


























































A Feminine Past? Gender, Genre, and Historical Knowledge 673

the later eighteenth century, through correspondence as well as in person). Mary
Coke, for instance, writes of her objections to Mrs. Macaulay's "partiality" and tells
us of her conversations with David Hume on the character and religious views of
Cromwell.P? Such interaction was not always by choice. We do not know the
reactions of Sir Thomas Browne's daughter, Betty, who read to her aged father
from Paul Rycaut's newly published History of the Turkish Empire, but the diary of
the pious Mary Rich, countess of Warwick, shows her frequently reading history to
her ailing husband without much interest. Only Foxe's Acts and Monuments, much
read by seventeenth-century women, aroused the countess's spirits.t?" In contrast,
the diary of Lady East of Hall Place, Hurley, a century later, records its author's
pleasure in repeated readings of Gibbon, almost always in the company of her own
sick spouse.t''? Intrafamilial reading interests suggest that gender lines were far
from hard. We have already seen Elizabeth Pepys showing an interest in genealogy.
Her husband's diary also reveals the two of them sharing both history and romance;
for, though Elizabeth was inordinately fond of the writings of Scudery, Samuel
often read to her from historical works such as Thomas 'Puller's Church-History and
Worthies, and the couple took turns reading to each other from an ex-slave's history
of North Africa, even though Elizabeth was suffering from toothache at the time.'!"

There are also examples of women inheriting and giving away history books. The
Coventry School donors' book, detailing bequests or gifts of volumes to its library
through the seventeenth century, records the donation by a widow, Margaret
Porteman, ofa folio "Historie of the World," probably an edition of the famous
work by Sir Walter Ralegh; it was unquestionably Ralegh's History that Lady
Susannah Hopton, a devotional writer, gave to the Lady Hawkins School in Kington
at her death in 1709.111 Wills and the accompanying probate inventories that

1~7 The Letters and Journals of Lady Mary Coke, 3: 4-6, 18, 19, 51. The discussions of history and
historians by such notable literary women as Fanny Burney, Elizabeth Carter, Elizabeth Montagu, and
others require extensive treatment of their own, there being insufficient space herein: see, for example,
The Early Journals and Letters ofFanny Burney, Volume 3: The Streatham Years, Part 1, 1778-1779, Lars
E. Troide and Stewart J. Cooke, eds. (Oxford, 1994); The Letters ofMrs Elizabeth Montagu, with Some
of the Letters of Her Correspondents, Matthew Montagu, ed., 2 pts. in 4 vols. (London, 1809-13);
Memoirs of the Life ofMrs Elizabeth Carter, Montagu Pennington, ed. (London, 1807); Letters from Mrs
Elizabeth Carter, to Mrs Montagu, between the Years 1755 and 1800, Montagu Pennington, ed., 3 vols.
(London, 1817). All of these have a great deal to say about history and particular historians.

108 Works of Sir Thomas Browne, G. L. Keynes, ed., 2d edn., 4 vols. (Chicago, 1964), 4: 145 (Browne
to Edward Browne, December 22, 1679); BL MS Add. 27351 (diary of Mary Rich), fol. 297r (February
25, 1669); Add. 27352, Diary vol. 2, fol. 5v (November 26, 1669). For an explicit complaint of the time
taken attending her husband and the brief moments seized for personal reading and meditation, see
vol. 2, fols. 87r and 229v. For Foxe and the female literary diet, see Gardiner, English Girlhood at
School, 269, 373. In the following century, Gilbert Burnet seems to have been, like Foxe, another
ecclesiastical historian deemed appropriate to read to women. Dudley Ryder, then a young law student
anxious to make and please female acquaintances, read "[Burnet's] History of the Reformation to the
women" one day in 1715, despite his dislike for Burnet's style as "too stiff and formal." The Diary of
Dudley Ryder 1715-1716, W. Matthews, ed. (London, 1939), 111.

