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ABSTRACT

In this dissertation I analyze how eighteenth-century elite girls negotiated the
norms and expectations of girlhood. I have selected a sample group of girls from
the upper eschelons of society. They are daughters of the aristocracy, gentry and
urban professionals.

In the hierarchical society of the eighteenth-century world, girls were seen as
subordinate beings. This was because of both their young age and being female.
Moreover, the girls of this study were part of the elite, which also influenced the
ways they were expected to lead their lives. Sometimes these expectations
conflicted and the girls tried their best to strike a balance between these
contradictions and their own feelings and desires.

In this study, I will combine several categories of historical analysis, namely
gender, age and social class. All three categories apply to the lives of the girls I
discuss and had a huge, impact on them. The key concepts of this study are
girlhood and agency.

The source material includes personal writings such as letters, diaries and
autobiographies, but also a vast collection of contemporary sources such as medical
treatities, conduct books, dictionaries and magazines. I read these normative
sources alongside the personal writings in order to show how the ideals of girlhood
shaped but also created conflicts in the lives of these girls when they grew up.

This dissertation shows that being a girl in the eighteenth-century world was a
process. A girl did not suddenly turn into a woman when she reached a certain age
or when she married and became a wife, as previous research has repeatedly stated.
Instead, she gradually turned into an adult as her age, behaviour and skills
developed.

With this study, I hope to raise the profile of age as a concept of analysis in
historical research. By applying concepts that have been used for studies of other
periods but rarely for the period at hand, and taking nothing for granted or self-
evident, we can acquire a much more vibrant and multidimensional image of the
past.

KEYWORDS: gender history, girlhood, girlhood studies, eighteenth century, the
elites, England
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TIVISTELMA

Téssd viitoskirjassani analysoin 1700-luvulla elidneiden englantilaisten eliitin
tyttdjen tapoja tasapainotella erilaisten tyttdyteen liittyvien odotusten ja normien
ristipaineessa. Tarkastelen joukkoa tyttdjd, jotka kuuluivat yhteiskunnan ylimpiin
kerroksiin. He olivat aristokraattien, maalaisaatelin ja saditylédiston tyttdrid. 1700-
luvun maailma oli vahvan hierarkinen ja patriarkaalinen. Tyt6t ndhtiin monessa
suhteessa alisteisina olentoina aikuisiin miehiin ndhden. He olivat nuoria ja kaiken
lisdksi naissukupuolen edustajia. Lisdksi ndiden tyttdjen kokemuksiin vaikutti
heidén kuulumisensa yhteiskunnan eliittiin. Ajoittain sdddyn vaatima eldméntapa
oli ristiriidassa ihanteellisen naiseuden ja tyttdyden kanssa, puhumattakaan heiddn
omista tunteistaan ja haluistaan.

Tamén tutkimuksen keskeiset analyyttiset kisitteet ovat sukupuoli, ikd ja
luokka. Namé kategoriat vaikuttivat merkittévasti tissd tutkimuksessa esiintyvien
tyttéjen elamddn. Tutkimuksen keskeisind tutkimuskohteina ovat siten tyttdys ja
toimijuus. Vaitoskirjani asettuu siten sukupuolihistorian, tyttGyden historian ja
tyttotutkimuksen tutkimusalueille. Lahdemateriaalina on laaja kokoelma kirjeitd,
paivékirjoja, omaeldmékertoja sekd lddke-, laki- ja kéytosoppaita sekd lehtid.
Lukemalla omakohtaisia tekstejd normatiivisten kanssa rinnakkain, tutkimus tuo
esiin 1700-luvun tyttdyteen kuuluvat rajat, kokemukset ja ristiriidat.

Tutkimukseni osoittaa, ettd 1700-luvun tyttdys oli prosessi, johon kuului paitsi
kronologinen ikd myds erilaisten tietojen ja taitojen karttuminen. Aikuinen tytdstd
tuli vasta kun hin osasi toteuttaa aikuiseldiménsd roolia vaimona, &itind ja
seurapiirileidind. Témi tutkimus on avaus laajemmalle vanhempia aikoja koske-
valle nuoruuden historian tutkimukselle. I&n tuominen mukaan historialliseen
tutkimuskésitteistoon laajentaa merkittdvésti kuvaa menneisyyden maailmasta.

ASIASANAT: eliitit, Englanti, sukupuoli, sukupuolentutkimus, tyttoys, tyttotutki-
mus, 1700-luku
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1 INTRODUCTION: THE
UNDERSTUDIED ELITE
GIRLHOOD

When I saw her for the first time, I thought her the perfect image of a sophisticated
aristocratic lady of the eighteenth century. She leans against a writing desk, her head
against her left hand in a meditative pose. Her right arm rests on her lap. She gazes at
the viewer with drowsy eyes and a hint of a smile. She is rather beautiful. Her dress is
the height of fashion: a salmon pink taffeta dress with white ruftles, black fine lace on
her shoulders, a necklace with a triple ring of pearls and pearl earrings to match. Her
brown hair is curled at the top.

To my surprise, I learnt that she was only fifteen years old. The painting I just
described was produced by Francis Cotes around the year 1760.! The sitter is Lady
Sarah Lennox (1745-1832), the daughter of Charles Lennox, the 2nd Duke of
Richmond and his wife Lady Sarah Cadogan. That same year young Sarah had
arrived in London to start her life in the high society of the city. This painting reminds
me how elusive and almost invisible a girl or a young woman was in the pages of
history. We easily forget that there were also girls in the eighteenth century, not just
grown women. The line between girls and women is often blurred. How, then, is it
possible to study in a historical context something that seems to be between becoming
and being and between a child and a woman?

Thousands of pages have been written about females in the past. Women have
also written about their own lives. This is also true of eighteenth-century girls and
women. However, almost all biographies focus on adulthood years. Childhood and
youth, or what I term in this study girlhood years, are usually dealt with in the first
ten pages or so. In certain ways even elite girls were on the margins. In a world
where the adult male was the person with most authority and therefore most
prominence, a young female, even an elite one, was doubly marginal. She was
inferior in regard of her sex and inferior in regard of her age. Girls have certainly
been in the margins of historical research, as well. This study explores the

! A reproduction of this painting can be found in Tillyard 1995 (1994). The location of the
original painting is unclear.
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experience and understanding of girlhood through autobiographical sources,
correspondence, diaries and memoirs.

The main subjects of my study are elite English girls in the eighteenth century.
They were not all noble or aristocratic, but they all lived in the world termed polite
society. They include the following: the four Lennox sisters, that is Ladies Caroline
(b.1723, married Fox, Lady Holland), Emily (b.1731, Fitzgerald, Lady Kildare,
Duchess of Leinster), Louisa (b.1743, Conolly) and Sarah (b.1745, Bunbury and
Napier), Lady Mary Pierrepont (b.1689, Wortley Montagu), Lady Louisa Stuart
(b.1757), Lady Harriet Pitt (b.1758, Eliot), Lady Sarah Spencer (b.1787, Lyttelton),
Lady Maria Josepha Holroyd (b.1771, Stanley), Miss Elizabeth Robinson (b.1720,
Montagu) and her sister Sarah (b. 1721, Scott), Miss Frances (Fanny) Burney (b.1752,
D’Arblay), Miss Mary Granville (b.1700, Pendarves and Delany), Miss Mary Berry
(b.1763), Miss Maria Edgeworth (b.1767), Miss Eliza Dawson (b.1770, Fletcher),
Miss Anne Tracy (b.1705, Travell) and the Wynne sisters Elizabeth (Betsey) (b.1778,
Fremantle), Eugenia (b.1780, Campbell), Harriet (b.1784, Hamilton) and Justine (b
1786, Finlay).

The girls of this study were all members of the elite, although they represented
different classes and faiths. They were daughters of aristocrats (Lennoxes, Pierrepont,
Stuart, Holroyd, Pitt) and gentry (Robinsons, Granville, Tracy, Berry, Dawson,
Edgeworth, Wynnes), but also urban professionals (Burney). Most of them were
members of the Church of England, but some of them were Roman Catholics
(Wynnes). Most, but not all, were born and raised on English soil. The three youngest
of the Lennox sisters, Sarah, Louisa and Cecilia, were born in England, but moved to
Ireland to live with their elder sister Emily, after their parents died. But Sarah and
Louisa moved back to London, to live with their eldest sister Caroline, when they
were in their teens. The Wynne family moved abroad in 1786 after Richard Wynne
got into financial difficulties and had to sell his estate in Lincolnshire. Maria
Edgeworth, in turn, was born in Oxfordshire: she moved to Ireland with her family at
the age of five, but was later sent to boarding school back in England. Despite their
differences, all these girls faced the similar expectations that belonged to being a
female in the patriarchal eighteenth-century world. All of them represented the upper
echelons of society, and therefore shared a similar lifestyle, albeit varying according
to the family’s financial means.

The list of names is extensive, but the girls left a varied written legacy. They
commented on and emphasised different aspects of girlhood. Some were keener to
express their opinion than others. Therefore, the Robinson sisters, the Wynne sisters,
Fanny Burney, Lady Sarah Lennox and Lady Mary Pierrepont acquire more space in
this study than the other girls.

Some, if not all, of the girls are better known for their adult lives, their
connections to famous men or under their married names. However, because 1 focus
on them as girls I use their maiden names throughout this study, contrary to usual

12



Introduction: The Understudied Elite Girlhood

practice. However, when I refer to opinions they expressed on girlhood later in life, as
adult women, I use the name they had at the time.>

1.1 Placing girls in history: Research question,
previous research, concepts and methods

Research question

The aim of this study is to analyze how eighteenth-century elite girls negotiated the
norms and expectations of girlhood. In the hierarchical society of the eighteenth-
century world, girls were seen as subordinate beings. This was because of both their
young age and being female. Moreover, the girls of this study were part of the elite,
which also influenced the ways they were expected to lead their lives. Sometimes
these expectations conflicted and the girls tried their best to strike a balance between
these contradictions and their own feelings and desires. This is not biographical
research, even though I draw on the experiences of individual girls. I use these as
examples to aid in studying a bigger social phenomenon, in this case girlhood in
eighteenth-century England.’

The time frame of this study encompasses over 100 years. One might ask whether
it is possible to study such a long period as a coherent entity. Some historians like to
call it the Long Eighteenth Century, a period that started in the end of the seventeenth
century and lasted until the early decades of the nineteenth century. However as a
cultural historian I find it unnecessary to make such labelling. Hardly any historical
phenomenon is strictly limited into one century. It is true that there were significant
changes during the eighteenth century. In Europe it was an era of the Enlightenment
and finally a revolution which ended the ancient regime. In Britain it was an era of
accelerated population growth, agricultural transformation and industrialisation. But
the elite lifestyle, and the expectations that young females had to face, did not change
significantly until the Victorian era. The changes were subtle over the course of this
period and at times they are very not easy to detect. These changes include, for
instance, attitudes towards girls’ education or sexuality.

The research questions constitute three different themes, through which I
construct my study. The themes are 1) girlhood as a life-stage, 2) socialization, i.e.

All daughters of dukes, marquises’ and earls were “the Right Honourable N. Lady N.
and addressed as “Lady.” The daughters of viscounts and barons were called “Madam”
and their title was “the Honourable Mrs. N.N.” In genteel families the eldest daughter
was called Miss. See Anon.[Hannah More], 1745, 80; The Accomplished Letter-Writer,
1779, 27-28, 33.

3 On biographical research see Hakosalo et al. 2014; Leskeld-Kérki 2017. Also Caine
2010.

13



Henna Karppinen-Kummunmaki

education, pastimes, entering society and 3) sexuality. Each theme is handled in one
chapter: the first chapter looks into girlhood as part of the human lifecycle. I discuss
eighteenth-century notions of gender, age and human constitution. How was age
perceived? Although I am not writing a comprehensive review of gender and the
eighteenth century, I am aware that [ am participating in a discussion that has been
extremely controversial among gender historians for the past two decades: was there a
change in the notions of gender (from a one-sex to a two sex-model) during the
eighteenth century? This work also contributes to the history of childhood and youth.
In the eighteenth century, childhood and youth came more and more to the fore in
pedagogical and political discussions. The increase in childhood literature and
conduct books, aimed mainly at young ladies, is one sign of this. In this chapter, I will
look into the chronological aspects of age. Were there certain points in life that were
important? Girls were gendered subjects, so it is important to have an understanding
of contemporary views of human constitution, gender and age. Another important
aspect of girlhood that I handle in this chapter is girls as part of family dynamics, that
is, as daughters, nieces and siblings.

The second chapter involves work and education, social and material
environment. What was the education of eighteenth-century aristocratic girls like? I
consider how the girls learnt to be ladies. Even though the elite was usually referred
to as “the leisured class,” it did not mean that these young ladies spent or should have
spent their time in idleness. Accordingly, one of the aims in this study is to find out
what activities were appropriate for elite girls. This also involves the social life
outside the family home. How and on what terms did girls appear in public? The
material environment also has been taken into account when looking at girlhood
experiences. Consuming and through that demonstrating one’s social standing was
extremely important to the elite, especially in this era. Consumption increased in all
social classes during the eighteenth century. Those who represented high society had
to stand out from ordinary people.

The third chapter is about sexuality and the eventual maturation of the girls.
Unmarried girls were sexually problematic according to the ideals of the time. They
were no longer little children, completely under the influence of their parents, and
especially their fathers, but before they were married they had no husband to control
them either. Young ladies were in a somewhat liminal stage. As legally of age, they
were potential sexual partners. But it was also necessary for an aristocratic girl to be
virgin when she entered into marriage, in order to secure the paternity of family heirs.
In this chapter I also look ask whether marriage signified adulthood to the girls or
whether it happened later, for example, when they had their first child.

14



Introduction: The Understudied Elite Girlhood

Previous research

Previous research on the eighteenth century, gender history, family history and
childhood and youth history has been extensive.* One might think that everything that
could be written about the eighteenth-century female has been written already. Yet,
for the most part, gender history has neglected age and dealt with women as a single
coherent group. This study brings to the fore females of various ages, little girls,
teenagers, and young ladies ready to be married. Even within the elite, the lives of
these girls took individual turns, despite the ideal shared framework.’ After all,
girlhood in the eighteenth-century was a phase in life when girls constructed their
future womanhood.

Histories of childhood and youth, especially those published in the 1980s and
1990s, have tended to focus on boys as representatives of the young.® Research into
the gendered experience of age is thus still lacking to some extent, with some
welcome exceptions from the 1990s and the past decade, which I use frequently in
my study.” Research into the family in this period has been far more extensive ever
since Lawrence Stone published his pioneering study on the history of the English
family. Nevertheless, historical studies focusing on families and family dynamics
still tend to stress parent-child-relations. The viewpoint usually concerns parents’
relations and feelings towards their children, not vice versa.® There are few studies
that have broken this pattern by turning their attention to sibling-relations. They
show how minors, as well as grown adults, both boys and girls, interacted within
gender-age-hierarchies.” This study is all about girls and how they saw their world
and interacted with it.

General views on early modern gender histories Jones 1990; Eales 1998; Wiesner 2000
(1993). Life-cycle studies: Abbott 1996; Vickery 1998; Mendelson & Crawford 1998. In
Sweden and Finland see Vainio-Korhonen 2008.

Studies focusing on gender, as a cultural and social construction, provide useful space of
discussion for my own research. See for instance Barker & Chalus (eds.) 1997. Also
Tague 2002; Ylivuori 2015. Women and the construction of gender in France see
Goodman 2008.

6 Such as Gillis 1981; Cunningham 1996.

7 For instance Miiller (ed.) 2006. Also Fletcher 2010 (2008). There are some studies of
gendered childhoods from earlier periods such as Kraussman Ben-Amos 1994; Miller &
Yavneh (eds.) 2011. Also Hanawalt 1993. From other areas such as Scotland Nugent &
Ewan (eds.) 2015.

For instance Foyster & Marten 2010. See also Bailey 2012 and on parents’ feelings
towards their children Kaartinen 2014.

o Harris 2012. About siblings in the early modern period: Miller & Yavneh 2006. On
sibling relations in early modern Sweden and Finland see Lahtinen 2001.
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Girlhood studies for the most part, focus on modern times; from the nineteenth
century onwards.'® Their time-frame is, therefore, very narrow, although their analytical
approach, namely that girlhood can be studied as a cultural phenomenon, is naturally
very useful in my research. Several cultural historians have treated the subject of
girlhood in their studies, albeit in a later period than my own. Although their approach
is historical and they treat girlhood as an age-specific cultural phenomenon, their
studies still focus on modern times, the nineteenth century or afterwards.!!

Studies focusing on eighteenth-century girlhood history have their drawbacks.
They have clearly focused on working class girlhood and usually focus on the late
eighteenth- to early nineteenth-century period.1? In fact, interest in elite girlhood
history among academic researchers has been rare. Alternatively, elite girlhood has
been looked at through certain themes, such as education, in which gendered
childhood and youth are more clearly visible.!* For the most part, these studies still
tend to concentrate on the general views on girlhood produced by adults, rather than
focusing on personal experiences of girlhood. Moreover, there is still a need for a
study that gives a broad view of eighteenth-century elite girlhood and gives voice to
the girls themselves. This is a void my thesis will fill.

Some of the girls studied here have raised much scholarly interest on their
adulthood lives. The authors Fanny Burney'* and Maria Edgeworth!® have been
studied through their well-known literary careers. However, despite this extensive
previous work, I focus on them as girls and as subjects of the research question of
girlhood, and I do not go beyond that theme in this study. This also applies to Lady
Mary Pierrepont (Wortley Montagu), Elizabeth Robinson Montagu, Sarah Robinson
Scott, Mary Granville Delany and Eliza Dawson Fletcher, who have been studied
through their roles as social authors, bluestockings and Enlightenment thinkers.'® As
regards the rest of the girls, namely Lady Louisa Stuart, Lady Harriet Pitt, Lady Sarah
Spencer and the Wynne sisters, | am entering relatively new territory. Historian

For instance in Finland Ojanen, Mulari & Aaltonen (toim.) 2011. A global approach is
provided by Helgren & Vasconcellos (eds.) 2010. There are also many studies on
girlhood in nineteenth and early twentieth-century Britain and the US e.g. Moruzi 2012;
Hunter 2002; Gomersell 1997. Recent early modern girlhood histories include Cohen &
Reeves (eds.) 2018.

T Mulari 2015; Vehkalahti 2008.

For working-class girlhood with a large timeframe Maynes, Seland & Benninghaus
(eds.) 2005.

Girlhood history and education in Britain see, Simonton 1988; Vallone 1995; Simonton
2011; Hilton & Shefrin (eds.) 2009; O’Dowd 2018. On elite girlhood and education in
eighteenth-century Sweden see Parland-von Essen 2005.

14 Darby 1997; Crump (ed.) 2002; Straub 1987; Johnson 1995.

15 Hollingworth 1997; Kowaleski-Wallace 1991; Nodelman 2008.

On the bluestockings and their correspondence: Sairio 2009; Eger 2010; Laird &
Weisberg-Roberts 2009.
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Elaine Chalus is currently studying the life of Elizabeth (Betsey) Wynne (Fremantle).
I have included the Wynne sisters in my study with some reservations, for reasons
that I explain fully on page 21. The rest of the girls have gained no scholarly interest,
whatsoever. The information of the lives of the girls derives mostly from biographies
and primary sources, the majority of biographies dating back to the nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries and mostly compiled by their families. There are few recent
scholarly biographies.!” I explain why I use printed sources below.

Girlhood

How can we look at elite girlhood in the eighteenth-century context? In this study, I
will combine several categories of historical analysis, namely gender, age and social
class. All three categories apply to the lives of the girls I discuss and had a huge,
impact on them.!® The impacts of the various factors on each girl often differed. This
combination allows me to present a much more vivid image of eighteenth-century
girlhood than previously seen in girlhood histories. However, the line between
girlhood and womanhood is often blurred, as O’Dowd and Purvis have correctly
pointed out."” As I will show in this study, girlhood did not automatically end, for
instance, at the age of legal maturity (twenty-one) or in marriage.

In order to grasp the phenomenon of eighteenth-century girlhood, I have chosen
not to look only at chronological age, but at age as historical process too. By ‘age’ |
mean both the chronological age and stage of the human life-cycle, such as youth or
adulthood. Chronological age and life-stage did not always correspond. Adulthood
did not always occur at a specific age, for instance. Historians focusing on age agree
that age-bound identities change throughout a person’s life-cycle. This includes a
constant physical and social transformation that is marked with certain rites of
passages. Age is about power relations and cultural expectations. Certain things are
expected at different stages in life. The expectations of life also vary according to
gender. However, age is also a subjective experience.?® Rudolf Dekker reminds us
that youth and adulthood have been separated by various boundaries, legal, social and
medical, which change over time and are therefore not universal. Childhood and

Regarding the Lennox sisters, I lean heavily on the celebrated biography of Stella
Tillyard 1995 (1994). Edith Curtis also published a biography of Lady Sarah Lennox in
1946. Isobel Grundy has made a thorough study of Lady Mary Pierrepont (Wortley
Montagu). See Grundy 2004 (1999). Biographies of Fanny Burney: Seeley 1900;
Dobson 1903; Doody 1988 of Elizabeth Robinson Montagu: Dolan 1873; Climenson
1906 and of Maria Edgeworth: Lawless 1904; The Life and letters of Maria Edgeworth
Augustus J.C. Hare (ed.) 1895.

I have used this same approach in my article Karppinen-Kummunmaéki 2018.

9 O’Dowd & Purvis 2018, 2.

20 Maynes et. al. 2005, 2-3; Paris 2008, 107; Mintz 2008, 91-93; Yallop 2016 (2013), 5.
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youth can nevertheless be seen as distinct from adulthood. An adult is something that
a child is not. It must be noted that it is often the adults that define youth and
childhood, but not the reverse.?!

Looking at girlhood through gender is another approach. Gender, like age, is
regulated by norms and ideals and is influenced by social and institutional factors that
are historically and culturally constructed as Joan Scott has argued. Moreover,
gendered identity can be seen as a performance, in a Butlerian sense, something that
people constantly act out through speech and gestures. Gender is produced through
cultural discursives. The concept of performativity derives from Judith Butler, who
contradicted the idea of male/female dichotomy as essentially biological in her
famous and influential book Gender Trouble (1990). Gender is easily naturalized but
it is not natural or given.”? Several historians agree that eighteenth-century notions of
gender were fluid and not constricted by dichotomies, as they were in the centuries to
follow. The Lacqueurian “two-sexed model” was still on the process of development,
and no approach was universally embraced.”® (To this discussion I will return in
Section 2.1.) In the eighteenth-century gender difference was, for the most part,
manifested in the body. Politeness?® and the regulation of the body were essential
aspects of being a female in eighteenth-century England. The rules of politeness
dictated the appropriate behaviour for a female. Soile Ylivuori concludes that the way
girls and women behaved and controlled their bodies constructed the gender
difference. Moreover, the body was the locus on which eighteenth-century women
and girls could negotiate agency and subjectivity. By utilizing their bodies the girls
could both construct the gender difference and practice their own freedom.?

When did girlhood start and when did it end? As it is impossible to trace any
personal girlhood experiences before the girls acquired the skill to write, I assume
that girlhood started whenever a child acquired a gendered identity. She became
called a girl, not just a baby, infant or child. There is no agreement in the field as to
when girlhood starts and when it ends. Other historians, like O’Dowd and Purvis,
have stated that in early modern English society a girl is a young female anywhere

21 Dekker 2000, 6.

22 Scott 1986, 1056, 1067-1068; Butler 2008 (1990), 229, 235-236. See also Liljestrém
1996, 134; Raddeker 2007, 175-177.

23 Wharman 2004, 7-8; Harvey 2002, 910-913; Ylivuori 2015, 30.

24 Politeness was the essence of eighteenth-century English society. It meant not only good
manners, but also refinement, sociability, hospitality and self-edification. Ideal social
interaction was easy and informal. This also meant natural interaction in mix-sexed
company. In fact, women were thought to excel men in this regard. Their edifying good
influence on men was seen as an important part of politeness. Klein 1989, 583, 603,
Glover 2011, 3-4; Ylivuori 2015, 37-42; Karppinen-Kummunmaéki 2015, 203-204;
Ylivuori 2019, 14-15, 20. On politeness and self-fashioning see Kekéldinen 2012.

% Ylivuori 2015, 35; Ylivuori 2019, 15-17.

