposition of such passages in Eyre's account points to the 

transition that was taking place in the nineteenth century as a disconnection 

between work and leisure began to develop. Urry observes that the central 

characteristic of tourism was that many in the population began to 'travel 

somewhere else to gaze upon it and stay there for reasons basically 

unconnected with work'.81 Eyre's visualisation of mountain scenery, based on 

the intertextuality of literature and her ability to travel, contrasts with how the 

French peasants construct their worldview, founded on utility and daily work. 

Her examples bring to mind the representation of the tourist as a figure 

estranged from 'the authentic'.82 As train travel, mass tourism and other 

amenities such as luxury hotels removed travellers from direct contact with 

local people, Eyre's walking enables her to overcome the separation that was 

occurring between tourists and residents, and to maintain contact with what 

was authentically foreign about an overseas environment.  

 

Interpreting Art and Music 
 Using their interest in the aesthetic aspects of Italian and French 

culture, the two women travellers build on the positive symbolic values 

associated with cultural tourism and base their credibility on informed 

discussion of their chosen topics. In their efforts at self-distinction, the women 

epitomise polarised attempts to establish cultural credibility. Whereas Eyre 

takes a more modern anthropological approach in recording the culture and 

popular airs of the Pyrenees, Elliot adopts the more dated position of being a 

member of the cultured élite. While Eyre explores the sense of community 

that springs from the Pyreneans' shared folksongs, which is in danger of 

being lost as a traditional oral culture is displaced, Elliot becomes involved in 

the passionate arguments during the nineteenth century that were swirling 

around Italian artistic achievement and deliberately takes a challenging 

position on features of Italian art. She is scrupulous in visiting as many 

churches and galleries as possible in order to present her comprehensive 
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review that locates Renaissance painters in her particular hierarchy of good 

taste, and is not inhibited about defending her assessments.   

 Buzard has examined the tactics that travel writers used in order to 

maintain a raison d'être for their genre at a time when the redundancy of 

certain kinds of travel writing seemed apparent. He writes that: 
An alternative to searching out still-uncharted European places to describe – which 
amounted to a willed marginality – was to challenge description as such, putting a 
premium on one's 'impressions' of the most familiar places.83 

 

Elliot puts a premium on her 'impressions' at a time when a new appreciation 

of High Renaissance art was displacing the Christian Gothic revivalist style of 

the 1850s. But in doing so, she demonstrates that in fact she is resistant to 

change since she is relying on the concept of class-based 'good taste' that 

was gradually becoming outmoded. Her pseudo-aristocratic approach 

therefore appears more old-fashioned than Eyre, who, with her interest in 

social anthropology, shows herself to be more modern. For her part, Eyre is 

prepared to accept her 'willed marginality', as Buzard puts it, in order to 

experience the Pyrenean way of life and collect a representative sample of 

folksongs. She recognises that the best way to accomplish this is to visit more 

isolated locations and experience the local culture. Moreover in her quest for 

authentic knowledge she is willing to consult experts, such as the pastor of 

Bagnères (p.347), who was an acknowledged authority on indigenous culture.  

 For Elliot, her discussions on Italian art reflect the constant debates 

about the Renaissance period that were a feature of nineteenth-century 

literature.84 While influential British scholars such as Pugin and Ruskin were 

altering the way in which art and architecture of the Renaissance were 

regarded, the era was also being shaped in poetry and fiction by writers such 

as Browning and George Eliot. Taking a determined stance on the art that 

she views Elliot tries to position herself as yet another persuasive critic in a 

long line of British writers who judged Italian painting. However it must be said 
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that Elliot was far from being a unique or creative analyst in her judgement of 

art. She was following what became group trends of the time, and her 

assessments can be traced to a range of attitudes from the period when she 

was writing. In identifying the divergence of views that characterised what he 

terms the 'myth' of the Renaissance, J. B. Bullen observes that the reason for 

this contradiction is that in the mid-nineteenth century the concept was 

relatively new and therefore unstable. Whereas the historical terms fifteenth 

and sixteenth centuries marked periods of time, the substantive concept 

'Renaissance' gathered together a 'plurality of signifiers' which made it open 

to contradictory interpretations.85 In the hands of Victorian writers, views on 

art from the period became highly polarised as religious and political values 

came into conflict with the ideas of intellectual liberty that some traced to the 

Renaissance. The controversy was fuelled by an increasing emphasis on 

Italian art in British collections. Hilary Fraser charts the expanding British 

interest in Italian art through the policies of Charles Eastlake at the National 

Gallery, the activities of the Arundel Society, and the colonies of British 

tourists who visited Florence, Rome and Naples, where they appropriated 

Italian art for their private collections.86 This led, Fraser suggests, to a 

metaphorical colonisation of Italian culture in British literary representations.  

 Elliot taps into the pervading spirit of colonisation by shaping her 

account to argue against valuing art for how it looks but instead to regard it on 

the basis of what it says to the viewer. This coincided with a growing interest 

in 'Expression' during the 1850s, which is when her original periodical articles 

were published. However the fact that she had not altered her opinions on art 

between that time and their later release in book form points to the somewhat 

dated style that pervades her counter-narrative. She is attempting to enter the 

debates but using an outmoded approach, since the influence of important art 

critics such as Anna Jameson and John Ruskin is evident, as they in turn had 

been influenced by Alexis-François Rio. It was Rio's Poetry of Christian Art 

(1836) which effected an important change in the evaluation of early Italian art 
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works by characterising Renaissance art as degenerate and profane.87 

Jameson had published several influential titles on Italian art, the most 

celebrated of which was Sacred and Legendary Art in 1848, whose purpose 

was to satisfy a growing interest in the early masters. However, as Judith 

Johnston points out, Jameson 'Victorianised her accounts' and her writing 'is 

considerably influenced by the imperial process of redefining the works of art 

in terms of Victorian morality'.88 This leads to Jameson's assessments being 

affected by her moral judgements on the painter's lives and behaviour. 

Although different in his approach, Ruskin's writing is similarly tied to 

concepts of Victorian morality. In common with the Pre-Raphaelite painters, 

Ruskin saw the Middle Ages as pure and noble and the Renaissance as 

decadent and corrupt. His obsessive concern was to explain his dedication to 

art in religious terms. The idea that art expressed moral qualities and that 

moral qualities were the essence of beauty, aroused in Ruskin a life-long 

mission to awaken the English public to the Christian virtues of the primitives 

and to the pagan iniquities of the Cinquecento heroes.89 Although by the end 

of the century there had been a reaction against this way of experiencing art 

in the writing of Walter Pater and Henry James, in the middle decades what 

mattered most was that the language of artistic expression addressed the 

question of Christian virtues. 

 It is into these passionate debates about Italian art that Elliot immerses 

herself in her writings, and at times she adopts a similar response to Jameson 

and Ruskin in stressing the role of Christian expression in art. Thus, painters 

such as 'the blessed Fra Angelico … seem to have devoted their talents 

entirely to God, and to have made painting the subject of their most earnest 

prayers' (p.60).90 But evidence of Christian morality is only one of the 

parameters that Elliot draws on to assess a work's merit. At other times her 

thoroughly oppositional style becomes overt. In the Borghese Gallery, as she 

reviews each painting in turn, she admits: 

                                            
87 Fraser, p.98. 
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89 Pemble, p.205. 
90 As the epitome of an 'early' Italian artist, Fra Angelico was for many Victorians a painter 
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I have generally an objection to chefs-d'oeuvre, and will frankly confess that I care 
neither for Raphael's ''Entombment'' – to my mind a feeble, inexpressive group … or 
for Correggio's ''Danaë'' … To me she appears a mincing, ill-limbed, quite 
unattractive nymph – ungracefully sprawling on a couch, and not at all worthy the 
fuss Jupiter made about her. (p.175) 
 

What draws her attention is Raphael's portrait called ''Caesar Borgia'',  
 

… where the painter has evoked so vivid and imposing a likeness of that depraved 
but romantic man, who horrifies yet delights one by the alternate depths of 
wickedness and bravery, of cruelty and intellect, that chequer his life. There, 
encased in that frame, he stands; and every one who has ever heard his once 
dreaded name can read his character in those bold, commanding eyes, which seem 
to follow one round the room like an evil spirit. (p.175) 

 

Thus one of Elliot's guiding principles in estimating a work's appeal appears 

to be the realism of the painting, bound up with her sense of the Romantic 

and what Bullen identifies as 'the notorious development of ''self culture'' in 

the mid-nineteenth century', which was a rebellion against a society that was 

felt to be progressively repressive, grey, and conformist.91 As her narrated 

journey takes her from Siena to Perugia and Assisi, culminating in a 

prolonged stay at Rome in order to scrutinise church frescos and noble 

collections, she is captivated by old pictures of angels and saints, madonnas 

and martyrs. At times she pauses to comment on architecture and landscape, 

but it is in her views on painting where she is most passionate and didactic. 

Moreover, as previously noted, these views do not alter in the years that fall 

between her periodical articles appearing in mid-century and the publication 

of her book in 1871, some seventeen years later, even though she continues 

to live in Italy. The tenor of her comments may be changed, no doubt due to 

judicious editing, but her idea on what constitutes worthwhile art remains 

resolute. 

 There is less pedagogic motivation in Eyre's narrative. She takes the 

reader along as a fellow-adventurer rather than a pupil, in keeping with the 

more amateur approach to travelling that emerged in the nineteenth century. 

Her interest in botany, for example, is not scholarly: the flowers she collects 

are those growing on hillsides and she confesses to not knowing the Latin 

names for many of them. Likewise moths and butterflies appear more brilliant 

with 'light glancing on them as they fly' rather than 'impaled in a naturalist's 
                                            
91 Bullen, p.13. 
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cabinet (p.395). She adopts a similar amateur approach to gathering a small 

number of folk-songs: 
So far as I know, few of the legends, and none of the beautiful airs and poetry of the 
country have ever found their way into English print; and yet the Pyreneans have 
their poet, who is as much a true, and as popular among them as Burns with us, but 
Despourrins is scarcely know in England by name. Had time served … other equally 
beautiful and little-known gems of music and song might have been given. The 
difficulty was where so much was beautiful to select. (p.ix) 

 

Nevertheless her candour is engaging, as when she admits to taking 'a few 

liberties' in her translations from the French patois of the lyrics:  
I have done the best I could – if not the best that could be done … I had no great 
means to spend in prosecuting my researches, and buying books, and I found it 
impossible to procure a good grammar, while no patois dictionary is yet published, 
and I did not remain long enough in the country … to acquire their language orally. 
(p.348) 

 

Rather than adopting what Buzard has termed 'self-aggrandizing anti-touristic' 

gestures, which are evident in Elliot's text, Eyre is comfortable with a more 

modest approach.92 When she seeks out little-explored regions, her 

commonplace mode of travel coincides with her areas of interest. As Anne 

Wallace has noted, the idea of a peripatetic mode of travel links to ideals 

which imagine 'excursive walking as a cultivating labour capable of renovating 

both the individual and his society by recollecting and expressing past 

value'.93 During this period economic changes and rural exodus were altering 

the social structure and diversity within rural communities in France, and 

much of the social and occupational complexity of agricultural communities 

was beginning to disappear.94 As Eyre records regional diversity, she is also 

preserving pocket cultures that are in danger of losing their character as the 

transport revolution progressed through France, transforming rural areas. 