109 Berkshire Record Office, Reading, D/EX 1306/1, diary of Lady East, 1791-92, unfoliated. The
relevant entries begin with that of February 7, 1791. "I was very ill all day & did not go out. [I] began
to read the 4th Vol. of Gibbon Roman History." Her readings, together with her husband and
sometimes others, continued to February 20, 1791.

110 Diary of Samuel Pepys, 7: 302 (September 30, 1666); 8: 582, 585 (December 18, 21, 1667); The
History ofAlgiers and Its Slavery, John Davies of Kidwelly, trans. (London, 1666).

111 Cambridge University Library, MS Add. 4467, Coventry School donors' book, undated (but late
seventeenth century) entry at fol. 23r; P. E. Morgan, "The Library of Lady Hawkins' School, Kington,
Herefordshire," National Library of Wales Journal 24 (1985): 53.
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frequently list books sometimes itemize histories and assign them to female
relations. When Henry Stringer, the warden of New College, left his cousin Anne
Daston a copy of "Sir Walter Rawleys History in folio" along with a book on
theology, it is difficult to tell which of those most appealed to her, or why Stringer
left this to her as opposed to his copy of John Stow's Chronicles, which went to a
male cousin.U- In this instance, it is possible that Daston had a particular interest
in Ralegh's book, but just as likely that her learned cousin had decided to cater to
her familiarity with history, which probably included a smattering of the ancients
but very little on the medieval English period covered by StoW.113

One must obviously be careful with many of these documents, since they record
possession rather than firm interest, but there is no reason to assume that every
history in a woman's library was put there by a man to the indifference of his female
beneficiary. The book bills for the countess of Rutland, cited above, tell us
otherwise. It should also be pointed out that the ownership and acquisition of
history books (and, for that matter, books of any other kind) is often hidden by the
nature of the evidence, since many bought or otherwise acquired books through
their husbands or other family members. In a copy of Robert Peirce's History and
Memoirs of the Bath (1713), the first name in the Latin inscription "Jacobi Joye" has
been crossed out and the name "Jane" written above it in English. Although
women's names appear much more rarely than those of men in book inscriptions,
there are other examples, like the copy of a French history of the Roman emperors
that belonged in the seventeenth century to one Mary Gaude, or the seven volumes
of Archibald Bower's History of the Popes, in all of which the eighteenth-century
owner Elizabeth Norris inscribed her name.Us Henry Prescott picked up a copy of
Ralegh's History of the World at his bookseller's because he saw the name "Lydia"
written on the title page and thought it might have belonged to his favorite
daughter. (To his irritation, he discovered on taking it home that it belonged to
another woman altogether.j!'> At the still-preserved library of the Bar Convent
school in York, established in the 1680s for the clandestine education of Catholic
girls, one finds an English translation of a multi-volume history of the church in
Japan that bears the signature of a pupil, Elizabeth Tuite. Another volume of the

112 Herts RO, Wills 147 70c (will of Henry Stringer, January 14, 1657/8).
113 In contrast to their interest in relatively recent familial history, women's taste for history reading

generally inclined, until the Gothic Revival and the early Romantic period, toward the modern,
classical, and scriptural pasts rather than the medieval period, which was doubly suspect as both
barbarous and superstitious. The Whig icon Lady Rachel Russell, for instance, took notes on Roman
history, for which she had acquired a taste early in life: Lois G. Schwoerer, Lady Rachel Russell: "One
of the Best of Women" (Baltimore, 1988), 16,253 n. 77. Caroline Lennox, the mother of Charles James
Fox, had similar inclinations: Tillyard, Aristocrats, 16.