18



Introduction: The Understudied Elite Girlhood

from infancy to her mid- or late twenties.?® Within this categorization adolescent
years have been divided into three stages: preadolescence (age nine or ten to thirteen),
middle teenage years (from fourteen to seventeen or eighteen) and late teens to the
early twenties.”’ Instead relying on the categorizations of other researchers, in section
2.1 T will look at the ways in which human life cycle was seen in the eighteenth-
century context and how girls fit into it. These categorizations, however, functioned
as loose frameworks only, and importantly, they were usually applied to males, not
females. Although earlier studies have generally seen marriage as the rite of passage
between youth and adulthood, this was not necessarily the case, as O’Dowd and
Purvis remind us when they point out that child marriages and contemporary
definitions of minors cloud the issue.?® Moreover, marriage wasn’t the lot of every
female in the eighteenth century. Amy Froide has suggested that prior to 1700
perhaps one third of the adult population never married.”” And when they did, the
estimated average age of marriage between 1600 and 1750 was twenty-six years.
Towards the end of the eighteenth century this age decreased somewhat. Elite females
tended to marry slightly younger than their social inferiors, most often in their late
teens and early twenties.>

Instead of looking at girlhood as a strictly chronological phenomenon, I want to
stress that girlhood was a process in the eighteenth century. Even though young
females lived under male authority, the social restrictions were relaxed when a girl
grew older.*! She had much more freedom to be an active agent in her life when she
was almost a young woman rather than a little girl just out of her baby clothes.
Girlhood was seen as a slow and gradual progression through youthful years towards
adulthood. As they got older, girls learnt different things and experienced life
accordingly. Different events and features marked this passage. It is my suggestion
that marriage was not the point when girlhood ended in all cases. Adulthood was
reached when skills necessary to fulfil one’s role as a mature adult in society were
acquired.

26 O’Dowd & Purvis 2018, 2-3. Also O’Dowd 2018, 54.

27 In comparison, in her study Kim M. Phillips defines the term “maiden,” the closest
equivalent in medieval times, as referring to a young unmarried woman past childhood
but not yet fully adult and age between her teens and early twenties. Phillips 2003, 3, 4.

8 O’Dowd & Purvis 2018, 2-3. See also Maynes et. al. 2005; 3; Simonton 2011, 21.

2 Froide 2005, 3-4.

30 Mendelson & Crawford 1998, 111, 128, 129; Froide 2005, 5; Simonton 2004, 364;
Simonton 2011, 20. Anna-Christina Giovanopoulos has argued that the percentage of
child marriages was less than 0.5%, although she does not state what she means by a
child. Giovanopoulos 2006, 47.

31 See Cohen & Reeves 2018, 12.
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Agency

The second important concept for this study is agency. How can we understand
agency of girls in history? Mary Jo Maynes has stated that girls’ agency has generally
been seen as restricted by powerlessness, invisibility and marginal status. According
to her, the main problem in defining girls’ agency has been inadequate notions of
historical agency. A historical actor is understood as autonomous, driven by rational
choice, and being aware of the world and how it functions.’? In the eighteenth-
century, when an adult male was the measure of human being, it might seem that girls
and women had no autonomy at all. Society was hierarchically structured: the male
dominated the female, masters their servants, and parents their children. Yet, this is
not the whole picture. Even though this would suggest a lack of agency for girls and
women, they found a multitude of ways to exert influence within society. As Anu
Lahtinen points out in her studies of the agency of late medieval and early modern
women, by changing the way we look at agency and power-relations, we can see that
females were active agents and were able to influence their conditions in life within
the limits of historical-cultural boundaries. They commented on the norms of their
day by adapting to them, interpreting and even remoulding them.**> I am following
Lahtinen’s example by looking at the ways the girls were able to adapt and remould
the norms according to their individual choices. Eighteenth-century girlhood had,
therefore, a great deal to do with power, or the lack of it, and both social and age-
bound hierarchies that sometimes clashed and required some navigation from the
girls. Following Deborah Simonton, I start with the assumption that eighteenth-
century girls recognized the importance of girlhood years in their lives, and actively
tried to influence the shape that those years would take.** Mary O’Dowd, too, has
shown that eighteenth-century Irish girls showed a sense of self-identity, sexual
awareness and rebelled against parental authority.*® Instead of simply examining what
was said about girls by others, that is, by parents, didactical authors and so on. In this
study I will closely observe what these girls thought about themselves and the world
around them. In this way, it is possible to reveal something about the eighteenth
century that would otherwise remain hidden.

It is sometimes said that girlhood agency is difficult to study due to the lack of
sources.*® Sources describing girls’ own experiences, such as letters and diaries, are

32 Maynes 2008, 116.

33 Lahtinen 2007, 12, 14, 25-26. Anu Korhonen sums up that historical agency is the
combination of individual choices and historical-cultural conditions and possibilities.
Agency is a constant process of negotiating and interpretation. Kaartinen & Korhonen
2005, 145-146, 150.

34 Simonton 2011, 20.

3% O’Dowd 2018, 54.

3 Maynes 2008, 116-117.

20



Introduction: The Understudied Elite Girlhood

few. Most of the material is produced by adults. Thus, youths are defined by others,
not by the youths themselves. Girls and young women lived in the margins of public
life and were invisible in the public records. “Good girls” did not leave any traces in
the sources.’” But the argument about the lack of sources is not completely valid. In
this study, I show that there are sources, produced by the girls themselves that enable
me to study their personal experiences. These sources give me access to their own
views of themselves and their lives. I also show that the girls were not passive, but
instead active in shaping their own lives. These first-hand documents are
complemented with memoirs written later in life, which also reveal aspects from their
girlhood, albeit perhaps interpreted with the benefit of hindsight and experience of
adulthood.

The eighteenth century, or the Georgian era in the case of England, is a fruitful
period to study girlhood experiences. Although the concept of childhood had been
recognized in previous centuries, Enlightenment thinking had a considerable impact
on how childhood and youth were perceived. More and more, childhood started to be
seen as a special time of life with specific needs.*® Toys and literature intended
specifically for children increased in number, indicating the importance of childhood
years. The way family was perceived also changed during this period. Families
became important in political thought: well-functioning families represented the
economic and political strength of nations. Children became important for the
nation’s future well-being.* Girls were, therefore, a crucial group that were at the
intersection of being dependant minors and full-grown independent adults.*

Besides gender and family, class, or to use more contemporary suitable term
social status, was a significant factor in the experiences of eighteenth-century girls.
The focus of this study is clearly on the upper echelons of English society, and it,
therefore, does not represent the girlhood of the eighteenth-century as whole, but
looks at a small and somewhat privileged group. As Leonore Davidoff and Catherine
Hall have demonstrated in their famous study of the English eighteenth-century
middle-class Family Fortunes, gender and class always operate together and class
consciousness always takes a gendered form.*!

There were approximately 2000 noble families in eighteenth-century Britain. The
highest stratum, the aristocracy, was its smallest group, which held the greatest
political power in the kingdom. Only peers had access to the House of Lords. It is
estimated that by the time of King George II, there were some 180 English peers, and

37 Qjanen 2011, 9-44; Tuomaala 2011, 45; Ylivuori 2015, 210-211.

3% Immel & Witmore (eds.) 2006; Hilton & Shefrin (eds.) 2009; Fletcher 2008 (2010);
Cunningham 2014 (1995).

3 Davidoff & Hall 2002 (1987), 321, 343; Foyster & Marten 2010, 1, 3, 6.

40 About the importance of studying children and the young see Harris 2009, 334; Immel &
Witmore 2006, 5.

41 Davidoff & Hall 2002 (1987), xxxii, 13.
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some 200 at the end of century (as only the eldest son inherited the title). The English,
Scottish and Irish peers constituted their own peerages. After the Act of Union in
1707, the English and Scottish peerages were united, forming the peerage of Great
Britain. Younger sons of the aristocracy and members of the gentry attended the
House of Commons.*? Below the aristocracy on the social ladder was the gentry: the
non-hereditary lesser nobility (such as knights), non-titled landowners, clergy and
other professionals. Historians have frequently debated who belonged to this group.
Amanda Vickery calls them the gentility, lesser gentry, “the polite” and “the genteel”.
She includes landowners with no title and urban professionals in the gentry.* In their
historical research Ingrid Tague and Hannah Greig have focused on “the quality” and
the beau monde. Tague includes in “the Quality” those, with or without a title, who
participated in certain social events, shared social codes, and knew how to act in
certain situations. Members of the quality represented taste and good behaviour.**
Hannah Greig defines her beau monde as a group of privileged fashionable people
who had a social impact within Georgian urban society, as manifested in the London
season. Although inherited rank was not a necessary requirement, most prominent
members of this group were peers.* According to Vickery, the lesser gentry did not
pretend to be part of the “quality” and the elites, however.* “Polite society” is also a
possible term to define elite status, as politeness was a major part of societal discourse
in the early part of the eighteenth century. Politeness defined the moral codes for the
members of the elites.

I decided to call this group the elite*’ because this word best describes it, as it
includes the variety of social positions the girls studied here represented. The term
gives me space to look at a sufficiently wide range of people to give a wide enough
picture of girlhood in the upper layers of English society. It is true that the girls
nevertheless belonged to families from an array of backgrounds that varied socially
and often had widely divergent financial resources. The girls studied here were
daughters of aristocrats, gentry and even urban professionals. Yet, in they shared

42 Foreman 2001 (1998), xvii; Kaartinen 2006, 31; Greig 2013, 266. The British peerage
consisted of dukes, marquises, earls, viscounts and barons. In some cases a woman could
carry the title on her own right, but usually she carried the courtesy title in accordance of
her husband’s rank. The eldest son of a duke also carried a lower-ranking title of his own
right. Greig 2013, 266.

4 Vickery 1999 (1998), 13.

4 Tague 2002, 13.

4 Greig 2013, 15, 17-18.

4 Vickery 2002, 13. Lucy Worsley also speaks of pseudo-gentry, who aspired to a genteel
lifestyle but were not wealthy enough. Worsley 2017, 28

47 Following the example of Chalus 2005, 8; Kaartinen 2006, 35; Glover 2011, 15-17. For
instance, Soile Ylivuori, in her study on Fanny Burney, Elizabeth Robinson Montagu
and Mary Grenville Delany, has dealt with their ambiguous relationship with
“politeness.” See Ylivuori 2018, 27-33.
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similar values of life-style and expectations of girlhood. They had a only limited
number of choices to maintain themselves besides marriage to an appropriate husband
or legacies from their fathers. They had to live in an age-gender hierarchy that valued
innocent, modest behaviour of girls and submissiveness to male authority. Naturally,
the ways these values were treated varied according to their personalities and
circumstances in life. The contradictions between collective beliefs and individual
thinking are keys to a certain historical society. These contradictions often provide
the key to the mores of a society of a given historical period and region. Instead of
looking at structures of society alone, cultural historians focus on meanings and the
ways people of the past created and interacted with them.*® Individuals can and
should be studied as individuals with personal traits/characteristics. The experiences
of the girls studied here varied, but they can tell us a great deal about their time in
general. It is the breakage points and frictions that reveal the norm.

1.2 Tracing female youth in sources

Correspondence, diaries and autobiographies

Autobiographical texts constitute the primary sources for this study. These texts
include letters, diaries and autobiographies. The reason for choosing the writings of
this group of girls is that they include very self-reflective passages on girlhood. If
something is deemed as self-evident it goes unmentioned in the sources. And that is
very difficult place for a historian to build a study on. There certainly are more
sources in the archives but in the scope of one research it would have been impossible
to go through them all. Besides, it is doubtful whether a bigger body of texts would
bring any more material benefit for this study as it is qualitative not quantitative. As I
focus on girlhood experiences, I mainly look at those texts that have been written
before the age of twenty-one and/or around the time of the writer’s marriage. In some
cases, it is possible to trace a change in personal views from girlhood to adulthood. In
these cases, I have included texts written later in life. I have included adulthood texts
that can bring more insight into girlhood, as well. As society and family played an
important part in forming eighteenth-century girlhood, I also looked at texts written
by the girls’ older siblings, parents and friends that commented on girlhood.

Letters are by far the most common source type in this study. The correspondence
appearing in this research is written by the Lennox sisters, Elizabeth and Sarah
Robinson, Lady Mary Pierrepont, Lady Louisa Stuart, Lady Harriet Pitt, Lady Sarah
Spencer, Lady Maria Josepha Holroyd and Maria Edgeworth. The Lennox sisters

48 See for instance Kaartinen & Korhonen 2005, 31, 123-126, 135; Leskeld-Kérki 2006
22-24; Ollila 2010, 65, 66.
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corresponded frequently with each other. The sets of correspondence are between the
following pairs: Emily (b.1731) and Sarah (b.1745) between the years 1760-94,
Emily and Caroline (b.1723) 1756-1774, Emily and Louisa (b. 1743) 1759-1805.
These letters are published by Brian FitzGerald under the title Correspondence of
Emily, Duchess of Leinster (1949—-1953). The manuscripts of Lady Sarah’s and Lady
Louisa’s correspondence (1759—1821) are held in the National Library of Ireland,
Dublin. Sarah also had frequent correspondence with a relative and a friend Lady
Susan Fox-Strangways (1761-1817). Their letters have been published under the title
Life and Letters of Lady Sarah Lennox 1745-1826 (in two volumes, 1901-1902).%
Childhood letters from Caroline and Emily to their parents are included in 4 Duke
and His Friends. The Life and Letters of the second Duke of Richmond (in two
volumes, 1911). Sisters and other family members were the usual addressees with the
other girls, as well. Sarah Robinson’s correspondence (from 1740 onwards) mainly
with her sister Elizabeth, has recently been edited by Nicole Pohl (2014) as The
Letters of Sarah Scott. Lady Mary Pierrepont’s extensive correspondence from 1708
onwards is edited by Robert Halsband in The Complete letters of Lady Mary Wortley
Montagu (1965-1967). The rest are published editions from the nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries, usually edited by family members or friends. Elizabeth
Robinson’s vast correspondence with several of her friends and family (1732
onwards) was published as The Letters of Mrs. Elizabeth Montagu (1825)*°, Lady
Louisa Stuart’s correspondence mainly with her sister (1778—1784) in Gleanings from
an Old Portfolio. (1895), Lady Maria Josepha Holroyd’s girlhood letters (1776—1796)
as The Girlhood of Maria Josepha Holroyd (1897), Lady Sarah Spencer’s letters from
the age of 17 in 1804 as Correspondence of Sarah Spencer Lady Lyttelton 1787—1870
(1912), Lady Harriet Pitt’s letters in The Letters of Lady Harriot Eliot 1766—1786
(1914) and Maria Edgeworth’s letters in A Memoir of Maria Edgeworth, with a
selection from her letters (1867).

4 Lady Sarah also wrote to her sister Caroline, but those letters have not survived. The

archives of the Fox family in the British Library, known as the Holland House papers,
are constructed mainly to form some kind of political testament to Henry Fox, Lady
Caroline’s husband, and their son Charles James. Therefore it was not thought necessary
to preserve Caroline’s private papers. See Stella Tillyard’s comments about the Holland
House papers: Tillyard 1995 (1994), 427-429.

There is a research project going on for editing the staggering number of 8000 letters
written by Elizabeth Robinson Montagu, Elizabeth Montagu and the Bluestocking Circle
conducted at Swansea University. Unfortunately, the fruits of this work, apart from the
published edition of Sarah Robinson Scott correspondence, are not yet available. The
project webpage is http://www.elizabethmontaguletters.co.uk/home. Also Anni Sairio
(University of Helsinki) has been engaged in a project of transforming Elizabeth’s letters
into digitally readable form. The project website is http://bluestocking.ling.helsinki.fi/
index.php/correspondents/emontagu/
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The reason for selecting mainly published material is that high standard scholarly
editions, at least for some collections, were available. These editions have frequently
been used in academic studies. In some cases, as for instance, the letters of Emily,
Duchess of Leinster, I went through the original manuscripts (located in the National
Library of Ireland) and noticed that the differences between the collection and the
actual manuscripts were so small that they have no impact on my research.>! The rest
of the collections certainly have their drawbacks, namely, that they are usually
compiled and edited by the subject’s descendants, who have no academic purpose.
But, as in all studies concerning the early modern or eighteenth-century periods, the
unevenness of the sources is a fact. The survival of the material can be purely a matter
of chance.” In some cases, old editions have preserved passages of texts and letters
that have not survived in the original manuscript form. Additionally, conducting a
doctoral thesis with grants, as most Finnish doctoral candidates do, places some
financial constraints on the researcher, who may not be able to access all the available
archival material. But these hindrances should not prevent us from using the material
that is available. I also want to point out that it is possible to look at these editions
from a fresh perspective and make new interpretations, while, of course,
acknowledging their limitations. So far, these specific sources have not been read for
girlhood experiences or in an age-oriented manner. Although, as Amy Harris rightly
points out,>® published letter-collections tend to focus on adulthood correspondence
and are often compiled by relatives who censored them, my study shows that it is still
possible to use these letters to conduct research of this kind. The drawbacks of the
source material have been, duly noted, but their extent and the combination of
different kinds of sources has enabled me to conduct an analysis that avoid many of
the potential pitfalls and minimize use of misleading source material in my analysis.

The eighteenth century can be termed the century of the letter. The period saw an
immense rise in epistolary manuals and publication of literary letters as examples for
good letter-writing. The letter was an essential part of everyday life, business and
government. The girls kept in touch with their relatives and friends, and sent news
about politics and social gossip to their parents while staying away from home. The
improvement in postal services in England during this century meant that people were
able to keep in contact with each other more easily and frequently than before. The

51" The only difference I was able to trace was in the order of the letters, which can be

explained by the difficulties of dating them.

In case of correspondence the writer herself might have destroyed her letters or asked her
family to do so. A descendant might have destroyed material to preserve her good name
and memory. The family archives were more likely to preserve letters from kin rather
than those of other people. See Vickery 1999 (1998), 30. For instance, Fanny Burney
sorted out her papers in old age to make them ready for publishing. This work was
continued by her niece Charlotte Barrett. See Delafield 2012, 26.

53 Harris 2009, 335.
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girls were aware of how long it took for a letter to reach the recipient. The variation in
time would also allow them excuses for their negligence in their correspondence.
From a modern perspective, the eighteenth-century letter was neither a public nor a
private form of writing. Letters were shared, read aloud to others and passed on to
third parties. They were an essential part of politeness, as only polite and well-bred
people knew how to use correct epistolary style in different situations. Therefore,
being part of the elite also meant proper instruction into letter-writing. In fact, letters
can better be termed “personal” rather than private or public.>*

The relation between the letter and the surrounding environment is both
representative and performative. Letters can tell something about the person who
wrote them, but also they represent the self, a performance. Letters can tell something
about the relationship of the writer and the recipient, but at the same time the
correspondence is the environment, where the relationship is built and kept up. In
addition, the letters do not tell us about the time when they were written as such, they
are a literary performance bound by conventions.*

The sources of this study include some diaries, which in the eighteenth-century
context, are very similar to letters. These are the girlhood diaries of Fanny Burney
(1768-1778), Anne Tracy (1723-5), and Elizabeth (Betsey) and Eugenia Wynne
(1789-18). No diaries written by children or young people in England prior to 1750
survive®®, which means that all such sources studied here come from the latter part of
the period. I use the following published editions: The Early Journals and Letters of
Fanny Burney edited Lars E. Troide (1988, 1990) and The Wynne Diaries 1789—1820
edited by Anne Fremantle (1953 [1952]). Anne Tracy’s diary is included in Family
Life in England and America, 1690-1820, vol. 3 edited by Amy Harris (2015).’

The Wynne sisters make a striking exception in this group. They were born in
England, but their diaries were written mostly while they were living as émigrés in
Switzerland and Italy. Can a historian say anything certain about the past based on the
sources available to her? The problem of representativeness is always present in
qualitative research. The Wynne sisters were different, that is true. In this study I use
them mostly as a comparison to other girls. Their experiences and observations and
the differences in the ways they were brought up provide a sounding board for what
“normal” English girlhood was in the elite circles of the eighteenth century. The
family belonged to the landed gentry but became impoverished and moved abroad.
By that time, Betsey and Eugenia (aged eight and six respectively) had already started
their primary education. Therefore, the “basis” of their girlhood was very much

% Pohl 2001, 137-138; Brant 2006, 1, 4-5; Vainio-Korhonen 2011, 141-142; Hannan
2016, 40.

55 Lahtinen et al. 2011, 21-22. See also Stanley 2004.

56 Harris 2009, 338.

57 Tam very grateful to Dr Harris for sending me copy of this publication.
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English and gentry, although later the girls’ education and the society they socialized
in were more aristocratic.

Like letters, eighteenth-century diaries were not private in the sense that they
were not written solely for the writer herself. Journals were occasionally read by
members of the family and friends. However, this does not mean they were not self-
reflective or intimate. In fact, young people were encouraged to keep a journal to
exercise their self-scrutiny and reflection. Good and bad conduct was to be carefully
recorded. For both boys and girls, diaries were supposed to help them search out their
own identity. Diaries could also become a place for solace in distress.”® Diaries were,
like any other literary composition, always subject to selection, conscious or
unconscious. Since diary entries may have been made weeks or even months after the
event, which certainly allowed space for meditation before recording.>

For eighteenth-century females, both letters and diaries were the locus for creating
selfhood. The girls expressed their gendered subjectivity both as persons and as
representatives of the female sex. Their writing shows that they struggled with the
contradicting expectations and norms of creating their selfhood and ultimately
womanhood. In the privacy of their diaries, for instance, they were able to be
impolite, saucy and frustrated, and express their thoughts more freely than in the
company of others. Their diaries provide access to the growing up process and
struggles of self-formation, and reveal a longing for autonomy.*® This, however, does
not mean that we have access to the purely authenticated self. Rather, letters and
diaries show, too, the varying identities that the girls adopted depending on the
situations and the people they interacted with.®! Isobel Grundy has shown that Lady
Mary Pierrepont (Wortley Montagu) used her correspondence as an arena for self-
justifications and identity-statements. Her statements varied in tone according to her
age and her role as an unmarried lady, a wife and a mother.®* Dan Doll and Jessica
Munns note that, for instance, Fanny Burney’s claim that she is artless in her diary
pages is a carefully constructed strategy targeted both others who read her writings
and her older self: she created a character that both concealed and revealed.®®

I also use some autobiographies as a source for this study. Even though these
sources were produced later in life, they can still give us hints at the ways girlhood
was perceived in the eighteenth-century. This group of sources include the

8 Sjébald 1998, 520-521; Dekker 2000, 16-17, 50; Fletcher 2002, 421; Fletcher 2010
(2008), 283-284; Ylivuori 2015, 226.

% Dekker 2000, 16; Doll & Munns 2006, 10-11.

0 Brant 2006, 18; Goodman 2009, 251.

¢ Lowenthal 2010 (1994), 4, 9; Ylivuori 2015, 211, 213-214; Chalus 2019a, 222.

02 Grundy 2012, 11; Grundy 2019, 140-143. According to Grundy, Lady Mary’s early
poetry, written at the age of 14, included statements such as ”I am a Woman.” Grundy
2012, 11.

% Doll & Munns 2006, 12.
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published autobiograpies (edited by their family members) of Mary Granville The
autobiography and correspondence of Mary Granville, Mrs. Delany: with
interesting reminiscences of King George the Third and Queen Charlotte (1861)%
and Eliza Dawson’s Autobiography of Mrs. Fletcher. With Letters and Other
Family Memorials (1876). At the age of 20, Mary Berry wrote a short scetch of her
early life, which I also include among my sources. This was published under the
title Extracts from the Journals and Correspondence of Miss Berry from the year
1783 to 1852 (1866).

Autobiographies were carefully selected compositions, and were written with a
certain audience in mind, usually the generations to come. The autobiographies
used in this study have been edited by family members, who may have omitted
passages that they felt would be damaging to the subject’s reputation. In the case of
Mary Granville (Pendarves/Delany), the published edition is the only extant version
of her autobiography: the original manuscript has been lost.®® In general, as Rudolf
Dekker points out, autobiography was more a public medium than the diary.
Manuscript versions were meant to circulate among the family, but usually
autobiographies were intended for publishing. Childhood memories are not just
personal, but collective. The impact of parents, siblings and friends is crucial.
Shared memories are more easily remembered than wholly personal ones.®® Mary Jo
Maynes argues that personal life narratives are historical sources as they “unpack”
individual agency, that is reveal the constructions of people’s actions and their
intersection with social and historical hiearchies. Even though they do not give us
access to first-hand experience, they still tell us how an individual’s actions were
shaped by life experiences, memories and emotions. Moreover, they provide
information about behavioural and emotional standards: in this case, how girls
should have felt and behaved.®’

6 This collection also includes 1500 letters, which I also use for selective purposes. As in

all edited collections, Delany’s great-niece made heavy alterations, omitting letters and

passages and changing the language from the originals. The surviving letters have been

scattered around libraries and archives in Great Britain and the United States. Some of
them have disappeared, including the pages that contain the autobiography. Thomason

2014, 86-87.

Laura Thomason has analyzed in detail Granville’s autobiography and its problems as a

source for historical analysis. Thomason 2014, 86—88.