 Equally her research connects with what was a growing interest during 

the latter half of the century among professional composers to record national 

music, as well legendary and folk material generally.95 Christopher Murray 
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suggests that employing melodies from folk songs was considered a 'patriotic 

duty' for Russian composers such as Borodin, Mussorgsky and Rimski-

Korsakov. Listz orchestrated Hungarian folksongs, Chopin's polonaises and 

mazurkas took inspiration from Polish folk dances, and Brahms included 

arrangements of folk songs in his Lieder. Further, Murray proposes that 

during the Romantic era the interest in folk music 'was a natural result of the 

rise of individual European nations as political and cultural entities'.96 The 

diverse nature of the dances and 'airs' that Eyre registers results from the 

region being earlier a part of Spain and, as Violet Alford chronicles, the 

department called Pyrénées-Orientales 'has been handed backwards and 

forwards between Spain and France by political treaties unconcerned with the 

human element involved'.97 In selecting what were the most popular folk 

songs for documentation Eyre is faced with a daunting project, since 'every 

event that takes place in a village becomes the subject of song and verse' 

and songs are transmitted orally from one generation to another (p.346). Her 

comments record the tradition of using folk tales and songs to convey the 

views and values of a community, as Jan Vansina investigates in his study.98 

In an oral tradition, events concerning cultural heritage or the effects of 

natural phenomena become easier to remember when they are recorded as a 

narrative, as in a folk song, rather than a series of facts.  

 Moreover musical knowledge was an acceptable expertise for a 

gentlewoman, and Eyre is able to bring out into the open what had been part 

of the private sphere for so long. Musical ability in women was becoming 

more public as the century progressed. Derek Hyde points to the emergence 

of women musicians in the nineteenth century as 'but an aspect of the greater 

dissemination and practice of music that both the French Revolution and the 

Industrial Revolution brought in their wake'.99 Eyre's contribution is on a 
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g melody.  

lesser scale than the women musicians and singers who were attempting to 

enter into the male-dominated world of music, but she is nevertheless part of 

the general trend towards greater freedom and opportunity for women, which 

saw them bring a distinctive perspective to the art of music. As a 

consequence, although Eyre is putting her status as genteel in question when 

she adopts an unconventional method of travelling through the countryside, 

conversely she is reinforcing her status by indicating that she has had musical 

training and retains a ladylike faculty for discriminatin

 Both women position their writing to appeal to a readership that was 

well-supplied, if not satiated, with travel accounts of journeys through 

European countries. They were moderately successful insofar as they were 

subsequently commissioned by their editors to produce sequels. Eyre is 

content with writing one more; Elliot continues to adapt her writing formula to 

other locations and also produces fiction based on her success as a travel 

writer. Although Eyre adopts a more modern approach with her awareness of 

social anthropology, there was evidently still a market for Elliot's more dated 

style of sophisticated and opinionated commentary on Italian art, as a 

counterpoint to the anonymous assessment that was available in 

conventional guidebooks. While not unique in her judgements of the people 

and places she visits, nor in the evaluation that she presents of Italian art, 

Elliot arranges her counter-narrative to appeal to a bourgeois audience by 

taking up a strong position on all the impressions that she records and 

constructing herself as an earlier archetype: the 'idle woman'. Interestingly, 

Eyre touches on the topic of idleness in her Preface. She delineates 'the idle' 

as those 'who are most eager for change, simply because they may possibly 

gain somewhat, and they have nothing to lose' (p.viii). She, in contrast, is 

more interested in conserving cultural characteristics, by walking through the 

French countryside and creating a record before regional integrity vanishes. 

Thus both women make use of the concept: Frances Elliot to authorise it and 

Mary Eyre to set it as a contrast to her energetic approach to life. Idleness is 

not a concept that would have interested Emily Innes who forms the subject 

of the final case study. A strong sense emerges in her counter-narrative that, 

whatever the circumstances, she relishes taking an active part. 



C H A P T E R   S I X   
 

Emily Innes and Isabella Bird 
 

 
A Change of Policy 
 Following on from the situation outlined in Chapter Two in which the 

East India Company consolidated its position on the Indian sub-continent, 

British commerce and regional influence moved south-east from India to 

found new enclaves and expand new markets. However, it would be a 

misrepresentation of events to suggest that British influence spread over Asia 

in a coordinated programme of penetration. Rather, the use of power was 

opportunistic, and generally with little regard for the ultimate consequences.1 

As was seen in the earlier case study on India, during the nineteenth century 

the British government increasingly believed that they understood the 

workings of Asian societies, recognised their weaknesses, and could remedy 

such limitations. Consequently as the century progressed most of the fears 

concerning settlement in Asia began to dissipate. Whereas in earlier times the 

'East' had been regarded as liable to corrupt Western colonisers with vices of 

luxury and despotism, it now came to be seen more and more as inferior and 

backward. A belief developed in organisations such as the Colonial Office that 

intervention was more likely to carry progress and benefits to Asia rather than 

weaken the integrity of those in command. Moreover interests in trade and 

investment tended to predominate. At times they became so substantial as to 

dwarf other concerns, as will be appreciated in this chapter on Emily Innes 

and Isabella Bird, which reviews at the outset the escalating British 

involvement in the Malay States that preceded their arrival.2  
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World in the Age of Enlightenment (London: Dent, 1982), p.156. 
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Lady. (1883; Singapore: Oxford University Press, 1990). All subsequent references are to 
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 There were two aspects of the Malay States' situation which combined 

to generate interest in the region in the nineteenth century: mineral reserves 

and geographic position. The richness of its natural resources was an 

important factor in the early development of trade within the Malay 

archipelago. Rainforest trees supplied aromatic woods, resins and rattans 

while mineral deposits, mined from early times, led to settlements along the 

main rivers. Accordingly, each river system formed a separate unit with its 

own ruling family.3 Although not considered an important source of the metal 

today, in earlier times Malayan gold deposits were of sufficient importance to 

warrant the appellation 'Golden Khersonese' by Greek geographers.4 Less 

valuable than gold, but more extensively found, was tin. Until the end of the 

eighteenth century tin mining remained a Malay industry, controlled by 

members of the royal families who financed operations and levied tributes on 

its production and export. A fundamental change to the structure of Malayan 

society occurred in the nineteenth century with the establishment of British 

settlements in Penang, Malacca and Singapore which led to the opening of 

the tin trade to private individuals. Chinese finance, labour and mining 

techniques were introduced into the industry.5 As a consequence, although 

the tin mines were situated away from the traditional Malay areas of 

settlement, the mass importation of Chinese male labourers disrupted the 

former leisurely, stable style of the local communities. The labourers were 

organised under Chinese captains who headed rival secret societies, and 

these associations often supported rival Malay chiefs in times of dynastic 

disputes.6 

 With regard to geographic location, from the time when Penang was 

occupied in 1786, the British East India Company had regarded its 
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settlements in Malaya primarily as ports of call and trading stations on the 

route to China. Located on the convergence of two major sea routes, the 

geographic position of the Malay archipelago meant that it was linked to the 

great markets of India and China by the annual monsoon wind systems.7 

Under the political settlement that followed the Napoleonic War, the Dutch 

regained their possessions in Indonesia and Britain held the three ports of 

Singapore, Penang and Malacca in the Straits of Malacca to secure the sea 

route to China. At the time the jurisdiction of the colonial government in India 

extended over a number of overseas dependencies in Asia. These included 

the Straits Settlements, as the three ports came to be known, with Singapore 

as its capital. The region was safeguarded from the rear by an exclusive 

British sphere of influence in the hinterland of Malaya.8 Although from time to 

time the Indian Government needed to relax its policy of non-interference and 

settle disputes between the Settlements' neighbours in order to prevent 

unrest from obstructing trade, in general until the 1870s British government 

interest in the Malay Peninsula remained peripheral.9 However, this policy of 

non-intervention ran contrary to the interests of Straits Settlements 

merchants. They advocated extension of British control over the Malay States 

in view of their confidence in the wealth of the region and their conviction that 

it could sustain far more trade. However to increase commerce they needed 

political stability within the states and improved administrative standards.  

 With the restructuring that followed the sepoy rebellion known as the 

Indian 'Mutiny', the Straits Settlements were constituted as a Crown Colony in 

1867 under the overall control of the Colonial Office in London, and with the 

administrative headquarters in Singapore. Moreover their elevation to the 

level of a Crown Colony is an indication of the rapidly-developing importance 

of tin exports. In the 1860s there was an expansion of the tin-plate industry in 
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Britain which led to a strong demand for tin.10 Food preserved in tin cans was 

needed to feed the growing population of the industrial towns.11 However 

apprehension was increasing among Singapore merchants over the future of 

their trans-shipment trade, since the appearance of steam ships as freight 

carriers coupled with the extension of the telegraph was enabling European 

shippers to circumvent the traditional export agencies.12 A further 

complication was the opening of the Suez Canal in 1869 which, as noted in 

Chapter Four, shortened sea voyages and made it easier to ship directly to 

the East. The remedy appeared to lie in opening up additional areas for 

expanding trade in the Malayan hinterland. If political stability could be 

assured, the administration of the Straits Settlements hoped to encourage 

existing mining enterprises and to intensify exploration by attracting European 

capital. A Straits Settlements Association lobbied Parliament in London, and a 

letter sent to the Colonial Office rumoured that the smaller states of the 

peninsula would seek security from Germany if British protection was not 

forthcoming. In addition a Raja in Perak requested assistance from the British 

to secure his succession and control the warring Chinese societies that were 

threatening the tin trade. The Secretary of State, Lord Kimberley, issued 

instructions to the Governor in Singapore, Sir Andrew Clarke, to 'report' to him 

on what steps could be taken to restore peace and secure protection for 

trade.13 A younger man than the previous Governor, Clarke was known as 'a 

strong Imperialist'.14 He acted first and reported back later, although Gullick 

suggests that he had a shrewd grasp of how the Colonial Office would react 

to this initiative.15 He summoned a meeting with the Perak chiefs and 

concluded the Pangkor Engagement with them in January 1874. The treaty 

secured not only the accession of Sultan Abdullah but also agreed to the 
                                            
10 See Wong Lin Ken, "The Malayan Tin Industry" in K. G. Tregonning, Papers on Malayan 
History (Singapore: Journal South-East Asian History, 1962). 
11 J. M. Gullick, Adventures and Encounters : Europeans in South-East Asia (Kuala Lumpur: 
Oxford University Press, 1995), p.xxx. 
12 C. D. Cowan, Nineteenth-Century Malaya : The Origins of British Political Control (London: 
Oxford University Press, 1962), p.24. 
13 For the relevant excerpt from his despatch, see Sadka, p.46. Also SarDesai, p.102. 
14 His years in the Antipodes gave Clarke the belief that it was the Government's duty to 
provide the pioneer and frontier trader with the essentials of public order and administration. 
Cowan, p.177. 
15 J. M. Gullick, Rulers and Residents : Influence and Power in the Malay States, 1870-1920 
(Singapore: Oxford University Press, 1992), p.364. 



 198

appointment of a British official in an advisory capacity. Although the British 

had signed treaties with Malay rulers before, the Pangkor Engagement 

marked the start of a new policy. In return for protection against internal and 

external enemies, the ruler was required to accept a British officer or 

'Resident' who would be accredited to his court. The Resident had specific 

powers with regard to revenue collection and general administration, and his 

advice 'must be acted upon in all questions other than those touching Malay 

religion and custom'.16 By the end of the year similar arrangements were in 

place with Selangor and Sungei Ujong.17 

 However, initially the Malay rulers were unenthusiastic about British 

intervention in their states, since the new system involved not only a loss of 

prestige but also a loss of revenue.18 Neither, in the early years, did the 

British Residents have an exact understanding of what was expected of them. 