114 Harry Ransom Humanities Research Center, University of Texas, Austin, shelfmark QUNRA
850 B3 P45 1713 HRC (Peirce volume); Jacques Esprinchaud, Sieur du Plom, L 'histoire auguste, en 11
volumes, contenant les vies des empereurs romains depuis Iules Caesar iusques a Rodolphe 11, 2 vols.
(Cologne, 1610), Durham University Library, Cosin Library S.5.8-9 (name on flyleaf of vol. 2);
Archibald Bower, The History of the Popes, from the Foundation of the See ofRome, to the Present Time,
7 vols. (London, 1748-[66]), Cosin Library Z.3.1-7. I am grateful to Miss Beth Rainey and Dr. A. I.
Doyle of the Durham University Library for making available to me a computer printout of the
provenance list of the Cosin collection.

115 Diary of Henry Prescott, 2: 482, December 22, 1715.
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same work has the names of several girls and the dated phrase "Mary Cook reeds
in this book" in the margins of the preface.U"

Loans between friends and family are a better guide since they generally involve
a specific request for a book. Examples can once again be found of females seeking
out history books from family and friends. On the last day of a five-week trip to
London in 1639, Humphrey Mildmay "lent to Mrs James 2 booke thone Cornelius
Tacitus & thother Mr Sandis his Ovids Mettamorphosis." Among the many books
loaned by William Blundell to relatives was his copy of the Byzantine historian
Nicetas, borrowed by Blundell's sister Winifred in 1676.117 In 1714, Henry Prescott
borrowed from a female neighbor two volumes of the Complete History of England
(1706) while lending her his own copy of White Kennett's brief history of the origins
of the civil war, packaged as a sermon on the meaning of the Fifth of November. 118

The circulation of books through loan and bequest within the Baker family of Penn,
Buckinghamshire, around 1700, provides several examples of historical interests
crossing genders and generations, as history books were borrowed by boys from
their mother and bequeathed by their father to daughters.U?

Finally, the book subscription lists offer some indication of discrimination among
historical subgenres by subject, language, and period. This evidence requires closer
scrutiny than can be offered here, but analysis of a sample of fifteen history books
of various kinds, published between 1680 and 1730, demonstrates considerable
variation. Far fewer women were prepared to pay for John Walker's Sufferings ofthe
Clergy (10 of 1,333) than were willing to order narrative histories like Nicholas
Rowe's translation of Lucan (28 of 387) or a late throwback to the romance of
medieval history, Aaron Thompson's new edition of Geoffrey of Monmouth (53 of
326, a striking 17.5 percent). A new edition of Philippe de Commynes' Memoirs (11
of 520) was more attractive to females than a Latin edition of Asser's Life ofAlfred
(none of 346) or the deep philological learning to be had from Edward Lhwyd's
Archaeologica Britannica (none of 203).120

116 L'Abbe de T., The History of the Church ofJapan Written Originally in French by Monsieur l'Abbe
de T., N. N., trans., 3 vols. (London, 1707), copy in Bar Convent Library, York. Identifications of owners
and readers whose signatures appear to derive from Mother Mary Davies (1701-60), "Anecdotes of the
Bar from the Year 1735," Bar Convent Archives 3/B/4, unfoliated; from H. J. Coleridge, St Mary's
Convent Micklegate Bar York (London, 1887), 406, 415; and from a card index of members of the order
graciously supplied to me by the current librarian, Sister Gregory IBVM. I am grateful to Sara and Bill
Shiels for directing me to this library.

117 Folger MS W.b. 600 (Diary of Humphrey Mildmay, 1633-47, a typescript transcript of BL MS
Harl. 454), pp. 101-02 (May 30, 1639); Lancashire Record Office, DDBI Ace. 6121, uncatalogued
volume of accounts entitled "Hodge Podge the third," fol. 42v; this William Blundell was the grandson
of the same-named Jacobean antiquary mentioned above, p. 653.

118 Diary of Henry Prescott, 2: 480 (December 15, 1715); 2: 490 (February 3, 1716).
119 Buckinghamshire Record Office, Aylesbury, D/X 1069/2/23 (March 24, 1706/7), Samuel Baker's

book list endorsed by his mother, Martha Baker, April 6, 1707; D/X 1069/3/6, p. 21, for her own
borrowed books; D/X 1069/3/6,pp. 12-20, for history books chosen by his daughters under the bequest
of Daniel Baker.