% Dekker 2000, 18, 122-123. See Pol 2011, 70. Dekker claims that autobiographical
writers were well aware of the intended audience. The image they presented was
carefully selected and polished. Dekker 2000, 18. This argument is, rather hard to accept
as it over-generalizes. However, Fanny Burney was very aware of her audience when
she wrote her diaries as Soile Ylivuori has shown. See Ylivuori 2015, 226-232.

67 Maynes 2008, 119. See also Ulbrich 2014, 63.
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Introduction: The Understudied Elite Girlhood

Normative sources

I also use an array of texts that enable me to construct the normative framework for
girlhood i.e. how girls were seen in social, medical and legal terms. They provide me
with the structure, but they are not objects of research as such. Typical for the field of
cultural history, I use the so-called “close-reading method”’in which the sources are
interpreted in their historical and cultural context.’® I read these normative sources
alongside the autobiographical texts to show what the norms and expectations of
girlhood were and how did the feelings and actions of these girls contradict them. For
the most part, these texts have one thing in common; as Brigitte Glaser has pointed
out, they treated girls as future women. Girls were not perceived as in their present
state, as children and young females, but in terms of their future roles as wives,
mothers and societal ladies. The expectations they reveal tell us a great deal about
ideal womanhood in the period.®’

Medical and legal treatises give an idea of how age and gender were understood
in this period: for example, how girls were positioned in society in terms of their
minority or their female gender. I have selected publications from throughout the
period to detect possible changes in ideas and definitions of girlhood. Dictionaries are
useful to find out how different concepts of female youth were defined. As with other
normative sources, I have selected dictionaries that were published in different
decades of the century. I searched for words such as “girl” and alternatives such as
“virgin” and “maid” and also adjectives such as “girlish.” For comparative purposes, I
also looked at how the word “boy” has been defined. I have searched newspapers and
magazines, to see how terms of female youth were used in everyday life. For this I
have used the electronic database ECCO (Eighteenth-Century Collections Online),
provided by the University of Turku. This database enabled me to search for single
words, thus making it possible to look through large bodies of text.

The largest group of contemporary sources are conduct books and other didactic
publications. They are useful both in defining the parameters of female youth and the
social expectations around them. There has been some debate among eighteenth-
century historians about whether conduct literature is an appropriate source to use in
studies of elite girlhood or womanhood.” However, whether or not the girls actually
read any of the books mentioned does not alter their value as evidence of the ways
ideal womanhood was perceived in this period. By educating girls, their authors
wished to create the ideal future woman.

sksksk

% Karppinen-Kummunmiki 2018, 215.

% Glaser 2006, 190.

70 Vallone 1995, 27-28; Tague 2001, 82-84; Tague 2002, 22, 30; Capp 2004 (2003), 26;
Bérenguer 2011, 1, 7; O’Dowd 2018, 53.
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A few notes on the text: Citations referring to correspondence are marked in the
footnotes with the name of the collection (abbreviated), the name of the sender and
the recipient, and the date and page numbers of the whole letter. When 1 cite
autobiographies or diaries, I only refer to the collection and individual page number
as it is sometimes difficult to identify the exact date. It must be noted that the
orthography of these texts varies and can be very different from current English. 1
have not made any changes to the spelling or punctuation used in the editions.
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2 IS IT A GIRL OR ABOY? A GIRL IN
THE ELITE FAMILY AND SOCIETY

In this chapter I look at the ways girlhood was defined in medical, legal and societal
terms. How did these definitions manifest themselves in society and in the life of the
girls as daughters and sisters? How did the girls appearing in this study negotiate with
the limitations these definitions caused? Did they accept them at face value or did
they criticize them, or even rebel against them? And if so, how did they do that? Mary
O’Dowd rightly stresses that in order to study the lives of girls in the past we have to
give close attention to their age, whether they were adolescent or closer to being
young women.”! However, girlhood was not only connected to chronological age. It
comprised a range of other attributes as well.

2.1 Girlhood as a life stage

Gender and submissiveness

The girls appearing in this study recognized the gendered norms of their time, but
they did not always accept them at face value. Some girls commented on these things
in direct terms. In 1710 Lady Mary Pierrepont, then aged 21, commented on the
notions of gender of her time. Writing to Lord Bishop of Salisbury she had no

doubt God and Nature has thrown us into an Inferior Rank. We are a lower part of
the Creation; we owe Obedience and Submission to the Superior Sex; and any
Woman who suffers her Vanity and folly to deny this, Rebells against the Law of
the Creator and indisputable Order of Nature.”?

Outwardly she accepted the inferior and submissive position of females, but as the
whole purpose of the letter was to argue against the poor condition of female

7! O’Dowd 2018, 68.
2. MWM vol. I. Lady Mary Pierrepont to Gilbert Burnet, the Lord Bishop of Salisbury,
20.7.1710, 43—46.
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education, the reader suspects that Lady Mary did not share the notion of the
inferiority of women, at least when regarding the capacity of the mind. According
to Isobel Grundy, both the Bishop of Salisbury and his wife Elizabeth, a writer
herself, had the traditional view of gender which might explain why Lady Mary
toned down her own opinions.” This was not the only occasion when Lady Mary
played with the typical notions of females. In her love letters to Edward Wortley
Montagu, she stated “I have not the usual Pride of my Sex. I can bear being told I
am in the wrong, but tell it me gently.” In this statement Lady Mary echoed the
usual stereotype of all females being vain and easily offended. Lady Mary raised
herself above this and assured her lover that she could be corrected when necessary,
but reminded him that it should be done gently as females were the weaker sex.
However, she assured him that if he should choose her as his wife, she would “have
all the deference due to your superiority of good sense.”’* Lady Mary belonged to a
family with a long tradition of female scholars. Additionally, she received an
extensive education and had (at least secret) access to the library of Thoresby Hall,
the family seat of the Pierreponts.”” No wonder young Mary was interested in
literary pursuits that were usually out of reach for girls of her age. Fifty years later,
fifteen-year-old Fanny Burney also commented on gender difference. The family
she grew up in did not have the female academic tradition of Lady Mary’s, but there
was a strong interest in intellectual pursuits. Fanny’s father was a professional
musician and a scholar. In her diary entry, Fanny was aggrieved that a great author
like Homer would express the opinion in his //iad that the female sex was prone to
love beauty. She concluded that this general assumption among men was the reason
why they thought so little of women, even if it wasn’t true.”® In November that same
year, Fanny noted in her diary a conversation she had with a male acquaintance, Mr.
Seton. Mr. Seton claimed that women in England are sensible but also like devils;
censorious, uncharitable and sarcastic. He was struck “to see how forward the girls
are made. A child of ten years old will chat and keep you company, while her
parents are busy, or out, etc., with the ease of a woman of twenty-six.” But that was
all. He praised Fanny and her sister as exceptions, as in any other household a
young lady would have yawned all the time with this kind of conversation and not
understood a word he said. Fanny concluded that she “said a great deal in defence
[sic] of” her “poor sex”, but it sounded so poor compared to her opponent in
conversation, that she dared not write it down. Mr. Seaton criticized English ladies
of quality, who, as a consequence of inadequate education, had very feeble

3 Grundy 2004 (1999), 37.

% MWM vol. I. Lady Mary Pierrepont to Edward Wortley Montagu, 9.4.1711, 99; MWM
vol. I. Lady Mary Pierrepont to Edward Wortley Montagu, 25.4.1710, 29-31.

5 Grundy 2004 (1999), 10-11, 15-16.

*  FBI, 37.
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intellectual abilities. This education was the result of the social expectations these
women were supposed to live up to. The polite lifestyle was therefore the cause of
the degeneration of English women.”’

There are also several more veiled remarks on the same subject. Nine-year-old
Eugenia Wynne, then living in Italy, stated vehemently that she was not a coward or
afraid of dead people, Lady Mary Josepha Holroyd, daughter of Lord Sheffield and a
scholar, joked to her friend about her delicate nerves, and twenty-year-old Elizabeth
Robinson, daughter of a wealthy landowner, wrote that according to the Spectator
magazine, women only expressed their true sentiments in postscripts, which led her to
fill her letter with a postscript. These opinions appeared in everyday scenes in 1789,
1793 and 1740 respectively.”

The girls, despite their varying personal and familial backgrounds, outwardly
recognized the ways gender was seen in medical thinking of their time. Moreover,
they were in a position to acquire knowledge. Yet, I can get the sense from these
comments that they did not fully accept these views on gender. Why else would they
have commented on them in the first place? Something that is taken at face value
needs no comment. Besides, they made jokes about the material they read and even
bluntly denied some of the opinions, like Fanny Burney did. Without over-
interpreting these remarks they would suggest that these girls did not find gender as
something completely fixed and unchangeable. There was the natural order of things
and yet girls like Lady Mary liked to make fun on the gender stereotypes. It tells us
that they saw their gender as something else than merely given identity, it was also
aperformance full of social discursives.

The explanations as to why the gender-hierarchy was the way it was differed
over time and these too were reflected in the ways the girls played with established
gender roles. For instance, Lady Mary Pierrepont, at the beginning of the century,
still referred to the divine order of things, as in her letter sent to Bishop of Salisbury
quoted above. God created the world and its order and this was not to be broken.
Because of the sin of Eve, women were destined for their domestic and submissive
role. From a medical point of view, the difference between genders was explained
by the influence of the four humours on physiology and psychology. The inner heat
of the body was caused by them and formed the basis of the human constitution.
Imbalance of these humours caused diseases. They also varied according to gender,

77 FBI1, 46-47.
8 WD 18.9.1789, 8-9; MH Maria Josepha Holroyd to Ann Firth, 13.10.1793, 244-245;
EM vol. I. Elizabeth Robinson to Margaret, Duchess of Portland, 27.12.1740, 44—46.
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temperament and social standing.” Towards the end of the eighteenth century rival
theories as to why genders were different appeared. For instance, Lady Maria
Josepha Holroyd’s remark on delicate nerves was connected to these theories. In
general, the male sex was deemed stronger and their nervous system was less
irritable than that of females. It was generally agreed that females were prone to
diseases that men didn’t suffer from. These disecases were usually linked to
menstruation, childbirth and nursing. Yet the female body was created to fulfil its
most important function, childbirth.®® In fact, a 1772 treatise claims that because
females were “less exposed to inclemency of seasons and fatigue, [they] are
consequently more tender and irritable.”®" Although the focus of this study is not
questions of gender difference in the early modern period, it may be noted that
many historians have exaggerated medical emphasis on female inferiority. They
have stated that medical theories of the eighteenth century saw females as a
somewhat pathological group and that their physical delicacy was the reason they
were also mentally weaker.®> However, none of the medical treatises I have read for
this study provide clear evidence for such a claim. It is true that, throughout the
period at hand, treatises stress that certain diseases were typical for women and that,
for instance, menstrual flow and pregnancy restricted their daily activities, but none
of them claim that these would diminish women’s mental capacities. Females were
physically different and more delicate than males, but their mental capacities were
not denied on those grounds. This is a question that should be investigated further,
but it is not the subject of this thesis.

Another way to look at how gender was perceived in the eighteenth century is
these girls’ attitudes to cases of cross-dressing. However, there is insufficient
evidence to draw any clear conclusions. In 1771, nineteen-year-old Fanny Burney
had been visiting her step-sister Maria Allen, and the company present proposed
that a play should be performed. Maria was to play a man’s role and she asked to

7 The four humours, blood, phlegm, black bile and yellow bile, corresponded with four

qualities, dry, wet, hot or cold. Each fluid had its own quality: blood was hot and moist,
phlegm cold and moist, black bile cold and dry and yellow bile hot and dry. The blood
warmed and moistened the body, phlegm affected brains and kidneys, which were cold
and moist, black bile regulated the appetite, and yellow bile regulated the expulsion of
the excrements. The humours also corresponded to temperament: blood-sanguine,
phlegm-phlegmatic, black bile-melancholic, yellow bile-choleric. See in detail Fletcher
1995, 33; Mendelson & Crawford 1998, 18-26, 31-33; Shoemaker 2013 (1998), 16-21;
Kaartinen 2006, 147-148; McKeon 2007 (2005), 272; Fletcher 2010 (2008), 24, 23;
Toulalan 2013, 282; Read 2013, 14-16.

80 Culpepper 1701, 18; Maubray 1724, 37-49; The Ladies Dispensatory 1739, iii, iv, 1, 19;
Makittrick 1772, 22, 82—83; Hume 1776, passim.; Freeman 1789, iv—v, 31.

8 Makittrick 1772, 83.

82 McMaster 2004, 22-23; Read 2013, 1-2, 39; Quinlan 2014, 20, 23, 35; McAlpin 2014,
45.
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borrow suitable clothes from one of the male guests. While Maria chose her clothes,
Fanny stayed out of the room, as she was not able to compose herself to join the
others. She was constantly bursting out in laughter; the whole scene was so
ridiculous.® A decade later, in August 1789, eleven-year-old Betsey Wynne
described how “Mons. Benincasa dressed up as a woman, and my aunt as a man. [
came downstairs without recognising them. But at last Mons. Benincasa made such
an absurd curtsey that I knew him an [sic] my aunt also from her voice.”® The way
he made his curtsey revealed to Betsey that “the woman” was actually a man. In the
following September, Betsey wrote: “Then followed the loveliest and maddest of
balls, mascarades [sic], changing of sex, tumbling of women and men on to the
floor — in short, we stayed up, all of us, still dancing, until after midnight.”®> In the
Butlerian view gender is a performance. It is made by actions. Therefore, a female
is made through, for instance, properly enacted curtsies. A man who imitates a
woman badly can only be ridiculous, but it was also possible to make this change
convincingly. It is essential to grasp that gender was seen as fluctuating and playful,
but a person’s sex was something fundamentally stable. However, the very fact that
this difference of thinking existed in the eighteenth-century world enabled gender
performance. It was also impossible to think that a woman wore trousers and a man
a gown.*® It is said that the pre-Enlightenment notions saw the two genders different
in degree, not in kind. Men and women were situated in opposite ends of a
spectrum. Moreover, early modern gender was not fixed with biological sex. This
versatility was said to extend to the eighteenth century. Females and males still
could experiment with cultural attributes of masculinity and femininity, move away
from their own sex, so to speak, without causing concern. According to some
historians, a change in the attitudes occurred in the two last decades of the century,
when gender categories became more rigid and gender play was met with
disapproval. Other scholars believe that this change happened much earlier.?’” Based
on these few examples, I would hesitate to conclude that any significant change in
gender attitudes occurred in the eighteenth century. Instead, I would suggest that
older beliefs lived side by side with new ones.

Being born as a girl into an eighteenth-century elite family was not easy. Where
there was money and estates to inherit, the sex of the child mattered, even though
children were generally loved by their parents.®® The expectations of having a son and

8 FBI, 160-162.

8 WD 20.8.1789, 2.

8 WD 8.9.1789, 4-5.

8 T thank Marjo Kaartinen for pointing out this very interesting aspect.

87 See for instance Fletcher 1995, chap. 14; McKeon 2007 (2005), 270-277; Wahrman
2008, 592; Shoemaker 2013 (1998), 18-20; Ylivuori 2018, 43.

8 Martin 2004, 178, 183; Kaartinen 2006, 71-82; Fletcher 2010 (2008) passim; Bailey
2012, 22.

35



Henna Karppinen-Kummunmaki

heir were understood even by younger members of the family. In 1783, twenty-year-
old Miss Mary Berry wrote about her early life in her journal. About her birth in
1763, she wrote as follows:

On this allowance [given by her father’s uncle] they [her parents] retired to live in
Yorkshire, in the same house with her mother at Kirkbridge, where she gave birth
in two succeeding years to two daughters, myself and Agnes. But however well
pleased the old uncle might have been with his niece, his expectations were
disappointed at her not producing a male heir, and were finally crushed by her
death in childbirth.®

Although written in retrospect, Mary clearly thought that because of their sex she
and her sister were a disappointment to her great-uncle, if not to her parents. They
were not boys, who would almost certainly have been considered more suitable
heirs to the family fortune. Her father’s uncle, Mr. Ferguson, was a wealthy
merchant, who having no children of his own, provided his sister’s sons with
allowances. According to Mary, her father was the heir-apparent until he refused to
remarry after his wife’s death.”® These kinds of direct reflections, or at least
recording them, seem to have been rather rare. Mary Berry was the only girl in my
sources that expressed in writing the fear that she was of the wrong sex.
Nevertheless, less direct reveries do exist. In 1760, fifteen-year-old Lady Sarah
Lennox congratulated her sister Emily, countess of Kildare on the occasion of
having a daughter but added that “though it is of a little pipingtail girl.” This little
girl was baby number nine in the Fitzgerald family, to which would be added many
more children.”" Although Lady Emily’s husband belonged to one of the wealthiest
families in Ireland, several daughters would entail a substantial financial cost in the
future, something that young Lady Sarah already understood. In a similar vein, and
forty years later, fourteen-year-old FElizabeth Wynne was sorry that her
acquaintance had a girl, instead of a boy, as she already had four daughters.®? Three
examples may appear insufficient to generalize from, but, given that adult women
made similar statements throughout the period, we can assume that these same

8 MBvol. L. 2.

% MBvol. L. 1-3.

%1 See Family trees in Tillyard 1995 (1994).

2 CEL vol. II. Lady Sarah Lennox to Emily, countess of Kildare, 23.6.1760, 100-101; WD
28.2.1792, 90-91.
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assumptions were adopted by their children.”® In aristocratic families especially, the
birth of a male heir was eagerly anticipated to ensure that the title would pass on to
the next generation. The eldest son was favoured over girls and younger sons. He
would inherit the lands and the title of his father. Therefore, a male heir, or even
better several sons in case of deaths, was the preferable state of affairs for many
landowners.”* Girls were future women and it is reasonable to assume that on the
whole they inherited these traditions and beliefs from earlier generations. They
lived in the patriarchal world where the adult male dominated. As females, these
girls recognized that they were always somewhat inferior creatures socially,
politically and financially. However, in this study we shall see that there were
considerable personal variations how strictly these girls were obliged or willing to
submit.

The obvious disparity in financial possibilities was sometimes acutely felt by
the girls. Twenty-one-year-old Elizabeth Robinson was riding with her father on the
coast one day when she tried to persuade her father gently to give her a small piece
of land for her up-keep in old age, but apparently with little success.” She and her
sister Sarah could only expect a marriage portion of £1000 each.”® Although
historians have established that there was no significant disparity in children’s up-
keep, it was future financial possibilities that set sisters and brothers on a different
footing. It was possible for females to inherit the estates if there was no living male
heir or when there were only daughters. (It is estimated that 20 per cent of
marriages produced only daughters in the early modern period.) Inheritances were
also specially designated to females, and girls and women received inheritances
from other females as well. It must also be noted that females often inherited
personal property instead of land. To prevent the estates from dividing by female
inheritance, some landowners might entail their lands to other male relatives,
slighting daughters altogether. The daughters would of course be provided with

% For instance, the Lennox sisters’ great-grandmother Louisa, duchess of Portsmouth

complained to her grandson that he had promised her “a little son.” DR vol. I. Louise de
Kéroualle, duchess of Portsmouth to Charles, 2nd duke of Richmond, 25.12.1723,
77-78. In an opposite situation a girl would be much welcomed. A daughter born in
1768 was very good news for Lady Sarah Bunbury: “her eager wish for a girl rather than
a boy.” The parentage of little Louisa was questionable: there are indications that the
little girl’s father was someone other than her mother’s husband. Should this prove to be
that case, a girl would not threaten the inheritance of the baronetage of Bunbury. The
scandal would have even greater if someone who later proved to be a son of another man
would have inherited her husband’s possessions and the title. CEL vol. I Caroline, Lady
Holland to Emily, Duchess of Leinster, 27.2.1769, 563-565. See also Tillyard 1995
(1994), 264-268.

% Martin 2004, 6.

% EM vol. I. Elizabeth Robinson to Margaret, Duchess of Portland, 1741, 148-150.

% Thomason 2014, 108.
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portions.”” In Elizabeth’s case, she had six brothers, so it was very unlikely that she
would receive anything more than her portion. She found it unfair. Although she
had grown up in a family of wealth her only route to financial security was through
marriage. Elizabeth’s strategy was to do something to alter her situation, whereas
eighteen-year-old Mary Berry resigned herself to her fate. When her father’s uncle
died, he left his fortune (£300 000) to Mary’s uncle William. Although the eldest
son, Mary’s father received only £10 000 without any mention of his two daughters.
Mary surmised that the reason was that the two girls “would marry, and be thus got
rid of.”® Clearly her views changed over time, or at least she let everyone believe
so. At the age of sixty, Mary Berry proclaimed that “what regrets I had then at
having been born a woman, and deprived of the life and position which, as a man, I
might have had in this world! But I am calm and resigned now.” Girls had to be
provided with proper dowries, even if the biggest bulk of the property was handed
over to the eldest son. Several daughters meant that more money had to be reserved
for dowries. The size of dowry had a substantial impact on a girl’s possibilities of
marrying well. It was usual that the couple decided the maximum amount reserved
for dowries in the marriage settlement. The more girls the couple had, the smaller
the portion available for each.!” The fate of an unmarried daughter was usually to
remain in her father’s or brother’s house, as few respectable occupations were
available for elite ladies.!®! However, some historians have pointed out that fathers
did not take any pleasure in snubbing their daughters. Susan Amussen has shown in
her study of early modern England that fathers were often torn between conflicting
demands when it came to the distributing of their estates. Fathers wanted to provide
for their children so that they could prosper, but it was also important that the
landholding remained viable and therefore undivided. This problem was especially
acute within families that had little fortune to start with. Even if a daughter was
entitled to a financial settlement, this was sometimes difficult to actualize.'??

%7 Spring 1993, 9-11, 17-18; Erickson 1995 (1993), 5, 61-68; Vickery 1999 (1998), 194;
Harris 2012, 33.Records show that a similar amount of money was spent on each child
regardless of their sex. See, for instance, Erickson 1995 (1993), 50-51. Although laws of
inheritance were different in Scandinavia, the trend for noble families to invest
significant amounts of money for the education and up-keeping of both sons and
daughters can been seen as similar throughout Europe. For an example, see Johanna
Ilmakunnas’ study on the spending habits of the aristocratic Swedish Fersen family.
Ilmakunnas, 2011, esp. chap. 2.
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Perhaps girls were better received when the family already had sons or there was
a chance of getting some in the near future as Joanna Martin suggests.'®® Or perhaps it
was just a common discourse of the time that had little connection with everyday life.
Ingrid Tague suggests that favouring boys over girls in comments was a convention
determined by the patriarchal family model. It did not necessarily reflect real
emotions or feelings of parents toward their children. As elite women were required
to produce a male heir, giving birth to girls had to be explained and apologized for.
Women also assumed that their husbands preferred boys over girls and lacked interest
in female babies. Tague proposes that by the 1760s, through the idealization and
domestication of family life and motherhood, favouring girls became much easier.'®
All the same, eighteenth-century fathers did cherish both sons and daughters and were
pleased with their offspring no matter what their gender was. Fathers were also held
responsible if they failed to look after their children. In the eighteenth century
attitudes towards parenting changed alongside views on childhood. However, several
contrasting views on parenting co-existed during this period.!® Fathers had different
views on fatherhood. Their views even differed from their wives’. Not all parents
cared sufficiently for their offspring, as I will show in the next section. This question
cannot be explored deeply here, but it is a subject for a different investigation. The
main point is that misogynistic discourse did exist at the time and it was accepted by
the girls as part of their cultural environment, even though they did not always agree
with it.

Under guidance: age and obedience

Girlhood in the eighteenth-century meant much more than just female gender. As
noted earlier, it was also a matter of age. This age-related experience is most clearly
visible within families. The eighteenth-century relationship between parents and
children entailed a subordinate position for the latter. Eighteenth-century society was
strictly hierarchical: everyone had their own place and everyone was supposed to act
according to that station. Regulating personal life was for the public good. Society
was not about individuals, but households and families, and the family was seen as a

103 Martin 2004, 5.

104 Tague 2007, 194-195, 197-198.

105 Fletcher 2010 (2008), 57, 129, 133; Bailey 2007, 218. Joanne Bailey has shown in her
studies of eighteenth-century separation cases that mothers often based their claim on
their husbands’ cruelty towards their children. For example, in 1765 Catherine Ettrick
accused her husband William of lack of interest and affection for his children. Often he
also failed to correct their daughter’s bad behaviour, but was excessively severe on other
occasions, causing her bruises. Furthermore, Catherine complained that her husband
failed to protect their children, sending their son to school unattended or leaving their
daughter outside alone. Bailey 2007, 214-2016.
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society in miniature. A well-functioning family was one where its members fulfilled
their social expectations, both economically and morally.! This is why, as several
historians have already established, the goal of eighteenth-century parenting was to
raise happy and well-behaving citizens. According to Enlightenment thinkers like
Locke and Rousseau, this was to be achieved with gentleness and not with anger or
severity. The responsibility for children’s behaviour lay with their parents.'?’