It was a period of complex adjustment. In his analysis of the period the 

historian Khoo Kay Kim characterises the changes as 'the replacement of the 

traditional administrative system by a western-type bureaucratic system which 

provided the basic foundation for the development of a capitalist economy'.19 

The uncertainty of the administrative system can be detected in the accounts 

which were written during this early period by writers such as Innes and Bird, 

where they reveal the inconsistencies that were apt to occur as the various 

Residents interpreted their responsibilities in different ways. In avoiding 

interference in 'Malay religion and custom' the treaty failed to appreciate the 

importance of tradition in the society, whereby justice, tax collection and debt-

slavery were all sanctioned by custom, and therefore considered outside the 

scope of the Resident's authority. For a while the British government 

remained reluctant to specify the duties and responsibilities of the Resident. 

The murder of the first Resident of Perak, J.W. Birch, in November 1875 was 

                                            
16 The treaty appears in Appendix A in C. Northcote Parkinson, British Intervention in Malaya, 
1867-1877 (Singapore: University of Malaya Press, 1960), pp.323-5. 
17 For particulars of the correspondence between the Colonial Office and the Straits 
Government during this period, see Chapter II ''The Introduction of Residents'', in Sadka.  
18 In his autobiography, A.E. Anson, Lieutenant-Governor of Penang (1867-82), suggests that 
the sultan and chiefs of Perak had probably accepted the treaty without fully realising what 
they were asked to agree to. See SarDesai, p.105.   
19 Kay Kim Khoo, The Western Malay States, 1850-1873 : The Effects of Commercial 
Development on Malay Politics (Kuala Lumpur: Oxford University Press, 1972), p.226. 
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the catalyst that brought the Malay States under closer British control.20 In a 

characteristic show of force, troops were rushed from India and Hong Kong to 

fight the 'Perak war', three chiefs were executed and the sultan exiled.21 The 

Perak chiefs had incorrectly assumed that once Resident Birch had been 

killed, the British government would lose interest in their territory.22 Of course 

the reverse proved to be the case. Following the incident the British 

Residents became rulers in the true sense, although it took some time for the 

political situation to stabilise. It was during these early years of political 

adjustment in Anglo-Malay relations that James Innes and his wife Emily 

arrived in Selangor. 

 
Seeing the country under different circumstances 
 Undoubtedly the shock of the Indian 'Mutiny' in 1857 and the public 

debates that followed were instrumental in the Colonial Office promoting a 

policy of non-intervention in the Malay States, concentrating on trade rather 

than interfering in cultural practices. As Susan Morgan summarises the British 

government perspective at the time, 'Malaya was the chance to do it right. 

Malaya would be India with a difference'.23 As will be seen, while many 

administrative structures were adopted from systems used in the Indian 

provinces, such as district officers acting as Collectors and Magistrates, the 

practices were adapted to correspond to Malay conditions. In order to 

implement the Pangkor Engagement and establish a British presence in an 

advisory capacity, the British Residents in the three Malay States each had a 

variety of subordinates, such as magistrates, collectors and superintendents 

to administer each area. In 1876 Mr James Innes was appointed Collector 

and Magistrate in Selangor and spent nearly six years in the Malay colonial 

service accompanied by his wife, Emily. He resigned in inauspicious 

circumstances in 1882, when, after disagreements with superiors, he was 

subsequently humiliated by lack of promotion, and so returned to England. 

                                            
20 Supported by a new, ambitious Governor, Sir William Jervois, Birch had clashed in Perak 
with the chiefs over revenue collection and debt-slavery, a practice of forced labour by 
debtors and their families in lieu of unpaid debts. Cowan, pp.224-34. 
21 SarDesai, p.106. 
22 Cowan, p.235. 
23 Morgan, p.144. 
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Emily Innes wrote an account of their time in the Malay States in an attempt 

to exonerate her husband from charges of incompetence, and to make a case 

for payment of compensation for his six years' service which had been denied 

to him. Boldly, she entitled her publication The Chersonese with the Gilding 

Off. On the one hand the functioning of the Colonial Office and the wrongs 

perpetuated by former superiors are important elements in her testimony. On 

the other, there is the influential role played by the travel writer Isabella Bird, 

who had visited the region during the Innes' time there. In examining Innes' 

counter-narrative it is clear that Bird's published account of her travels 

through the Malay States had a considerable effect on how Innes shaped her 

account.  

  In 1879, on her way back to England after spending seven months in 

Japan, Isabella Bird interrupted her sea voyage in Singapore. While there, 

following an unexpected invitation from the Colonial Secretary, she made a 

spontaneous decision to visit the Malay States with assistance from the 

various consular officials residing there. Her eagerness to break her journey 

is a symptom of what Ali Behdad characterises as the sense of 'belatedness' 

that travellers felt in the later part of the nineteenth century: the difficulty of 

'finding an elsewhere, of finding alternative horizons to explore', as previously 

noted.24 But rather than adopting the nostalgic attitude that Behdad examines 

in other travel writers, Bird was eager to explore the new territory which had 

only recently come under British management. Chaperoned and fêted during 

her five-week stay, she came away suitably charmed, and her resultant 

essays reflect her confident position as a respected travel writer. The Golden 

Chersonese and the Way Thither comprises twenty-three letters to her sister 

'written on the spot' (p.ix) and interspersed with background chapters on the 

states that she visited, which draw on information from government reports 

and other official papers. In Letter 4 of The Golden Chersonese Bird 

describes travelling along the Langat River with the Resident and his party in 

a 'beautiful steam launch' and stopping to collect the Rajah's heir:  
Afterwards we steamed along the low wooded coast, and then up the Langat river till 
we came to Bukit Jugra, an isolated hill covered with jungle. The landing is up a 
great face of smooth rock, near the top of which is a pretty police station, and higher 

                                            
24 Ali Behdad, Belated Travelers, p.92. 
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still, nearly concealed by bananas and coco-palms, is the large bungalow of the 
revenue officer and police magistrate of Langat. (p.226) 

 
The bungalow a few hundred metres away was the home designed and 

constructed by the Inneses on Jugra Hill. Although Bird stayed there with her 

party, finding it 'large but rambling', this is the closest that the two authors' 

paths came to crossing, as during the period from August 1878 to May 1880 

the Magistrate and his wife were in Durian Sabatang. 

 An understanding of The Gilding Off can begin paradoxically at the 

persuasive dialogic conclusion in the final chapter. Here Innes invokes Bird 

directly at a significant moment in the narrative, praising her account but 

noting the complete contrast between the two representations. She maintains 

that both depictions of the Malay States are 'perfectly and literally true' but 

they simply 'saw the Malayan country under totally different circumstances' 

(v.2 p.242). It is this divergence between the two narratives and the effect that 

Bird's version had on Innes' self-image that is significant for this chapter. 

Although there was never a face-to-face meeting when Bird visited in 1879, 

the traveller's presence in the Malay States caused Innes to later reflect on 

her own circumstances when she read Bird's account. The contrast in their 

situations not only highlighted for Innes the hardships that she had 

experienced but also alerted her to her personal limitations and the 

contradictions that had been a function of her position.  As the wife of a junior 

collector she had been closely involved with the world of colonialism, but she 

was not officially part of it. Further, the characteristic mobility and visibility of 

the famous travel writer contrasted with Innes' unsatisfactory situation as an 

unacknowledged member of a colonial outpost, and subsequently this 

contrast was significant in transforming Innes' sense of self, and establishing 

a new identity for her as an author and chronicler of the colonial situation in 

the Malay States.  

 Unlike Bird's other books, which were adventure travelogues mainly 

situated beyond the outer limits of the British Empire, the section on the 

Malay States in The Golden Chersonese could be termed a semi-official tour. 

During her five-week visit, Bird stayed in each state with the British Resident, 

so that she was under their patronage when she travelled through the 
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country. When she communicates background information in the introductory 

chapter to each state, this has been taken from government publications, 

such as Blue Books, and the writings of senior colonial officers, such as the 

renowned Frank Swettenham (p.270).25 Reproducing government sources 

Bird provides statistics and background information in the introductory 

chapters to each of the Malay States that she visits. She reports that in 

Sungei Ujong the 'present system … gives them security and peace' (p.161) 

and in Selangor the outlook 'appears to be a peaceful one', once the 

'anomalies of law and taxation' have been reformed (p.213). Apart from the 

expenses still to be paid for the recent 'Perak war' which is restricting 

infrastructure development, she indicates that prospects in Perak are 

generally favourable and that the state is in the capable hands of Low and 

Maxwell, two accomplished Malay-speakers, who 'in the main have reconciled 

the people to the new order of things' (p.272). Generally supportive of the 

British approaches to government that she witnesses, Bird dwells on details 

of the economy and aspects of her environment rather than engage in any 

controversies regarding her hosts. Although she once refers to the 'risk of 

seeing things through official spectacles' (p.324), it is true to say that most of 

the political information that she transmits has passed through an official filter 

and is in consequence sympathetic to Colonial Office policy. 

 By directly borrowing from the title of the earlier book to publicise her 

version, Innes' account promises to openly confront Bird's narrative and to 

remove the embellishment that she felt the travel writer had given to the harsh 

living conditions confronting colonial officers and their wives. In fact Innes 

refrains from opposing the celebrated travel writer directly. Instead she 

manages to differentiate her work from Bird's by making it more lively and 

closer to the reality of being in the lived space of the Malay States.  In this 

way she destabilises, and goes some way to discrediting, the justifications 

that Bird has offered for the British presence there. As the narrator, Innes 

positions herself as producing a 'truthful' representation of life in the 

archipelago based on what she saw there. Her insistence on the value of her 
                                            
25 One of the first Commissioners appointed with the signing of the Pangkor Engagement, 
Swettenham was one of the most effective administrators of the Malay States. See Cowan; 
Sadka. 
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personal experience imparts authority to her narrative, even as she 

contradicts the genre expectations of travel writing in the nineteenth century 

by finding little to celebrate in the mud-swamps where she lives. In particular 

contrast to Bird, Innes adopts a critical perspective regarding the functioning 

of the colonial system. As Morgan has demonstrated, Innes does not 

represent the colonial government through the 'framework of bourgeois 

familial ideology', as Bird seeks to do. The hermeneutic framework of The 

Gilding Off is drawn from the professional sphere of experience and Innes' 

writing adopts a completely different approach: that the Colonial Office is not 

a family, it is a company, focused on the economics of trade. As a result in 

Innes' view, the key British administrators are not relatives or elders to be 

treated with respect, they are bosses.26 Tamara Wagner has defined an 

emphasis on the benign aspects of commerce as 'Romantic commercialism', 

and traces the classifying of imperialist ventures as civilising relationships 

back to 'eighteenth-century economic theories of a mutually beneficial self-

interest'.27 Mary Quilty examines how, in the same period, the idea of 

mutually beneficial self-interest gave the newly fashionable liberal economics 

its morality.28 Accordingly in the Malay States, as elsewhere, British colonial 

expansion proceeded in the nineteenth century on the assumption that 

interaction and trade would bring mutually beneficial effects.29 But Innes 

reveals the limits of such a discursive position. Writing from what could be 

seen as an economic determinist standpoint, that political decisions are 

governed by the requirements of commerce, Innes views the events 

surrounding her time in the Malay States from a frank and unsympathetic 

perspective. On the basis of her experience she feels justified in exposing the 

many inequities in the system, particularly when she deems the 
                                            
26 Morgan, p.171. 
27 See the example of Raffles' argument for the founding of Singapore, in Tamara Wagner, 
Occidentalism in Novels of Malaysia and Singapore, 1819-2004 (Lewiston: Edwin Mellen, 
2005), pp.67-8. 
28 Adam Smith characterised the overall benefit resulting from the myriad acts of individual 
self interest as an 'invisible hand' guiding society. Mary Catherine Quilty, Textual Empires : A 
Reading of Early British Histories of Southeast Asia (Clayton: Monash Asia Institute, 1998), 
p.85. 
29 For analysis of the repression of contradictions between the 'civilising mission' and 
economic exploitation in narrative, see Fredric Jameson, The Political Unconscious, 
p.129.Fredric Jameson, The Political Unconscious : Narrative as a Socially Symbolic Act 
(Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1981), p.129. 
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circumstances surrounding her husband's dismissal to be unreasonable. The 

result is that, even as Innes is careful to affirm the accuracy of Bird's 

overview, in view of the circumstances of her visit and the access that the 

well-known traveller had to government reports, she problematises Bird's 

summary of the situation by exposing the shortcomings of her vision. 

