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1
Women and Philosophy of Art in 

Nineteenth-Century Britain

1.1  Introduction

This book is about seven women who wrote on philosophy of art in Britain 
between 1770 and 1900: Anna Letitia Barbauld (1743–1825), Joanna Baillie 
(1762–1851), Harriet Martineau (1802–76), Anna Jameson (1794–1860), Frances 
Power Cobbe (1822–1904), Emilia Dilke (1840–1904), and Vernon Lee (1856–1935). 
Barbauld migrated from Enlightenment towards Romantic aesthetics, while her 
friend Joanna Baillie was a Romantic dramatist and theorist of tragedy. Both 
Barbauld and Baillie were role models for Harriet Martineau, who became a key 
exponent of aesthetic moralism, the view that art should serve moral purposes. 
Anna Jameson, who was Martineau’s friend but later fell out with her, authored 
many studies of art which blended German Romantic influences with Christianity 
and virtue ethics. For Jameson, the aesthetic and moral aspects of artworks were 
connected, but there should be a perfect balance between the two. Influenced by 
Jameson but critical of her, Frances Power Cobbe celebrated female genius and 
set out a systematic hierarchy of the arts. She sought a middle way between 
moralism and aestheticism, or ‘art for art’s sake’. Likewise critical of Jameson, 
Emilia Dilke put forward a powerful case for aestheticism, only to abandon the 
philosophy of art and turn to materialist art history instead. Finally, Vernon Lee, 
another opponent of Jameson, produced a vast and rich body of work in ‘art-
philosophy’, developing a ‘true aestheticism’ which she distinguished from 
decadence.

These seven were not the only women to produce philosophical work on art in 
this time-period, but they were important, well known, and influential and are 
the focus of this book. Each of them engaged with at least some of the others, so 
that their ideas unfold in a continuous history running from the late 
Enlightenment era to the threshold of modernism. This period largely coincides 
with the long nineteenth century, that is, the period from 1790 to 1914, so I shall 
often talk about ‘the nineteenth century’ for simplicity. More precisely, my narra-
tive goes back to 1773 to encompass Barbauld’s earlier writing on aesthetics, while 
at the other end the narrative stops in 1896. Lee continued writing into the 1930s, 
but 1896 is an appropriate endpoint, since it marked a transition in her thought, 
after which she moved into a more twentieth-century register.
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2  Women on Philosophy of Art

Philosophers have neglected the history of women’s contributions in the phil
osophy of art—indeed, ‘totally ignored’ would not be much of an exaggeration. 
Currently, there is considerable momentum to diversify contemporary aesthetics 
and include a wider range of voices in it. But we also need to revisit the history of 
aesthetics, change our narratives about this history, and rediscover women aes-
theticians and philosophers of art from earlier centuries. So far, aestheticians, 
even feminist ones, have done little of this. In 2003, introducing a special issue of 
the journal Hypatia on Women, Art and Aesthetics, Peg Brand and Mary 
Devereaux observed that feminist aestheticians had barely looked at women in 
the history of aesthetics (2003: xviii–xx). Since then, there has been more work 
on twentieth-century women philosophers of art, such as Susanne Langer (see, 
e.g., Guentchev 2018; Innis 2009) and Iris Murdoch (e.g., Clifton 2017; Gomes 
2013). Stacie Friend has discussed a group of founding women in twentieth-
century analytic aesthetics (Friend 2023). But examination of earlier-century 
women philosophers of art remains thin on the ground.

Additional factors lie behind the neglect of women philosophers of art from 
nineteenth-century Britain in particular. Nineteenth-century philosophy is less 
studied than early modern and twentieth-century philosophy, and when the 
nineteenth century is studied, it is usually in the German-speaking tradition.1 
Our narratives about the history of philosophy in Britain typically run to the 
early 1800s, tail off, then pick up again around 1900 as analytic philosophy 
emerges. Nineteenth-century British and Anglophone philosophy has fallen into 
a hole produced by the standard tripartite division between early modern phil
osophy (up to 1800 including Britain), post-Kantianism (from 1800 onwards in 
German-speaking contexts), and history of analytic philosophy (from the 1890s 
onwards, centring on Britain and America). A few outliers receive attention, such 
as John Stuart Mill and Henry Sidgwick; yet, overall, interest in nineteenth-
century British philosophy is limited. Inevitably, this has limited interest in 
women philosophers of this period as well, including women philosophers of art.

People may have been further dissuaded from investigating these women 
philosophers due to the idea that the nineteenth century was when women 
were most heavily excluded from philosophy. Eileen O’Neill (2005) calls it the 
‘pivotal era’ for women’s disappearance from philosophy and its history (187). 
Carlo Ierna (2022) claims that this century was when women were ‘written 
off ’. Even Kristin Gjesdal and Dalia Nassar (2021), in their important recovery 
of nineteenth-century German women philosophers, imply that in Britain, unlike 
Germany, women were excluded (1). Scholarship on women in nineteenth-
century British culture suggests otherwise. I shall suggest instead that women 

1  See, for instance, the breakdown of recent academic publications on ‘Nineteenth-century phil
osophy’ on Philpapers.org: American philosophy: 9343 books and articles; Austrian: 4698; British: 
3458; and German: 26,066.
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Women and Philosophy of Art in Nineteenth-Century Britain  3

were retrospectively omitted from twentieth-century narratives about nineteenth-
century British philosophy.

Philosophers may not have looked much at women’s historical philosophies of 
art, but there has been a rich interdisciplinary conversation about nineteenth-
century aesthetics amongst scholars of literature, cultural and art history, the his-
tory of ideas, and neighbouring fields. Some of this scholarship illuminates 
women’s thought about the arts. But even in this body of scholarship women’s 
contributions have not been fully integrated into general narratives about aesthetics 
in this period. I shall also try to move the discussion into a more specifically 
philosophical and less literary and cultural register. This is because nineteenth-
century women tackled questions about art not only indirectly, in literary and 
poetic practice, but also directly at a reflective philosophical level.

To bring women’s philosophical thinking about art into view, we first need to 
familiarize ourselves with the distinctive publishing and intellectual culture of 
nineteenth-century Britain. Without knowing about this culture, it can be hard to 
find, contextualize, and interpret women’s philosophical writings about art.2 So 
let us dive into this context.

1.2  The Context of Nineteenth-Century Women’s Writing on Art

Nineteenth-century Britain had a flourishing print culture. Not only were thou-
sands of books published every year, it was also ‘the age of periodicals’, according 
to the novelist Wilkie Collins (1858: 222). The philosopher and prolific periodical 
author John Wilson observed: ‘The whole day is one meal, one physical, moral 
and intellectual feast; the Public goes to bed with a Periodical in her hand and 
falls asleep with it beneath her pillow’ (Wilson 1829: 950). A staggering 125,000 
journals, magazines, and newspapers were published over the century. Journals 
blended into newspapers and magazines, as journals had a general readership 
and involved fast-paced exchanges of opinions.

Certain journals were heavyweight standard-bearers of serious thought. For 
the first half-century, the dominant three of these were quarterlies: the liberal 
Edinburgh Review, the conservative Quarterly Review, and the radical Westminster 
Review. Towards mid-century, monthly magazines took the lead, especially Fraser’s, 
Macmillan’s, and Cornhill Magazines. Later in the century, The Nineteenth 
Century and the Contemporary Review came to the fore. There were important 
weekly periodicals as well, such as the liberal Spectator and conservative 
Saturday Review.

2  See, for example, Susan Hamilton (2006, 2023) on the impact of periodical culture on the phil
osophy of this period, with particular reference to Cobbe.
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4  Women on Philosophy of Art

These heavyweight journals and their array of more popular counterparts gave 
rise to a distinctive intellectual world in which journal articles were as significant 
as books. Periodicals mediated the reception of books since they contained many 
book reviews; many books were expansions or collections of articles, or began 
life serialized in periodicals as did Mill’s Utilitarianism, which was first published 
serially in Fraser’s Magazine; and journal articles commonly blended essay and 
review in the ‘review-essay’. Laurel Brake et al. (2022) speak of the ‘bleeding of 
review into essay; [and] the resulting overlap of critics and reviewers’ within 
British periodical culture (157). The review-essay became more essay-like over 
the century (Robinson 2000: 168–169), but throughout the period, the review 
format was often merely a ‘formal convention’ that actually gave authors ‘the 
occasion to debate important . . . issues’ (Oražem 1999: 40). For example, as we 
will see, authors like Martineau and Dilke used reviews to forward their own 
views. If we brush these aside as ‘mere reviews’, we will miss some of women’s 
philosophizing.