Children were dependent on their parents as their care-givers. That is why
children had to show their parents love, respect and humility. The normative sources |
have used in this study, list that the duties of children towards their parents were
reverence, respect, humility, love and obedience. Children were to obey their parents
even if they might sometimes neglect their own duties.!”® There are also some
indications that obedience, especially towards the father, was demanded even more
from girls than boys. One of the reasons why this was the case is connected to the
general views that females, of whatever age or status should be submissive to the
male sex of similar social status. It was the parents’ duty to teach their daughters
subjection and obedience from an early age.'"

The relationship between parents and children was never equal, although it
required some reciprocity, as Ilana Krausman Ben-Amos has stressed. Parents
provided for their children, but they also wanted something in return. The exchange
of provision was not always purely material or short term in nature. It could include
emotional investment and a variety of favours. But this exchange was not equal:
parents gave more to their children than they expected in return. Ben-Amos concludes
that the parents’ investment in their children did not end with their childhood and
youth, but lasted long into their married lives and their children’s own parenthood.'"
Parents also hoped that children would take care of them when they started to get old
and feeble. A motherless daughter would act as housekeeper for her father. At the
same time, she would gain responsibility, power and respect in a safe and familiar
environment that would enhance her managing skills for a possible future role as a
wife.!!

Against this background, it comes as no surprise that several expressions of
fulfilling their filial duty, however reluctantly carried out, are to be found in these
sources: girls hoped that their parents were satisfied with their conduct or expressed
their happiness at receiving advice from them. On a concrete level, they might act as

106 Mendelson & Crawford 1998, 36; Giovanopoulos 2006, 45; Kaartinen 2006, 26, 45.

107 Porter 2000, 340-342; Mendelson & Crawford 1998, 36; Kaartinen 2006, 26, 45;
Foyster & Marten 2010, 3—4; Bailey 2007, 217-218; Bailey 2012, 80; Karppinen-
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their parent’s secretaries or help them otherwise.!'? The father’s power was also
expressly accepted. The sixteen-year-old Elizabeth Robinson complained to her
friend in 1736, that her father had decided not to go to Canterbury races and the ball
that followed them, which meant that young Elizabeth could not go either. Despite
being disappointed at this and expressing it, she noted: “my father passed a negative
upon my good intentions, and so obedience and staying at home is the only thing for a
dutiful daughter.”'’® Lady Mary Pierrepont expressed a similar sentiment in 1710,
when she was 21: “my Father may do some things disagreable to my Inclinations, but
passive Obedience is a doctrine should allwaies[sic] be received among wives and
daughters.”'* As Soile Ylivuori has noted, eighteenth-century girls learned from a
very early age to put other people’s needs first. In a patriarchal society it was the
females’ lot to submit and they had only relative power over their own lives.''

But, before I get ahead of myself, I shall look into the reasons why girls were in
such submissive position in the first place. Age had a significant role in all this. After
all, girls were not only females, but young females. Their age made them incapable of
taking care of themselves, which is why they needed the support and guidance of their
elders.

As in the case of gender, the ageing process was explained by the difference in
balance of humours, or, later in the century, by the nervous system and physiology.
The medical books examined for this study stated that change of condition with age
was caused by an increase and then gradual decrease of inner heat. The balance of
humours that caused changes in inner heat varied according to life stages from hot
and moist bodies in infancy and childhood to cold and dry in old age. This also
caused the physical changes in puberty, such as growing of breasts or starting of
menstruation. The bodies of adolescents were hot and moist and the body heat was
predominant.!'® Alternatively, when ageing was explained by changes in nervous
system and tissues, it was believed that children had more tender tissues than adults
and, therefore they were more easily injured and prone to diseases.!'” As adults aged,
they became more delicate again.

12 HP Lady Harriet Pitt to Hester, Lady Chatham, 29.11.1777, 20-21; DR vol. II. Lady
Emily Lennox to Sarah, second Duchess of Richmond, Feb. 1744, 690; DR vol. II. Lady
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606—607; MH Maria Josepha Holroyd to Sarah Martha “Serena” Holroyd, 22.12.1784,
10-11;
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15 Ylivuori 2019, 55.
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The girls studied here rarely reflected on their puberty, but they did comment on it
in other girls. In general, youthful years were described by comparison with later life,
as either more or less troublesome. In 1738, when she was sixteen, Elizabeth
Robinson compared young and old unmarried women by stating that “the young maid
is all vanity and the old one all vexation.”''® She may refer to the assumption that
youth in general was a time for indiscretion and self-absorbance. But if a woman
never married, in her older age she usually had to face the hardships of financial
dependence, not to mention the ailments that age brought. Fifteen-year-old Betsey
Wynne concluded that her acquaintance, Mary Blair, a daughter of her parents’
friends, was not to be left to herself for one moment as she was only thirteen years old
and behaved so badly.'" In contrast, as we will see in section 3.2., Betsey considered
her own behaviour more suitable. In the comments of mothers the difficult age of
youth becomes clearer. For instance, Lady Sarah Lennox did not find her daughter
Louisa easy to handle. According to the mother, the girl was awkward and it was
impossible to teach her how to be graceful. She also had “more tricks than any
monkey” and was slow in learning anything.'”® These personal testimonies are
supported by notions found in the normative sources. 4 Polite Lady (1789), for
instance, stated that young people were easily impertinent because of “the natural heat
of their temper and the vivacity of spirits.”'?! Adolescence in the eighteenth century
was seen, therefore, as the most difficult and even dangerous time of human life. For
whatever reason, adolescents were wild and out of control, but thereafter gradually
gained control of their emotions.'?? This belief was one that had long been prevalent;
Barbara Hanawalt stresses that in the Middle Ages it was customary to contrast “wild
and wanton” youth with “sad and wise” adulthood.!?* Although ideally females were
to submit, youth was still considered, and even expected to, be a time of self-
absorbance, vanity and bad behaviour. And this applied to girls as well.

What was the contemporary medical opinion on what happened to the young
during adolescence? John Maubray writes in his The Female Physician (1724) that at
the time of puberty “the more delicate Constitution of Females, takes a quite different
turn from That of the other Sex.”'?* According to contemporary authors, puberty
usually started around the age of twelve with girls and fourteen with boys. It was also
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agreed to be a time of turmoil and great physical changes to the body. Some authors
claimed that girls would mature faster than boys due to their more delicate bodies.
Young females should be brought up with a care for their physical condition, so that
their bodies would not be damaged during this growing process.!25 A treatise
published in 1789 also warned that the symptoms of puberty could start too early if a
boy or a girl got into bad company or read obscene books. !

The menarche was one of the most significant moments in a girl’s maturing
process.'?” It enabled girls physically to become mothers and therefore become
capable of someday fulfilling their most important role in society. As in all matters
concerning the female body, it is very difficult to find evidence of personal
experience. Nevertheless, there are some references to menstruation. According to the
Lennox family biographer Stella Tillyard, the ladies of the family usually referred to
their menses as the “French lady’s visit.”'?® Menstruation was not referred in direct
terms. Terminology concerning menstruation varied: the flowers, the terms, the
courses, the months, sickness, monthly disease, monthly infirmity.!* It is possible,
albeit not certain, that at least some of the comments about being sick and in bed in
the diaries of the Wynne sisters indicate that they were having menstrual pains.'*°
When Lady Louisa Lennox was married at the age of fifteen in 1758, her eldest sister
Lady Caroline Fox enquired “was Louisa a woman before she married?”, a probable
reference to the same thing."”! Early modern medical writers agreed that the
beginning of menstruation usually occurred around the fourteenth or fifteenth year.
Menstrual blood was seen as normal and the proper timing of menarche was essential
as it had consequences for the girl’s physical health. The years prior to this could
make the girl suffer from chlorosis or greensickness. The regularity of the menstrual

125 Lynch 1744, 3; Makittrick 1772, 77-78; Hume 1776, 1; Lingnac 1798, 22, 115,116, 124,
127. Adolescence/ adolescentia” A new and complete dictionary of arts and sciences
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24-25.
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cycle was also vital.'¥> Menarche was clearly one of the milestones in the

transformation of girls into adult women. Although gender is much more than just
biology, the body cannot be ignored. Psysical transformation was as essential part of
the process from girlhood to womanhood as mental one.

Chronological age was also important for the girls and it earned comment. The
girls noticed the time passing and regretted how fast they grew old.!** This may have
been partly because every year the prospect of marriage became more acute. Their
adolescent years would soon be over. The change of life was inevitable. But not all of
the girls worried about their age. In June 1760, fifteen-year-old Lady Sarah Lennox
wrote to her sister:

But though I have a presentiment that I shall be the old maid of the family (for
Cecilia can’t — she is so handsome), yet I don’t quite despair as seventeen is
generally the age people are married in England: for they look upon fifteen as
quite a child.!3*

It is easy to imagine a fifteen-year-old complaining that she was seen as a child by her
elders. However, it seems that Lady Sarah found it an excuse for not being married
yet. She was young and still had time, although her status as a duke’s daughter
required that lived in some style, and she would, eventually, need a husband to
support her. As we will see in chapter 3, Lady Sarah was no spendthrift and her
portion would not last forever.

Being young also meant that girls were expected to have a good health and look
for the part.'*> No wonder then that in February 1724 Anne Tracy complained in her
diary that she thought herself an old maid because she had lost a tooth.'** Anne was
only nineteen years old. But in early modern thinking, were youth meant good health
it also meant beauty. Old age brought with it a variety of aches and pains and the
inevitable ugliness, as argued by Kaartinen and Korhonen. Many teeth would go and
good posture too. Bad eyesight and glasses did not belong to the beauty ideal of the
time.!*” Moreover, a girl’s status among the elite meant that she was obliged to be

132 Aristotle’s Master-piece 1702, 2, 3; Verduc 1704, 125; Groeneveld 1715, 47; The Ladies
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beautiful, as Hannah Greig has suggested. Beauty was not necessarily accompanied
by personal charms, but it was recognition of the young lady’s social standing,
behaviour and manners.!3® Possibly Anne was worried that she would gradually lose
her chance to get married as physical problems multiplied. Age was, therefore, not
just a number of years but it was also manifested on the body.

Ageing also meant changes in everyday life. When Lady Sarah Spencer’s sister
Gin (Georgiana) turned sixteen her elder sister wrote:

Gin being now so near sixteen, that the time draws near when the last remains of
the nursery establishment is to be abolished, and poor old Mile. Miiller is to leave
us. It will be a great change, and I don't think any of us will like it at first, but as it
must happen some time or other, this is perhaps the best possible. Gin will then
dine and breakfast with the circle, and be upon a footing with me in the
household.'?’

Georgiana, at sixteen, was thought old enough to dine with the older members of the
family and participate in household management. This also meant that the nursery of
the Spencer household was left empty and the governess was obliged to find a new
position. The time at which daughters were allowed to leave the nursery varied in
different families. The ways in which growing up changed girls’ space of living and
social obligations is discussed at greater length in section 3.2. All in all, youthful
years usually meant a busy social life. Sixteen-year-old Elizabeth Robinson stated to
her friend in 1736 that retirement from social life was suitable for a woman over
thirty “but the pleasures of youth are of a more lively [sic] sort.”'*’ Elizabeth clearly
thought a thirty-year-old woman was old and should not take part in lively activities
as young girls did. If a young girl adopted an inactive life of that kind it was thought
odd. One day in 1768 the bored fifteen-year-old Fanny Burney wrote in her journal
that she was to “pass my days in the dulest [sic] of dull things, insipid, calm,
uninterrupted quiet. This Life is by many desired so be it but it surely was designed to
give happiness after (and not one ounce before) twenty full years are past.”'*! For
young Fanny and others youth was a time of having fun, meaning enjoying a busy
social life, at least for elite girls like themselves. This meant carefree days without
adult responsibilities, yet, girls were mature enough not to be treated like children any
more.
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In the contemporary sources used in this study, the human life-cycle was roughly
divided into seven stages: infancy, childhood, puberty or adolescence, youth,
manhood or womanhood and old age. Infancy ended around the age of seven,
childhood at fourteen, puberty at twenty-five, youth around thirty-five or forty,
manhood at fifty.'*> Although the date of these medical treatises and dictionaries
ranges from the 1720s to the 1790s, there is little change in the overall idea of how
the human life-cycle functioned. It has been claimed that adolescence was
“discovered” in the nineteenth century with the advent of industrial society.'*® This is
clearly not the case, as even the word can be found in the sources used in this study,
the earliest mention being in 1715."** Of course, for the most part, the word refers to
males, rather than females.!* But there are exceptions. For example, in 1730
“adolescence” was defined as “the State of young Persons from twelve Years of Age
to twenty one in Women; and from fourteen to twenty five or thirty in Men.”!* Even
though male is the measure of a human being, contemporaries acknowledged that the
time of adolescence applied to girls as well. Also, it seems that girls were thought to
mature faster than boys. The youthful years of girls ended around the age of twenty-
one whereas boys could still be boys at thirty. The word “puberty” appears
throughout the period.!*” In this case, the word clearly indicates both sexes. For
instance in 1765, ’puberty” was defined as “the time of life when the two sexes ripen
to their perfect state.”!*® However, the term “puberty” may have changed its meaning
during the eighteenth century. Some, like Sara Read, point out that “puberty” was in
use in early modern England, but originally it referred only to boys.'*> Adolescence
and puberty are, of course, connected to maturity, or the lack of it. As Carol Dyhouse
argues, maturity has meant different things for males and females. Whereas male
maturity was about independence, females submitted to dependence. In that sense,
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females were always a little bit “immature” compared to males.'>’ Therefore, it can be
said that “the ages of woman” were less connected to chronological age than to sexual
status and relationships to men.'?!

The question of chronological age is also evident in legal matters. Eighteenth-
century English law typically understood minors as people, whether male or female,
under the age of twenty-one. Girls acquired a legal status at a very early age. At the
age of seven a girl could be betrothed, and at nine she was entitled to a dowry, at
twelve she could consent to or refuse a marriage herself, and at fourteen choose her
own guardian. Like boys, girls were legally free to choose a marriage partner
themselves at twenty-one, if they were not married before that.'>* Eighteenth-century
English law did not have any specific restraints for minors as loving parents were
supposed to prevent their offspring from committing indiscreet acts. Minors where
considered incapable of rational acts and therefore needed guidance.'>

Being legally a minor had important consequences for how a girl would lead her
life. This was yet another sign that girlhood, like boyhood, was a time of dependency
and submissiveness in the eyes of her elders. The girl’s guardians would choose, for
instance, where she would live. This happened to Lady Sarah Lennox, who after
being completely orphaned at the age of five had her two brothers-in-law as her
guardians. She and her two sisters had to move to Ireland to live with their elder sister
Lady Emily, Countess of Kildare. Her brothers would remain in school (the third
duke would eventually take his position as the head of the family, but at the time he
was still a schoolboy of sixteen). Later on, Lady Sarah would have to make yet
another move to the capital, to finish her education with her eldest sister Lady
Caroline Fox. All this was determined beforehand in the wills of her parents.'>
Although it was legally possible for a minor to make some decisions about her own
life, in practice this rarely occurred, especially in aristocratic circles. Family
dynamics also played a significant role. It seems that the pleasure of her elder sisters,
and more so of her eldest brother, mattered to fifteen-year-old Lady Sarah more than
her own. She knew that Emily would have liked to keep Sarah and her sister Louisa to
herself in Ireland and not hand them over to Lady Caroline. Once she wrote to Lady
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Emily in Ireland: “But after seventeen I intend to go to Ireland, and take Massie Hall,
by Carton, and so settle myself for life; and when I die leave all I have to Charles.”!>
The minority issue also came to the fore at the time of marriage. The
contemporary view was that before a certain age, young people had not gained
enough mental abilities to contract a valid marriage. Conjugal Love Revealed
explained the age boundaries as based on sexual maturity. It stated that people usually
became sexually mature between the age of nine and eighteen. However, the author
thought that even though young people were able to conceive, young females
especially were not at that age capable of giving birth to healthy children: “her
internal parts not being large enough to go her time out, and a Woman so young
cannot suffice both for her own growth, and the nourishment of her Child.” This is
why he proposed that 20 is a far better age for a woman to marry (and have
children).'*® The author of 4 Treatise of Feme Covert (1732) argued that age was a
less important consideration when contracting a marriage than “Maturity, Ripeness
and Disposition of Body.”">” In 1753, the so-called Marriage Act (26 Geo II ¢. 32)
replaced all previous laws concerning legal marriages. Among others, it stated that
anyone under twenty-one years old, that is all minors, had to have their father’s
consent for their marriage. Otherwise the marriage was void. The marriage was valid
when both parties were able to make a contract and by their free will.!*® Minors were
thought to be incapable of judging for themselves. It was the older relatives’ duty to
decide on their marriages. When Mary Granville resisted a marriage proposal at the
age of seventeen her aunt called her “childish, ignorant, and silly, and that if I did not
know what was for my own interest, my friends must judge for me.”"*® As an adult
woman, she knew what Mary’s best interests were, and in her case, it would have
been to accept the eligible marriage proposal. A young girl did not have such good
judgment and therefore needed the guidance of her parents, relatives and friends.
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Moreover, children and youths were not capable of making their own decisions and
ought to be prepared to sacrifice their own desires for the good of the family.

Being a girl implied other qualities than just being physically young. These other
qualities also reflected the girl’s position under guidance. This submissive position is
visible in the everyday language, both the ways girls were described and how they
described themselves. As Peter Burke has stated, language reflects the society and
culture in which it is used, and it also reshapes that same society.'®® By looking at
how the terminology of girls was used, we gain a strong indication of how girlhood
was perceived in eighteenth-century English society.

In everyday usage girlhood was pictured as mix of youthful playfulness and
sweetness, but also wildness, foolishness and impertinence. When the girls described
girlhood, they used such adjectives as good, beautiful, amiable, little, dear, clever,
fine, romantic, lively, impulsive, droll, young, poor, charming, foolish and
extravagant, agreeable, saucy, sweet.'! The ages varied from eight to twenty-five
years.'®> However, most of the references indicate that girls were clearly under the
age of twenty. There is only one mention of a girl aged twenty-five. Betsey Wynne,
herself sixteen at the time, noted in her diary on May 13th 1793: “Our farmer married
this morning a young girl of twenty-five years old we all were invited to the
wedding.”'®® In comparison, adults and married women defined a girl as little, young,
whimsical, good, agreeable, charming, innocent, gay and pretty. The age variation of
these comments was from five to seventeen years.!** Both girls themselves and
married women seem to be on similar tracks. Girls thought girlhood extended slightly
further than married women. However, the difference is not significant and cannot be
taken as a general indicator as this study uses evidence from a limited number of
people.
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Searching through contemporary sources gave me similar results as those listed
above. In dictionaries a “girl” was defined essentially as a young female or maid and
unmarried.'®® In comparison, “boy” was most often simply a male child, although
Samuel Johnson specified that a boy was “one in the state of adolescence; one older
than an infant.”'%® Another aspect of girlhood is identifiable from the adjectives
derived from the word girl. Girlish was “like a girl, or one who is not arrived to years
of discretion; wanton, playful, or giddy” (1765) or “childish, [---] or after the manner
of a girl” (1744).' In 1772, The complete English dictionary defined girl as “playful,
giddy and thoughtless, not arrived to years of discretion, or not acting with a proper
degree of reserve.”'%® Newspapers and magazines usually spoke of girls ranging from
the ages of twenty months to twenty years. The attributes attached to them were fine,
beautiful, young, promising, handsome, well made, forward, romping, or
unsuspicious, helpless, ill-attended, little, accomplished, brisk, raw, innocent, dear,
giddy, lovely, unfortunate, hard-hearted, fresh, honest, generous, unhappy, pretty.'®

These attributes are very much in line with the findings of Wallin-Ashcroft.
According to her, in eighteenth-century English literature the word girl ceased to be
used when a female turned seventeen.!”® She does agree that the terms related to girls
and other females paralleled the word child and reflected the person’s vulnerability,
immaturity and submissiveness. Females, especially the young, were like children.!”!
However, I find it odd that Wallin-Ashcroft considers “young” and “old” neutral
terms.!”? In cultural history nothing is self-evident or without some implied meaning.

As one would expect, there seems to have been some change in the cultural
climate related to girls. Medieval authors, as stated by Kim M. Phillips, connected
girlhood and maidenhood with such attributes as chastity, purity, delicacy and beauty
of body, modesty, humility, openness of manner, freshness, incorruption, and lack of
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feminine passions.!”> What happened and how did girls turn into silly and whimsical,
immature creatures? The origin of the word “girl” can be traced back to the Middle
Ages. According to Jennifer Higginbotham, in Middle English “girl” was used to
refer to any child of either sex, but in the early sixteenth century it began to transform
to its exclusive meaning of young females, the meaning that was well-established in
the eighteenth century. Higginbotham observes that while looking at these words
describing young females, it must be remembered that their meaning varied according
to the context in which they were used. They can indicate social status, sexuality,
family ties, dependence, sexual innocence and obedience, for example. The word
“girl” could be used not only in relation to men but to other women as well. She
explains the establishment of “gir]” as meaning specifically female youth and
childhood with two major changes in the notions of social relations. Firstly, childhood
became seen as gendered. She notes that prior to the eighteenth century the sex of the
child was less socially relevant and childhood was bound to femininity. What this
actually meant was that the male child, boy, had to be separated from females. The
second change was that the category of girl became part of the linear female lifecycle.
It was seen as “free space” for young females before womanhood and its roles within
the patriarchal marriage.!” In turn, Margaret Reeves claims that the so-called proto-
Romantic view on childhood and of girls especially, took place already in the
seventeenth century alongside Puritan, more restrictive, notions. Instead of focusing
on the innate corruption of children some authors promoted a concept of the natural
innocence of children, something that has usually been attributed to the writings of
Locke and Rousseau. Especially girls sacrificed their childhood innocence to the
wisdom of womanhood at the moment of their marriage.'” Yet Reeves too fails to
notice that between the seventeenth century and early nineteenth century girlhood was
described with much more vivid terms than just those implying innocence or trouble.
Other expressions related to girlhood, such as virgin, maid or young lady, are less
often used among or about the girls of this study. Virginity and girlhood tended to go
hand in hand. The word “young lady” did not seem to have had any specific meaning
attached to it. When the girls referred to someone as a “young lady”, they usually
meant someone with high social standing, for example “a young lady of fashion.”!’
When the word “maid” appears it is usually in the expression “old maid” or refers to a

173 Phillips 2003, 7.

174 Higginbotham 2011, 172, 175, 176, 184-187. The words used were numerous: girl,
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175 Reeves 2018, 36, 39, 46, 53.

176 FB1, 34.
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servant.'”” The only exception is eighteen-year-old Elizabeth Robinson who referred
to a “young maid” in 1738.!”® Fanny Burney also described a bride as a maiden.!”
The word “virgin” appears very rarely. Fanny Burney described an unmarried lady
over sixty years as virgin and a bride’s maid who was “a Virgin who may count years
with the bride herself.” (The bride was fifty.)!®" The eighteenth-century dictionaries
stated that a maid or maiden was a virgin or young woman, and more specifically, an
unmarried woman.'®! “Maidenhood”, according to Samuel Johnson, was “virginity,
virginal purity; freedom from contamination, newness, freshness, uncontaminated
state.” “Maidenly” behaviour was “gentle, modest, timorous, decent.”'? A virgin was
defined a chaste maid and “unacquainted with men,” “a woman not a mother” and
“any thing[sic] untouched or unmigled, any thing[sic] pure.”'®® State of virginity was
sometimes separated from childhood and infancy. State of virginity started when the
child had arrived at the years of discretion “which may be properly reckoned about
the Age of Sixteen and so onward.”!'®*

The connection between the words girl, maid and virgin has been debated among
historians. In her study of English single women in the seventeenth and early
eighteenth centuries, Amy Froide claims that in the official records, but also in family
documents and diaries, a female reaching her mid-teens was no longer referred to as a
girl and called a spinster instead.'®> My sources never mention the word spinster in
this context. Froide focuses on the lower social orders and I would therefore suggest
that social standing determined the terms used. A daughter of a duke would not have
been called a spinster. Instead, Sara Mendelson and Patricia Crawford have argued
the term “old maid” became into wider use after the Reformation and by the early
eighteenth century the word “spinster” had become to designate the negative

177 FBI, 66; SL Lady Sarah Spencer to Robert Spencer, 24.10.1808, 41; SL Lady Sarah
Spencer to Robert Spencer, 27.6.1808, 74-76; EM vol. 1. Elizabeth Robinson to Sarah
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stereotype of the single woman.'®® But, were all girls virgins, or, to put it the other
way round, were all virgins girls? What of females bound to voluntary or involuntary
virginity such as nuns (who were ‘married to Christ’) or unmarried older women? If
girlhood meant virginity, and the loss of virginity usually occurred at the moment of
marriage, did girls become women then or on some other occasion? These questions
will be handled more fully in Chapter 4.