Moreover by Bird relying on the colonial administration to arrange her visit, 

Innes more or less suggests that her counterpart has surrendered her 

independence as a writer. 

 
Reconciling Advice with Administration 
 Apart from the prolonged controversy surrounding issues of 

responsibility for the Perak war, a number of problems emerged in the early 

years of administering the Resident system.30 It proved more difficult than 

anticipated to adapt the concept of indirect rule to long-established customs 

and traditions. For, as Governor Robinson (1877-9) acknowledged 

subsequently in correspondence with the Resident of Perak, advice to the 

Ruler was merely a 'fiction' to cover direct intervention in the government of 

the state.31 The women narrators both refer to the difficulties that such a 

'fiction' produced for those who were living there. With very little revenue in 

the beginning, the British had problems promoting order and efficiency in the 

states while at the same time trying to maintain harmony with native customs. 

Some years later Swettenham revealed how poorly officials were supported: 

not only at first were there no Residencies, with Birch living on a boat, but 

with no precedents in place for guidance, a Resident was expected to evolve 

systems 'out of his consciousness', the only guidance being that he was an 

adviser not a ruler.32 The Inneses are affected in two ways by the instability of 

this epoch of colonial relations in the Malay States. On the one hand a post 

similar to the one offered to James Innes, which carried a low pay scale, no 

pension and no assurance of permanent employment, was a precarious 

                                            
30 Details of the 'paper war' between the Secretary of State and the Governor of the Straits 
Settlements which extended through to the first half of 1876, appear in Chapter 7 in Cowan. 
31 Gullick, Rulers and Residents, p.32. 
32 Paper delivered by Swettenham, 31 March 1896. Paul H. Kratoska, Honourable Intentions : 
Talks on the British Empire in South-East Asia Delivered at the Royal Colonial Institute, 1874-
1928 (Singapore: Oxford University Press, 1983), p.179. 
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position. It could also be dangerous since the previous incumbent had 

transferred to Perak to replace the assassinated Birch, and the political 

situation in the states was far from stable. On the other hand for men such as 

James Innes, who had been particularly unsuccessful in his career thus far, 

the irregular situation provided unexpected opportunities for employment.33  

 At all times supportive of her husband, Innes makes only passing 

reference to living for one year in Sarawak, from where he had been 

dismissed for financial incompetence (v2 p.146). Gullick suggests that 

securing the new position probably resulted from her family's acquaintance 

with Jervois, the Governor of the Straits Settlements at the time.34 In her 

account Innes prefers instead to criticise the trying circumstances of their 

posting to the Malay States. In each state the position of Resident was 

supported by a small number of British officials. As the Magistrate and 

Collector of Selangor, her husband is directly involved in daily administration 

without, at this early stage, an exact understanding of what was expected. As 

Sadka has uncovered from Residents' reports, magistrates in the early years 

administered the law according to their own ideas of equity, modified by what 

they knew of Malay and Chinese custom, and the Indian or the Straits Penal 

Code.35 Nevertheless although the court's jurisdiction was not clearly stated, 

its power was unquestionable. As SarDesai indicates, while there was no 

legal basis for the powers that officials exercised, the 'might of the British 

empire' could be used in the case of a real threat, as had been demonstrated 

in Perak.36 Accordingly the 'special objects' of British officials were to 

maintain order and to collect taxation which would provide the necessary 

funds to support the cost of government.37 Since court procedures took place 

in one of the rooms of their house, the Magistrate and his wife became 
                                            
33 As a Hong Kong tea-merchant James Innes filed for bankruptcy in 1869. See, "Bankrupts" 
Times, 13 November 1869, p.7 col.e. For the circumstances of his dismissal as Treasurer of 
Sarawak in 1876, see J. M. Gullick, Adventurous Women in South-East Asia : Six Lives 
(Kuala Lumpur: Oxford University Press, 1995), p.154-5. 
34 Gullick, Adventurous Women, pp.155-6. The first sentence of The Gilding Off makes a 
point of acknowledging that Sir William Jervois offered the position to James Innes. 
35 The Resident in Selangor adopted the Straits Settlements' Penal Code, the Resident in 
Perak preferred 'Mahomedan' law supplemented by the 'laws of Great Britain, the Assistant 
Resident in Perak followed 'the Indian Penal Code', while the Resident of Sungei Ujong 
considered their Court practice to be identical with 'Courts in Singapore'. Sadka, pp.251-2. 
36 SarDesai, p.106. 
37 A despatch from the Colonial Secretary to Jervois on 1 June 1876. Sadka, p.102. 
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closely involved with the local community, in what were still fairly small 

centres of population.  

 The value of Innes' counter-narrative is that this close contact brings to 

light the frustrations and contradictions involved in trying to fit British concepts 

of justice to the local conditions. As the district officer who discharged judicial, 

revenue and general executive duties her husband spends many days 

listening to court cases which were generally of 'petty theft'. But she reports 

that he soon realises that many of them are simply to resolve long-standing 

grudges rather than criminal offences. Wishing to refer to the British legal 

system by making an appeal to the Magistrate but knowing that grudges 

would not be indictable offences, Innes relates how the natives used to invent 

stories of a petty theft instead. Although strict orders were issued to the Malay 

police-sergeant to eliminate 'fictitious' cases before they came to court, Innes 

reports that: 'This was easier said than done' (pp.50-3). The tedium for her 

husband of listening to so many fabricated lawsuits can be gauged from her 

rather heartless comment that 'now and then a case of murder came to 

relieve the monotony of the petty-theft cases' (p.54). In one murder case the 

Sultan in the village judges an anger killing to be 'entirely a family matter' and 

since there are no dependents involved, it is not reported. However when 

reports of the murder eventually reach the Magistrate, it has to be brought to 

trial, although the sentence is ultimately reduced to manslaughter (p.56-7). 

Detailed incidents such as these from the early years indicate the subtlety 

involved in creating a new system of administration to suit the local social 

environment. Nonetheless the British persevered with developing a well-

ordered judicial system with the final aim of establishing the necessary 

conditions for economic development so that they could strengthen their 

monopoly on the tin trade. 

 In the same way that colonial legislative codes were invariably hybrids, 

formed of elements from other colonies as well as from Britain, so too were 

the practices established for policing the colonies. After the pacification of 

Perak, the Governor created a local police force in the areas under British 

jurisdiction, composed of Sikhs from northern India and Malays imported from 
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neighbouring states, supported by local headmen or penghulus.38 Like the 

military, the police had a policy of recruiting men from areas peripheral to the 

colony; the trustworthy stranger to police other strangers.39 Sadka notes that, 

since there was little serious crime among rural Malays, the force was mainly 

concerned with policing the Chinese population and its services were much in 

demand by Chinese traders and mine-owners.40 Innes' account gives a useful 

insight into the functioning of the force in what was at the time virtually a 

frontier situation in the areas where they lived. In Langat she had found the 

Malay police to be a valuable part of the community and ready to assist the 

district officer: 
In Langat, the police and boat-boys, who were all Malays, had cheerfully done many 
little jobs of carpentering, painting, etc., at the public buildings in their leisure time, 
thus saving the Government a good deal of money, and at the same time keeping 
themselves out of mischief. (v2 p.73) 

 

She contrasts this behaviour with the Indian police force employed in Perak, 

Sikhs and Pathans, who were in reality soldiers acting in a law enforcement 

capacity:  
(They) were considered too sacred to be made of use in any way that was not strictly 
military. These lordly beings, therefore, confined themselves to marching up and 
down below the house, gun in hand, as sentries, and begging for brandy whenever 
they saw me, under pretext of drinking my health. (v2 p.74) 

 

In contrast, Bird makes only minor comment on the functioning of the police 

force, although she does declare that for the 'splendid-looking' Sikhs and 

Pathans being trained as soldiers, their 'joy would be in shooting and looting 

… they have not any scent for crime' (p.283).  

 Sadka has questioned how the Sikh police managed to solve crimes or 

deal with populations whose languages they did not speak. It was not until 

1881 that a Chinese-speaking Superintendent was appointed to Perak from 

                                            
38 As the channel for conveying instructions, penghulus were the agents of government in the 
villages, chronicling births and deaths, disputes and crimes in a monthly report for the district 
officer and responsible for local obedience to official orders. Sadka, p.286. 
39 The uncertain legitimacy of the colonial states in the eyes of many of its subjects added to 
the problems of recruiting reliable constables from among the local population. David M. 
Anderson and David Killingray, Policing the Empire : Government, Authority, and Control, 
1830-1940 (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1991), p.7. 
40 Sadka, p.240.  
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Hong Kong.41 From the women's narratives it is clear that the Sikhs relied on 

intimidation to support their function. Both women include a description of the 

method that the Sikhs favoured in dealing with the Chinese.  Bird describes 

that a single Sikh can drive 'four or five Chinamen in front of him, having 

knotted their pigtails together for reins' (p.283). Innes is more dramatic when 

she describes her husband being threatened by a Chinese headman, 
The words were hardly out of his mouth when the audacious Chinaman measured 
his length on the floor, Deen Mahomed having with the speed of lightning twisted his 
hand into the man's pigtail and laid him low, without waiting for orders. (v2 p.89) 

 

The information that Innes supplies on the behaviour of Deen Mahomed 

sheds further light on his reputation for ruthlessness. During the 'Perak war', 

after the police officer is reprimanded for taking sixty-three prisoners, they 

inexplicably die during the night. On other occasions Deen Mahomed insists 

that a prisoner jumped overboard from a steam-launch, even though he was 

in chains, while another prisoner, who was shot while escaping, is rumoured 

to have exhibited a bullet wound in front of his body (v2 pp.86-9). Although 

Innes insists that none of the stories is true, she adds that they raised a laugh 

among the European officials, who consider that Deen Mahomed is a 'very 

useful fellow' and '(q)uite an original!' (v2 p.88). Perhaps Innes' approving 

portrayal of the harsh Sikh policeman is understandable in light of the near-

fatal encounter that she has with Chinese thieves. Nevertheless it does 

indicate that British officials were liable to overlook irregularities of behaviour 

among the Sikh policemen in view of the fact that they relied on them to a 

great extent to maintain law and order. 