The periodicals were general, not specialist. The reigning assumption was that 
‘Minds of the first rank are generalizers; of the second, specializers’ (Eastern 
Hermit 1878: 268). Many journals therefore included essays on a wide variety of 
topics, and sometimes they contained fiction and poetry alongside non-fiction. 
Specialism began to replace generalism later in the century, but this shift came in 
against considerable resistance, such as that of ‘Eastern Hermit’—the poet 
William Allingham, writing pseudonymously.

Allingham’s pseudonym in turn points to another distinctive feature of the 
culture. Until at least the mid-1860s, non-fiction periodical contributions were 
normally anonymous, a convention that facilitated women’s participation (for a 
comprehensive study of this, see Easley 2004). After all, editors had no reason to 
reject or avoid contributions from women when contributions were unsigned 
anyway. However, from the mid-1860s onwards signature and the associated ‘the-
ory and practice of personalised criticism’ came in (Brake and Demoor 2009: 19). 
This trend went along with the rise of specialism, which depended on expertise 
and credentials that were advertised by the writer’s signature. Nevertheless, many 
journals retained anonymity for as long as possible, and many authors adopted 
pseudonyms, like ‘Eastern Hermit’. These pseudonyms could be creative, like 
Anna Kingsford’s ‘Colossa’ or Conor McHugh’s ‘Thalassoplektos’. They might 
hint at the author’s standpoint, like Martineau’s ‘From the Mountain’, Barbauld’s 
‘Balance’, or John Ruskin’s ‘Kata Phusin’ (‘according to nature’). Pseudonyms 
could be male, as when the poet and essayist Alice Meynell wrote as ‘Francis 
Phillamore’ or William Clark Russell wrote as ‘Sydney Mostyn’; or female, as with 
Meynell’s ‘Alice Oldcastle’ and William Thackeray’s ‘Dorothea Ramsbottom’. 
Women used male pseudonyms more often than men used female ones, but the 
latter did happen (and not uncommonly—Gaye Tuchman estimates that in 
the 1860s and 1870s, more men wrote fiction under female names than women 
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did under male names (Tuchman 1989: 119)).3 Initialled publication, as with 
Barbauld’s ‘A. L. B.’, Martineau’s ‘V.’, and Meynell’s ‘A. M.’, was common too.

Anonymity and pseudonymity helped women to participate, yet the unfortu-
nate longer-term legacy of these conventions was to hide who said what in 
nineteenth-century print culture. Moreover, this entire culture largely fell from 
sight in the earlier twentieth century, until Victorianists began to rediscover it 
from the later 1950s onwards. This rediscovery was spearheaded by the Wellesley 
Index to Victorian Periodicals (Houghton 1966–87; Slingerland 1989) followed by 
the Victorian Periodicals Newsletter (1966–79), later Victorian Periodicals Review 
(1979–). Initially, the scale of nineteenth-century journals was greatly underesti-
mated. For instance, Patrick Scott in 1975 reported that ‘there were upwards of 
eighteen thousand periodicals’ in the period (Scott 1975). By 2010, the best esti-
mate was 125,000 (VanArsdel 2010).

Research into Victorian periodicals has unearthed the substantial journal con-
tributions of many women, albeit gradually. At first, it was assumed that there 
must have been few women periodical contributors, given the patriarchal context 
(Onslow 2000: 1–3). Marysa Demoor pointed out in 2000 that the Wellesley Index 
of Victorian periodicals ‘failed to change the current assumptions about the gen-
der of the typical Victorian reviewer’ (Demoor 2000: 3). Carol Christ (1990) esti-
mated that 13% of periodical authors identified in the Wellesley Index were 
women (21). Of these female authors, Wellesley revealed eleven to have been very 
prolific, with Cobbe, Lee, and another art theorist Elizabeth Eastlake authoring 
more than fifty essays each (Hamilton 2006: 6). But as a whole, Wellesley under-
estimated women’s contributions, for instance listing only five articles for 
Geraldine Jewsbury, who in fact authored over 2,300 contributions for the jour-
nal Athenaeum alone (Fryckstedt 1990: 13). Likewise, Wellesley identified just 
eight journal contributions by Jameson, who authored at least forty-two. As 
Alexis Easley, Clare Gill, and Beth Rodgers (2019) have concluded, Wellesley’s 
identifications capture ‘only a fraction of the large number of women who con-
tributed to the . . . periodicals . . . of the Victorian era’ (5).

These omissions came about partly because Wellesley only covered a selection 
of the most prestigious journals. This means that Wellesley did not comprehen-
sively capture men’s contributions either. Nonetheless, women’s contributions 
have been underestimated more than men’s. Anonymous authors have often been 
presumed to be men until proven otherwise, and women’s identities have been 
harder to disentangle due to their changing surnames by marriage, greater use of 
initials and pseudonyms, and the lesser availability of archival sources on women, 

3  Heather Hannah’s (2018) detailed empirical study substantiates this suggestion. Hannah points 
out that men using female pseudonyms has been under-researched, owing to our entrenched assump-
tions that only women had reasons to use pseudonymity.
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caused by decades of disinterest in their work.4 Despite these hurdles, over time 
more of women’s work has been de-anonymized and their multiple and complex 
pseudonyms and signatures decoded. Digitization has expedited this process, 
making journals and out-of-print books readily available and allowing for data 
searches that help to disclose women’s reception and influence (see Brake et al. 
2022: 156). I therefore suspect that the true proportion of female authors exceeds 
13%: for example, it has already been found that women authored 20% of content 
in the prominent Cornhill Magazine (Harris 1986).

Whatever exact percentage of authors they were, women had a bigger presence 
in the periodicals than earlier generations of scholars believed possible. This 
bears on philosophy since the journals, being non-specialist, included discus-
sions from what have since become many different disciplines, including philoso
phy. Furthermore, the non-specialist culture meant that one did not have to work 
as a philosopher at a university or even have a university education to publish 
philosophy in the journals. Mill, after all, was not a professional philosopher and 
neither was another central figure, Herbert Spencer.

Thus, the fact that women could not obtain a university education was not 
necessarily an obstacle to their publishing philosophy, and they regularly contrib-
uted. Consequently, the study of Georgian and Victorian periodicals bears on 
nineteenth-century women’s philosophy. Unlike early modern women who often 
did philosophy outside the public sphere, or twentieth-century women who 
mostly worked within professional academic philosophy (Connell and Janssen-
Lauret 2022: 199–200), nineteenth-century women philosophers in Britain 
thought and wrote in the pre-specialist public sphere. This was an intellectual and 
cultural world not yet carved up along hard-and-fast disciplinary lines. So when 
recent scholars assume, for instance, that Vernon Lee ‘dabbled in aesthetics, 
but . . . did not have the training in philosophy that . . . would have given her work 
credibility with the academic establishment’ (Cohen 2007: 22), this anachronis
tically projects later requirements for academic credentials onto an era where one 
did not yet have to be a professional academic to do credible work in philosophy.

Once we know where to look, we find journals full of female voices. Martineau, 
Jameson, Cobbe, Dilke, and Lee published extensively in the periodicals. They 
published books as well, but these regularly drew on and repackaged their jour-
nal contributions. With Barbauld and Baillie things are slightly different, since 
their key writings on the philosophy of art appeared in books. Yet journals were 
crucial in transmitting and mediating Baillie’s reception: we learn how celebrated 
she was from the many lengthy reviews of Baillie’s work (itemized in Bugajski 
1998). In Barbauld’s time, from the 1770s to 1810s, journal culture was still 

4  For example, as Jessica Gregory (2020) critically observes, Dilke’s work is archived not in its own 
right but, partially, within the archives of her two husbands—the (Charles) Dilke Papers and (Mark) 
Pattison Papers. These archival biases are compounded for ethnic minority women (see Bressey 2010).
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forming, a process in which her brother and collaborator John Aikin had an 
important hand. He edited several early journals, including the influential liberal 
Monthly Magazine, which later published Charles Dickens’ Sketches from Boz. 
Through John, with whom she co-wrote several works, Barbauld was connected 
to the periodical world during its gestation, and she authored more periodical 
contributions than scholars have realized until recently (see McCarthy 2015). 
Overall, we need to appreciate the role of journals to contextualize and under-
stand women’s thought.