In everyday life, the concept of girl was also used as a mark of improper female
behaviour. This did not necessarily mean that the person in question was actually
young, but that she behaved like a girl. Emily, Countess of Kildare described her new
sister-in-law, Mary Bruce, Duchess of Richmond as “quite girlish, unaffected and
merry”, whereas Lady Louisa Conolly described her as giddy and thoughtless.'s” The
date of birth of the Duchess is uncertain (probably 1740), but she was around the age
of seventeen at the time. It is, therefore, possible that the Countess was referring both
to her lack of years and her carefree behaviour. Lady Caroline Fox was more
censorious towards her sister-in-law. She described “The Duchess’s love for my
brother is as a child loves its play-fellow.”'®® In Lady Caroline’s view, her sister-in-
law loved her husband like a child, which was clearly not a steady foundation for
marriage, and certainly not something expected from a lady of her status. The
Duchess’s education, and consequently current behaviour, was also deficient:

The more I see the Duchess the more I blame Lady Ailesbury every day. Poor
thing, she has I’'m sure had no advantages from her education, and was quite a
wild untaught thing turn’d loose.'®

The older Lennox sisters did not spare their younger ones either. Lady Louisa Lennox
married in 1758 and became Lady Louisa Conolly at the age of fifteen. A year later,
her sister Lady Caroline Fox wrote that Lady Louisa was “very much commended by
everybody” and a “sweet amiable girl indeed, and so very properly behaved at her age

186 Mendelson & Crawford 1995, 67. Also Amy Erickson has pointed out that in the
sixteenth century legal documents referred to girls or maids as “virgins”. By the
seventeenth century the term had changed to “spinster”. “Wench” was an unmarried
female of any age in the later Middle Ages. According to Erickson, these terms had
taken on negative connotations by the eighteenth century. Spinster gained the meaning
of old maid in the late seventeenth century and wench as a whore in the eighteenth
century. Erickson 1995 (1993), 47, 48.
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is surprising.”'® Still, even when a married lady, Lady Louisa was a girl to her elder
sister.

The term girl was not always applied in a negative tone. Being young was also an
excuse to behave in a lively way. Fanny Burney, herself nineteen years at the time,
commented that a certain “Miss Cooke, who I believe is 40 too; but has so much good
Nature & love of mirth in her, that she still appears a Girl.”"! Girlhood, as indicated
earlier, meant livelihood and gaiety, something that adult womanhood normally
lacked. Also, when a girl managed to behave as if she was an adult, and thus show
that she was making progress towards becoming one, she was applauded for it.
Fifteen-year-old Betsey Wynne remarked that “I amused myself very much and had
another occasion to day to admire the good conduct and modesty of the Young Ladies
of this country especially Miss Hoffmann which really behaves as well as any aged
Lady.”'”? The underlying idea is that age and power relations were connected. As Anu
Korhonen has stated, age was determined in the early modern period through
hierarchy and in relation to others. Different stages in life were separated by
functions, rights and obligations. Girls were still in the process of becoming women,
in the liminal stage between childhood and adulthood, where their behaviour was not
considered proper for adults.'”®> Minors were socially often seen as immature, and
they were expected to be under the control of their elders. As Simonton puts it
girlhood was a time of semi-dependence. According to her, girls were not completely
dependent on their parents, as little children were, but did not have the full
independence of adults.!” It must be noted, however, that the independence of
married women was questionable. Legally they were under the guardianship of their
husbands.'”> Their independence was negotiable according to circumstances,
relationship of spouses etc.

Girls of the eighteenth century held a status of dependency, submissiveness and
obedience for several reasons. Girls were expected to conform to societal models of
femininity and, therefore, the gendered notions applied to them as well. In the eyes of
the law, minors, children and the young needed the guidance of their elders because
their still developing minds and judgement could not decide their best interest. In the
next section, I will look more closely how these ideals were put into practice on an
everyday level.

190 CEL vol. I. Lady Caroline Fox to Emily, Countess of Kildare, 3.4.1759, 205-206.

191 FBI, 158,

192 WD 2.1.1793, 134.

193 Korhonen 2005, 75-76. See also Hanawalt 1993; 6; Fletcher 1995, 1995, 211; Abbot
1996, 73, 74; Toulalan 2013, 282; Katajala-Peltomaa & Vuolanto 2013, 41.

194 Simonton 2011, 21.

195 Shoemaker 2013 (1998), 91.

54



Is it a Girl Or a Boy? A Girl in the Elite Family and Society

2.2 Everyday family dynamics

Loving parents and disobedient daughters

Eighteenth-century families involved different relationships: between parents and
minor children, parents and adult children, between siblings, and between children
and other family members such as aunts, uncles and grandparents. Widowhood and
re-marriages also had an impact on family dynamics. For elite families kin networks
were vital. Networks offered financial, political and even more importantly social
support. Moreover, the family had a crucial role in transmitting social and cultural
values to children and forming their gendered identity.'”® All of these factors had their
influence on the personal experience of the girls. In this section I look at family
relationships in these families and how the girls of this study managed to negotiate
between the different norms and expectations they had as daughters, granddaughters,
nieces and sisters.

Girls became part of their family circle and society from day one. This connection
was also reflected in the chosen Christian name for the little girl. When Lady Louisa
Stuart was born in 1757 her grandmother Lady Mary Wortley Montagu commented
that “I am fond of your little Louisa: to say truth, I was afraid of a Bess, a Peg, or a
Suky, which all give me the ideas of washing-tubs and scowering of kettles.”"” Such
a name would have been proper to a servant, but not for a lord’s daughter. Most of the
girls appearing in this study share their Christian name with their mother, as did Lady
Sarah Lennox, Lady Mary Pierrepont and Elizabeth Robinson. Lady Sarah’s sister
Louisa was probably named after their great-grandmother Louisa, Duchess of
Portsmouth. There had also been a girl in the family under the same name. Lady
Harriet Pitt was most likely also named after her paternal grandmother. Frances
(Fanny) Burney was named after her godmother.'”® A shared name was thought to
form a connection between its bearers, so it was usual to name the child after kings or
queens, saints, parents, godparents, grandparents or deceased siblings.199 From the
start the girls were tied to the world where their gender and family social status
determined the framework for their lives.

The most meaningful relationship was of course between the girls and their
parents. As I have already indicated, the eighteenth century idealised tender and
affectionate parenthood. Motherhood became a full-time occupation to women and an
ideal to achieve. However, this ideal was far from the reality of most elite mothers,

196 Bailey 2010, 15, 17-19; Harris 2012, 3.

197 MWM vol. III. Lady Mary Wortley Montagu to Mary, countess of Bute, 1754, 101-103.
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who handed the day-to-day upbringing of their children to wet-nurses, governesses
etc. Fatherhood, in turn, was a sign of full mature manhood. The father was not only
the keeper of discipline, the centre of authority, who was in charge of training and
disciplining his children over the age of seven, but also a friend and guide to his
offspring. Domesticity and sensibility encouraged intimacy within families.?®® These
ideals were also adapted to the ways children addressed their parents. No matter how
young or mature the child was, she usually referred to her parents as “Mama” or
“Papa”. Most often the attribute “dear” was attached to it. Such was the case with
eleven-year-old Lady Caroline Lennox in 1734, the eight-year-old Lady Harriet Pitt
in 1766 or eleven-year-old Maria Holroyd in 1782.2°! However, Elizabeth Robinson
(b.1720) addressed her parents as “Sir” and “Madam,” even though in her letters to
others they were always “papa” and “mama.”””? Addressing family members with
terms of intimacy was of course conventional in eighteenth-century letter-writing, but
these conventions changed. Letter-writing became more informal during the period,
even though age, rank, gender and kinship still had an impact on how to address the
recipient. Especially with close kin, terms like “dearest papa” replaced the more
formal “My Honoured Lord” or “Sir.” The French-originated mamma and papa were,
however, in use from the end of the seventeenth century onwards.”®® At least on a
formal level the girls showed respect towards their parents and demonstrated their
submissive status as daughters.

Despite these cultural norms, there are clear differences between sources as to
how the parent-child relationships were portrayed. These statements show that
personal dynamics had a great influence on the ways girls interacted with their
parents. Autobiographical reminiscences were usually positive in tone, especially, if
the parent had died. Mothers were beautiful, charming and gentle. Fathers possessed
cheerfulness, excellent temper and good humour and they were dearly loved and
admired.”® Everyday accounts related in letters and diaries were more vivid. The
relationships between the girls and their fathers are almost over-emphasised in these
statements. Fanny Burney had a quite loving but playful relationship with her father
Dr. Charles Burney. Dr. Burney appreciated his daughter’s literary talents but could
not help teasing her when the opportunity occurred. He certainly was not the

200 About the discussion of eighteenth-century parenthood see Bailey 2007, 219, 221;
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stereotypical gloomy patriarch who demanded absolute reverence and respect.”® The
affectionate relationship between father and daughter is also clear in the fact that he
had a nickname for her: Fanny Bull.>?® Despite the hierarchical family structure of
eighteenth-century society the sources reveal that children craved their parents’
attention, love and approval. Especially the attention of their fathers was crucial, as
they usually spent much of their time away from the family in London for business or
politics. The parliamentary sessions usually began in November and, apart from the
Christmas season, lasted for the whole spring. Young children, those who did not take
part in social life, were usually left at a family seat in the countryside.?’ Eleven-year-
old Lady Caroline Lennox wrote in 1734 that she was “in great hopes my dr Papa will
soon favour me with a letter which Will be a great pleasure to me.”??® Eliza Dawson
painted, in her adulthood reminiscences, a vivid image of a young girl of eight
waiting for her father to come home:

My father was at this time, 1778, much employed as a commissioner under
various Acts of Parliament for enclosing and dividing common land attached to
townships, while my uncle took the surveying department. This took them much
from home; and I well remember the joy which my father’s return, especially,
diffused through all his little household. I used to be on the watch for him at our
garden gate, listening for the tramp of his horse, hours before his arrival. I had
been diligently employed weeding or watering his favorite flowers, or seeing his
pointers fed, and doing everything I thought would give me a clam to his

approbation2%

Little Eliza could not wait to see her father again. In the meantime she took care of
the garden so that her father would be proud of her. As noted by Bailey and others,
these attitudes reflected the different roles of parents. Fathers acted as companions
and teachers for their older children, especially after the age of seven, whereas
mothers took care of babies and the younger ones. A mother was expected to provide
emotional support a father’s role was more material. He might teach his children to
play or take them on outings and holidays. He had the task of enforcing discipline but
should also show appropriate affection and provide economic support. Besides the

205 FBI, 19. See also FB1, 78-79. Fanny’s gratitude and affection for her father. See FB1,
61.
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57



Henna Karppinen-Kummunmaki

obvious formal power over his children a father could have much informal influence
on his daughter’s life as well. Occasionally he would chaperone his daughter on
outings, although this task was usually left to mothers and other female relatives. In
return, daughters, especially unmarried ones, acted as companions for their parents
and attended them during illnesses. While the extent of a father’s involvement was
optional and a matter of his own choice, the mother’s duty and involvement was
thought natural 2!

Therefore, it is not surprising that everyday mother-daughter relationships went
largely unrecorded. Grown-up daughters spent much of their time with their mothers,
something that was taken as self-evident.’'' Nevertheless, this might have varied
according to families and depending on girls’ ages. Younger children might have
spent only few hours daily with their parents and the rest with a governess or nursery-
maids.?'? As seen in the case of Georgiana Spencer in the previous section, when girls
grew up, they were able to participate in day-to-day life more actively. Unfortunately
the sources of this study do not provide any conclusive evidence on this matter.
Additionally, it must be observed that most of the girls studied here lost their mothers
at an early age and thus could not have a relationship with their biological mothers.

The girls were not only expected to show obedience and submissiveness to their
biological parents, but also to their stepfathers and stepmothers. In ideal cases, new
fathers and mothers were as dearly loved as the biological ones. Maria Edgeworth (b.
1767) had two stepmothers. Her own mother, Anna Maria Elers, died while giving
birth to a daughter in 1773. Only four months afterwards, her father Richard
Edgeworth married Miss Honora Sneyd. Mrs. Honora Edgeworth, in turn, died in
1780, and eight months later, Mr. Edgeworth married his deceased wife’s sister Miss
Elizabeth Sneyd.?" In her letters, Maria referred to both of her stepmothers as “dear
mamma” and referred to herself as “daughter.”?'* Fanny Burney’s mother died when
she was nine years old. Six years later, her father married again. In her juvenile
journal, Fanny referred to her stepmother Elizabeth as “mama.”?"® Joanne Bailey
points out that having a happy family enhanced personal and familial merit, because it
showed respected social and cultural values.216 When looking at girlhood memories,
it is useful to keep in mind, as Lotte van de Pol states, that the emotional impact of
memories varies greatly. Van de Pol gives an example: unpleasant childhood
memories may not have been remembered very well, and could even be spoken of
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to Margaret Ruxton, 11.2.1790, 17-18.

215 FBI, 4, 5.

216 Bailey 2012, 134.

58



Is it a Girl Or a Boy? A Girl in the Elite Family and Society

with ease, whereas some memories remained too painful even to write down years
afterwards.?'” It is no wonder then that autobiographical writings most often pictured
positive family lives.

The emotional ties between eighteenth-century girls and their parents can also be
traced in the most tragic events. Death was a common visitor in all eighteenth-century
families. Research has already established that parents lost their children frequently
and that they were genuinely mourned.?'® But children’s and young people’s grief has
been understudied. It is estimated that between 1600 and 1750 a quarter of youths
under fifteen years and a third of those under twenty had lost at least one parent,
sometimes even both. In the latter part of the eighteenth century, the mortality rate
declined. Twenty per cent of those under fifteen and a quarter of those under twenty
had lost their parent(s).?"” Even though the girls studied here had most likely to face a
loss at some point in their lives, it didn’t prevent them from grieving or fearing for the
sake of their loved ones. This fear of loss is especially visible in the way the girls
described their parents’ illnesses. Eight-year-old Lady Harriet Pitt fretted over her
father’s gout and eleven-year-old Betsey Wynne reported on her mother’s “terrible
attack of convulsions accompanied by colics.”?? It was customary to embrace death
with solemnity: “we all must die” as eleven-year-old Betsey Wynne bluntly put it in
1789.2! In contemporary thinking, excessive sorrow was seen as dangerous as it
affected one’s health. The grief for a dead loved one could, at worst, be lethal. Female
bodies were especially vulnerable to uncontrolled feelings. Such feelings would cause
them all kinds of illnesses, such as hysteria. But the the eighteenth century also saw
the emergency of the culture of sensibility. Sensibility enabled compassionate
behaviour and indicated refinement. Women became seen as the emotional sex for
which this kind of behaviour was “natural”.??? Therefore, showing controlled and
right kind of emotions was part of constructing the elite female gender. It is clear that
young girls already embraced these rules.

There is no doubt that the death of a parent was a significant event, whether or not
the girl remembered it or not. Mary Berry (b.1763) lost her mother before the age of
four. She seems to have had no recollection on the event.?** Either she was kept away,
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as happened to Burney siblings when their mother died in 1762,%** or she was too
young to remember. A death could also result in an idealized image of a parent. In
young Eliza Dawson’s mind her mother’s character was surrounded with “mysterious
sacredness.””® Although there certainly were real emotions behind these remarks, it
must also be remembered that unusual emotional events are more easily remembered
than relatively neutral everyday ones.??° It is no wonder that these kinds of incidents
are most often recorded in letters, diaries and autobiographies. Previous study has
established that eighteenth-century autobiographical writers pinpointed the death of a
parent as having the most profound consequences for them.??’

Death also had purely material consequences. Even landed aristocracy and gentry
lived on a very slippery economic slope. Family fortunes were very vulnerable to
political and economic disturbances, bad weather or an array of unmarried sisters and
younger brothers. An unexpected death could also badly injure the prospects of the
family. If the father died young or with little economic means his younger children
would have to make their fortunes themselves unless the heir was willing or capable
of providing for them. For unmarried girls, the death of a father meant that they had
to throw themselves on the mercies of their eldest brother and heir or other relatives
to provide for them.??® Once again the girls had to face fact that they were not able to
control their own lives but had to submit to the will of others.

What all of these examples have in common is that they show how these girls
acted out their role as daughters in eighteenth-century family hierarchy. Just like
gender, the age-bound relations within families were performed through speech and
gestures. Age was about power and girls, for the most part, lacked that power. They
were to show love and obedience towards their parents in their words and deeds. But
as I will show next the girls were still able to rebel against such hierarchies and
demonstrate their own feelings and thoughts and in the most drastic cases take their
lives into their own hands.

Eighteenth-century family life was not always easy. What happened when things
were not so rosy? I have argued in the article I wrote with Marjo Kaartinen (2016)
that the contradictions in eighteenth-century elite families occurred when expectations
and reality collided. That is when parents did not fulfill their roles as caregivers or
educators, or children did not stand up to their parents’ expectations as obedient and
dutiful daughters and sons or behaved in away unsuited to their social status. The
demand of fulfilling the appropriate role in the family went both ways. Evidence of
frictions can be found even though it is scarce. It was unusual to reveal unpleasant
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matters in correspondence or diaries, at least directly. However, when friction is
detectable it reveals important realities concerning ideal family roles.??’ Twenty-year-
old Miss Mary Berry thought that her father’s “easy inefficient character”” had placed
him and his children in a difficult financial situation. Her father was disinherited by
his uncle because he had refused to marry again after Mary’s mother died. Mary felt
that she “had to lead those who ought to have led me.” She was her father’s “guide
and monitor” instead her father being her “tutor and protector.”*° The roles of parent
and a child had been reversed. Mary Berry was not the only one who had to become
the carer of her parents. As the only unmarried daughter, even though already legally
an adult, twenty-one-year-old Lady Louisa Stuart was bound to keep her ageing
parents company. Letters to her sister are filled with references to their parents’
current health, the books they read, and the visitors they had had. Nevertheless, her
relations with her parents seem to have been mostly comfortable. She stated that “my
mother is exceedingly good to me, and treats me with great confidence.” But on one
occasion, Lady Louisa wrote: “I do try all I can to entertain my mother, but the worst
is that from late events half the subjects we used to talk of are grown painful.”?!
When personalities clashed, it was not so easy to get along with one’s parents. It is
also obvious that both Mary and Lady Louisa felt that they were their parents’
caregivers and not the reverse. In these cases the power-relations induced by age had
been turned upside down.

The ideal of perfect love and harmony in families with several step-parents and
half- and step-siblings was also sometimes put to the test. When her stepmother Mrs.
Honora Edgeworth died, Maria was only thirteen years old. Maria’s father wrote to
his daughter that when she grew older, she would understand that her stepmother
“fulfilled the part of a mother towards you, and towards your sisters, without
partiality for her own, or servile indulgence towards mine.”?*? It is evident from this
letter that Mrs. Edgeworth’s behaviour towards her stepdaughter had caused some
alarm. Maria’s father apparently tried to convince his daughter that his choice to
marry for the second time was the right one. Whatever had happened between Maria
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and her stepmother it shows that both children and parents were supposed to fulfil
their roles in approbriate way. Children were demanded obedience but parents should
show good judgment and fairness. Frictions between stepmother and her stepchildren
were also evident in the Burney family:

Charlotte who is to accompany my mother on to Wales, where she proposes
spending near 2 months. That dear little Girl went so much a contre coeur, that I
was quite sorry & concerned for her. I believe, she would willingly & literally
have parted with a little finger, rather to have been left behind with me & no
wonder! — for she is never spoke to, never noticed at all, except as an errand
runner: in which capacity, I am apt to suspect, she now Travels, as she is by no

means a favourite. 2

Fifteen-year-old Charlotte was very reluctant to travel with her stepmother Elizabeth
to Wales. Her elder sister Fanny suspected that the girl would have a difficult time as
she was not her step-mother’s favourite. She would merely be a servant and no
companion. Apart from few obscure remarks, the strained relationship between the
Burney children and their stepmother Elizabeth Allen Burney is almost completely
invisible in the diaries of young Fanny Burney. Charles Burney married his second
wife in October 1767, apparently without the knowledge of either of their children.
Margaret Doody is convinced that all the Burney siblings hated their new stepmother.
They disparagingly called her various names behind her back, such as “the Lady”,
“Precious” or “Madam”.?** Although the remarks of rebellion were very subtle it is
clear that Fanny and her siblings ignored the power-relations that they were supposed
to have maintain within the family.

It goes without saying that children sometimes disappointed their parents and did
not live up to their expectations, just as the parents did not always live up to theirs,
even though the girls of my study were fully aware of the expectations laid at their
door.*’ Early in the century, fourteen-year-old Elizabeth Robinson constantly gave
occasion for reproof because of her sharp tongue, talkativeness and impertinence.*¢
In the privacy of her diary Betsey Wynne also used her sharp tongue when judging
the behaviour of her parents. In December 1795 she wrote that her father had caused a
disagreeable scene at a ball when he had a jealous fit and argued with his wife.*” In
the eighteenth century it was obviously not acceptable that a daughter reproach her
parents, even though she was right that such behaviour was not appropriate in a public
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place. The speech of unmarried girls was seen as problematic in the eighteenth
century, and in early modern period in general. By talking too much, females broke
the patriarchal order by claiming agency. They were no longer under male authority.
Although conversation was an essential part of eighteenth-century elite social life,
impertinent speech or sexual allusions, were not acceptable for girls, as they indicated
a corrupted character and mind.>*® Both boys and girls were obligated to show
obedience and behave well, but when it came to sexual matters, girls were under
stricter control.** In moments like these, when their roles as young females and the
members of the elite intersect, the contradictions of expectations become most visible.
Marital issues were often extremely acute moments of dispute between the
generations in elite families. In the early part of the century, twenty-one-year-old
Lady Mary Pierrepont came face to face with the harsh reality of being the
disobedient daughter of an aristocrat who was careful to preserve his and his family’s
status. Lady Mary was technically an adult, but she still was under the command of
her father. Her father had found out that she had intended to marry a man of her own
liking, and not of his choice. In a letter to her future husband Edward Wortley
Montagu, Lady Mary related the conversation she had with her father:

He told me he was very much surpriz’d that I did not depend on his Judgment for
my future happynesse, that he knew nothing I had to complain of, etc., that he did
not doubt I had some other fancy in my head, which encourag’d me to this
disobedience, but he assur’d me if I refus’d a settlement he had provided for me,
he gave me his word, whatever proposalls were made him, he would never so
much as enter into a Treaty with any other; that, if I founded any hopes upon his
death, I should find my selfe mistaken, he never intended to leave me any thing
but an Annuity of £400; [---]*4°

Her father, the Duke of Kingston, clearly believed in patriarchal power, and exercised
it in all his actions. It was inconceivable to him that his daughter did not trust him
with the most important choice of her life. In his view, a penniless younger son of a
country squire was not a proper husband for his daughter. She should have obeyed
him and chosen the right candidate.*' These instances, too, can be interpreted as
moments of rebellion and claiming of agency by the girls. In theory, girls were bound
to submit to the rule of their father and act in every way for the sake of family honour.
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Yet, these little frictions that ruffled the familial harmony show that girls were brave
enough to make individual choices at time to time.

Being part of the kin network: With other family members

Eighteenth-century elite girls were born into a wide kin network that included,
besides their parents and siblings, grandparents, aunts, uncles, cousins and
godparents. All these people had an impact on the lives of the girls in various ways,
both mentally and materially. The girls appearing in this study made frequent
references to their kin in letters and diaries. At some point they all learned of their
ancestry, as every autobiography includes a report of the family tree. This knowledge
of family history was not reserved only for the daughters of nobility but also for those
of the genteel. As we will see in this section, in relation to their grandparents, aunts
and uncles the girls acted according to their submissive position in the family
hierarchy but could also form close and affectionate relations. In the roles of aunts
these girls managed blurr even further the strict age-bound hierarchies.

Even in an age of high mortality, some of the girls of this study had living
grandparents. The rules of politeness applied in these relationships as in any other. At
the beginning of the century, the two daughters of the first Duke of Richmond, Anne
and Louise, spoke of their grandmother, the Duchess of Portsmouth, with the title of
Madam and about themselves as “humble and obedient servant and grandchild.”?** In
1804, seventeen-year-old Lady Sarah Spencer called her grandmother Georgiana,
Dowager Countess Spencer as “dear Grandmama.” Her other grandmother was called
“Granny Lucan.”** These varying ways of address may be explained with changes in
letter-writing styles towards the end of the century, but they may also be a sign of
personal relationships. The Lennox girls, for instance, might not have known their
French grandmother so well and therefore applied a more formal style. At the end of
the century, sixteen-year-old Elizabeth Wynne referred in her diary to her maternal
grandparents as the mother and father of her Mama instead of more intimate
grandmamma or grandpapa.’** The grandparents lived in France so it is very possible
that young Elizabeth had never met them. Once again these girls acted out their role
of dutiful granddaughter in words that reflected their position in the age-bound
hierarchy. But on the every-day level, the relationship with grandparents and
grandchildren was as variable as with parents and their children.