120 This analysis is based on tabulation of subscription list data that I have assembled for another
work in progress. I have used the following lists: Robert Plot, The Natural History of Stafford-shire
(Oxford, 1686); William Camden, Annales, Thomas Hearne, ed. (Oxford, 1717-18); John de Fordun,
Scotichronicon, Thomas Hearne, ed. (Oxford, 1722); John Leland, Itinerary, Thomas Hearne, ed., vol.
3 (Oxford, 1711); Memorials ofAffairs ofState, Edmund Sawyer, ed. (London, 1725); Louis Moreri, The
Great Historical, Geographical and Poetical Dictionary (London, 1694); John Strype, Annals of the
Reformation, 2d edn. (London, 1725), vol. 1; Edward Lhwyd,Archaeologica Britannica (London, 1707);
John Walker, Sufferings of the Clergy (London, 1714); Jeremy Collier, Ecclesiastical History (London,
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More research of this sort needs to be done in order to develop a clearer picture
of male and female readership patterns; a similar survey of late eighteenth-century
subscriptions might well reveal some interesting changes. All in all, the evidence of
women's reading and owning history books suggests that the eighteenth century's
hard-selling of history may have been less essential than its authors thought.
Women were already reading it regularly by 1700; the prescriptions simply provided
reinforcement for this behavior in the face of mounting competition from fiction
and ensured that it led in the right direction.

HISTORIOGRAPHICALLY SPEAKING, the nineteenth century opened for women with the
novels of Maria Edgeworth and Sir Walter Scott, and with the first publication of
a variety of biographical works, of which we may mention three: Mary Hays's
Female Biography (1803), Elizabeth Hamilton's Memoirs of the Life of Agrippina
(1804), and Lucy Hutchinson's life of her parliamentarian husband. Hutchinson's
book, composed a century and a half previously, was retitled Memoirs by her
descendant, Julius Hutchinson, who believed that "the most numerous class of
readers are the lovers of biography." Her book would appeal equally to men and
women: the former would profit from intimate familiarity with its hero, while the
latter would "feel that it carries with it all the interest of a novel, strengthened with
the authenticity of real history." As a bonus, women would experience an
"additional satisfaction" in the author's "descent" from her lofty erudition to
perform her duties as wife and mother.F! As to the two newer titles, Hays's was a
six-volume alphabetical dictionary of nearly three hundred lives of worthy women
from antiquity to recent times and something of a retreat for this erstwhile radical;
Hamilton's, we have seen, was a detailed single life intended to illustrate the
workings of the passions through the concrete example of a historical heroine.
These works would set the tone for female historical interests in the first half of the
new century, and the tensions signaled in them between the political and social, the
public and the private, would continue to mark the "golden age" of historical
writing and the great age of the Victorian novel.P? The best-selling history of the
middle years of the century, Thomas Babington Macaulay's History ofEngland from
the Accession oflames II (1848-1855), paid close attention to customs and manners
and was well received by female readers. Its author was an admirer of Scott. As a
younger man, Macaulay believed that "a truly great historian would reclaim those

1708), vol. 1; Lucan's Pharsalia, Nicholas Rowe, trans. (London, 1718 [actually 1719; simultaneously
published at Dublin with a different subscription list]); Geoffrey of Monmouth, The British History, A.
Thompson, trans. (London, 1718); Gilbert Burnet, History of His Own Time (London, 1724), vol. 1;
Philippe de Commynes, The Memoirs of Philip de Comines, T. Uvedale, trans. (London, 1712);
Nathaniel Salmon, The History ofHertfordshire{London, 1728); Asser, Annales rerum gestarumAelfredi
magni, F. Wise, ed. (London, 1722); Robert Castell, The Villas of the Ancients Illustrated (London,
1728). They reveal a strong variance in female subscription patterns among different types of history.