Clearly, nineteenth-century women’s voices were not entirely suppressed or 
absent, as people have often assumed, believing that women were totally 
oppressed in the bad Victorian past with its infamous doctrine of ‘separate 
spheres’. ‘Separate spheres’ was more an ideology than a consistent reality, as 
Benjamin Dabby (2017), Amanda Vickery (1993), and others have shown. However 
our belief in the oppressive power of separate spheres is entrenched. Consider a 
study, using big data, which found that women declined from around half of all 
fiction authors in 1850 to just a quarter by 1950. The authors were surprised: 
‘How can we explain a trend that runs directly against our assumptions about 
social progress?’ (Underwood et al. 2018: 5). The Guardian, reporting on the 
study, was clear about the explanation, quoting the novelist Kate Mosse: ‘a sea 
change from the Enlightenment through to Victorian values, so women are freer 
in the time of Jane Austen . . ., but then Victorian values—the angel in the house—
take over’ (Flood 2018). ‘Victorian values’ are allegedly to blame for the dramatic 
post-Victorian reduction in women authors!

The alternative hypothesis favoured by Ted Underwood et al. (2018) is that 
women published less fiction after 1900 as they were now able to publish more 
non-fiction (23). But this explanation presupposes that women were more 
excluded from non-fiction publishing in the nineteenth than the twentieth cen-
tury. The evidence does not necessarily bear this out. We have seen that women 
authored at least 13% of all nineteenth-century journal content. In contrast, tak-
ing for instance the Philosophical Review, its proportion of women-authored con-
tent fell from 11% in the 1910s to just 2% from 1950–70 (Katzav 2020). Even now, 
only around 14% of articles in philosophy journals are by women (Wilhelm et al. 
2018). Of course, philosophy is only one discipline, but Meaghan Clarke (2005) 
has likewise found that women’s opportunities to publish on art declined after 
1900 as ‘art criticism became more established’ and ‘avant-garde art criticism 
acquired an increasingly masculine status’ (159–160). Contrary to Underwood 
et al., it may have been easier for women to publish non-fiction prose in the nine-
teenth century than the twentieth. We simply have to relinquish our ingrained 
belief in linear progress.

This is not to say that women authored non-fiction on the same scale as fiction. 
Confirming the findings of Underwood et al., women authored around two-
thirds of novels around 1862 (Buchanan 1862: 132)—one reason why men started 
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to use female pseudonyms. Similarly, women authored up to 70% of all ghost stories 
in periodicals, another genre where statistics are available (Salmonson 1989: x). 
And women’s poetry was ‘respected in the nineteenth century as [it] never [has] 
been since’ (Armstrong 1993: 321). Though women’s non-fiction output did not 
reach these heights, some individuals were very successful. Cobbe, for instance, 
was literally given a ‘room of her own’ by the high-circulation newspaper The 
Echo, for which she wrote three leaders a week (Onslow 2000: 47). I mention 
this instance because, famously, Virginia Woolf ([1929] 2014) declared that 
women had never had rooms of their own for thinking and writing (43). 
Woolf asked:

How . . . could it [genius] have been born among women . . .? Yet genius of a sort 
must have existed among women . . . Now and again an Emily Brontë . . . blazes 
out and proves its presence. But certainly it never got itself onto paper. . . . Indeed, 
I would venture to guess that Anon, who wrote so many poems without signing 
them, was often a woman. . . . Currer Bell, George Eliot, George Sand, all the vic-
tims of inner strife as their writings prove, sought ineffectively to veil themselves 
by using the name of a man. Thus they did homage to the convention . . . that 
publicity in women is detestable. Anonymity runs in their blood. The desire to 
be veiled still possesses them. (40–41)5

Woolf was wrong on many levels. Anonymity and pseudonymity were standard 
for prose articles by women and men; on the whole these conventions were enab
ling, not disempowering, for women;6 anyway, some women published much of 
their work signed, as did Martineau, Jameson, and Cobbe; and women have kept 
getting their views onto paper, one way and another.

This is not to deny that women’s intellectual participation was hampered. 
Women often had limited or no formal education, they were barred from univer-
sities for most of the century, and many scientific and discussion societies openly 
excluded them. At the same time, better-off women sometimes benefited from 
periods of formal education (for instance, Baillie attended boarding school in 
Glasgow), and their home education could be excellent. They frequently had 
access to well-stocked libraries in family homes, and through their families, rela-
tions, and friends they were part of social circles and networks that gave them 
access to current intellectual debates.

These women tended to overstate how parlous their education had been. 
Consider Jameson’s response to her confidante Annabella Byron (Ada Lovelace’s 
mother) about what early reading had most influenced her. Jameson explained 

5  For an excellent account of how Alice Walker turns Woolf ’s critique inside-out to recover the oral 
philosophizing of African-American women, see Stewart (2023).

6  On this point, see also Dumbill (2020).
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that as a child she read tirelessly, liking Shakespeare, Milton, the Bible, and 
ancient Greek and Roman history, devouring the Iliad and Odyssey by the 
age of eight, and having ‘for a governess one of the cleverest women I ever knew’ 
(AJ to Byron, [c.1841], in Jameson 1834–53: 36–40).7 Incredibly though, Jameson 
summed up, ‘as you may perceive, I had really no education’ (41)! Jameson and 
others had their reasons for making these self-depreciating statements. To admit 
that their informal education was impressive would have undermined the case 
that women needed access to formal and higher education. Yet these statements 
have fooled us into thinking that these women could not have had the knowledge 
to make credible intellectual interventions.

Even women’s exclusion from most of the professions, such as law, medicine, 
and the church, was a double-edged sword. This exclusion drove a high number 
of middle- and upper-class women into writing, for unlike law, medicine, and the 
church, periodical and book publishing were open to women, especially given the 
convention of anonymity. It is important to remember that these better-off 
women generally had domestic servants relieving them of many routine house-
hold tasks and leaving them with comparative freedom to read, think, and write. 
Moreover, even these privileged women sometimes needed ready money (book 
and periodical writing were paid), and they needed work to occupy their time, 
minds, and energies.8 A combination of informal education, access to intellectual 
networks, and lack of other professional openings gave these better-off women 
the opportunity and motivation to publish, and in some cases to publish 
philosophy.

How did this bear on women’s opportunities to read, think, and write about art 
and philosophy of art? General periodicals such as Fraser’s Magazine, the 
Athenaeum, Westminster Review, Contemporary Review, The Academy and others 
routinely included articles on art and reviewed art books. This was especially 
true of the Athenaeum, which was ‘unusually devoted to art’ (Israel 1999: 48). 
Other journals were specifically about art, most notably The Art-Journal, founded 
in 1839, the longest-running and highest-profile Victorian art journal. Whereas 
The Art-Journal was ‘intellectually elite’, the Magazine of Art, founded in 1878, was 
relatively lightweight (Brake and Demoor 2009: xviii). There were hundreds 
more shorter-lived and niche art serials, such as the Aesthetic Review edited by 
Jane Ronniger which came out from 1876–80 (for a comprehensive list of these 
art-related journals, see Roberts 1970). Women used all these channels to publish 
on art. We find interventions on art by the women discussed in this book in 

7  All quotations from the correspondence between Byron and Jameson are reproduced with the 
permission of Paper Lion Ltd and the Estate of Ada Lovelace.

8  Admittedly, the pay was not always great. Still, Martineau, Cobbe, and to an extent Jameson man-
aged to support themselves by writing.
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Fraser’s Magazine, the Athenaeum, the Art-Journal, Westminster Review, Magazine 
of Art, Contemporary Review, and more.