22 DR vol. I. Lady Anne Lennox to Louise, Duchess of Portsmouth, s.a, 27-28; DR vol. 1.
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The descriptions the girls wrote of their grandparents were respectful, if not
always especially affectionate. Lady Sarah Spencer had very affectionate relationship
with both her grandmothers. Her letters are full of funny anecdotes and proclamations
of her worry for their health and wellbeing.>*> Eliza Dawson recalls later in life that
her maternal grandfather Mr. Hill was not a very affectionate man. He never took her
in his arms or kissed her.?*® Her paternal grandmother was the matriarch of the
family. She “exacted obedience and habitual attention from all her family, and I was
accustomed to see her treated with the greatest respect by her sons and daughter.”?*’
Although in general autobiographies depicted grandparents as figures of authority,
Eliza’s comment that her maternal grandfather did not show any affection towards her
is noteworthy. Mr. Hill did not represent the kind of affectionate indulgent
grandfather that was the eighteenth-century ideal. According to Bailey, love of
grandparents was as important and idealized as that of parents in the eighteenth-
century world.?* Eliza’s reflections support this view. Mr. Hill’s lack of affection was
clearly against the ideal image of a grandparent. However, the autobiography portrays
Eliza’s feelings in adulthood. Whether or not she felt the same way when she was still
a girl is only speculative. In turn, Lady Sarah’s letters show that despite the age-
bound hierarchy, grandparents and grandchildren could form a close relationship in
their daily lives.

The age-bound hierarchy within families did have its effects. Grandparents could
get involved in the lives of their granddaughters very forcefully, sometimes even
more so than their parents. According to Foyster this involvement indicates that the
parent-child relationship did not end in marriage. The birth of grandchildren started a
stage in the life cycle where family patterns where newly negotiated. Married couples
were not completely isolated from their birth families even though they had separate
households. In a time of higher adulthood mortality than today it was not unusual for
grandparents and other relatives to step in as substitute parents for their orphaned
grandchildren, nieces or nephews.?** But sometimes the grandparents could change
the lives of their granddaughters for good. When Lady Mary Pierrepont’s mother died
in 1692, the children, Mary, her sisters Frances and Evelyn and her brother William
were passed into to care of their paternal grandmother Elizabeth Pierrepont (née
Evelyn). They stayed there until the grandmother died in 1698. At her death the
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grandmother bequeathed to her granddaughter, seven-year-old Evelyn £12,000 (as the
heir of the Evelyn family), and handed her guardianship to her daughter Lady Chayne
instead of the girl’s father. Eight-year-old Frances received £1000, but nine-year-old
Mary got nothing. The reasons for this remain unclear.*® It is also unclear, what Lady
Mary thought about her situation. What is certain, however, is that their
grandmother’s decision caused estrangement of Lady Mary from her sister Evelyn,
who no longer lived with her siblings. According to Isobel Grundy, this is clear in
Lady Mary’s adulthood letters. Lady Mary’s letters to her sister Frances, are lively
and full of entertaining details. To Evelyn Lady Mary wrote only what was necessary
for the sake of politeness.”! The dependency of girls on their elders generosity is
demonstrated in this case. Adults decided for the most part how and where the
children lived. The decision of her grandmother reshaped the life of young Lady
Mary and later her relationship to her own sister, and there was nothing she could do
about it. But the care and help of grandparents was also reciprocated by the concern
their granddaughters had for their health and well-being and by the practical services
they offered them.>?

Because of the wide age differences between siblings in families, it was not
unusual that girls found themselves in the roles of aunts at a very young age.
However, the way they acted in these roles varied greatly. Lady Sarah Lennox was
only two years old when her first nephew Stephen Fox was born in 1747, and she
virtually grew up with her Fitzgerald nieces and nephews in Ireland after her parents
died. Her sister Lady Emily’s eldest son George was born when Lady Sarah was three
years old.?** Unfortunately, there are virtually no traces of her role as an aunt in her
letters. Fanny Burney became an aunt at the age of twenty and she followed the
growing up of her nieces and nephews with delight.** The role of aunt did not
automatically require graveness. Eugenia Wynne became an aunt at the age of
eighteen, when her sister Betsey gave birth to a son. When she was in the mature age
of twenty-four, Eugenia explains how she and her sister Justina (aged eighteen) “ran
all over the gardens, frightening children.”*> Being aunts did not stop them having
fun as young girls of their age would. Although aunts were theoretically above their
nieces and nephews in family hierarchies, this could hardly be the case when there
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was such a small age gap between them. Young aunts were almost like cousins. In the
case of Lady Sarah, she was clearly more of a companion and playmate, whereas
Fanny Burney and Eugenia Wynne could claim much more authority and duties of
upbringing over their nieces and nephews.

The support of the family network was usually very welcoming for the girls
studied here, but these relationships could also be strained. Aunts and uncles most
often provided material aid and services to their nieces. This could be anything from
chaperoning them at social events from accommodating them for various lengths of
time.? It was considered one of the most important duties of siblings to take care of
each other’s orphaned children.?”” Aunts could also act as their niece’s friends and
mentors. For instance, Maria Josepha Holroyd and Maria Edgeworth held close
friendships with their father’s sister. Keeping up family connections was not only
vertical, but horizontal too, as Amy Harris has suggested. Through correspondence,
aunts included their nieces within the sibling network.?>® Therefore, girls were not
only subordinate beings in the hierarchical family, but vital members in its upkeep.
However, because of their subordinate position, girls had occasionally to accept less
welcome “assistance” form their close kin. Eliza Dawson recalled that her maternal
aunts Hill “gave me plenty of advice, but no sympathy; they were intelligent, just, and
good, but they saw in me the faults of a spoiled child, and thought it their duty to
point them out.”*® Mary Granville had similar memories. Young Mary was brought
up at her aunt’s house in Whitehall from the age of eight until she was fifteen. Mary
was not very fond of her aunt’s Lady Stanley’s educational methods, however, as she
observed

an impetuosity [sic ] in my temper, which made her judge it necessary to
moderate it by mortifying my spirit, lest I should grow too lively and unruly for
my reason. I own I often found it rebellious, and could ill bear the frequent checks
I met with.26°

As an older relative, it was her aunt’s duty to check her niece’s imprudent behaviour,
even though the young girl was not very pleased about it and even rebelled against it.
Mary even found her aunt’s actions too harsh. Not only did Mary criticise the actions
of her older relatives, but she also made negative comments about their characters.
She called her aunt Mary Lady Lansdowne jealous, who never read anything except
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“idle books that I was not allowed to read.”*! These examples show that even if elite
girls were brought up to respect their elders and be submissive, it did not prevent
them from rebelling against unfairness. These remarks were their way, even if subtly
made, to show agency and stand up for themselves.

However, occasionally the girl had to submit to the power of others, especially if
her position in the family network was a complicated one. Mary Granville’s parents
were financially dependent on her uncle Lord Lansdowne. The death of Queen Anne
in 1714 destroyed her father’s political career and forced him to retire with his family
to the countryside. Yet their position in society required that Mary would receive at
least a decent sort of education proper for a genteel girl. This financial dependency
reached its height when seventeen-year-old Mary was forced to accept the offer of
marriage made by her uncle’s political ally, fifty-seven-year-old Alexander
Pendarves.?®> Mary put her situation bluntly: “I was not entreated, but commanded.”
Despite her reluctance, she finally gave away, as she was worried about how her
refusal would affect her parents’ situation. She thought it was her duty to release her
parents from the need to support her when an opportunity arose.?®* What else could a
girl from respectable family do in these circumstances but to marry?

Love, support and dispute between siblings

When a girl was born into an eighteenth-century family she rarely grew up on her
own. She was surrounded by brothers and sisters and often with half- and stepsiblings
as well. Between 1725 and 1800, women gave birth on average to 7.5 children during
their lifetimes.?** The Lennox family included seven children who lived to adulthood,
five girls and two boys, and at least three children, who died in infancy.?®® Initially the
Burney household had six children, two boys and four girls. Additionally, the Burney
children had nine half-siblings, five boys and four girls and two step-sisters.?*® In the
Robinson family there were nine children, seven boys and two girls.267 The Tracy
family had all in all 14 children, nine boys and five girls.?®® The Spencers had nine
children, six boys and three girls, whereas the Pitts had four children, two girls and
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two boys. The Granville sisters Mary and Anne had two brothers. Mary Berry had
only one sister.?®

Siblinghood was likely to be the longest relationships in a person’s life during the
eighteenth century. This was due to the demographic conditions: late age of marriage
and high mortality rate, population increase, climate warming, and better hygiene and
healthcare. It is estimated that on average a thirty-year-old adult had two surviving
siblings of each gender during the century. Siblings constituted 18 to 22 per cent of
person’s closest kin. Therefore, siblings had great influence in shaping each other’s
sense of self.?”

Sibling relations were some of the few social interactions that allowed
eighteenth-century girls to act more freely and on more equal terms. Amy Harris has
pointed out that sibling relations were seen, contrary to other early modern relations,
as equal. Moreover, eighteenth-century siblinghood was linguistically less rigid than
other relationships. “Brother” or “sister” could mean one’s biological siblings, but
also half- and stepsiblings, in-laws or even illegitimate siblings.?’" Although in every
day practices siblings were bound to hierarchical demands, gender roles and male
privilege.

The girls manifested their love towards their siblings frequently in letters. The
emotional ties were strengthened by remembering absent siblings. The hope of a
sister that she was not forgotten by her siblings is constantly stated.?’? This wish to be
remembered was especially acute with unmarried sisters who, like Lady Louisa
Stuart, still lived in their childhood home with their parents. Frequent correspondence
with her other siblings was and important consolation in loneliness and a method of
keeping up the familial ties. Lady Louisa’s disappointment was bitter when she didn’t
receive any letters from her favourite sister Lady Caroline Dawson. Her elder sisters
were less frequent in their correspondence, and Lady Louisa once complained that her
sister Jane had sent her two copies of letters for someone else, but only a short note
for her.?”

Love between siblings was considered natural, if parents were wise enough to
foster it. Children were bound to obey and respect their elders, but expected to love
their siblings. A common heritage formed the basis for their solidarity and unity.?"
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Amy Harris points out that the close relationship of siblings was only natural
considering that they spent almost every day in the early part of their lives together.
Until the age of seven, and often mid-teens, Georgian siblings shared their daily
routines of eating and sleeping, playing and studying. At the same time, they learned
the family and social responsibilities and their own places in the family unit. In short,
they influenced each other’s development as individuals. School holidays frequently
brought the brothers back home to interact with their sisters. In the meantime, they
kept in touch with letters. Exchanges of gifts, news and inside jokes kept the family
ties tight. Sisters were particularly close to each other, as they received their
education in each other’s company. Sister-brother relations have also been described
as close, whereas relations between brothers were usually competitive.”> Expressing
love in their letters can be described as “kin work.” Familial ties were strengthened,
for example, through correspondence. This was especially the responsibility of female
members of the family. Letter-writing manuals, which were published in large
numbers during the eighteenth century offered models for affectionate, equal and
supportive sibling correspondence. These letters usually comprised a kind of group
conversation: one letter might contain news from other siblings, the content of their
letters and instructions for other siblings, for example, to answer to their letters more
often.?”

The girls sought to find their place in the family unit. Younger sisters had to adapt
their role to the demands of their elders, whereas older ones had much more room to
act. This is evident in the ways the girls wrote about their siblings in letters. Older
sisters gave admiring and tender descriptions of their younger ones,?”” whereas as
younger sisters compared their own situations with the older ones’. For instance,
fourteen-year-old Lady Sarah Lennox had contrasting opinions of her elder siblings.
She thought her brother George did not like her, whereas Charles, the Duke of
Richmond, was very agreeable and resembled her in many things. She thought her
sister Lady Caroline an odd woman, but pleasant to live with.?’® Lady Sarah was
significantly younger than Caroline or her brothers. They had already established
their lives as adults, whereas Lady Sarah was just entering into society. She felt
herself closer to her brother Charles, because he was so similar in character. At the
age of seventeen, Fanny Burney wittily remarked that “Younger sisters are almost
different beings from elder one’s, but, thank God, it is quite and unaffectedly without
repining or envy that I see my elder sister so continually gad about and visit, etc,
when I rest at home.”*"
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There were various factors that affected the girls’ relationships with their siblings.
Age difference was one. The age gap between the eldest and the youngest in most
families was often wide. The eldest of the Lennox children, Lady Caroline, was
almost thirty years older than the youngest Lady Cecilia. Elizabeth Robinson (b.1720)
was the first born daughter. Her eldest brother Matthew was seven years older than
her, and the youngest brother Charles thirteen years younger. Elizabeth’s sister Sarah
was a year younger than her. The Stuart household was also large. Lady Louisa Stuart
(b.1757) was the youngest of thirteen children. Her eldest sister Mary was nineteen
years her senior. Lady Sarah Spencer (b.1787) was the second eldest child. She was
five years younger than her brother John Charles. The youngest brother George was
twelve years younger than her.

Age difference certainly played a part in forming sibling relationships. It is
obvious that the narrower the age gap between them, the closer relationships siblings
had. One evidently close sister-brother duo was Lady Sarah Spencer and her brother
Robert, who was only two years younger than she. Lady Sarah wrote to her brother on
his seventeenth birthday: “How very well I remember as if it was but yesterday, your
christening, your childhood, and all your history, and bound up as it has been with
mine, what a continual source of blessings and happiness and comfort you have been
to me.” Lady Sarah acknowledged that although there was no favouritism in their
large family, some members were more intimate with each other than other “either
owing to age or character.” She looked up to her eldest brother, whereas she looked
down her three younger siblings.”®® Younger siblings were sometimes a source of
annoyance. Nine-year-old Fugenia Wynne was annoyed when her younger sisters,
Harriet (aged five) and Justina (three), were making a noise in the room while she
was trying to read a book.?®! Older siblings, of course, made fun of the little ones.
Mary Granville’s seven years younger sister Ann was for the butt of her and her
friend Miss Kirkham’s remarks. Little Ann was “often offended at our whispers and
mysterious talk.” When Ann grew up, her elder sister, by then already married,
marked her maturing with approval:

My sister was now grown a very reasonable and entertaining companion though
very young: she had a lively genius, improved beyond her years, loved reading,
and had an excellent memory. I was surprized [sic] at her understanding, having
never before attended to her but as to a child, and the goodness of her heart, and
the delicacy of her sentiments delighted me still more. From that time I had
perfect confidence in her, told her some of my distresses, and found great
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consolation and relief to my mind by this opening of my heart, and from her great
tenderness and friendship for me.?%?

The importance of a sister maturing also lay in the mutual companionship. In sibling
relations, too, acquiring sufficient reason and proper behaviour were vital. Older
siblings regarded younger ones as mere children, as Mary Pendarves had done, as
long as they were not able to have equal relationship as properly behaving
individuals.

Siblings learned from each other, and it was especially the role of the elders to
guide the younger ones. Mary Pendarves provided her younger sister, seventeen-year-
old Ann Granville with some material advice, as in a letter sent in March 1724, where
she told Anne what to wear during the time of mourning.?®® In 1723, eighteen-year-
old Anne Tracy recorded in her diary that she taught her sisters to play whist.?3* From
their earliest childhood, siblings took part in and influenced each others’ upbringing.
Older sisters could show an example of proper female behaviour by helping their
mother in daily domestic tasks and assisting with the nursing of younger ones and
teaching them.?® By imitating their older sisters, the girls learnt how to construct their
own gendered identity.

Gender, age and social hierarchies were significant factors of difference, and
these were applied, at least to some extent, in modes of address among the siblings as
well. In aristocratic families the eldest brother was referred to by his title, whereas the
younger sisters and brothers were addressed by their forenames.?®® Therefore, the
Lennox sisters called their brother Charles brother Richmond, and Lady Sarah
Spencer referred to her brother, John Charles, as Althorp. Lady Louisa Stuart spoke
of her elder, already married, sisters with their full name and title, such as Lady Jane
Macartney or Lady Lowther, but she referred to her brothers by their Christian names.
In genteel families sisters referred to their brothers by their first names or nicknames,
as seen below where I discuss siblings’ hypocorisms. In their sibling-relations girls
did conform to the patriarchal gender hierarchy in which males (i.e. brothers) were
put first. Moreover, girls had to also to acknowledge their place in the sibling age-
hierarchy and the status of their married sisters as above themselves, and therefore
address them with their surnames.

However, hierarchies did not prevent the girls studied here from bending the
rules. The nature of different sibling relations was evident in the use of various
hypocorisms or nicknames family members gave to each other. Girls used
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hypocorisms or affectionate nicknames for both their brothers and sisters. Frances
Burney was known to all as Fanny, whereas her sisters were Hetty (Esther) and Susey
(Susan). Their eldest brother James was known as Jem. Lady Sarah Spencer called
her brother Robert affectionately Bob and her younger sister Georgiana (b.1794) Gin
or Nig. Elizabeth Robinson was Fidget and her sister Sarah Pea and their brothers
simply Matt (occasionally though “brother Robinson” ) and Tom.

The different lifestyles of males and females were evident in the sibling
relationships. A typical complaint of sisters was the dullness of home life when
brothers were at school or away for business and politics. Joy was eagerly expressed
when they came back for holidays or returned home safe from a long sea voyage.?’
Christmas was the season when male members of the family gathered at their country
seats for hunting. Then sisters were more easily able to converse with their brothers.
Lady Sarah Spencer welcomed her elder brother’s company, although his daily visits
occurred after the hunting trip and he turned up covered with mud.?®® However, not
all brothers provided pleasant company for their sisters. Lady Louisa Stuart
commented that she saw her two brothers Frederick and William only at meals. When
she did see them, they were rather boring company. She complained to her sister
Caroline that they “speak about six words a day, and instead of being any company or
comfort, only serve to give me the vapours by walking up and down the room without
ceasing.””® The lot of girls was often to limit their lives to the vicinity of the home.
They hunted in the woods more infrequently than men and rarely travelled the way
they pleased, although they still did so. Their brothers spent their days outside their
sisters’ radar, at school or performing political duties, areas that were mostly reserved
for the male. Visits from their brothers brought the girls news from the outside world
they yearned for. The stories they told brought something new and exciting to a
monotonous life in the home.

But sisters did closely observe the life of their brothers and rejoiced, alongside the
rest of the family, if they had a good fortune, such as advancing in their careers. For
instance, the Robinson and Burney brothers made their life in the navy and
commercial shipping.?’® Fanny Burney’s brother James sailed with Captain Cook on
his voyages. In 1769 Fanny was very worried that they had not heard anything from
James for six months, as he was supposed have come home.?’! Less dangerous, but
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nonetheless interesting, was a career in politics, in which many brothers engaged.
This concerned only the girls of noble families, such as the Pitts, Spencers, and
Lennoxes. Lady Sarah Spencer was proud to announce in March 1809 that her brother
James, Lord Althorp had given his first speech in the House of Commons.”? In this
way the girls took part in the family network. The success of their brothers was to
their advantage - or at least, so they hoped. Families were larger units in which the
actions of one individual was likely to influence the rest. For girls, actions of their
relatives could either enhance or diminish their chances in the marriage market or
endanger their financial security if they remained unmarried and under the care of
their brothers.

Siblings were expected to support each other — it was their Christian duty, but
these expectations were highly gendered: whereas brothers usually provided material
support, sisters helped in the form of services. Brothers acted as mentors, trustees and
business advisors for their sisters. Sisters also sought a place of abode in their
brothers’ homes if necessary. In return, sisters helped with household duties
(especially with unmarried brothers), nursed during illnesses, carried messages and
acted as companions.?”* Sisters also assisted with pregnancies and births and nursed
the sick, even when they were minors.”** In the words of Fanny Burney, even though
sisters weren’t able to give medical help, just being present was a “mutual
comfort.”?® Mature, older siblings also took care of the younger ones when the
mother was recovering from a birth or parents were away for some other reason. Both
the nineteen-year-old Anne Tracy and the twenty-four-year-old Maria Edgeworth
faced the huge responsibility of taking care of the brood of their younger siblings. In
November 1724, Anne Tracy’s mother gave birth to her thirteenth child, a baby boy.
First Anne had to nurse her mother during her lying-in period, and then she had to
take charge of caring for the baby. Several of Anne’s diary entries include complaints
about how tired she was.?® In 1791, Maria Edgeworth wrote “I cannot help feeling
unusual timidity, when I look round me and think I am trusted with so valuable a
charge.” Even though Maria was technically an adult, the responsibility laid at her
door felt heavy. She was not a wife or mother but a still unmarried young lady. Her
burden was relieved a little by her sister Emmeline who took care of young
Charlotte.297
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Sisterly service could also take the form of informing absent relatives of family
matters, as Lady Louisa Stuart was requested to do in 1780 by her brother William.
He begged her “make not...that shabby excuse of having nothing to say, but send me
word how you all go on.”*® But brothers could also provide their sisters with services
usually in place of their father. For instance, they could chaperone their sisters at
balls. Sisters could benefit from the help of their elder married ones.?”® Siblings also
asked for each other help with shopping. While a sister or a brother was visiting town,
or even the capital, it was convenient to send a request for purchases.’® Just as with
other members of the family, the relationship of siblings was constituted with
reciprocity. The duties performed, however, seem to have changed as girls grew
older.

Life-cycle events evidently changed the relationships of siblings, although, as for
instance Amy Harris has pointed out, sibling-relations did not end in marriage.>*! That
said, they did change the everyday routines dramatically. Especially marriage was a
crucial life-changing moment both for the girl who became a wife and her daily
companion, a sister. The heartbreaking account of seventeen-year-old Eugenia Wynne
shows what a bittersweet moment the marriage of her elder sister Betsey was to her.

11th Tuesday [---]For my part I have never been so unhappy as I am now, I had
never till now known what sorrow was, I know it too well at present. I can do
nothing but weep till my aching eyes have no more tears to bestow. My poor
Mother, my poor Father, are both deeply affected and I can give them no comfort,
I am only fit to mingle my tears with theirs. The dear companion of all the
moments of my life, the dear partaker of all my joys, of all my pains, her who
made the principal charm of my existence, her to whom I have always unbosomed
myself, is going to leave me, and God knows for how long! I shall never be happy
without her. My only comfort is the persuasion I am in that she will be perfectly
happy — a man like Fremantle must make her so; his amiable qualities, his
affection to her cannot fail to assure her happiness.30?

Her sister Betsey had been her companion, confidante and playmate all her life. Since
their birth, the two girls had spent every single day together, learning, playing and
laughing. And she was now to leave Eugenia for her new life as a wife. Eugenia
complained that her sister showed indifference towards her and her mother by not
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shedding any tears on her departure. However, she added that “I know her too well to
doubt her affection. But the sentiment which now occupies her heart leaves no room
for any other feeling.”** The little sister was distraught that she would be left alone
with only younger sisters, who in her mind, were not fit companions. Additionally,
she may have been envious that her sister’s mind was now occupied by love towards
her newlywed husband and not her childhood family. Their daily lives would be
separated, at least for six months, as Betsey was to sail with her husband to England,
and Eugenia was left behind in Italy. Had they lived closer, Eugenia could have
helped her sister with births and childcare as well as acted as a companion. In this
case the separation from the childhood home was more complete due to the physical
distance between the sisters than in many other marriages. Even if travelling in
eighteenth-century England still took a long time and was at times difficult,
sometimes even impossible, a married sister living in the same country was at least
occasionally reachable.