121 Julius Hutchinson, preface to Lucy Hutchinson, Memoirs of the Life of Colonel Hutchinson, 3d
edn., 2 vols. (London, 1810), 1: xxiv-xxviii, also discussed in Phillips, "Adam Smith and the History of
Private Life," 339-40.

122 Mary Hays, Female Biography; or, Memoirs of Illustrious and Celebrated Women, ofAll Ages and
Countries, 6 vols. (London, 1803); Hamilton, Memoirs of the Life ofAgrippina.
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materials which the novelist has appropriated."123 It is worth noting that when a
child he had received his first books from Hannah More, who might by then have
reluctantly agreed.

The increasing importance of German-style archival scholarship in the second
half of the nineteenth century modified but certainly did not remove the gender gap
in historiography. An increasing number of women followed Catharine Macaulay's
lead but Mary Rays's example, streaming themselves away from political history in
the direction of historical biography (as most famously did Agnes and Elizabeth
Strickland). Others, however, began to turn again to the non-narrative past, to the
editing of documents and to the emerging inquiry into the material world of
economic and social history. As illustrations, one need only consider the many
contributions by female medievalists to the early volumes of the Victoria History of
the Counties of England, the scholarly works of individual women such as Alice
Stopford Green, Alice Clark, Mary Bateson, and the American Lucy Maynard
Salmon, and the brief but remarkable career of Eileen Power during the interwar
years.">' It is true that many of these women were assisted in this streaming by
contemporary male hostility to their involvement in "real, solemn" history. Yet, just
as one wishes to avoid essentializing women's historical tastes and talents on the
one hand, or giving such patterns the appearance of inevitability, so on the other we
need to avoid slipping into a rhetoric of subjection. To assume that female
achievements resulted purely from male exclusion is not accurate, nor should we
suppose that nineteenth-century women would really much rather have been
imitating political historians such as Samuel Rawson Gardiner, Edward Augustus
Freeman, and James Anthony Froude-or even that other Macaulay.

A middle road between these positions will lie open once the experiences of
women with history during the past hundred years have themselves been more
thoroughly historicized."> Both the female interest in history and the creation of
gender distinctions in its study have their origins in the early modern period. Much
of what made up the "feminine past," as I have termed it, the past of place, family,
and material environment, was deemed through most of this period to be a past
unworthy of the title of true history. The success of social and family history in the
last thirty years .suggests that the broader types of knowlege which this feminine
past included, marginalized for several centuries, have regained their vigor, but the
divisions have still not been resolved, as is. evident in the frequently observed

123 Stephen Bann, Romanticism and the Rise of History (New York, 1995), 23.
124 Joan Thirsk, "The History Women," in Mary O'Dowd and Sabine Wichert, eds., Chattel, Servant

or Citizen (Belfast, 1995), 1-11; Joan Thirsk, "Women Local and Family Historians," in David Hey, ed.,
The Oxford Companion to Local and Family History (Oxford, 1996), 498-504; Rohan Maitzen, "'This
Feminine Preserve': Historical Biographies by Victorian Women," Victorian Studies 38 (1995): 371-93;
Joan Wallach Scott, "American Women Historians, 1884-1984," in her Gender and the Politics of
History (New York, 1988), 178-231; Judith P. Zinsser, History and Feminism: A Glass Half Full (New
York, 1993), 64, 113-20; Maxine Berg, A Woma!l in History: Eileen Power, 1889-1940 (Cambridge,
1996), 6, 55-82, 246-62. Power commented in 1920, concerning one senior male academic, "One of his
obiter dicta was 'I have often been amused at women historians; so many of the springs of human action
must be hidden from them.'" Power to G.. G. Coulton, April 27, 1920, quoted in Berg, Woman in
History, 83.