But still, in being excluded from universities for most of this period, how did 
women obtain the knowledge to publish credible reflections on art? The answer 
is that the mostly informal education that women received skewed heavily 
towards languages and the arts. It usually covered several European languages 
plus painting, drawing, musical performance, poetic composition, and art appre-
ciation. Proficiency in the arts was a conventional attainment for middle- to 
upper-class women. As Pamela Nunn observes:

A middle-class woman was expected to possess or cultivate sensitivity and an 
interest in ‘culture’ . . . ‘An English lady without her piano, or her pencil, or 
her . . . favourite French authors and German poets, is an object of wonder . . . and 
pity’, wrote the author of The Habits of Good Society (1859). (Nunn 1987: 5)

Another part of this constellation was that women were expected to be aesthet
ically pleasing, to look attractive and follow fashion. But arguably they could not 
make themselves into pleasing aesthetic objects without having the taste to judge 
and discriminate what makes for a pleasing object. For instance, Mary Merrifield 
advised women that raising their dress into an art required a sound grasp of the 
principles behind the harmony of colours (Merrifield 1851, 1854). Even women’s 
aesthetic objectification was thus turned around to qualify women as aesthetic 
subjects and judges.

Admittedly, the sword could cut back the other way again. One of Jameson’s 
female fans (of whom there was quite an army) wrote to her sister that she had 
‘observed some redhaired ugly, red faced woman . . . [an] ugly old woman . . . Judge 
of my consternation when I . . . was presently informed it was—Mrs Jameson! One 
of my greatest admirations’ (Emily Mason, quoted in Thomas 1967: 117). Surely a 
woman of exquisite aesthetic taste must be an exquisite aesthetic object, Mason 
felt (and she duly concluded that actually Jameson was attractive, when seen 
closer-up). Well used to criticisms of her appearance, Cobbe (1894) disarmed 
them at the start of her autobiography: ‘I have inherited a physical frame . . . defect
ive even to the verge of grotesqueness from the aesthetic point of view’ (vol. 1: 2). 
By pre-emptively objectifying herself, she demonstrated that she could apply aes-
thetic categories dispassionately and with humour, turning herself back from an 
object into a subject.

By the nineteenth century, then, associations between women, the arts, and 
beauty were entrenched. This was especially the case for upper-class women, for 
aesthetic sensitivity and the ability to appreciate art were something of a badge of 
class honour, marking households out as having enough freedom from immedi-
ate material needs to attend to life’s aesthetic side. These contextual factors meant 
that art was a topic on which better-off women felt relatively free to contribute, 
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and growing numbers of women turned to it. For example, Jameson adroitly 
drew on these background cultural associations to position herself as an arch-
connoisseur of art, bringing a woman’s fine aesthetic sensibility to the judgement 
of artworks. She appealed both to women’s association with taste, and to the idea 
that people could improve and better themselves through art, to suggest that as a 
woman she was perfectly placed to educate the aspiring public about art.

For some women, though, informal home education in the arts was not 
enough. Formal art education was needed, and they campaigned for it. A first 
step was the foundation of the Female School of Design, later the Female School 
of Art, in 1842. Dilke studied there in 1859–61, by which point the School, which 
passed through a series of names and premises, had become part of the National 
Art Training School.9 Women flocked to study art and acquire the training to 
become practising artists, which pressurized other schools to admit women, as 
the General Practical School of Art did, for instance. By 1851, around 934 women 
were listed as artists in the census (Thomas 2022: n. 35). Eventually even the 
Royal Academy Schools had to accept women, following Laura Herford’s admis-
sion in 1860. She applied by submitting her drawings initialled ‘L. H.’, to conceal 
her gender—another case where anonymity worked to women’s advantage.10 The 
next focus of campaigning was for the Academy Schools to allow women to study 
and draw nude and semi-nude models, which they were barred from doing on 
grounds of feminine modesty. Only in 1893, after twenty years of petitioning (in 
which Dilke was involved),11 did the Royal Academy finally open life classes to 
women. By then, women had been able to study and take life classes at the more 
egalitarian Slade School of Art since its foundation in 1871.12 The combined effect 
of these developments was that by 1911 there were around 9,000 practising women 
artists, a dramatic increase compared to 1851 (Thomas 2022: n. 35).

Women’s penetration into art schools did not displace the other more informal 
mechanisms by which women studied art. Women could and did visit museums, 
churches, and galleries around the world. Women such as Maria Callcott, George 
Eliot, Elizabeth Eastlake, Jameson, Cobbe, Dilke, and Lee travelled widely to 
view artworks in Europe and beyond and in public and private collections (see 
Anderson 2020). Dilke’s abundant letters to Gertrude Tuckwell and Eleanor 
Smith, for instance, report on her many negotiations and arrangements to view 

9  On the School’s early history, see Chalmers (1995).
10  Herford’s admission followed an 1859 petition for the Academy to admit women, signed by 

thirty-eight women, including Jameson (‘H’ 1859: 581–2). However, while women were formally 
excluded before Herford, the reality was more complicated. On the ‘hidden history’ of women’s earlier 
presence in the Royal Academy, see Vickery (2016). She finds that (for example) in 1777, women 
comprised 8% of exhibitors and 7% of painters.

11  Dilke corresponded on the issue with the Royal Academy President, Frederic Leighton (Clarke 
2005: 66).

12  On women’s campaigns to study at and take life classes at the Royal Academy, see Bluett (2021). 
For comment at the time on women’s freedoms at the Slade, see Weeks (1883).
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privately held works. Of course, these women could only undertake these travels 
due to their privileged class position and connections, which opened the doors of 
various private collections to them.

More positively, these women’s travels shed light on the fact that Britain’s intel-
lectual culture was quite cosmopolitan and not narrowly self-contained. Jameson 
and Cobbe were born in Ireland (Jameson’s family moved to England when she 
was four, and Cobbe moved to England, and then Wales, as an adult). Lee was 
born in France to an English family whose peripatetic lifestyle took them around 
various European countries before they settled in Italy. This remained Lee’s base 
in her adulthood, though she always spent periods in Britain and published in 
British as well as Italian journals. Dilke spent long periods in France, and her 
library, which she donated to the Victoria and Albert Museum, consisted very 
largely of French, German, and Italian books.13 Jameson’s travels were the most 
extensive of all. She toured the US, Canada, and much of Europe, especially 
Germany and Italy, travels that allowed her to develop her exceptional knowledge 
of art. Cobbe, too, spent regular periods in Italy and was the Italian correspond-
ent in the 1860s for the Daily News, a newspaper founded in 1846 by Charles 
Dickens.14

In addition to these travel opportunities, the rapid expansion and opening-
up of art collections in this period helped women to access art. In 1850 there 
were under sixty art museums in Britain, but by 1887 there were 240, enabled 
by public funding (Hoberman 2016). The National Gallery opened in 1824 
and, after moving to enlarged premises in 1838, it began to attract around 
500,000 visitors annually (Teukolsky 2009: 13). The 1857 Art-Treasures exhibition 
in Manchester attracted an astonishing 1.3 million visitors, many of them 
working class.

Women did not only benefit from this opening-up of collections, they also 
encouraged it. Jameson advocated a more coherent organization of gallery spaces 
and authored popular guidebooks on existing collections. She was speaking to a 
rising public demand for knowledge of art. As more art became available, ‘the 
audience for art and the interest in learning about art expanded significantly, as 
did the appetite for knowledge about the lives of artists’ (Álvarez 2020: 39, refer-
ring to Fraser 2014: 12). Art journals began publishing prints of artworks and 
reviewing more and more collections, which further enlarged the audience inter-
ested in art, creating more momentum to publicize art and review it, and so on. 

13  Dilke’s library is available at the V&A Catalogue, indexed as the ‘Lady Dilke bequest’ (see https://
nal-vam.on.worldcat.org/discovery). I thank Kali Israel for directing me to this.

14  On nineteenth-century women’s engagement with Italy in particular (including by Jameson, 
Cobbe, and Lee), see Chapman and Stabler (2002). Of course, just as Britain was not hermetically 
sealed off from the rest of Europe, nor was Europe from the rest of the world. But women’s engage-
ment with non-Western art is beyond this book’s scope, though several women such as Maria Callcott 
and Sarah Stickney Ellis wrote on non-Western art (based on extensive travels in Callcott’s case; on 
both of them, see Chapter 11).
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The culture took an increasingly ‘pictorial turn’ with a ‘flood of reproducible 
images enabled by new media technologies’ (Teukolsky 2009: 19, 20). In tandem, 
art journals and art writing gained in influence, prestige, and power to the point 
where art critics could make or break artists’ careers (Flint 2000: ch. 7). Women 
such as Jameson, who introduced an inaugural series of art prints in the Art-
Journal, and Dilke, who regularly reviewed art exhibitions for the periodicals, 
were important to this process in which art came to pervade the public sphere 
more than ever before.