A death of a sibling was yet another significant and devastating event. The loss
was acutely felt even though death was something everyone had to face at some point
in their lives. In February 1790, when Maria Edgeworth was twenty-three, her fifteen-
year-old half-sister Honora, died. In a letter to her aunt, Maria expressed concern for
her father and her second step-mother Elizabeth, instead of contemplating her own
thoughts and feelings. However, she says that her father had promised not to compare
his other daughters with Honora. This remark indicates that Maria felt that her father
had favoured and loved her sister more. Perhaps this, alongside, the age difference,
decreased the affection between the two and explains why Maria mentioned nothing
of her own sorrow. However, she tells her aunt that she would prefer to relate the
details of her sister’s last moments in person rather than writing. It is thus possible
that the event was too painful for Maria to think about after all, and that she needed
time to think it through before telling other of it.>** Death reordered the age-sequence
of the remaining siblings which much of the family dynamic was based upon. As
inheritance prospects changed, marital, financial and educational prospects changed
too. All this would change the daily relations of children. So it is no wonder that
siblings were worried about each others’ health, dreaded accidents and closely
followed the well-being of those away from home, especially brothers who had gone
to war.’® Losing a brother might mean the family losing an heir and sisters their
financial support. Losing a sister might mean losing one’s best friend and companion.
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As noted, however, eighteenth-century children were more accustomed to death than
we are. When they lost a sibling, they kept mementoes, such as locks of hair, or
organized burials for their dolls. Death was constantly part of their lives and the
practice of naming younger children after a dead sibling reminded children of it. In
early modern England almost two-thirds of children were given the same Christian
name as a previously deceased same-sex sibling.>%

When death left siblings orphaned, older ones stepped in as substitute parents,
sometimes even against their own will. The sibling ties and duties towards each other
were binding. The eldest sisters became substitute mothers to the younger Lennox
girls when the Duke of Richmond died in 1750 and the Duchess the year later. In his
last will and testament, the Duke ordered that the custody of his younger children
would go to his second oldest daughter Emily, then Countess of Kildare, and her
husband. For the youngest Lennox siblings Emily was in practice their mother, and
apparently she enjoyed her role. In fact, in 1767 Emily’s brother-in-law Lord Holland
commented: “Are you wise to let that great girl Cecilia call you Mama, still?*"
When Fanny Burney’s stepmother gave birth to a son in 1768, she wrote to Fanny
asking her to take care of her newly-born half-brother in case the mother should
die.’® Unlike Emily, Mary Berry was very reluctant in her new role. She wrote that
instead of being a “gay companion,” she became “a protecting mother” to her
motherless sister Agnes.>%

The natural closeness of siblings was also seen as a potential source for trouble.
Sibling relations could easily degenerate into rivalry, hatred and contempt. Amy
Harris points out that the advice literature of the time demanded that parents treat
their children fairly and teach them morals and class- and gender-specific behaviour.
Having a favourite was dangerous to the child itself. A spoiled child would become a
tyrant. Children expected equal affection, even though, finding their own place in
their family was sometimes difficult, as they had unequal futures. Early modern law’s
privileging of the first born son could cause tension between siblings. Moreover,
younger children were increasingly dependent on the goodwill of the family heir
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when fathers disposed marriage portions and property settlements so as to keep
family estate intact.’!°

Such frictions are to be found in the sibling relations of the girls studied here.
There are some instances when the girls disputed their loyalty to each other and about
favouritism shown by their parents. Even the closest of siblings were not immune to
rivalry. Especially the younger sisters found themselves caught between the age and
gender hierarchy and personal relationships. When she was 16, Fanny Burney related
a quarrel between her sisters and herself:

[---] We disputed a little time & Hetty suddenly cried “Hush, hush, Mama’s in the
next Room, if she hears us, we two shall be whipt & Fanny will have a sugar
plumb.[sic]” “Ay, cried A. [probably their stepsister Maria Allen] ’tis her
defending Lynn which makes Mama & my Grandmama so fond of her. [---]*!!

In this quarrel it seems that Esther (Hetty) and Maria felt Fanny was favoured by their
grandmother and mother. If they heard the children arguing they would be whipped
and Fanny treated to a sugar plum. The favouring of sons and the tension it caused
among the siblings is implicit. Fanny was not the only favourite in the family.
Margaret Doody claims that Dr. Burney’s favourite child was Susan, who was named
after his own twin sister, and who died at the age of eight.3'? If this is the case, Fanny
did not reveal any jealousy in her diaries. The birth of an heir was also a source of
sibling rivalry. When the male heir was born to the Lennox family in 1730, the
grandmother the Duchess of Portsmouth expressed her concern about how the seven-
year-old Caroline would react to her baby-brother: “Did she receive her brother
graciously? for it seemed to me that when she was here she was none too anxious for
one!™!3 Before baby-Charles, Caroline had been the eldest child, and therefore
received all the possible attention from her parents. It is very likely that she was not
thrilled by the appearance of a rival. Sometimes, there seems to have been some
rivalry between the siblings about loyalty and trust. Lady Louisa Conolly wrote a
letter in December 1760 to her 16-year-old sister Lady Sarah Lennox, which implied
that she thought her younger sister did not trust her the way she trusted their elder
sister and substitute-mother Lady Emily:

[---]T must tell You that I find by most of Your letters to my Sister Kildare that
You will let her into many secrets You won’t tell me, now my Dr: Soul I know
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that You are affraid I should tell my Dear Tom Conolly and that he should blab it
out again, in the first place my Dearest love You may be very sure that anything
he knew that You did not chuse should be known be certainly would never
mention it, but then if You told me anything & desir’d he might not see Your
letter I give You my word he would never desire You to let him see them and I
would not do it[---]*'4

Louisa seemed to have been upset about the fact that Lady Sarah denied her some
sisterly confidence, and she did not trust her husband. Lady Louisa’s marriage to the
wealthy Thomas Conolly was generally thought a good match, but, some of the letters
between the other Lennox siblings imply that they thought both Louisa and Tom,
though very lovely people, childish and sometimes even foolish.*"> So it is no wonder
that Lady Sarah might have thought her brother-in-law was not to be trusted with
secrets. What secrets they might have been remains unknown. Younger sisters were
sometimes slighted by their elders. After all, they were at the bottom of the family
hierarchy, its least important members. For instance, younger siblings were
sometimes deliberately kept ignorant of sibling conflicts in order to avoid more
trouble. This happened to fifteen-year-old Lady Louisa and thirteen-year-old Lady
Sarah Lennox. The older sisters Caroline, Lady Holland, and Emily, Countess of
Kildare, wanted to conceal their negative opinions about the new Duchess of
Richmond, their brother’s wife. Whatever their thoughts, they recognized the status of
their brother as the head of the family and did not want to undermine his prestige in
the eyes of their younger sisters by criticizing his choices.>!®

But sometimes this kind of neglect caused, if not downright anger, at least bitter
remarks. Lady Louisa Stuart commented on her elder sister Lady Mary Lowther:
”God knows what she is doing, for she has not writ to either of us these three weeks.”
She also scolded her sister Caroline for not coming to her and their parents for
Christmas. Louisa wrote that she was not angry, but had hoped that her sister would
have told her at once. Now she heard the news from a mutual acquaintance.’!’ Lady
Louisa, as the only unmarried daughter in the family, might have struggled in keeping
up with family ties with her siblings. She might have felt slighted as she was not able
to travel and attend the same actitivies as her married sisters were. Although she was
older than Caroline her married status placed her above Louisa. She had less power
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over her life than the others but she was not afraid to demand the reciprocal attention
from her siblings that was her due.

sk

Eighteenth-century elite girls played a multi-dimensional role in both society and
their families. Their position in both was defined by their age and gender and the
ways girlhood was understood. They were first of all young females, but they were
also daughters, sisters and nieces. Girlhood and age played a role in all of these.
Medical and legal authorities had their own categorizations and attributes for girls.
For the most part, these attributes enhanced the assumption that females, young ones
especially, were bound to submit to male authority. In theory their whole lives were
dictated by the age-gender hierarchy of eighteenth-century society. This submissive
position of girls was also reflected in the relationship with family members. As
children they were expected to be obedient to their wiser elders, and as females they
were expected to submit to patriarchal rule, a submissiveness that was also extended
to their brothers. Older sisters ruled over the younger ones. I suggest here that the
girls outwardly accepted their lot, but they did occasionally negotiate and bend the
rules according their personalities and family dynamics.
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3 GROWING UP AS A LADY

An elite girl was not only born to be a lady: she had to be educated as one. Education in
the eighteenth century was not merely about schooling and acquiring literary skills. Its
purpose was to teach and socialize the young for their future adult roles.’!® The gender of
the child made a great difference to his or her education. Brigitte Glaser stresses that the
didactical texts of the eighteenth century were not primarily concerned with girlhood, but
considered girls as future women. No matter what kind of education a girl received, its
goal should be to maintain a girl’s acceptance of the social station she was born into.’!
Early modern education was highly gendered and class-specific. Education was a clear
status marker. Boys and girls were taught differently, as different expectations and roles
waited for them in adulthood. Education was to furnish girls in their future roles as
mothers, wives and societal hostesses.>?°

Not all elite girls received a similar education. In this section, I argue that the
education of elite girls was strongly dependent on family dynamics, family’s finances and
social aspects, as well as the girls’ own character. Moreover, ideals as to how a properly
educated young lady should behave often conflicted with the requirements of elite social
life. The social skills taught to girls, and how they were put to practice, are looked at
more closely in the next section, which focuses on social life in general.

3.1 Preﬁaring to become a woman. The Education and
wor

At home or at school? Growing up in the proper environment

Every elite girl’s education started at home. As I don’t have access to any first-hand
testimony on the first years of formal education for the girls studied here, I can only
assume that they followed the usual path. Elementary education, such as reading, was
usually conducted by the mother or other female relatives for both boys and girls. Even if
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the mother did not do the actual teaching herself, she at least supervised it. When the
children turned seven, education became more gender-specific. When boys were sent to
school, usually at the age of ten, girls continued to receive instruction from different
tutors at home. More importantly, the women of the family handed down the domestic
skills that girls needed later in life. Especially mothers passed on their cultural values and
codes. Only a female could teach a girl the vital skills of how to be a female. Elite
children, especially girls, learned the rules by living in proper environment. Maternal
guidance was essential for the maintenance of the existing social order. Mothers taught
their daughters morality and proper female behaviour: although it may not have been
stated at the time, the girls were being accommodated to the contemporary patriarchal
society.?! As most of the mothers of the girls studied here died early, the duty of
supervision most likely passed to other female relatives, such as grandmothers, older
siblings, stepmothers or governesses.

The next step was either to send the girl to boarding school or to continue training at
home. However, whether or not the girls were privately tutored and sent to boarding
schools was not entirely dependent on the family’s social standing, but also on other
factors. There is no obvious distinction between noble and genteel families as to whether
they had governesses for their daughters or sent them to school. Additionally,
development during the period at hand is not very straightforward. The expansion of
institutional education during the eighteenth century was neither steady nor consistent
throughout the British Isles, even though there was an overall rise of the number of
educational institutions for girls, such as dame and boarding schools or religious
establishments.*”? Lady Mary Pierrepont’s education started as early as the 1690s. As a
daughter of an earl, she was educated at home by a governess.*”> Mary Granville (b.
1700), attended a private boarding school for some years. At the age of six, she went to
attend a school and among the twenty pupils there were daughters of earls and dukes, but
also brewers and actresses. The reason for this decision could have been financial.
Although Mary’s great-grandfather was an Earl, her father, Colonel Bernard Granville, as
the younger son of a younger son, had no financial means to educate his children at home.
When Mary turned eight, she moved to live with her aunt and uncle in London, Lord and

321 Kaartinen 2006, 78, 81; Parland-von Essen 2007, 97, 102; Sheffrin 2006, 182, 185; Tikoff
2010, 90, 96, 107; Fletcher 2010 (2008), 221-222; Glover 2011, 27; Simonton 2011, 23;
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have studied the eighteenth-century debate about whether there should be public education of
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pointlessness of the education to fear of unrestricted social mixing. Private tuition had its
obvious benefits. Home education provided personal tuition in a safe domestic context.
Cohen 2007 (2005), 227-228. See also Goodman 2009, 84; Fletcher 2010 (2008), 221-222.
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Lady Stanley, to finish her education.’?* Mary’s close contemporary, Elizabeth Robinson,
benefited from the tutorship of Dr Conyers Middleton, the second husband of her
maternal grandmother, even before she was ten years old. She frequently spent time at
their home in Cambridge where she had access to the conversations of theologians,
scholars, philosophers and other men of the world visiting the Middleton residence. She
was to follow carefully what was discussed and then face the questioning as to the
contents of these conversations. The Robinson children also had masters and governesses
who educated them while at home.*? The Robinsons did not have a title, but they were a
relatively wealthy land-owning family, which can explains how they were able to acquire
private tutorship for their girls.

The nobility seems to have continued to educate their daughters at home throughout
the century. Although I have very few firsthand accounts from the Lennox sisters and
their experiences during their school years, we do know that they had governesses and all
of the sisters were educated either at their childhood home, or, in the case of Lady Sarah,
Lady Louisa and Lady Cecilia, at the home of their sister Lady Emily, Countess of
Kildare.*?® Genteel families with relatively good finances still educated their daughters at
home, as in the case of Mary Berry (b. 1763). Mary’s father was a gentleman in
Yorkshire, the eldest son of the family and presumable heir of his uncle. She had a
governess who provided at least the elementary education for her and her sister.*?” Even
at the end of this period, the five Wynne sisters had several tutors.’?® But, as I have
stressed, their situation was exceptional in many ways. The émigré Wynne family lived in
Switzerland and Italy. The girls’ father Sir Richard Wynne, Esq. was born in Venice and
his children were baptized into the Catholic faith.**” Elaine Chalus points out that the
Wynne’s operated as aristocrats and raised their daughters accordingly. This enhanced
their eligibility on the marriage market, after all, the family socialized with bon fon,
Venetian nobility, French, Spanish and Viennese diplomats, and other people of status.**

Towards the end of the century, there seems to develop a tendency that girls from a
genteel background were sent to boarding schools, like Eliza Dawson, sent to York at the
age of eleven, and Maria Edgeworth, sent to Derby at the age of eight (1776) and London
at the age of twelve (1780).>*! Eliza Dawson’s father was the eldest son of a humble yet
well-to-do landowning family in Yorkshire. Her mother had also inherited a considerable

324 MD vol. I. Autobiography, 1-3.

325 Doran 1873, 4-5; Climenson 1906, 5-6.
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estate in the same area.’* Possibly the early death of Eliza’s mother was one reason for
sending her to school. Mr. Dawson did not remarry and his daughter lacked any female
role model at home. In addition, both Eliza’s mother and her father’s sister had attended
the same boarding school in York, so it was only natural for Eliza to follow in the family
tradition.

The fact that parents’ financial position and the interest on educational matters
affected to the extent and quality of the education their girls received® occasionally
caused contradictions. Elizabeth Robinson’s family circle was “accustomed to struggle
for the mastery in wit, or in superiority in argument” in which the girls also learnt.
Especially her father took keen an interest in sharpening his daughter’s perception and
expression. Elizabeth’s mother was also well educated in the school run by the
educationalist Batsua Makin.*** The Burney parents took great care in educating their
offspring. Soile Ylivuori concludes that the Burney sisters had to compensate their
relatively low social position by their excellent education.’*® Charles Burney was the
offspring of a musician and an actress. Throughout his life, he strove to enhance his
position in the polite society as a music teacher and academic music historian.**® Not
being born into the elite may have provided the impetus for him to ensure that his
children belonged to it. The first Mrs Burney was described as an “excellent French
scholar” and she was also said to have read Pope’s writings and Virgil in English
translation to her children. In 1765 Charles Burney sent his two daughters Hetty (aged
sixteen) and Susan (aged ten) to school in Paris, leaving Fanny to stay at home although
she was a year older than Susan. The youngest daughter Charlotte was sent to school in
Norfolk in 1768. According to her biographers, Fanny had no private tutors either.**” This
is odd considering how much parents usually invested in their children’s education.
Possibly there was no great investment in Fanny’s education because she was thought to
be slow learner and not one of the excellent and witty Burney brood.**® On the other
hand, the reason for the lack of tuition could simply be financial. Private tutors were

expensive®® and it is very possible that Dr. Burney did not have sufficient means to hire
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private tutors for his daughter. The reason that Fanny did not attend school with her
sisters must remain a mystery, unfortunately.

When older siblings acted as substitute parents, it might be assumed that their
opinions would be reflected in their education of the younger ones, but it is not easy to
find clear evidence of such influence. For instance, Lady Sarah Lennox’s sisters had a
great interest in the thinking of both Rousseau and Mme. de Beaumont. Although Lady
Caroline and Lady Emily frequently expressed their opinion on women and their position,
they did not feel that they belonged to the intellectual circle of bluestockings, the literary
salonnieres of their time. Details of Caroline’s and Emily’s education cannot be found,
but Stella Tillyard argues that they understood themselves as fashionably educated ladies
rather than scholars. Both took a great interest in French educationalism and especially
Madame de Sévigné. Neither is it clear whether Lady Sarah or Lady Louisa shared their
elder sisters’ views, as there are no references to these matters in their letters.’* The elder
sisters also differed from each other in certain respects. Lady Caroline clearly thought
that the best place to educate girls was at home, under the tuition of their mother and
female relatives. In 1762 wrote to Lady Emily that

How can you give in to that vulgar error of imagining anything your girls could learn
of their masters would be of half so much advantage to them as being with Louisa and
you in the sort of quiet way you seem settled in at Castletown? I should think nothing
so desirable for a girl 3!

It seems that Lady Emily found tuition of her daughters by professional masters fruitful
for their education, something her sister thought useless or even dangerous error. Lady
Caroline’s fear might have been a financial one, as her sister was constantly pregnant and
thus producing new children to educate. However, according to Tillyard, this tuition did
not mean anything but basic classical education with the necessary accomplishments of
French, drawing and dancing and various reading in their home library.’** The sources
used in this study do not give any support for this argument, but nor do they contradict it.
There were exceptions, but we do not know how many; when Emily’s first-born son died
in 1765, she decided to educate the rest of her sons at home, along with their sisters under
the guidance of a tutor. As the younger sisters Lady Sarah, Lady Louisa and Lady Cecilia
lived with Lady Emily during the years when they had their primary education in the
1750s, it is also possible that her opinions on education influenced them.**

340 CEL vol. I. Caroline, Lady Holland to Emily, Marchioness of Kildare, 19.12.1762, 354-356.
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The Ornaments of the Fair Sex: Accomplishments

What then constituted the proper education for an elite girl? Michele Cohen points out
that there was no agreement as to what counted as an accomplishment in the period, or
whether these were acceptable for a female at all. She states that the overall consensus
was that a lady could be accomplished as long as she did not display it in public.>** Thus
we have another conflict situation. They had to learn at least something of value in order
to fulfill their place in society as elite females, yet they were not supposed to show off
their learning to excess. How did the girls negotiate this conflict?

At the age of eleven Caroline Lennox scribbled the following letter to her father to
show him, how well she had already mastered the rules of polite correspondence.

GOODWOOD, July the 5.

I received my Dear Papa's kind letter and am very glad to hear that you and my dear
mama are well. I hope it will not be long before I shall have the pleasure of seeing
you. Lord March and Sister Emily are both extremely well, and Sister em[sic] gives
her Duty to her dear Papa and mama. Miss Pultney desires her complements to you.
Pray give my duty to mama and believe me dear Papa your Dutiful

& obedient
Daughter
CAROLINA LENOS 3%

Writing was a skill taught to elite girls of various ages depending on personal
circumstances, but certainly after they learned to read. In some cases, the girls were
taught by professional writing masters. Especially letter-writing was important. As noted
in the introduction, letters had many functions in elite life. Above all, the letter was a
medium of information. Through letters people stayed in touch with relatives, spread and
heard news and gossip, and received information about new products and fashions.
Letters also had an important function in education. By sending letter to each other,
parents and other relatives, young people learned the rules of polite interaction. Rules of
correspondence were as strict as in any other aspect of sociability.**® Through
correspondence, girls took their place in the family network and their social circle. They
helped to fulfill the expectations of being part of the elite.

344 Cohen 1996, 64—66.
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However, simply learning to write letters was not enough. Elite girls had to write
elegantly, and this was not easy. As Susan Whyman describes it,**’ we can imagine young
Caroline learning first to form separate letters on paper, and then struggling to keep her
lines straight and even. Her letters might have been full of crossed-out words and the
margins filled with overlong sentences. The nine-year-old Eugenia Wynne noted in her
diary that she “wrote a letter four times and was never successful, because 1 write like a
pig.” Eliza Dawson recollected that her school teacher “thumped our fingers so often for
bad writing” with a mahogany stick.>*® We can imagine what kind of physical exercise
writing a letter was for a young girl of that period. It cannot have been easy to write
neatly with quill pen and ink, let alone maintaining elegant posture. Writing desks,
especially designed for females, were small and delicate, whereas their dresses were large
because of the hoops. It would have required some practice to learn how to seat oneself
with ease, and then remain in the correct writing position. Learning to be a woman
required control of the whole body.>#’

Moreover, historians have established that letter-writing skill was a mark of social
status, and especially for girls, a decoration for their sex. Neatness of handwriting and
elegance of expression and correct grammar, as long as the girl was not too pedantic,
manifested the inner qualities of the writer. Poor spelling was a mark of inferior intellect;
while ink spilled on paper represented untidy and unclean appearance and consequently
the immorality of its writer. However, it must be remembered that English grammar was
only standardized during the eighteenth century. This explains in part the variations in the
girls’ spelling.** But, as Clare Brant has argued, stylish female letter-writing was also to
resemble speech. The tone should be lively and amusing, and apparently free from
rehearsal. Letters were conversations with someone who was absent. Of course, letters
written by men should also fulfill this ideal, but especially women were thought to excel

37 Whyman 2009, 31.

38 WD, 28.9.1789, 9-10; Autobiography of Mrs. Fletcher, 21.
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[Hannah More], 1745, 38-39.
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in this art.*' Yet again, by mastering the skill of the elegant hand, the girls manifested
their place in society as members of the elite and as properly behaving females.

Diaries had a similar pedagogical function to letters. Betsey Wynne received her diary
book in 1789 from a former Jesuit Mons Benincasa, the lover of her aunt Giustiniana, a
noted salonniére and author, when she was eleven.>> Betsey was an English girl living
abroad, so it might have been even more important for her to exercise her native tongue in
writing. Girls were encouraged to record in their journals conversations they had listened
to and other social events they had participated in. This enabled parents to observe what
their offspring had learnt.>> The sixteen-year-old Fanny Burney exclaimed that

I cannot express the pleasure I have in writing down my thoughts, at the very moment

— my opinion of people when I first see them, & how I alter, or how confirm myself in
i35

Fanny already anticipated reading her journals later in life.*>> However, not everyone
thought writing a suitable activity for girls. Her friend and an author herself, Miss Young
warned Fanny that writing is “the most dangerous employment young persons can have —
it makes them often record things which ought to not be recorded.” What would happen,
Miss Young asked, if Fanny had fallen in love with someone, and that someone would
see what she had written? However, Fanny was adamant that she would not give her
writing up. Besides, her father approved of it and knew what she was writing about.*
For girls, diary-writing made it possible to observe life around them: to record events and
develop their thoughts and identities in a safe and socially proper environment. After all,
female authors were still seen as something of an anomaly in this period. For those with
literary ambitions, like Fanny Burney, the diary was the first platform where she tried her
skills as a writer.> Many of these literary experiments have unfortunately been
destroyed. For instance, Lady Mary Pierrepont was a lifelong diarist, but none of her
journals have survived. According to Isobel Grundy, she burned some of them herself,
and others were destroyed by her sisters and daughter after her death, apparently, to
protect her reputation.’®

The elite girls were also required to express themselves verbally in various languages.
The Lennox sisters were bilingual because of their French ancestry and the Wynne sisters
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because their mother was French, but good knowledge of French was also necessary
because it was the language of the European courts. Living in Italy, the Wynne sisters
even had difficulties keeping up their English, Elizabeth even more so than Eugenia.’”
Some girls, like Maria Edgeworth, learned the language in boarding schools. Typically,
the stress of the school teaching was on correct pronunciation and accent. Others studied
at home, either by themselves or with a master. Susan Burney taught French to her sister
Fanny, as she had attended a pension in Paris. As far as we can tell, the Burney and
Robinson sisters learned Italian by themselves, as there is no mention of a tutor. Lady
Mary Pierrepont, however, had a master to instruct her in her studies.’®® The Wynne
sisters also knew Italian and had a reading knowledge of German, which is no surprise
considering where they lived and the people they socialized with. In 1790 Eugenia, then
only ten years old, translated a German comedy into English.**! As the Wynne girls had a
tutor, Mons. Jaegle, himself a German, it is very likely that they had studied the language
under his instruction.

Knowledge of ancient languages was less common in girls. It is not possible to trace
the extent of Lady Harriet Pitt’s studies, but she was evidently acquainted with Latin to
some extent, as she used it to cite Cicero in her letters.>®> Of course, it is possible that
sometimes a girls’ knowledge consisted only of well-known citations. Lady Mary
Pierrepont cited Erasmus, but since she translated Epictetus to English from Latin, she
must have acquired a good knowledge of Latin. Apparently she knew no Greek.>** These
observations are still noteworthy, as female knowledge of ancient languages was not
thought proper. This was on area that was thought best preserved for males so they could
maintain their “superiority”.