 In reporting their perceptions of one British police officer who was 

operating in the Malay States, Innes and Bird have markedly different 

responses. Unlike Innes, Bird comes into contact with the local population 

only infrequently. As a visitor with little knowledge of the Malay language, she 

has to rely on information from government officials to augment her narrative 

and in her representation of the police superintendent in Selangor she reveals 

                                            
41 Sadka, p.241. 
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her reliance on witnesses being trustworthy.42 She endorses Harry Syers as ' 

a thoroughly efficient … conscientious and careful man' and as a result enjoys 

his company and passes on his opinions (p.248). He is clearly a trusted 

source of information. When he accompanies her party on the Resident's 

steam launch she comments that, 'I had a most interesting and instructive 

conversation with Mr. Syers' (p.226). Her comments that in Selangor 'neither 

the Sultan, the Malays nor the Chinese have ever raised any objections to the 

proposals of British advisers', aims to suggest the efficiency with which Syers 

managed to mediate between the local population and Resident Douglas, 

who was not known for his diplomacy (p.248). Finally in the closing paragraph 

to her visit to the Malay States, Bird describes Syers as an example of the 

type of reliable witness that is invaluable to travel writers: 
He is a student of the people and of the country, speaks Malay fluently, and for a 
European seems to have a sympathetic understanding of the Malays, is studying the 
Chinese and their language, as well as the flora, fauna, and geology of the country, 
and is altogether unpretending. I have formed a very high opinion of him, and should 
rely implicitly on anything which he told me as a fact. This is a great blessing, for 
conflicting statements on every subject, and the difficulty of estimating which one 
comes probably nearest the truth, are among the great woes of travelling! (p.248)  

 

After limited training, police officers in the colonies were soon invested, by 

virtue of their race, into positions of considerable authority. With greater 

latitude in their daily work, some colonial police forces earned an unenviable 

reputation for excess and high-handedness.43 Bird's approving portrait of 

Syers serves to endorse colonial policy by reassuring readers that it was 

possible for such a difficult role to be performed responsibly. 

 However, in contrast, Innes disapproves of the Police Chief. She finds 

his company tedious, mainly on account of his lower-class accent. Since 

Syers frequently acted as interpreter for the Selangor Resident, William 

Douglas, whose knowledge of the Malay language was minimal, he is one of 

the British officials that she encounters on a regular basis. In an oblique 

criticism she refers to: 
English policemen of the rough-and-ready order, whose ' 'arts' were in the right 
place, according to their own account, but whose h's were decidedly in the wrong. 

                                            
42 Harry Syers was a young soldier of unusual ability who had been released from the 10th 
Regiment to take the post. Pat Barr, Taming the Jungle : The Men Who Made British Malaya 
(London: Secker & Warburg, 1977), p.33. 
43 Anderson and Killingray, p.8. 
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One of these, who constantly acted as interpreter for the Resident, infected all the 
Malay rajas in the country, so that they began to talk and write of Tuan Hinnes and 
the Hoffice in the Arabic character. (v1 p.129) 

 

Apart from Bird's endorsement of Syers' personality, other writers, such as 

the American zoologist William Hornaday, describe Syers as 'big-hearted, 

fearless as a lion-tamer and tenacious'.44 Thus Innes' failure to appreciate 

Syers' valuable contribution to the functioning of the community can only be 

attributed to her snobbery over his Cockney accent, which colours her overall 

perception. She resorts to the traditional belief that equates a middle- or 

upper-class background with ability: a concept which was not compatible with 

the frontier conditions that existed in the newly-formed Malay States.  

Consequently her distorted appraisal says less about Syers' competence as 

Police Chief in coping with particularities of law enforcement in Selangor and 

more about how Innes allows her class consciousness to affect her 

judgement.  

 The political situation surrounding the practice of debt bondage was 

one of the major problems that the British administration had to negotiate. 

Debt slavery was an ancient institution whereby a borrower who could not 

repay what he or she owes becomes the property of the lender. As a 

precapitalistic social practice, the pledging of personal services in discharge 

of a debt was common in most parts of Asia, not least in India and China.45 

Swettenham describes the practice as widespread in the Malay States. He 

suggests that Malays would borrow money, knowing they were unable to 

repay it except through service, which they undertook willingly.46 Further, 

Anthony Reid observes that at the time Southeast Asians appear 'to regard 

wage labour as alien and demeaning', preferring instead 'traditional systems 

of bondage and obligation'.47 Although the practice came within the ambit of 

Malay customs and traditions which were not covered by the Pangkor 

Engagement, complexity arose for the administration in dealing with runaway 
                                            
44 Barr, p.33. See also J. M. Gullick, They Came to Malaya: A Travellers' Anthology 
(Singapore: Oxford University Press, 1993), p.77-8. 
45 Bruno Lasker, Human Bondage in Southeast Asia (Westport: Greenwood, 1972), p.116. 
46 Frank Athelstane Swettenham, British Malaya : An Account of the Origin and Progress of 
British Influence in Malaya (1907; London: Allen & Unwin, 1948), p.140. 
47 See Introduction to Anthony Reid and Jennifer Brewster, eds., Slavery, Bondage and 
Dependency in Southeast Asia (St. Lucia: University of Queensland Press, 1983). 
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slaves since it fell to British officials to issue arrest warrants. In Perak, 

Resident Birch had been particularly inflexible in refusing to countenance the 

practice and had offered sanctuary to fugitives, which had led to his 

assassination.  

 The question of condoning debt slavery remained a particularly 

intractable problem facing the British administration in Perak, even though 

their authority had been consolidated by the short war after Birch's murder. 

While Bird tends to take an affirmative view of how the Malay States are 

progressing, she nevertheless finds the question impossible to ignore and 

devotes some pages to the practice at the end of her narrative, describing it 

as, 
… a great curse in Perak, and being a part of "Malay custom" which our treaties bind 
us to respect, it is very difficult to deal with. In the little States of Sungei Ujong and 
Selangor, with their handful of Malays, it has been abolished with comparative ease. 
In Perak, with its comparatively large Malay population, about four thousand are 
slaves, and the case seems full of complications. (p.358)  
 

In Appendix B she incorporates Swettenham's Report on Slavery in the 

Native States in 1875 to the Governor, which gives a detailed picture of how 

the custom operated mainly for the benefit of the Rajas, and could include the 

debtor's wife and children, sometimes as the result of a fine for a trifling 

offence (pp.370-5). The two letters that follow from 1878 and 1882 in Bird's 

Appendix C are part of the correspondence between Hugh Low and the 

Colonial Secretary on the measures that Low recommended in his initiatives 

to resolve the situation (pp.375-9). Bird endorses his diplomacy and, noting 

that, 'Instances of cruelty have greatly diminished since British influence has 

entered Perak', proposes that 'Mr Low will ere long mature a scheme for the 

emancipation of all persons held in bondage' (p.360). Her remarks proved 

prescient as by the end of 1883 Low had negotiated a system of 

compensation for Rajas for the loss of their workforce, and manumission for 

all slaves in the state.48 In Bird, Low found a more understanding listener than 

Innes for what was a distinctly localised problem facing the British colonial 

administration. Bird's treatment of the issue in one of her popular travel books 

would have provided influential support for his approach. 

                                            
48 Gullick, Rulers and Residents, p.44. 
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 Innes adopts a particularly inflexible attitude concerning the practice, 

which Gullick suggests may have grown from her earlier days in Canterbury, 

when she listened to lectures by missionaries and learned about the evils of 

slavery in Africa.49 Although the Malay system was more akin to serfdom than 

the brutality of the West Indies slave trade, nonetheless Innes reports that 

there were stories of the daughter of the Sultan beating a slave-girl to death in 

a jealous rage (v1 pp.92-4), and of 'the cruelties practised on the slaves when 

recaptured' (v2 p.82). Her stance is ideological: should her husband 'become 

a slave-catcher?' (v2 p.82). James Innes is equally opposed, and refuses to 

recognise the rights of 'creditors' for the return of runaway slaves. In Selangor 

the problem was resolved early on when the Sultan agreed to set slaves free 

without ransom (v2 p.81). But when the couple moved to Perak, the issue 

became central to James Innes' function as acting Superintendent in Durian 

Sabatang, and his recalcitrance was to prove fateful for his career in the 

Malay States by contributing to the general dissatisfaction that his superiors 

felt with his performance. However the couple's resolve does not waver, and 

in The Gilding Off Innes writes that supporting the practice seems to her to be 

completely contrary to British values. She identifies their position in the 

community as standard-bearers against debt-slavery by invoking a potent 

symbol: 'its open toleration seemed inconsistent with the presence of the 

British flag, which floated proudly in front of our house' (v2 pp.82-3). The 

Resident disagreed and, for his part, judged it unwise to refuse the issue of 

an arrest warrant unless there was evidence of maltreatment of a slave.  

 But Low was also well-known for his skill as a negotiator. In an effort to 

resolve the differences with his acting Superintendent, he invited the couple 

to spend Christmas with him at the Residence. At first he discusses the issue 

of debt bondage in private with James Innes but finding him 'so refractory', 

Low appeals to his wife to 'convert him' (v2 p.136). His appeal to Innes 

demonstrates his respect for her intellect; he invites her to read through 'an 

enormous pile of official-looking documents' on the slavery question which 

she concedes flatters her. She shuts herself away in her room for the 

afternoon 'to study them while everyone else was taking a siesta' (v2 p.137). 
                                            
49 Gullick, Adventurous Women, p.187. 



 213

However she finds Low's arguments based on historical precedents, as well 

as administrative and economic grounds, to be weak. When she replies to his 

enquiries at dinner that she is 'in exactly the same mind as before', and 

attempts to debate the issues, he admonishes her on gendered grounds, 

'Mrs. Innes, I am disappointed in you; I had thought you a sensible woman' 

(v.2 pp.138-9). After studying the issue and anticipating that she could take 

part at the centre of the debate, Innes finds herself instead to be eccentric, 

and too easily dismissed on the grounds of female irrationality. 

  
Reflecting on Social Issues 
 Frustrations arising from such comments as Low's contribute to the 

energy that drives The Gilding Off. In her narrative Innes attempts not only to 

reconcile the contradictions of her own self-image with her marginalised 

status in colonialism but also to find her voice as a political commentator. 

Unlike Bird whose status has elevated her beyond the domestic sphere, Innes 

continues to be alienated by the restrictions that her gender brings. How she 

presents her account reveals much about her social concerns and the 

historical period of the 1880s when her narrative is set: the debate 

surrounding the 'Women Question' continued to generate much 

controversy.50 Accordingly in Selangor when James Innes rejects a valuable 

gift and prevents the Sultan from passing it on to her, since anything given to 

his wife automatically belongs to him, Innes reports drily that she 'was inclined 

to demur; however, the Married Women's Property Act had not yet been 

passed' (v1 p.47). A humorous aside, but it indicates Innes' support for the 

rising tide of opinion among women at this time for autonomy in managing 

their personal property. Similarly she quotes John Stuart Mill to sustain her 

argument that her servant's poor opinion of women stemmed from his 

dysfunctional relationship with his wife.51 In her exchanges with Low over the 

problem of debt bondage the Resident attempts to have the final word one 

day while walking in the garden with her, 

                                            
50 See Elizabeth K. Helsinger, et. al., The Woman Question. 
51 In his writing Mill examined the nature of the marriage 'contract'. John Stuart Mill, The 
Subjection of Women. 
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… he remarked, half in earnest: 'It is too good, your making such a fuss about these 
slaves. You are a slave yourself, you know – all married women are slaves!' 
I replied, 'Just so. That is precisely why I can sympathize with other slaves.' (v2 
p.139)52 

 

Innes' antipathy is palpable as she transfers the frustrations that she feels at 

her situation on to how she imagines that those enslaved in debt bondage 

must suffer. Couching her comments in intertextual references and reported 

conversations enables her to call attention to the Woman Question without 

involving herself in overtly political statements. 