Nineteenth-century women, then, encountered limitations on their ability to 
study art, and they steered around these limitations and refused to be held out of 
public conversations on art. Indeed, Barbauld, Jameson, and Dilke rose to be 
amongst the most qualified critics and judges of their times. In terms of the 
Humean idea that the qualified art critic needs a breadth of experience of art-
works, these women were qualified and were recognized for it.15 This was made 
possible by the rapid and dynamic expansion of print culture and the accom
panying growth in the production, transmission, consumption, and theorization 
of art. These expansive developments enabled women to navigate through and 
beyond gender-based restrictions.

1.3  The Character and Evolution of Women’s  
Thinking About Art

Nineteenth-century women were able to write and publish on art. But what did 
our seven women say about it? Amongst other topics, they asked why we enjoy 
watching tragedies and reading about the sufferings of fictional characters; what 
makes certain dramatic narratives tragic; whether it is enough for art to entertain 
or whether art must also be morally beneficial; what the moral benefits of art and 
literature are; what art’s purpose is, especially whether it is to be moral or beauti-
ful or both; how art relates to religion and history, and how beauty relates to 
goodness; what characteristics distinguish the different art-forms; what genius is, 
and whether women can possess it.

As this list of topics suggests, these women’s central and overarching concerns 
were with the relations between art and morality and, in turn, between art and 
religion, since morality and religion were widely viewed as interdependent in this 
period. On art, morality, and religion, I will trace two trajectories over time in 
this book.

15  Caroline Palmer (2009) traces how women developed positions as connoisseurs and art judges 
from the late eighteenth to late nineteenth centuries. Meaghan Clarke and Francesco Ventrella (2017) 
likewise chart the emergence of ‘a definition of the art expert that allowed women to address the 
public authoritatively and with the endorsement of male critics as well’ (6).
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Art and morality. In 1773 Barbauld suggested that when we enjoy the suffering 
of fictional characters, the source of our enjoyment is twofold: we enjoy feeling 
sympathy for a fellow-being, and we enjoy the cultivation and refinement of this 
feeling which fiction provides with its carefully stage-managed scenarios. Yet fic-
tion manages the stage so carefully that the sympathies it arouses may not trans-
fer into real life. In 1810, Barbauld proposed that literature must be realistic 
enough to avoid this problem, but illusory enough to provide cultivation and 
refinement. In the early nineteenth century, Baillie gave dramatic and tragic lit
erature a more emphatic moral purpose. For her, tragedy educates us about the 
passions, in others and ourselves, and it strengthens our powers of sympathy and 
self-regulation. In the 1830s, Martineau saw the moral purpose of art and litera
ture in starker terms still: art should illustrate moral principles, and the aesthetic 
features of artworks should always instil ethical lessons. Art that fails morally is 
bad art—art that is falling short of its proper purpose. These views of Martineau’s 
represented the high point of a trend towards aesthetic moralism.

After Martineau, Jameson pursued a renewed balance between the moral and 
aesthetic qualities of artworks. She approached this balance in different ways over 
time. In her work from the 1830s, she proposed that characters in artworks can 
only serve as moral examples if these characters are presented as wholes, which 
requires artworks to be wholes in turn. Since wholeness confers aesthetic value, 
aesthetic and moral value go together. In her later work on sacred art from the 
1840s onwards, she shifted ground and argued that art can only be poetically 
meaningful and expressive if it embodies the moral aspirations of its era, so that 
aesthetic and moral value again coincide.

For Cobbe, in the 1860s, Jameson had not given enough weight to ‘art for art’s 
sake’. Artists may safely pursue beauty alone, Cobbe thought, since true beauty 
comes from God, and God is good, so that true beauty is necessarily good too. 
But for Emilia Dilke in 1869 and the younger Vernon Lee from the late 1870s to 
early 1880s, all such attempts to balance art’s aesthetic and moral qualities only 
compromised art’s proper purpose: the unswerving pursuit of sensory beauty. 
This marked the peak of a turn away from moralism towards aestheticism, and 
both Dilke and Lee subsequently moved on. Dilke began to recognize other val-
ues in art besides beauty, including moral value, while Lee qualified her aestheti-
cism repeatedly until by the 1890s she had transformed it into an account of art 
for life’s sake.

Art and religion. Art’s links with religion, as with morality, tightened from the 
late eighteenth century onward. Barbauld connected the two through the concept 
of devotion, while religious convictions informed Baillie’s account of tragedy16 
and Martineau’s conception of the moral principles that art is to illustrate. But 

16  See Colón (2009: 38–50). Baillie’s religious convictions were serious: in the 1830s she wrote a 
theological treatise on the interpretation of the New Testament (see Baillie [1831] 1838).
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Jameson most heightened the art–religion connection, treating Christian art and 
iconography as the epitome of poetic expressiveness and meaningfulness. She 
was perfectly in tune with the Zeitgeist, as the first instalments of her book series 
on Sacred and Legendary Art came out near-simultaneously with the zenith of 
church attendance in Britain in 1851 (Crockett 2000: 7). Not surprisingly, 
Jameson’s book series was phenomenally successful. Cobbe then continued the 
religious orientation, appealing to God as the source of both beauty and good-
ness in art. Dilke and the earlier Lee broke away and insisted that art beauty had 
nothing to do with religion. At this point, Lee even argued that art beauty and 
religious meaning are antithetical: an artwork cannot possibly be beautiful and 
religious, because beauty requires presentation, but religious meaning requires a 
sense of what lies beyond presentation. But when Lee subsequently revised her 
aestheticism, she argued that art expands and enriches us spiritually in a way that 
increases the overall harmony of the universe. This was a step back in a more 
spiritual direction.

On both morality and religion, then, the pendulum swung first towards their 
ever-tightening union with art and the idea that art could only be good art if it 
was morally and religiously good. Then the pendulum swung the opposite way, 
towards aestheticism and the view that art could only be good as art (i.e., beauti-
ful) if it separated from morality and religion. Then the pendulum began to swing 
back towards the middle ground.

From this anticipatory summary, several other features of these women’s 
thought on art start to become apparent. These women were interested primarily 
in the arts, as distinct from aesthetic experience. Whereas many eighteenth-
century British aestheticians had mapped out taxonomies of taste, judgement, the 
imagination, the beautiful, and the sublime (see Costelloe 2013: part I), these 
women largely equated the aesthetic domain with the arts and concentrated their 
attention on the latter. This tendency became especially marked from Baillie 
onwards, to such a point that Cobbe came to classify even our aesthetic experi-
ence of nature as receptive art. The artistic, aesthetic, and the beautiful tended to 
be run together, which came out clearly in the aestheticism of Dilke and Lee: art’s 
purpose is to be beautiful, beauty gives us aesthetic pleasure, and the pursuit of 
beauty defines art as art. These equations aesthetic–art–beauty meant that col-
lectively these women said little about the sublime or about aesthetic experience 
of nature or everyday life. And they primarily focused not on our faculties and 
powers as subjects of aesthetic experience but on the meanings and characteris-
tics of art objects.

One might therefore wonder whether these women are rightly classified as 
doing philosophy of art at all, rather than art criticism, art evaluation, art history, 
or art theory more broadly. After all, these women wrote in a non-specialist cul-
ture where they did not have to be philosophers exclusively. In interpretive litera
ture on their work, we mainly find them described either vaguely as ‘writers’ 
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(Barbauld, Baillie, Martineau, Jameson, Cobbe, and Lee), or more precisely as 
‘art historians’ or ‘art critics’ (Jameson, Dilke, Lee), but not usually as philo
sophers of art. Perhaps this is with good reason, one may think.