Given the ways the girls of this study described their language studies, I would
suggest that they were forced to mask their linguistic abilities to appear as innocent and
proper as possible. Although mastery of foreign languages was thought important for an
elite lifestyle, exhibiting one’s skills widely, let alone boasting of them, was prohibited,
as contemporary writers frequently remarked.’** Fanny Burney excelled in this modest
behaviour. In her diaries she portrayed herself as learning French or Italian simply for
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fun: “for the sake of its bewitching authors.” She understood both perfectly well, but
absolutely refused to speak either in company. She also claimed that she could not write
in either French or Italian.*®® Despite her reluctance to speak foreign languages, Fanny
was occasionally forced to do so when entertaining guests: as her stepmother did “not
speak a Word of French, I was obliged therefore to do all the Honours.”*®® Regarding
ancient languages she was equally adamant. In one entry in her diary, she wrote that “I
am just beginning to read Smith's translation of Thucydides' history of the Peloponnesian
War I mention the translator, lest I should be suspected of reading the original Greek. |
think the precaution necessary!”*®” Although Fanny was clearly fluent in many languages,
she avoided demonstrating that she was a scholar, let alone a pedant. Lady Mary
Pierrepont started to learn Latin in secret. She claimed to have studied five to eight hours
every day for two years in the library of her father’s family estate of Thoresby.*® In
August 1709, when she was twenty, Lady Mary Pierrepont wrote to her friend Anne
Wortley:

My study at present is nothing but dictionaries and grammars. I am trying whether it
be possible to learn without a master; I am not certain (and dare hardly hope) I shall
make any great progress; but I find the study so diverting, I am not only easy, but
pleased with the solitude that indulges it.**’

Lady Mary said she studied alone without a master. She claimed she did not expect great
progress, describing her efforts as a diversion. However, young Lady Mary had greater
ambitions than she led others to believe. Gilbert Burnet, Bishop of Salisbury gave young
Mary guidance into her language studies. It was to him that Mary sent her Epictetus
translation in July 1710. In a very humble tone, Lady Mary wrote that she “hardly dare
offer you this Triffle[sic] to look over.” She claimed the text was “the Work of one Week
of my solitude — by the many faults in it your Lordship will easily believe I spent no more
time upon it.” Then she went on by thanking him for his teaching and instructions.’” It is
obvious that Lady Mary, like Fanny, did not want to portray herself as a serious scholar.
Studying was supposed to be more of an amusing pastime for girls.
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If contemporary writers had conflicting ideas about learning languages, religion was
seen as an important part of female life, despite the general anti-religious atmosphere of
the Enlightenment.’”! Religious literature, sacred scriptures, church history and
hagiographies were recommended reading for elite girls. As females were deemed the
“softer sex,” girls’ more tender hearts were more adaptable to devotional reading and
practices than boys. Private forms of devotion, such as contemplation and prayers, were
good for one’s soul, but authors also recommended church attendance, charity and other
more visible practices to demonstrate one’s piety.’’”> For the girls studied here, religion
seems to have been more a matter of routine than devout practice, but it was part of the
everyday life of the girls all the same. There is no record whether or not they actually
read any devotional literature. FEliza Dawson recollected her religious instruction at
school by writing that “I do not remember to have received a single religious impression
at this school, though creeds were repeated, and catechisms taught, and all the formalities
of religious service regularly performed.”*”* Educational authors also warned that young
girls should pay close attention to the way they behaved in the church. They should not
gaze around at other people during services according to “the fashionable Practice.”’*
Girls should behave during the sermon with “Gravity and Attention, which is a Thing too
much neglected by young Ladies of this Age, who generally come to Church merely to
see and be seen.””” The girls recorded regular attendances at church services, but most of
them are just short remarks that give no evidence as to how they reacted to these
instructions. The Catholic Wynne sisters also gave confessions to local monks.*”® Only
sixteen-year-old Eugenia Wynne gave away her thoughts about religion interfering with
her more secular life. She was worried that she might miss a ball because of the church
service. She was even more infuriated that the priest suggested they should give up the
ball altogether “and God knows what stuff.”*”” Their religious beliefs might have been
secularized, but church-going was part of the elite life-style. Churches were places to be
seen in, like any other place of social gathering. As Soile Ylivuori points out that in the
eighteenth-century there was an aspiration towards “polite religion.” Religious values
were needed to embellish polite behaviour especially in females. Sufficient piety and
virtue were essential elements of being part of the polite society especially for females.?”
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Piety and devotion might have been recommended for girls, as long as it did not go into
excesses. As a historian it is impossible for me to know how these girls actually felt about
faith and religion as they did not record their thoughts. What is certain is that religion was
part of their daily lives, yet, it was something that went mostly unrecorded.

Ornamental accomplishments were recommended for girls to give the final touch to
their polite education. These accomplishments included drawing, dancing and music.
Drawing was, according to the educational authors, a perfect skill to enhance the taste,
imagination and delicacy of the female sex. Landscapes, flowers, pastoral and rural
subjects were recommended, whereas portraits required greater judgment and learning
that was not thought possible for delicate females. Music, in turn, was the perfect way to
entertain one’s friends and give them pleasure, and to increase one’s own happiness and
tranquility of mind. Playing an instrument was also a perfect way to spend lonely hours.
Harpsichord, spinet, piano fore, guitar and lute were proper instruments for young ladies.
The flute and violin were, in contrast, unbecoming and manly. Dancing was a tool to
practice good posture and elegance of motion. It was also important for social and
political reasons, as we will see later. In dancing lessons children and the young first
learned, not only the correct steps, but also the rules of civility and good manners: how to
enter the room courteously and how to address the hostess, when to sit and how to
converse politely.>”

The girls appearing in this study did have instruction in all these accomplishments,
which they absorbed more or less willingly and with varying success. Some had music
teachers and drawing masters and they studied regularly, if not always with delight.*?
Lady Sarah Spencer summed up her studies by recording that:

Friday morning was all taken up with masters, and what with singing myself hoarse
and drawing myself blind, and listening to Gin's twanging and strumming her
passages on the harp and piano till I was near deaf, I got finely tired by four
o'clock.®!

The only one who had a slightly more ambitious training in drawing was fourteen-year-
old Elizabeth Robinson. Mr. Robinson mastered the art of drawing and painting to an
almost professional level and he was anxious that his daughter would learn the same skill.
But young Elizabeth struggled in her studies and complained that all her human figures
were deformed. To her friend the Duchess of Portland, young Elizabeth jokingly

379 Essex 1722, 84, 87, 90; Bennet 1796 vol. 1. 110; Allen 1798, 28; The New Pleasing
Instructor 1799, 14—15.

380 AT 31.12.1723, 88; AT 4.3.1724, 94, MWM vol. III. Mary Wortley Montagu to the
Countess of Bute, 28.1.1753, 42-48; See also Grundy 2004 (1999), 15.

31 FBI, 58, 188-189; AT 31.12.1723, 88; AT 4.3.1724, 94; SL Lady Sarah Spencer to Robert
Spencer, 27.6.1809, 74-76.
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remarked that she would have been much apt learner if her father had set her draw faces
of handsome young men, like Adonis, rather than old bearded ones.*®> She was not
destined to be an artist, but at least her father thought his daughter had enough judgment
to study portrait drawing, something that was usually thought beyond females.

Besides spending one’s lonely hours, the idea of musical training was to make the
girls visible and appear pleasant. Girls could show off their skills and good taste to
potential suitors without appearing in public too much.*®® They could perform at private
soirees and dinner parties under the watchful eyes of their parents. But such performances
could be a nightmare for some. Fanny Burney felt she played so badly she did not “dare
touch a note, when any living soul is present, but which notwithstanding [ amuse myself
with often when alone.” Fanny absolutely refused to perform before an audience even if
she was entreated to do so. On one occasion her knees trembled at the very idea of
playing and she escaped to the other end of the room. Luckily, her sister Susan rescued
the situation by agreeing to play herself.3%

Dancing, too, was an arena for young elite girls to present themselves in a favourable
light.*%5 But, as already stated, dancing was also a way to improve one’s deportment.
Fifteen-year-old Lady Sarah Lennox caused concern because she carried herself so badly.
According to her sister Lady Caroline Fox, she did not have the same elegance as her
other family members. “She has not the least air,” Lady Caroline concluded. Apparently
things progressed, and with a help of a dancing master, Lady Caroline reported that
young Sarah had started to hold her head better.®® Lady Maria Josepha Holroyd also
received comments about her bad carriage and way of walking from her aunt in 1787.
The aunt informed that her good carriage, a straight posture, and a genteel person were
important for a woman.*®’

Physical appearance was of vital importance in eighteenth-century elite education. A
girl had to control her body well and with apparent ease to be graceful. Grace, posture
and appearance were confirmation of a girl’s social position; an elite girl could be

382 EM vol. . Elizabeth Robinson to Margaret, Duchess of Portland, 3.11.1734, 8-11; EM vol. L.
Elizabeth Robinson to Margaret, Duchess of Portland, 21.6.1734, 11-13; Climenson 1906,
16.
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386 CEL vol. L. Lady Caroline Fox to Emily countess of Kildare, 31.1.1760, 270-272; CEL vol.
I. Lady Caroline Fox to Emily countess of Kildare, 8.4.1760, 278-282. Problems of bad
posture were thought to be “inherited” by the next generation. Lady Sarah’s daughter Louisa
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recognized simply by her look. The control of the body and the mind were linked in early
modern thinking. The inner self was manifested in the outer appearance. Therefore, it was
important that even the youngest of children learned how to control their bodily
movements, gestures and speech. An attractive, well-behaved and gracefully moving
young girl was assumed to have good character as well.*®® Appearance was one of the
essential elements in constructing female gender in the eighteenth-century. Every aspect
of female behavior — speech, dress, walking and gestures — had to express their polite
education, elite status and ideal “natural femininity” with softness, modesty and grace. It
was for this reason that one goal of eighteenth-century education was to mould and as far
as possible perfect the female body.>*

The accomplishments the girls acquired were meant furnish them with elegant skills
that enabled them shine in social situations. However, neat hand-writing, looking pretty
and knowing foreign languages (without boasting of it) was not enough. The girls had to
spend their days in useful activities. These activities I will look at next.

Avoiding idleness: Work and pastimes

The girls studied here belonged to the “leisured class”, but leisure did not mean that they
could spend their days doing nothing, if they were to pass as well-behaved elite girls. It
was important to keep oneself busy. In April 1786, when she was fifteen, Maria Josepha
Holroyd gave her aunt the following description of her daily routines:

I get up at 8, I walk from 9 to 10; we then breakfast; about 11, I play on the Harpsichord
or [ draw. 1, I translate, and, 2, walk out again, 3, I generally read, and, 4, we go to dine,
after Dinner we play at Backgammon; we drink Tea at 7, and I work or play on the
Piano till 10, when we have our little bit of Supper and, 11, we go to Bed.>*

Maria’s day started early and her day was spent walking, playing music, drawing, reading
and eating. Similar reports of daily activities were made by the other girls as well.**! Most
often they simply wrote that they had “worked” meaning that they did some embroidery
or needlework.*? Sixteen-year-old Betsey Wynne called her acquaintance “lazy little
Toad” when she found her still in bed at three o’clock in the afternoon.?** Although the
Wynne sisters lived a different sort of life than their peers on English soil, I would

388 Revel 2001, 27-30, 53, 74-85; Tague 2002, 169-170; Parland-von Essen, 2005, 52-53;
Kaartinen 2006, 139; Glover 2011, 32.

Karppinen-Kummunmaéki 2014, 27-28; Karppinen-Kummunmaéki 2015, 199, 210; Ylivuori
2015, 97-99.
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suggest that they felt themselves to be essentially English in this regard. For instance, ten-
year-old Eugenia noted down in her diary that “We were exceedingly lazy creatures this
morning for we breakfasted into bed in the Italian fashion.”*** Ideally an English young
lady would rise early in the morning, whereas Italians would be lazy and stay in bed for
breakfast. In general, these statements portray a life of activity and productiveness.
Idleness was the road to sin, as one commentator put it.**> Educational authors stressed
that idleness was bad for one’s mental and physical well-being, so every loving parent
should make sure that this would not happen to their daughters.**® Marjo Kaartinen shows
how people in the eighteenth century were thought to become plagued by ennui boredom,
if they did not use their time properly. However, time could be used improperly, too:
wrong kinds of measures to prevent ennui could lead to immorality.>*’

Reading was one way to keep the girls away from trouble. Children started to learn to
read around the age of five, or even as early as three or four.®®® As their mother had
already died, Mary and Agnes Berry were taught by their governess Miss Porter. Mary
recollected that her sister was slower learner than she was and had difficulties with
spelling.**® Fanny Burney also had a bumpy start. At the age of eight, she still did not
know the alphabet. Her eldest brother James teased her by giving her a book upside
down, knowing that she would not notice.*® Female influence on a girl’s reading can also
be looked at from another perspective. Thoresby Hall, the family seat of the Pierreponts,
had a splendid decorated library with thousands of books and manuscripts. According to
Isobel Grundy, they were reading copies, not rarities for show. The library provided great
female examples for young Lady Mary, such as Madame de Scrudéry, queens, and other
female worthies, like Margaret Cavendish, Duchess of Newcastle.*”! When the art of
reading had been acquired, the girls read extensively. The books they read varied from
novels and plays to history and newspapers. Apart from the novels, their reading was in
line with the educational authors’ recommendations for young girls.*’?
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The girls did participate in discussing and commenting on their reading. Reading
was part of everyday life in elite families. Being able to comment on what they read
was an integral part of the experience even for children. Books were sometimes read
aloud and then discussed at together. Reading was essentially a polite activity, as it
provided ideas, and knowledge, exercised reason, and improved taste. Moreover, being
able to read meant that girls were able to receive religious instruction from the Bible
and the Catechism. Reading was important medium for girls to learn the society’s moral
codes, which would mould their characters, but they were also able to pass these codes
to future generations.*”® Eliza Dawson recollected that while attending boarding school
“two chapters of the Bible were read every morning by two of the young ladies as a
reading lesson.”** Several conduct books instructed young ladies on how to read aloud
correctly. Reading should go “on smoothly, and with a plain, natural, and uniform
pronunciation.” Volume and speed should be adjusted according to the audience.*®
When she was twenty-one Lady Louisa Stuart read Rousseau’s La Nouvelle Heloise
with her sister. The book occasioned “a great deal of conversation” and Louisa
remarked that she was

charmed, perhaps more than I should be, [---] I believe it might be very dangerous to
people whose passions resemble those he describes. But I have nothing to do with
love, so it is safe for me, and I do think it, notwithstanding several absurdities, the
most interesting book I ever read in my life.*%

Susan and Frances Burney read “some of the best French works [in French] together, not
regularly, but only such parts as are adapted either to our capacity or inclination.” Fanny
continued by observing that Voltaire had been too free with religion.*”” Once again, it
must be remembered that the girls studied here represented the elite. They had the
opportunity to ignore the social conventions when they chose to do so, albeit within
limits.

Reading was also recommended as a solitary amusement that provided aid and
comfort for elite girls during lonely hours. The conduct books instructed young readers to
reflect carefully on what they read. In addition reading was a medium for self-
improvement.*® Fanny Burney clearly had this maxim in mind when she wrote in 1769
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that “we have a Library which is an ever lasting resource when attack’d by the spleen.™%

The girls make reference to reading alone in their writings. Elizabeth Robinson once
complained that she spent so many lonely hours reading that it made her eyes bad.*!
Even though both boys and girls read alone, Katharine Glover points out that male
reading was usually depicted as a solitary activity, whereas female reading was seen as
social, although it may well have occurred in small, intimate groups.*!!

Not all books were thought proper reading for young girls. Having just reached the
age of majority, twenty-one-year-old Elizabeth Robinson had the confidence to state, “I
believe it is of great consequence to young people to read none but the very best of
authors.” Caroline, Lady Holland recommended in 1766 that Madame Beaumont’s story-
books were “quite proper to be read by the girls.”*!> The seventeen-year-old Mary
Granville prided herself that, in contrast to her two aunts, she was brought up to love
reading. Her aunts hardly read at all, and when they did they read books (those Mary
called “idle books”) that she herself was not allowed to read.*!* The dangers of the wrong
kind of reading were echoed in the memoirs of Eliza Dawson. At the age of fifteen,
young Eliza’s mind had been “cultivated by novel-reading” albeit on an immoderate
scale. She took a fancy to an army officer, who paid his addresses to her. Luckily, Eliza
condescended to her father’s wish and dropped the affair at once. As an elderly woman,
Eliza laughed at “the simple credulity of a village girl of fifteen.”*'* Improper texts were
thought to distract young ladies from domestic duties. Excess reading would also
discourage potential suitors, as female wit and scholarly activity was still considered an
anomaly in the eighteenth-century. Especially novels, associated with female readership,
were considered potentially dangerous. Novels might fill girls’ heads with fanciful ideas
and unrealistic expectations of romances that were impossible in real life.*!®

Besides reading, embroidery and other handicrafts were recommended occupation
for elite girls. By the age of five, girls were already learning how to make their stitching
samplers and plain sewing. Usually embroidery lessons took place either at home or at
school.#16 The Wynne sisters, however, received some lessons in embroidery from the
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local nuns in Italy, where they were living at the time. On 25 September 1794, sixteen-
year-old Betsey noted that they had spent the whole morning doing this in the
convent.*'” The variety of items that girls produced extended from gowns to purses,
petticoats and shoes.*'® Conduct books promoted embroidery and needlework as a
perfect way to spend lonely and quiet periods. They were also good exercise for the
mind and body, not to mention an excellent way to save money.*!® For instance, Lady
Louisa Stuart recollected later in life that sewing and hemming calmed her nerves when
she was a girl.*° Needlework was clearly an essential part of social femininity. At the
age of fourteen, Betsey Wynne smartly observed the female habit of carrying a working
bag everywhere: “No ladye [sic] goes to pay a visit without bringing with her a working
bag of which she makes hardly no usage.”#2! The needle-bag was the thing to carry
around even if one did not do anything with it. It at least gave the impression that one
was not idle.

Amanda Vickery and Stacey Shimizu observe that appreciation of female handicrafts
stemmed from the notion that they promoted the biblical ideal of a productive female who
decorated her home and made it pleasant to live in. Focusing on embroidery and knitting
also kept a girl busy so that she was not able to spend her time in idle gossip. Therefore,
girls learnt from early on to avoid gossiping by busying themselves with needlework. In
addition it was handy if there was boring company, as a lady who focused on her needle-
work instead of conversation was not thought impolite.*??

The importance of needlework was clearly understood by young elite girls as well as
older women. Thus girls were taught needlework skills with their future as women in
mind. However, the line between useful and merely ornamental handicraft was hotly
debated at the time. Female commentators, like Mary Wollstonecraft and Hannah More,
condemned such accomplishments as they prevented girls from engaging in more
intellectual activities. Vickery suggests that embroidery was targeted by proto-feminists
precisely because it was such a markedly traditional female pursuit.** Accomplishments,
including needlework, were thus marks of both an elite life-style and ideal femininity.

As part of their training, girls undertook many domestic tasks. This was part of
their training to becoming adults. The lady of the house was, after all, responsible for
the servants and household management, even if she did not actually participate in it.
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She had to keep track of household expenses.*** This meant that girls had to learn at
least some mathematics. The subject was certainly not eleven-year-old Betsey
Wynne’s favourite (although she became an immaculate housekeeper later in life):
“To-day there was an arithmetic session with Mons. Benincasa, that was a trifle
muddled.” Their mother certainly wanted to show her girls the good example of a
household mistress, as she demanded that they occasionally buy presents for the
servants. When she was ten, Eugenia Wynne wrote that she bought a pin for the cook
but “not very willingly”.*?> But this was only for one occasion. It is possible that their
mother wanted to show an example of the ideal mistress of the house and how she
treated the servants. This was something daughters had to learn before they became
mistresses of their own homes. All the same girls did participate in domestic
management in some form or other. Some of them assisted in making breakfast and
producing jellies, butter and sweetmeats.*® Some girls had still heavier
responsibilities. When Lord Sheffield was away, he sent instructions about the estate
farming to his nineteen-year-old daughter Lady Maria Josepha. It seems that Lady
Maria was mainly in charge of the house-keeping as well. In March 1793, when she
was already twenty-one, Lady Maria wrote to her friend that they had not had any
difficulties in housekeeping, apart from the butcher’s bill (£4 a week), which was too
high for her liking. This excess expenditure she explained by her youth and
inexperience.*”’ Although legally Lady Maria was already an adult, she still felt that
she was not sufficiently adept to run the whole household in her father’s place.
Although the girls spent most of their daily life indoors, there were moments of
freedom in the open air. Walking and other forms of physical exercise were, after all,
recommended as important for girls. Only a healthy body and mind could benefit from
the fruits of education. Walking was excellent and some favoured riding as it displayed
young ladies’ beauty by bringing a “charming bloom” to their cheeks. If their physical
health did not permit riding or walking, gardening was a useful way to spend time
outdoors. However, girls should be protected from the sun and cold air. Girls’
complexions should be preserved as beauty for them was essential. No elite girl was
deemed beautiful, if she was tanned like a milkmaid. Walking was perfectly sufficient. It

424 Fénelon 1708, 228-230, 232, Essex 1722, 88—89; Burton 1793, 111. See also Glover 2011,
28; Tikoff 2010, 93.

425 WD 1.9.1789, 3; WD 17.1.1790, 24.

426 AT 15.2.1724, 92; AT 12.6.1724, 105; AT 28.7.1724, 109; FB2, 95. The young Lady Mary
Pierrepont was instructed to carve meat as soon as she had enough bodily strength for the
task. The carving master came three times a week, when the girl practiced on wooden
models. She was also skilled in making bread and butter. Grundy 2004 (1999), 15.

47 MH Lord Sheffield to Maria Josepha Holroyd, 26.5.1790, 26-27; MH Maria Josepha
Holroyd to Ann Firth, 13.3.1793, 212-213.

99



Henna Karppinen-Kummunmaki

was not wise to let them play with their brothers as running around was not only rude but
too much heat could destroy their complexion all together.**

The girls certainly got the most out of these activities. Occasionally girls went on
walks or “took a ramble” as Lady Louisa Stuart put it in 1778. These were not only
necessarily turns around the park, but might be long distance expeditions around the
neighbouring countryside. In 1790, twelve-year-old Betsey Wynne reported that she
walked 2 miles from home.*”” Walking long distances was not straightforward for girls,
as their shoes were usually delicate and not well suited to outdoor rambling in the
countryside, as Kaartinen has pointed out. If the weather was cold, wet or muddy, girls
were confined indoors for long periods. In towns the air was not always good and
constant rain meant the hazard of catching a severe cold.**® If the family had enough
money, the daughters could have a horse at their disposal. Lady Maria Josepha Holroyd,
Lady Sarah Spencer and the Wynne sisters, if not others, rode frequently.**' Hunting was
a rare activity among females. But, there still were a few young huntresses. Eighteen-
year-old Anne Tracy reported several times that she went hunting with her father and
brother. She described it as a good sport. Once, she came home “starved with cold and
hunger.”*? T would concur with Kaartinen in suggesting that in addition to being a
healthy activity, walking and riding offered the girls, as it did adult women,** rare
moments of independence and privacy that were otherwise scarce in households where
several people lived in close proximity to one another. For twenty-year-old Elizabeth
Robinson walking was “a friend to contemplation.” She also rejoiced in walking and
talking with her friends.***

The girls certainly fulfilled the ideal of an active elite young lady. At least in their
letters and diaries, they dutifully showed how busy they had been during the day. They did
not spend their days doing nothing. Needlework and reading seems to have been the most
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common employment alongside walking and riding. They did also take part on domestic
duties from an early age. This emphasizes the importance of learning their future role as
household mistresses. I have thus far discussed the ideal elements of eighteenth-century
education for girls. Next, I look at what happened when this ideal was not fulfilled.

Not meeting with expectations: bad education

Children and the young were aware of the expectations and demands of good education and
upbringing. To be able to function in society, girls needed both social and literary skills.
The girls I have researched knew what was required of them and had the courage to demand
it. It was very rare that they directly accused their parents or other guardians of bad and
inadequate education, however. Usually this kind of criticism was made in veiled form, but
there are some examples from straightforward accusations.**> Lady Mary Wortley Montagu
(née Pierrepont) remembered her own education as “the worst in the world.” Her governess
had tried to fill her head with “superstitious tales and false notions.”*¢ Others also
commented on inadequate education and upbringing. The Wynne family shared a house
with the family of the French ambassador to Venice, Marquis de Bombelles, for three years.
According to Elaine Chalus the families had frequent problems and disputes due to the
close living arrangements.*” In the privacy of their diaries, the Wynne sisters poured out
their irritation at living with a bunch of ill-disciplined boys. Fifteen-year-old Betsey
complained that parents “can find some thing[sic] to say to others children But cannot see
th