 Consequently, since Innes is restricted from discussing gender matters 

in detail, she uses the example of the Sultan's daughter, Tunku Chi, to draw 

attention to the adverse effects that can arise from restricting women and 

limiting their potential. Separated from her husband who had become partly 

Europeanised and drank brandy, Tunku Chi was isolated, yet still proud and 

would never call on Mrs Innes, in fact 'hated the English, very naturally, with 

all her heart' (v.1 p.89). However, although her 'ferocious temper' resulted in 

her beating her servants, Innes pointedly declares that in consequence of 'her 

unbending attitude of defiance and conservative views, I could not but respect 

and admire her' (v.1 p.96). She makes the point that Tunku Chi has 'a 

stronger character than that of either her husband or father' and had she been 

a man, 'it is certain that the British Government would never have been 

invited to ‘protect’ Selangor, and it is probable they would not have dared to 

come uninvited' (v.1 pp.96-7). Innes' admiration for the other woman's strong 

character suggests by implication a similarity between them. Both suffer the 

damaging effects of loneliness and isolation imposed on women by the 

effects of gender inequity. Moreover, her admiration for Tunku Chi's robust 

defiance of the effects of colonialism foreshadows Innes' subsequent struggle 

with the Colonial Office for compensation. By introducing Tunku Chi into the 

narrative, Innes presents herself by association to be an independent spirit 

                                            
52 Since the time of Mary Wollstonecraft slavery had been connected to women's rights. From 
the late eighteenth century the anti-slavery movement gave women the chance to speak and 
act in public for a cause that was respectable, and a rhetoric which highlighted their own 
condition. See Chapter 8 "Mary Wollstonecraft and the Problematic of Slavery" in Maria J. 
Falco, Feminist Interpretations of Mary Wollstonecraft (University Park: Pennsylvania State 
University Press, 1996). 
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who is confined by her role as a junior magistrate's wife and frustrated by the 

lack of opportunities available for capable women.  

 In contrast, a recurring theme in The Golden Chersonese is the close 

contact that Bird enjoys with government officials. When she sits on the 

verandah with Hugh Low, the Resident of Perak, while both are quietly 

writing, there is a sense of equivalence in their situation (p.348). Her tableau 

represents how she has become part of the inner circle of authorative writers 

on the Malay States. However, in The Gilding Off, Innes provides a revealing 

analysis of the power that Bird possessed, and establishes the principal 

reason why Bird was fêted by British officials wherever she went:  
Miss Bird was a celebrated person, and wherever she went was well introduced to 
the highest officials in the land; Government vessels were placed at her disposal, 
and Government officers did their best to make themselves agreeable, knowing that 
she wielded in her right hand a little instrument that might chastise or reward them as 
they deserved of her. (v.2 pp.242-3) 

 
In identifying the power and visibility of Bird's pen, Innes highlights the 

contrast with her own situation. Unlike Bird, she is an unacknowledged 

participant in the official procedure of colonialism, and there is a sense of 

frustration in her narrative that a woman in her situation does not have a 

place or an accepted role in the functioning of colonial society. Illustrating the 

situation she quotes the wording of the official document when her husband is 

posted to Kuala Selangor. She notes wryly that the official phrasing of the 

order demands that he and 'his effects (meaning me, I suppose, among other 

goods and chattels)' should proceed to Kuala Selangor (v.2 p.220). She 

draws attention to her unacknowledged position by comparing it with that of 

free Malays. They could travel to Singapore to see the Governor when they 

had a grievance, whereas 'I', she writes, 'whose very existence was not 

acknowledged by the Government, could not hope to be listened to by any 

Government official' (v.2 p.218). As a woman and lacking any official 

recognition, Innes is not empowered within the system to make her voice 

heard or her identity visible. 

 With publication uppermost in her mind, Innes understands the impact 

that her political revelations will have and as she fashions her 

autobiographical self in the narrative, she is careful not to further alienate her 

readership. Her aim is to capture the public's interest by combining her 
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criticism of colonialism with a sense of heroism. As Behdad has noted, 'the 

theme of hardship is crucial' to travel writing ' because it fulfils the ideological 

function of valorizing the orientalist as the heroic adventurer'.53 Innes certainly 

endures hardships in the lonely remote postings, but one incident, when she 

is nearly killed, further demonstrates her courage and determination. While 

staying with the Superintendent of Pangkor, Captain Lloyd, and his family for 

a few days' holiday, she confronts a group of Chinese robbers during the 

night and is knocked unconscious, not knowing that Lloyd has been 

bludgeoned to death and his wife severely injured. Although concussed, 

Innes survives, concealed under a bed. Rather than dealing with her own 

injuries, she volunteers to bring medical assistance for Mrs Lloyd:  
The Malays now brought me a looking-glass to show me what my own appearance 
was like, and truly I was a ghastly object. My face, my hair, and my clothes were 
covered with not merely stains, but masses of clotted blood. I could not attempt to 
alter this, as I did not wish to keep the steam-launch waiting; so I merely added a hat 
and long cloak to the clothes that I already wore, and started. (v2 p.111) 

 

Refusing to romanticise her situation, Innes downplays her personal danger 

and courage in surviving the attack, and later becomes the major witness at 

the murder trial. Her composed behaviour in a crisis, and lack of hyperbole in 

narrating what had been a particularly dangerous situation, not only reveals 

her bravery but also suggests a personality that can withstand adversity.  

 Naturally, in emphasising the day-to-day physical difficulties and 

hardships that she endured in the service of colonialism, Innes understands 

how to make her narrative more dramatic. But her ability to cope with these 

situations also serves to illustrate for readers her performance as an imperial 

subject. As noted in Chapter Two on India, the concept of 'Britishness' was 

considered to be synonymous with moral superiority and in the colonies this 

supremacy could be expressed in good exemplary conduct.54 Consequently 

Innes gives graphic descriptions of the dreadful living conditions in some of 

the colonial stations. When the post of magistrate at Langat is offered to her 

husband, their enthusiasm for the new position is dampened by an advisor in 

                                            
53 Behdad, p.104. 
54 So strong would the power of good example prove to be that it was thought that the Empire 
could be held or lost simply through correct behaviour. See Yahya Zawiah, Resisting 
Colonialist Discourse (Bangi: Penerbit Universiti Kebangsaan Malaysia, 1994), p.43. 
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Singapore stating that 'it is perfectly impossible that Mrs Innes can live at 

Langat; it is a 'mud-swamp' (v.1 p.3).55 She calls attention to her personal 

fortitude with the information that 'until the experiment of an Englishwomen's 

living alone at Langat had actually been tried, it was thought impossible by 

everyone' (v.1 p.6), such comments deftly demonstrating her heroic 

pioneering nature in agreeing to live there. In a later chapter dryly entitled 

'Pleasures of Durian Sebatang' she writes that the 'wretched Chinese village' 

was 'built on a flat mud-swamp' and the Government bungalow was 'an 

ancient shed made of palm-leaves' in 'so dilapidated a condition that no 

respectable English farmer would have put a respectable English cow in it' 

(v.2 p.59). There is a Gothic quality to her description of the horrors of the 

leaky thatched roof above their heads, where the cobwebs were 'so black and 

solid from age that they looked like pieces of cloth waving in the wind' and 

'rats of all sizes' sat eating or playing (v.2 p.61). On another occasion when 

the Inneses travelled for two days on a local steamer 'not fit for any lady to 

travel by', with 200 Chinese 'coolies' bound for the tin mines, the cabin fills 

with water in a storm 'and the cockroaches crawled over everything, including 

us, trying to keep themselves above water' (v.2 p.175). No doubt her many 

difficult experiences darkened her memories of their time in the Malay States, 

but there is nevertheless a sense in the narrative that no distasteful detail was 

omitted if it could contribute reinforcing her authority as a narrator. Her 

mixture of stoicism and frankness combine to create a strong narrative 

persona which is essential for the positioning of her book.  

 
Narrative Authority - the Outsider Within 
 What Morgan has characterised as Innes' 'intellectual freedom' that 

arises from her social and political insignificance in the world of the Malay 

Civil Service, is demonstrated by the perceptive comments that she makes on 

the functioning of the judicial system at the time.56 Here, Innes' knowledge of 

                                            
55 The unnamed official was almost certainly Frank Swettenham since he had lived at Bandar 
Langat in 1874-5, when he obtained the Sultan's agreement to the appointment of a British 
Resident in Selangor. See Frank A. Swettenham, P. L. Burns and C. D. Cowan, Sir Frank 
Swettenham's Malayan Journals, 1874-1876 (Kuala Lumpur: Oxford University Press, 1975). 
56 Morgan, p.169. 
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local customs combines with her proximity to the functioning of the local court 

to provide an insight, at this early stage of development of a judicial system, 

into how English legal procedure related to traditional aspects of Malay life. 

Commenting on the cultural effects of capital punishment, Innes writes that: 
Malays have a particular objection to being hanged; I mean, even a more particular 
objection than most people. They say 'it is the death of a dog' and that Allah 
disapproves of human beings being killed in this manner. (v.1 p.61) 

 
On the local custom of presenting gifts to the magistrate in order to secure a 

favourable judgement, Innes notes that when gifts are refused at the 

courthouse a loss of prestige is involved. The litigants would then offer the 

unfortunate chickens to her, or to the magistrate's servants, rather than 

endure the shame of returning to their villages with the bribe still in their 

hands (v.1 pp.250-2). Her intellectual freedom in commenting on the 

divergence between English law and Malay tradition indicates that an 

understanding of Malay customs is needed if the colonial administration is to 

adjust to local conditions. In addition, she feels compelled to point out that 

there were times when basing the local judicial system on precedents, as in 

English law, meant that judgements operated for the benefit of the 'Advisers'. 

In one case for compensation against the colonial administration for wrongful 

imprisonment, there was 'no precedent that exactly fitted the case'. As a 

result, the court ruled that no compensation was allowed (v.1 p.61). 

 Yet it is her invisibility within the structure of colonial affairs that affords 

Innes a greater claim to narrative truth when she comes to write her account. 

As an outsider within colonialism she has access to the functioning of the 

inner workings of power, even though she can never officially take part. Even 

so her marginalisation gives her a unique overview. Since 'the palm-leaf 

partition' that divided her room from the court-room was 'full of holes', she 

'could see and hear distinctly all that went on'. Thus she is able to contribute 

information that was rarely available from official reports (v.1 p.157). On one 

occasion when the Resident arrives to 'put on his black cap' and pass the 

death sentence on two pirates, she observes how the pirates, although guilty 

of murder, were also at fault for being slow to adapt to the new regime: 
They made a complete confession of their guilt, not seeming in the least ashamed of 
themselves, but quite the reverse. Indeed, the truth was, they were only a little 
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behind the fashion of their day; for a year or two back piracy had been the ordinary 
occupation of all the Malay rajas, from the Sultan downwards. (v1 p.59) 
 

Bird describes legal procedures as 'a most queerly muddled system of law', 

since clearly her limited time prevents her from scrutinising the operation too 

closely (p.238). In contrast, Innes gives concrete examples of how colonial 

officers needed to reconcile the two widely-differing systems of justice in the 

early years of Anglo-Malay adaptation. Initially, when one Raja becomes an 

assistant magistrate, he follows her husband's lead in judging the frequent 

cases of theft. But as Innes watches his first judgement during the English 

magistrate's absence, she sees the Raja threaten to invoke Muslim law. 