I shall put forward an alternative interpretation. These women were doing a 
distinctive kind of philosophy of art, not only in that they wrote largely about the 
arts but in other ways as well. Their general philosophical reflections on the arts 
blended seamlessly into their criticisms, interpretations, and evaluations of par-
ticular artworks and art movements and traditions. Reciprocally, those critical 
interpretations informed their general claims and arguments. This reflects the 
fact that modern-day divisions amongst philosophy of art, art history, and art 
criticism did not yet exist in these women’s time (although this need not prevent 
us, the modern-day interpreters, from focusing on the more philosophical or the 
more art-critical sides of their work).

These women did not only theorize and analyse art, they also produced it. 
Baillie wrote tragedies, Barbauld poems; both were renowned for their artistic 
work. Martineau’s numerous book-length tales illustrating moral and political 
principles were best-sellers. Jameson’s first book was a faux-autobiographical 
novel, likewise well received, and her oeuvre included travel writing of a partly 
autobiographical nature. The same is true of Lee, who also wrote stories, includ-
ing the supernatural stories for which she is now most remembered. Dilke, too, 
wrote short stories (see Israel 1999). All these women, in fact, met with success as 
literary authors of various types. Cobbe, the exception, stuck almost entirely to 
non-fiction. But even she published a few fictional writings—and innovative 
ones, such as a story from a dog’s point of view and a science-fiction dystopia set 
in Britain in 1977.

On the whole, for these women the boundary between art practice and art 
theory was porous. Barbauld ranged freely across poetry and prose, fiction and 
non-fiction, crossing different writing styles in changing combinations, and a 
century later Lee likewise blended fiction and non-fiction in variable propor-
tions, for instance when presenting her philosophical views in the literary form of 
the dialogue. Baillie reflected on tragedy in connection with her own tragic plays, 
and Martineau put her view of art’s moral purpose into practice in her tales. 
Jameson’s art-historical writing blended into the travel writing in which she 
described artworks she had encountered at first-hand, descriptions that also 
occupied a good amount of her early novel. The writing on art of Cobbe and 
Dilke was more firmly distinguished from their literary projects, but they were 
still writers of great versatility across forms and genres. When these women 
reflected on art, then, the particular artworks informing their reflections were 
sometimes their own productions, which in turn were philosophically infused. 
Practice and reflection shaped one another, and the writing of art filtered into 
writing about art and back again.
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To put this together, these women (i) focused on philosophy of the arts, (ii) in 
a non-specialist manner, (iii) interweaving general reflections and particular 
interpretations, and (iv) moving freely between art thought and art practice, 
between artistic writing and writing about art. In many ways, Lee (1881) encapsu-
lated this tradition in saying that she engaged in ‘a sort of art-philosophy’ (9). 
This philosophy was not only about art, sometimes it was art, taking the form of 
artworks that explored philosophical ideas. Lee elaborated:

Art questions should always be discussed in the presence of some definite work 
of art, if art and its productions are not to become mere abstractions, logical 
counters wherewith to reckon; also, . . . discussions should be, what real discus-
sions are, a gradual unravelling of tangled questions, . . . not a mere exposition of 
a cut and dry system. I have always, in putting together these notes, had a vision 
of pictures or statues or places, had a sound of music in my mind, or a page of a 
book in my memory. (8)

This ‘sort of art-philosophy’ was not unique to these seven women. We find 
something similar practised by many of their male contemporaries: William 
Wordsworth, Samuel Taylor Coleridge, William Hazlitt, Matthew Arnold, William 
Morris, Walter Pater, and Oscar Wilde, to mention just a few. Pater (1873) came 
out of and distilled this tradition when he began his Studies in the History of the 
Renaissance by saying that he was not attempting a definition and general account 
of beauty, but reflecting on his personal encounters of and experiences with beau-
tiful objects (vii–ix)—a statement of approach that had a great influence on Lee. 
Much of John Ruskin’s work can be considered as ‘art-philosophy’ in this same 
sense, albeit that he leaned rather more towards a systematic mapping of aes-
thetic value and experience (see Landow’s (1971) excellent account).

The fact that many men adopted a similar approach suggests that the non-
specialist print and periodical culture, above all, made this kind of philosophy of 
art possible. The culture allowed authors to publish across manifold topics, styles, 
and fields, and to blend fiction and non-fiction, poetry and prose. The resulting 
kind of philosophy of art was well suited to women’s participation, since it was 
closely linked to literary and poetic writing, drew on particular experiences of 
artworks, and moved away from the potentially forbidding territory of the sys-
tematic treatise into more experimental, open, and creative forms of writing and 
thinking. Accordingly, women could join with men in shaping the tradition of 
nineteenth-century British philosophy of art.

Others have noted the distinctiveness of this tradition. Costelloe (2013) classes 
many of the above male authors as ‘Victorian critics’, observing that they ‘focused 
primarily on understanding and appreciating the form and content of creative 
work’ (208). And for Benjamin Morgan (2017): ‘Victorian aesthetic theory was 

Stone_9780198917977_1.indd   17 6/3/2024   1:46:58 PM

C1P51

C1P52

C1P53

C1P54

C1P55



OUP UNCORRECTED AUTOPAGE PROOFS – REVISES, 03/06/24, SPi

Dictionary: NOSD

18  Women on Philosophy of Art

not primarily pursued in the idiom of philosophy . . . [but] at the intersection of 
multiple discourses and practices, including art history, the novel, interior design, 
physiology, and evolutionary biology’ (5). Where I differ somewhat from Morgan 
is that I think some of this interdisciplinary discussion was philosophical. Writers 
need not stand in a line of descent from Alexander Baumgarten and Immanuel 
Kant to count as doing aesthetics—which, after all, long predated Baumgarten as 
is pointed out by Costelloe (2013: 3)—or to count as doing philosophy of the arts 
in my sense.

British philosophy of the arts did not take this form out of parochialism or 
ignorance. Dilke (1869) may have disparaged the German ‘meshes of transcen-
dental Aesthetik’ and claimed that the English had taken the right route by fore-
grounding instead ‘the relations of art to morals’ (149), but she remained very 
well read in German aesthetics, and continental aesthetics more widely. Jameson’s 
main theoretical influences were German, while Cobbe was an avid reader and 
disseminator of Kant. Going back earlier, Barbauld and Baillie were versed in 
European literature: Baillie read Schiller, for instance (see Baillie 1999: vol. 2: 
701, 1049), as well as Racine, Voltaire, Corneille, and so on (Slagle 2002: 67). 
Martineau (1877) documented her reading of the classics, French literature, and 
‘a good deal of history, biography, and critical literature’ (vol. 1: 48, 53). Lastly 
Lee, being based in Italy, read and wrote in Italian as well as English, besides 
being very widely read in German and French thought. These women’s art-
philosophizing thus drew on a cosmopolitan mixing of sources.

It is by now well established that we need to expand disciplinary boundaries to 
include women in the history of philosophy generally. Holding academic posi-
tions as professional philosophers was not an option for pre-twentieth century 
women; women were less likely than men to employ the form of the systematic 
treatise; and women were more likely to do at least some of their philosophizing 
in the medium of literature.17 The same need for open-mindedness applies to 
nineteenth-century British women philosophers of art. Recognizing that there 
have been diverse ways of thinking philosophically about art and aesthetics is 
important if we are to make their contributions visible.

1.4  How This Book Relates to Existing Literature

Highly esteemed as these women were in their time, there has been no compre-
hensive modern-day study of their theoretical contributions in the philosophy of 
art. This is the gap in our knowledge that I hope to fill. But, of course, this book 
does not come out of nowhere. I draw on several fields of scholarship: studies of 

17  See, inter alia Ezekiel (2020), Gardner (2012), and O’Neill (2005).
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these seven women; analyses of the print, artistic, and intellectual culture in 
which they wrote; work on women in the history of philosophy; feminist aesthet-
ics; and histories of aesthetics in Britain.

I draw on these fields to different degrees. Literary, cultural, and historical 
scholarship on the seven women figures most heavily, followed by wider studies 
of the print and periodical culture and of the art-writing of a broader range of 
women beyond this book’s seven protagonists.18 These important studies have 
been vital in bringing women’s writings and ideas on art back into view. What I 
hope to add is an account of their specifically philosophical side.