125 Although I cannot agree with all of its conclusions, Billie Melman's essay "Gender, History and
Memory: The Invention of Women's Past in the Nineteenth and Early Twentieth Centuries," History
and Memory 5 (1993): 5-41, provides a suggestive start in this direction.
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tendency of female graduate students to steer clear of political, diplomatic, and
military history.F" .

Once again, there are both parallels and variations to be found abroad. The
German organization of archival training around young male apprentice-historians
in the nineteenth century, adopted with some modification by the French, marks an
interesting reversal of the private and public. It trivialized the public sphere of the
lecture hall or salon, to which women were admitted for readings by famous
historians, while elevating the masculine activity of research in the secretive belly of
remote archives and the discussion of documents within the almost masonically
private space of the "seminar"-itself a procreatively loaded term, as Bonnie G.
Smith has recently noted.F? The United States quickly snapped up the Rankean
culture of the Doktorvater, while France concentrated advanced source-criticism in
schools such as the Ecole des Chartes. England, in contrast, adopted archival
scholarship principally through reforms to the preservation and publication of
records, while its universities by and large remained conservative, undergraduate
lecture-tutorial institutions. It is worth wondering whether the failure of the
universities to embrace anything approximating the German system may paradox
ically have allowed late Victorian women, many of whom were now students in
female-only colleges, the opportunity actually to do historical research and get it
published. Their high level of participation in several historical societies and
frequency of periodical contributions suggests this. 128 Further afield, as Western
conventions of historical writing spread to other parts of the world, they brought
with them not only their teaching methods but their limited horizons. This is
evident in the curricula of African secondary schools and colleges until recent
times. In both Africa and Asia, Western influence for a long time confined the
scope of historical inquiry to offshoots of politics such as diplomacy and the
machinery of imperial administration, inhibiting the development of social and
women's history.P?

The encounter of early modern Englishwomen with the past forms only one
strand in a larger tapestry, but there is something to be learned from the ways in
which their very outsider status ultimately helped to broaden the modern discipline.
For if women did not write history, they certainly read it, thought about it, and
discussed it, and their participation in the social circulation of historical knowledge
of different sorts had effects that were long lasting. From a literary perspective, the
emerging differences between what men and women sought in reading history

126 Maria Grever, "'Scolding Old Bags and Whining Hags': Women's History and the Myth of
Compatible Paradigms in History," in O'Dowd and Wichert, Chattel, Servant or Citizen, 22-33.

127 Bonnie G. Smith, "Gender and the Practices of Scientific History: The Seminar and Archival
Research in the Nineteenth Century," AHR 100 (October 1995): 1150-76. Smith's forthcoming book
The Gender of History should answer many of these and other questions in more detail.

128 Melman, "Gender, History, and" Memory," 18; on the universities' history teaching versus
research, see Philippa Levine, The Amateur ~ and the Professional: Antiquarians, Historians and
Archaeologists in Victorian England, 1838-1886 (Cambridge, 1986), 135-63.

129 Aparna Basu, "Women's History in India: An Historiographical Survey," in Karen Offen, Ruth
Roach Pierson, and Jane Rendall, eds., Writing Women's History: International Perspectives (Blooming
ton, Ind., 1991), 181-209; Maria Beatriz Nizza da Silva, "Women's History in Brazil: Production and
Perspectives," in Writing Women's History, 369-80. In Africa, a region once thought to have no history
to speak of, a kind of double exclusion has been at work until very recent years: Bolanle Awe, "Writing
Women into History: The Nigerian Experience," in Writing Women's History, 211-20.
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played no small part in establishing the rapprochement between narrative history
and fiction that is a feature of the nineteenth-century novel. From the historian's
viewpoint, those same differences also preserved over the longue duree an alterna
tive sense of what is important and useful in the past and an attentiveness to the
material and documentary sources from which such information could be drawn.
When the Anglo-American historical profession was finally, grudgingly, ready to
admit women to its "ranks," they had been prepared to join it for quite some time.
Perhaps more important, they brought something new with them.
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