Acting on her information, James Innes suggests to the new incumbent that 

he temper his ideas of justice 'with a little European mercy' from the practical 

aspect that were the 'divine' law he had quoted 'strictly carried out, there 

would be hardly anyone left in Langat with the proper complement of hands 

and feet' (v.1 p.158). Although officially an outsider, Innes is able to take 

advantage of her invisibility to influence the colonial system from within, unlike 

Bird who is highly visible during her travels in the Malay States. 

 In spite of these advantages there is still the impression that Innes 

needs to define herself as a new writer in the face of Bird's powerful position 

as the already-published reporter of life in the Malay States. She has to tread 

the careful discursive line that plagued women travel writers in the nineteenth 

century of making her account noteworthy while preserving her gentility.57  

The result is that, although she uses powerful images when describing the 

harsher details of life in the Malay States, Innes nevertheless takes care to 

identify herself as an educated writer through the intertextuality of her content. 

Even though she suffers class restrictions as a result of her husband's lowly 

status in the colonial service, Innes confirms through the eclectic knowledge 

that she introduces into the text that she has received a wide-ranging 

education. With her father as canon and librarian of Canterbury Cathedral, as 

well as Professor of Ecclesiastical History at King's College, London, she had 

no doubt been part of a stimulating intellectual environment before her 

                                            
57 For an analysis of the constraints surrounding women's travel writing, see Sara Mills, 
Discourses of Difference. 
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marriage. At times she inserts French, German and Italian words into the 

narrative, as well as legal terms and Latin phrases such as 'locum tenens' 

where appropriate (v2 p.176). Employing such references gives her text 

added gravitas, and she also brings in intertextual references to eminent 

scholars such as Darwin or statesmen such as Talleyrand. At other times she 

draws on literature to emphasise her points, as when she describes how 

expensive local chickens could be: 
Notwithstanding their emaciated condition they were by no means cheap, for the 
owners took advantage of my evident necessity to raise the price on me. They knew 
that I never bought 'scavenger' fowls, unless my store-room was empty and my own 
hen-roost exhausted; so as it was clear that I must buy, whatever the cost, they sold 
their fowls, as Becky Sharp sold her horses after Quatre Bras, at fabulous prices as 
a great favour. (v.1 p.127) 

 

Bird establishes legitimacy for her account by quoting Blue Books and 

colonial officers such as Swettenham (p. 270); Innes widens the range of her 

narrative by enriching it with topical and historical references. This situation 

reflects the women's unequal position in the rigidly-structured world of 

colonialism. Bird as a guest of the colonial administration, staying with 

Residents is granted access to government documents. From her more 

marginalised position Innes surrounds her words with the material of other 

writers in order to legitimise herself and her experience.  

 
Mobility and Stasis 

 Although Innes did not enjoy travelling and being absent from England 

as much as Bird, there is nevertheless persistent reference in The Gilding Off 

to the issue of mobility. Constrained by the limitations of her social position, 

Innes was more or less cut off from the outside world, with only local 

steamers for transport. The freedom that Bird had, to move without restraint 

through the Malay States while being welcomed and fêted by officials in 

powerful positions, accentuates for Innes the oppressive effect that the 

colonial system had on her own existence. Her time in the colonies was 

hampered by her physical isolation from any stimulation that could enrich her 

life. She likens their life to that of a lighthouse-keeper (v2 p.219). However, 

the confinement that Innes suffered had the effect of making her examine in 

detail the conditions of the colonial space, and the authenticity of The Gilding 
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Off rests on the distinction of the author's direct experience. It is her very 

immobility that permits her to overcome the 'belatedness' of writing about a 

region that had already been 'scripted' by Bird and she is able to 'stake out 

new territory' with her text.58 As she asserts her right to comment on the world 

outside the domestic realm, Innes is careful to separate anecdotal evidence 

from what she observes herself. She favours a direct writing style throughout 

and her writing is marked by a lack of passive constructions, with no 

circuitous sentences to obscure the significance of her meaning. Her tone is 

neither apologetic nor self-effacing and she is not concerned to limit her 

subject matter to what was generally considered to be part of a woman's 

sphere. This identity formation derives partly from a need to cast herself in a 

role that will be useful to her husband's cause, and partly out of a rejection of 

earlier models of female representation arising from the discourses of 

feminism and colonialism.  

 When Innes comments that Bird's account is 'perfectly and literally 

true', but so is hers, she explains the discrepancy between their narratives on 

the basis that 'she and I saw the Malayan country under totally different 

circumstances' (v.2 p.242). Not only is Innes conscious of the entrée that 

Bird's celebrity gave her into the hierarchy of the colonial officialdom, she is 

also keenly aware of the autonomy that the well-known travel writer enjoyed. 

One of the circumstances that Innes cites concerns the issue of transport 

through the countryside. The easiest method of conveyance in the Malay 

States was by river and for Bird, 'Government vessels were placed at her 

disposal' (v2 p.241). In Innes' eyes, her more favoured contemporary had all 

the advantages of mobility while she was 'vegetating' under colonialism: 
Above all [Bird] only stayed at each place a very short time, and knew that she was 
free to leave it whenever she liked. Of Langat, for instance, she took a passing 
glimpse, and admired it very much; but would she have liked to vegetate there for 
years, without books, friends, or wholesome food, and with mosquitoes? I trow not. 
(v.2 p.243) 
 

She identifies Bird's freedom to move on whenever she pleased as a 

significant factor in the travel writer's admiration of the country. In contrast, 

the low-ranked Inneses are virtually stranded for a number of years at Langat 

                                            
58 Behdad, p.126.  
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without any official means of transport, as a consequence of Resident 

Douglas adopting what had previously been the station's steam-launch for his 

own private use. At their subsequent posting to Durian Sabatang, James 

Innes' inferior status in the colonial hierarchy means that they have to make 

use of local river transport. For junior officials the situation is not only isolating 

but could be potentially life-threatening. As Innes comments, were one of the 

administrative staff to be taken sick it could take a fortnight before a steamer 

arrived to take the patient for treatment to Penang (v.2 p.69). Consequently 

Innes' impatience at being immobile becomes a narrative thread which runs 

through The Gilding Off.  

 Apart from the loneliness and danger of being remote from 'civilisation', 

there is also the sense from her narrative that being isolated in one place was 

contrary to the spirit of the age. As Sara Mills has noted, discourses structure 

both our sense of reality and our notion of our own identity.59 By the last 

decades of the nineteenth century, at a time when Innes was virtually 

marooned upriver in the Malay States, the ascendancy of scientific discourses 

contributed to the view that society was advancing at an exceptional rate. The 

enormous possibilities presented by technological innovation had been a 

central feature of the Great Exhibition in 1851.60 Mobility became a central 

characteristic of the nineteenth century with technology such as the telegraph, 

railways and steamships increasing commerce and opening up the world to 

exploration. The work of evolutionary scientists such as Wallace and Darwin 

contributed a scientific foundation to the ideas of progress created by 

industrialisation.61 Darwin's beliefs that evolution was a continuous process of 

change and not, as had previously been assumed from the fossil record, 

based on stasis, served to strengthen this zeitgeist. Bird exemplifies such an 

                                            
59 Sara Mills, Discourse, p.15. 
60 Jeffrey Auerbach, The Great Exhibition of 1851 : A Nation on Display (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 1999), p.104-8; John R. Davis, The Great Exhibition (Stroud: Sutton, 1999), 
p.xvii. 
61 Development of laissez-faire capitalism was in tune with a Darwinian ethos of 'survival of 
the fittest'. Edward J. Larson, Evolution : The Remarkable History of a Scientific Theory (New 
York: Modern Library, 2004). Herbert Spencer would later employ the phrase with regard to 
economics. See also Paul Lawrence Farber, The Temptations of Evolutionary Ethics 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1994). Coincidentally it was while exploring the 
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idea of progress, being able to move from place to place, taking advantage of 

situations as they arise and being free to move ahead when she pleases. 

Innes, on the other hand, is rendered static and unchanging by the exigencies 

of her situation. 

 But paradoxically it is the powerlessness of being obliged to remain 

isolated in one location for years on end that enhances Innes' narrative 

perspective and contributes to her authority. Her observations on Malay 

manners and customs reveal an intimate acquaintance achieved over a 

prolonged time period and she manages to avoid the rhetorical devices that 

are employed by Bird on her hurried five-week visit. Describing her typical 

occupation in Langat, Innes write that, 
I passed my days in my bare wooden bedroom, sometimes trying to teach myself to 
read or write Malay, anon mending clothes and house-linen, generally to the 
accompaniment of a murmur of voices from the Court-room. (v1 p.21) 
 

As a result her knowledge of the local language gives her an insight into 

Malay customs without the need to rely on anecdotal evidence. She is also 

knowledgeable about the countryside and avoids framing the landscape in 

pictorial terms, as a series of picturesque scenes, which are rhetorical 

devices that Bird on occasions introduces into her narrative, as when she 

describes a day spent steaming on the Langat river as a 'tropic dream' 

(p.225).62 In effect Innes' immobility meant that there is an abundant attention 

to detail in the information she supplies. The reader learns particulars of 

Malay flowers, Malay customs and how the habits of tigers contradict 'half the 

stories the natives told us of them' (v1 p.160). Unnerved whenever a tiger 

prowls around their bungalow, which is only four feet off the ground and open 

to the jungle, Innes comes to understand from experience that, whatever 

roaring the tigers may make, their instincts prevent them from entering a well-

lit house. Although they return night after night once they have found their 

way to the house, the tigers could be silenced by moving a lamp, or creaking 

a door, so that they eventually retreated (v1 pp.164-5).  

 Of course, she also reveals her personal interest in the political affairs 

of the Malay States in publishing her account: a particularly unsentimental 

                                            
62 For an analysis of the methods used for describing landscape, see Mary Louise Pratt, 
Imperial Eyes, pp.201-16. 
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commentary on the colonial administration. Details abound of the pay scales 

of government officials, senior and junior, as well as the abundance of food 

and other provisions available to senior officials. Thus, when the couple 

spend Christmas with Hugh Low, she records that he 'astonished us by the 

luxurious fare that he set before us' (v2 p.133). Innes also observes how 

Governors 'give immense trouble to poor housekeepers in lonely jungles' and, 

being constantly surrounded by luxury, failed to realise that a 'good dinner' in 

a remote location required a month's notice, if not two or three (v2 p.216-7). 