Conversely, although this book contributes to the philosophy of art, studies of 
nineteenth-century British aesthetics will remain in the background, for rich and 
insightful as these studies are, and important in bringing out the sophistication 
and diversity of the British aesthetic tradition, they usually say little about women. 
This is true both of work looking at aesthetics as part of culture and of more spe
cifically philosophical work. For example, Thomas Albrecht (2009), Rachel 
Kravetz (2017), Sebastian LeCourt (2018), and David Thomas (2004) all include 
only one woman amongst the historical thinkers they consider: George Eliot. 
Zachary Samalin (2021) includes only Charlotte Brontë, while Rachel Teukolsky 
(2009) mentions Jameson and Merrifield, but her major theoreticians remain 
Ruskin, Pater, and Roger Fry. Jonah Siegel (2016) gives a concise account of 
Victorian aesthetics, tracking its central aestheticism/moralism divide, but the 
only woman discussed—alongside Kant, Schiller, Ruskin, Robert Browning, 
Arnold, and Pater—is, once more, Eliot (Elizabeth Barrett Browning and the 
New Woman novelist ‘Victoria Cross’, i.e., Annie Cory, are briefly mentioned). 
Timothy Costelloe’s account of the British aesthetic tradition covers only men: 
theorists of the picturesque (William Gilpin, Uvedale Price, Richard Payne 
Knight, and Humphry Repton), Romantics (Wordsworth, Coleridge, Percy 
Shelley, and John Keats), and Victorian critics (Hazlitt, Mill, Ruskin, and Pater) 
(Costelloe 2013: chs. 4–6). The parts of Paul Guyer’s three-volume history of 
modern aesthetics which are on nineteenth-century Britain discuss Coleridge, 
Wordsworth, Shelley, and Mill; Ruskin and Arnold; Pater and Wilde; Bernard 
Bosanquet; Spencer; and, in a final chapter, Vernon Lee’s early twentieth-century 
work (Guyer 2014).

Two cases should be noted where authors substantially discuss women other 
than Eliot. Morgan (2017) discusses the aesthetics of Lee and her co-author 
Clementina Anstruther-Thomson in depth, more briefly bringing in Constance 
Naden and Eliot. (Morgan also looks at many then-important but now-neglected 

18  Amongst these broader studies are Anderson (2020), Cherry (2000), Clarke (2005), Fraser 
(2014), Hughes (2022a), Kanwit (2013), Palmer (2009), Price (2009), Schaffer (2000), and Thomas 
(2022). Scholarship on the seven women protagonists will be introduced in their corresponding 
chapters.
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male aestheticians: George Field, David Hay, Herbert Spencer, Grant Allen, 
Alexander Bain, and James Sully.) And Stefano Evangelista (2009), who examines 
the aestheticists’ engagement with ancient Greece, makes Lee and ‘Michael Field’ 
(pseudonym of the collaborative authors Katherine Bradley and Edith Cooper) 
just as central as Pater and Wilde.

I do not mean to suggest that contemporary historians are to blame for focus-
ing so heavily on men. They inherit a situation where over the twentieth century 
women have been comprehensively written out of the historical record, men-
tioned only in dismissive and slighting terms, if at all. There is no tradition of 
scholarship to alert modern-day researchers to these women’s existence, and so 
researchers have no motivation to investigate them; existing scholarship effect
ively tells them that there is no one there to be investigated. These women have 
been relegated to ‘unknown unknowns’, but only once a figure is a ‘known 
unknown’ do we have reason to research them. In turn, it becomes tempting to 
rationalize the apparent absence of past women by supposing that they must have 
been prevented from writing and publishing by the forces of patriarchy. But as I 
shall show over the course of this book, these women have been excluded from 
twentieth-century histories, not nineteenth-century realities.

It might be objected that these women are not unknown unknowns, for there is 
a significant body of scholarship on women who wrote about art (e.g., by 
Meaghan Clarke, Caroline Palmer, and Hilary Fraser), conclusively demonstrat-
ing nineteenth-century women’s significant intellectual presence in this area. Yet 
this work has had only limited uptake within studies of aesthetics and philosophy 
of art in general. The near-total omission from general studies of Jameson, one of 
the most influential of all nineteenth-century British writers on art, is striking. 
Kimberly Adams (2001) remarked twenty years ago that: ‘The Victorians listened 
to Jameson as well as to Carlyle, Ruskin, Newman . . .; it is time for her voice to be 
represented in studies of this period’ (50). But this has not yet happened.19 I can 
see several possible reasons for this. Past women are sometimes assumed to have 
been exclusively occupied with feminist and gender issues, as Carol Bensick 
(2022) points out (168). In addition, historians of aesthetics will only have the 
motivation to read scholarship on Jameson and others if they are already aware 
that these women contributed to thinking about art. Without that awareness, 
there is no reason to consult this scholarship, especially if one assumes that any 
nineteenth-century women authors must have written primarily on feminism.

Ironically, even feminist aestheticians have sometimes taken for granted that 
all the historical philosophers of art were men. An example is the now-classic 
anthology Feminism and Tradition in Aesthetics by Peg Brand and Carolyn 

19  However, the Bloomsbury series Aesthetics and Religion in Nineteenth-Century Britain, edited by 
Gavin Budge, included Jameson’s Legends of the Madonna as Volume 3. Volume 6, Miscellaneous 
Writings, also included Cobbe’s main essay on philosophy of art.
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Korsmeyer (1995). The premise of Arthur Danto’s foreword to the book is that the 
philosophical tradition was exclusively masculine until recent feminist challenges 
arose (Brand and Korsmeyer 1995: xi). In their introduction, the editors com-
ment on the limited conversation between aesthetics and feminist philosophy. 
They then sketch the shape of the European ‘aesthetic tradition’, accepting, albeit 
with caution, that this tradition ‘consists of so-called classics or canonical texts’: 
Plato, Aristotle, Hume, Kant, and so on (4). Although they rightly emphasize the 
diversity of the tradition and the multiple currents that feed into it, they do not 
mention any women contributors to these currents. Feminism then comes in as a 
‘departure’ from the tradition (17).20

In contrast, I start out from Eileen O’Neill’s insight that women have been 
excluded from philosophy’s historiography, rather than its history (O’Neill 1998, 
2005). In historical reality, women have always done philosophy, but subsequent 
narratives and canons have left them out. By implication, women have always 
thought and written about the philosophy of art as well.

Are we looking for past feminist philosophers of art, or past women philo
sophers, feminist or not? As O’Neill (2019) points out, recovering past women 
philosophers is an inherently feminist project (14–18). It is about listening to 
women, taking what they said seriously, and giving women’s claims and ideas 
equal respect and attention with those of men. These feminist motivations for 
recovering past women philosophers mean that much recovery literature has 
focused on feminist figures.21 Nonetheless, if we look only at women who were 
feminists, or at the feminist parts of their work, then we are ignoring much else 
that they had to say, and we may inadvertently reinforce the perception of non-
feminist scholars that these women’s writings cannot be of interest to them 
(Bensick 2023: 175). In the name of the feminist commitment to paying attention 
to women, we need to explore what women have said about other topics besides 
feminism, including art.

20  To give two other examples: first, Bonnie Mann (2006) remarks that ‘while male philosophers 
have been explicitly writing about sublime experience for well over three hundred years, women seem 
to have entered this discussion only when feminist interest in the sublime emerged . . . three decades 
ago!’ (31). Second, Stephanie Ross, reviewing Babette Babich’s edited collection on Hume on taste, 
suggests that ‘women could not function as Humean ideal critics because women were excluded from 
public affairs’ (Ross 2022). Or rather, Ross attributes this view to Korsmeyer, whose argument in the 
article in question is that, in Hume’s day, women could not gain exposure to a wide enough range of 
artworks to become ideal critics, because this conflicted with norms of feminine modesty (Korsmeyer 
1995: 59). Korsmeyer’s analysis is helpful in specifying what women needed to do to become ideal 
critics. But I suggest that the historical evidence is that certain women satisfied this criterion: they 
could access enough art to qualify as reputable critics. Contra Ross, they were not straightforwardly 
‘excluded from public affairs’.