More seriously, she describes how the Resident in Selangor cheated the 

Sultan of revenue, although she is careful not to name him, referring instead 

at all times to 'the Resident'. When they return to Langat after the years in 

Durian Sabatang, the Sultan expresses great pleasure at their arrival as the 

Resident has been supplying him with European goods, such as a piano, 

pictures of the English royal family, cutlery and crockery, for which he has no 

use, and deducting the value from his allowance, leaving him with insufficient 

to live on (v2 p.192). At intervals Innes discusses a number of political 

subjects, asserting that Malay and English marriage laws are similar in that 

both have been made 'exclusively by the men and for the men's advantage' 

(v.1 p.85), and commenting on what is wrong with the colonial system of 

'Protection' in the Malay States (v.2 p.246-7). She closes her counter-

narrative with an endorsement of the system of 'Annexation' as a more 

suitable option for administering the protectorate. Once her temporary 

confinement and immobility in colonial outposts ends and she returns to 

England, Innes is then able to transform her interest in political affairs into a 

role as a travel writer and opinionated commentator. 

 
'At any rate, you have gained experience' 
 When her relations attempt to console her on her return to England by 

suggesting, 'At any rate, you have gained experience', Innes comments that 

'there are some experiences – such as being half-murdered, for instance – 

that one is just as well without' (v.2 p.244). Leaving aside Innes' ever-present 

ironic humour, there is nevertheless no doubt that Innes' self-image had been 

radically transformed by her time in the Malay States, culminating in how she 
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perceived herself and her position in the colonial service through reading 

Bird's book when it was published in England. As Sylvia Caiuby Novaes has 

suggested, it is only when an individual sees herself through someone else's 

eyes and perceives the difference between them that she will be able to 

develop self-awareness.63 Her knowledge of Bird as an influential female 

writer made Innes conscious of her own invisibility within the colonial system, 

and in making her aware of her apparent powerlessness, precipitated in Innes 

the desire for public recognition of her abilities. One of the few ways that 

women could achieve such recognition at the end of the nineteenth century 

was by becoming a writer. However her responding to The Golden 

Chersonese does not demonstrate a marked 'anxiety of influence'.64 Innes is 

not so much negating the validity of Bird's writing position; rather The Gilding 

Off is a response to Innes' earlier, naïve self who believed sufficiently in the 

values and practice of colonialism to travel to the Malay States as a 

companion to her husband. 

 A number of rhetorical features differentiate Innes' counter-narrative 

from Bird's account. In particular Innes' writing abandons the use of the 

epistolatory format, which was customary in women's non-fiction writing 

during the nineteenth century. Disdaining this non-fiction style of combining 

the diary and letter form means that her writing is not framed as a private 

account, reproducing the conditions of a confidential talk between friends. 

Valerie Sanders points to the protection that such a narrative framework 

provides, since the one-sided narrative shaped in this manner appears 'as an 

act of kindness to an implied friend, rather than from an unwomanly desire for 

attention and admiration'.65 Making their writing ostensibly private enabled 

women to maintain an aura of feminine modesty and helped to deflect 

possible unfriendly responses from the reading public. Innes was clearly not 

tempted to define herself and her counter-narrative under those terms. Rather 

                                            
63 Sylvia Caiuby Novaes, The Play of Mirrors : The Representation of Self as Mirrored in the 
Other (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1997), p.13. 
64 See Chapters 1-3 in Harold Bloom, The Anxiety of Influence. Examining poetry Bloom uses 
the term 'anxiety of influence' to describe the overriding sense of belatedness that creative 
writers feel and the strategies that they use to move away from the overwhelming influence of 
precursors while denying such influence.  
65 Valerie Sanders, The Private Lives of Victorian Women : Autobiography in Nineteenth-
Century England (New York: Harvester-Wheatsheaf, 1989), p.13.  
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her first-person account is a forceful and detailed record drawn directly from 

her experience of their life in the Malay States, juxtaposing domestic 

particulars with openly political comments, and overall complaining about the 

meagre salary that failed to cover their expenses. The result is that 'at the end 

of our six years' service we were actually poorer than at the beginning' (v.2 

p.134). This act of self-dramatisation derives essentially from the need to cast 

herself in a role that would prove positive to herself and her husband. For 

their sakes she needs to justify her husband's reasons for resigning which 

would then put pressure on the Colonial Office to provide financial support for 

them by reinstating his pension. 

 Innes had seen the method that Bird used to create a field of 

knowledge and applauds the 'brilliancy and attractiveness' of Bird's account 

(v.2 p.242) while characterising her own pages as 'dull and gloomy' (v.2 

p.243). Notwithstanding this disclaimer, how Innes represents herself in the 

text reveals the performative nature of travel writing: the way that the genre 

relies on an invention of the self in place and time. Mary Louise Pratt has 

suggested that travel writing consists, ironically, of the passive experience of 

seeing and it only gets 'made' for real after the traveller (or other survivor) 

returns home, and brings it into being through texts, by dramatising his or her 

experience in the unknown region.66 In closing her narrative, Innes 

emphasises that during her residence in the Malay States: 
It unfortunately never occurred to me in those days that I might write an account  
of it all, and print it. I used to write letters home, from which, if they had been all 
preserved, I might have compiled a far fuller and more interesting account of the 
natives and their ways; but the greater part of them has been lost or destroyed.  
(v.2 pp.243-4) 

 
The treatment of her husband by the Colonial Office and the incomplete 

picture painted by Bird's enthusiastic narrative were the key elements that 

prompted her to become a travel writer, for the first and last time.67 In 

common with the previous case studies, Innes is opposing rather than 

resisting the status quo. She has been part of colonialism and supports it in 

principle. Economically the Resident system in the Malay States achieved 

remarkable results: within fifteen years the government revenues of the states 
                                            
66 Pratt, p.204. 
67 Her only other publication was an Impromptu for the Pianoforte published in 1884. 
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which came under British protection in 1874 had multiplied tenfold; their 

populations had trebled.68 But as always the political is personal and Emily 

Innes' counter-narrative is valuable in illuminating the discrepancies that 

existed between a Romantic-commercial view of the Malay States and the 

lived reality. 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

68 Gullick, Malaya, p.45. 



C H A P T E R   S E V E N  
 

Conclusion 
 
 
'Stemming the common tide' 
 The process of examining these travel accounts from the nineteenth 

century prompts a number of general conclusions about the nature and 

instability of discourse. At the same time, the diversity of counter-narratives in 

women's travel writing confirms the difficulty of generalising about any given 

discourse at a particular time. At best such an examination enables an 

understanding of how specific women were provoked to record their 

opposition to the influence of various 'grand narratives' on travel writing. What 

emerges distinctly from each of their works is a strong sense of their 

individuality, and their inability to acquiesce in the face of perceived 

disadvantages or inconsistencies. In the first chapter of his best-known work, 

Culture and Anarchy, Matthew Arnold creates a narrow definition of culture as 

a critical detachment from received notions, valuable because it is a state of 

mind that 'begets a dissatisfaction … which is of the highest possible value in 

stemming the common tide of men's thoughts'.1 The individuality that Arnold 

endorses in his essay can be seen reflected in each of the case studies that 

have been examined here. Although constrained to some extent by limitations 

on the production and the reception that their texts were liable to receive, the 

women were nevertheless firm about challenging whatever particular 

discourse they found to be deficient, and moreover at times found original and 

creative ways to circumvent restrictions on the topics they wished to question. 

 Among the enduring appeals of travel writing is its capacity to be 

subject-orientated, whereby the personal experience of the writer is 

foregrounded. As women in the nineteenth century made use of this feature 

of the genre it gave them the opportunity to express opinions in a public forum 

that would not otherwise have been possible. Moreover, what is important 
                                            
1 Matthew Arnold, Culture and Anarchy : An Essay in Political and Social Criticism (1869; 
Whitefish: Kessinger, 2004), p.28. 
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about counter-narratives is that not only are they empowering for the writer, 

but in destabilising the collective discourse they elicit a response. Unlike 

celebratory travel accounts, or those which adopt a conciliatory approach to 

hegemonic discourses, counter-narratives have a tendency to disturb the 

reader and, when they are published, their dissonance can create 

controversy. It was a risk that some women were willing to take, particularly 

writers such as Susanna Moodie and Emily Innes who were identifying areas 

where they considered there were deficiencies in government policy. 

Accounts such as theirs oppose the accepted wisdom of what they see as 

impersonal values that are impacting on their lives, or in the case of Frances 

Elliot, challenge a discourse that she feels is based on market-driven values. 

Thus I argue that their marginal accounts are a crucial means by which they 

are able to resist aspects of organisational influence over how their identities 

or their histories are represented. 

 The range of decades encompassed by this study cover a period when 

Britain was emerging from the effects of a prolonged war and parliamentary 

reform in the 1830s, to an era when women were involved in the 

controversies surrounding the 'Woman Question' in the 1880s. Hence I argue 

that the tenor of the particular historical moment in which they were writing 

contributes to the complexity of their accounts. In addition, each region of the 

world presented a different kind of opportunity for Victorian women travellers, 

and each woman responded in a distinctive way. As a consequence, while 

their writing about Europe reflected assumptions about what was culturally 

valuable or what was considered in good taste, women who travelled further 

afield, to regions considered remote from Britain, were more concerned with 

survival, both physical and intellectual. The result is that while there are 

similarities in the writers' responses to such issues as colonialism or gender, 

their counter-narratives, rather than offering a general perspective, offer an 

insight into a range of ideas, experiences and beliefs of these women 

travellers. In particular I argue that when women travelled abroad they 

discovered that the gender differences that had seemed authoritative in 

Britain were able to be altered or to some extent restructured in a foreign 

environment.  
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 There is one topic that limitations of space and scope have precluded 

from inclusion here and which suggests an area for future research. In 

examining influences that are explicit in their accounts, a document that is 

significant to foreign travel at this time but has been seldom considered, 

mainly because the travellers themselves, both male and female, wrote so 

little on the subject, is the passport. Why, one wonders, when the women 

writing counter-narratives are impatient to report on any difficulties they 

encounter, is there no mention of passport problems? From its élite 

beginnings, to a time when it symbolised a sense of individual freedom, until 

its final emergence by the end of the nineteenth century as a means of 

government management and control, this document closely reflects the 

tensions between class relations, state authority and freedom of the individual 

during the Victorian period. While passport issues are regularly debated in the 

periodical press, and The Times characterises the situation as 'the passport 

nuisance', they are largely ignored in the literature of the time. It remains for 

further study to examine how women were affected by the evolution of the 

passport with its links to the growth of nation-states in the nineteenth century, 

and how they experienced the whole notion of identity certification as it 

intersected with class relations. 

 The richness and variety of travel writing is part of what attracts 

readers to the genre, and in the preceding chapters I have considered a 

representative selection of counter-narratives that are available from women 

travellers during the nineteenth century. By identifying a group of women who 

wrote 'against the grain' of mainstream thought, my aim has been to escape 

the generalisation that results from privileging mainly those women's travel 

narratives which were seen as celebrating the pleasures of being in a foreign 

environment. Certainly travel writing enabled many Victorian women to 

compete in a qualified way with those who were considered 'learned', in a 

society that was shaped not only by beliefs about who could undertake the 

writing but also about what should be written about. Hence, a possible 

direction for future research could lie in a similar examination of counter-

narratives written by male travellers. Without equivalent constraints on their 

style and very little limitation on the range of subjects that they could 
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investigate, a selection of accounts by men from the nineteenth century would 

provide a comparative study to this thesis. While women's travelogues share 

a number of characteristics with those of their male contemporaries, what has 

emerged in the course of this study is how, during the different time periods, 

women were operating within a discursive landscape in which societal 

developments were bringing about changes in contemporary assessments of 

appropriate female roles and behaviour. In such an environment the women's 

counter-narratives are not only a reaction to the power of authoritative 

discourses: they are also a response to change. 
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