21  Indeed, the inquiry into past women thinkers originated in the search for the intellectual fore-
mothers of modern feminism, which reignited interest in Mary Astell, Mary Wollstonecraft, Harriet 
Taylor Mill, and Simone de Beauvoir. For example, in Shanley and Pateman (1990) the chapters on 
women/feminists were on Wollstonecraft, John Stuart Mill and Harriet Taylor Mill, Beauvoir, and 
Hannah Arendt.
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Having said this, most if not all of our seven women protagonists were femin
ists, and Jameson’s and Cobbe’s interests in feminism and art converged in places, 
as when Cobbe defended female genius and Jameson sought out positive repre-
sentations of women in Shakespeare’s plays and in Christian art.22 Even so, this 
book is not about how Jameson, Cobbe, or anyone else might be read retrospect
ively as feminist philosophers of art. Cobbe and Jameson, like the other women 
covered here, also wrote about art generally. It is their views of art as a whole that 
I want to illuminate.

Even when these women were feminists, their agendas do not always align 
with recent feminist aesthetics. Jameson and Dilke consolidated existing male-
focused art canons. There were efforts in their time to build up canons of female 
artists—for instance by Elizabeth Ellet (1859) and Eleanor Creathorne Clayton 
(1863, 1876)—while Cobbe held up Elizabeth Barrett Browning, Rosa Bonheur, 
and Harriet Hosmer as artists equal to any man. But the dominant approach was 
to accept the mainly-male canon. Barbauld’s canon of British novelists was one-
third female, but she still devoted the other two-thirds to men, at a time when 
women had recently become the majority of novelists. By and large, too, the 
women discussed here accepted the hierarchical and implicitly gendered ranking 
of the five ‘fine’ arts—literature, painting, music, sculpture, and architecture—
above the ‘minor’ arts and crafts.

In contrast, recent feminist aestheticians have critiqued these hierarchies, 
along with the biased standards that have led women artists to be devalued, 
ignored, and relegated to minor status (see, e.g., Korsmeyer 2004; Parker and 
Pollock 1981; Pollock 1988). These criticisms have been hugely important. Yet, if 
we are to restore past women philosophers of art to our collective memory, then 
we need to accept that they did not always approach art with the same critical 
iconoclasm as late twentieth-century feminists.23 To satisfy our feminist concern 
to hear historical women philosophers, we need to bracket another feminist 
impulse: the desire to find historical theorists who shared present-day concerns 
with subverting and critiquing art hierarchies. This desire can lead us to overlook 
and devalue past women philosophers of art who did not share these concerns.

At times, the work of these women shines a critical light on recent feminist 
aesthetics. In particular, contrary to the view that the idea of genius is structurally 
male-biased, I will suggest that ideas of genius and gender were contested in the 
nineteenth century; that female genius was quite commonly recognized; and that 
genius was not seen as univocally male. We can see this both from the work of 
women philosophers of art, and from the more celebratory responses both to 

22  The word ‘feminism’ only entered the English language in 1898, but Jameson and Cobbe are still 
recognizably feminists, like many other pre-1898 women. They criticized male suprematism, 
defended women’s achievements and virtues, and urged that women’s social position must be 
reformed. For this approach to identifying past women as feminists, see O’Neill (2019).

23  This point is also well made by Hilary Fraser (2014: ch. 1).
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these women and to other women artists of the time. Some of these celebratory 
responses came from men. In several such ways, the study of earlier women calls 
us to revise what have become standard feminist interpretive frameworks. This is 
not to disparage feminist aesthetics, which has made this project possible and has 
been a source of inspiration to me. Rather, I hope for my criticisms to be con-
structive, and to help push feminist aesthetics in new directions.

In sum, I intend this book to fill a gap where several existing bodies of 
scholarship do not quite join up: where feminist aesthetics has not yet extended 
to the study of historical women philosophers of art; where historians of women 
philosophers have not looked greatly into aesthetics or nineteenth-century 
Britain; where the history of aesthetics has largely omitted women; and where 
cultural and literary history has not always gone into the philosophical side of 
women’s thought about art.

1.5  Questions of Method

A familiar strategy for reintroducing neglected women into the history of phil
osophy is to relate them to their better-remembered male interlocutors, as with 
Elisabeth of Bohemia and Descartes. This strategy has advantages. It is historic
ally accurate, since women often engaged preferentially and publicly with men, 
who had the greater authority. The strategy immediately shows the significance of 
women’s contributions, insofar as they revise, criticize, build on, and respond to 
claims by canonical men whose significance is already well established. And the 
strategy helps us to locate and make sense of women’s work by placing it into an 
accepted narrative.

Yet the strategy has downsides. Often women were influenced by other women, 
even when they did not advertise the fact openly. When we relate women primar-
ily to men, these inter-women relations remain submerged, while we continue to 
amplify the reputation of the male figures. We risk implying that women’s ideas 
can have value only in relation to those of men, and that an association with a 
prestigious male is the accepted path along which a woman thinker can achieve 
significance. This in turn may reinforce the assumption that men are the ‘major’ 
and women the ‘minor’ thinkers.

So perhaps we should pursue a second, alternative strategy, and examine wom-
en’s ideas either in their own right or in primary relation to the ideas of other 
women, relegating male interlocutors to the background.24 The problem with this 

24  This strategy has been adopted more often in the study of women as literary authors than philo
sophers. For example, Isobel Armstrong said of Romantic women’s poetry: ‘It will take some time for 
this work to become fully visible, and this may justify a one-sided study of women’s poetry in isolation 
from male poetry. The next step will be to look at the interaction of the two—but let us postpone this 
until women’s work is known better’ (Armstrong 1995: 32).
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is that in historical reality women did not generally think in a women-only bub-
ble, and if we neglect male interlocutors, we may struggle to appreciate the sig-
nificance of women’s ideas. For instance, unless we compare Dilke’s aestheticism 
to that of Pater we will not realize that she articulated aestheticism earlier, and 
more systematically, than he did.

Since each strategy has its strengths and weaknesses, I have tried to steer a 
middle course between them, but I am not exactly halfway in-between: despite its 
problems, I lean more towards the second strategy. One reason is that much exist-
ing literature on our seven women focuses on their relations with men. If one 
wants scholarship on Baillie’s relations to Adam Smith, or Lee’s relations with 
Pater, much good work is available already (for example, on Lee and Pater, see 
Evangelista (2009: ch. 2), or on how Lee was informed by Pater, Ruskin, and 
William James, see Martin (2013)). What we really lack is a genealogy of women’s 
intellectual relations with one another as philosophers of art. All the same, Baillie 
did draw on Smith and Pater was important for Lee, so omitting these women–
men relations altogether would be misleading. Moreover, showing where women 
went beyond their male influences can help to establish that these women pro-
duced work that was original and is worth reading. After all, if Barbauld merely 
duplicates an idea from Edmund Burke, then we might as well keep reading 
Burke. Or, if what she says has no point of connection with Burke, then we may 
not know what to make of her work. But if Barbauld builds on Burke and goes 
beyond him, then we have a stronger case for reading Barbauld. For these reasons, 
I will bring in some of women’s male influences—but, in order to begin to shift 
our narratives and canons more substantially, I try to spend at least as much time 
on women’s relations with one another.

One reason for relating women to one another is to explore whether they 
approached art with a distinctly feminine voice. Did they write on art as women? 
This issue of ‘feminine voice’ has been a major preoccupation in scholarship. 
Some theorists have identified ways in which these women adopted a female 
speaking position (see, e.g., Dalley 2010; Fraser 2014; Larson 2003).25 Others have 
examined the rhetorical manoeuvres by which women claimed authority in a 
context where authority was presumptively male (see, e.g., Mansfield 1998, on 
Dilke). The need for authority pushed some women to assume a gender-neutral 
voice. For instance, Lee adopted her pseudonym and identity ‘Vernon Lee’ 
because it was gender neutral. Other women such as Jameson and Cobbe, how-
ever, were comfortable writing in an overtly female voice and signing much of 
their work with their female names. This reflects the fact that art history 

25  These debates come out of discussion of whether nineteenth-century women wrote novels and 
poetry with an identifiable female voice (see, e.g., Armstrong 1993: ch. 12).
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‘was not . . . a discourse that women felt prohibited from engaging in, or indeed 
defining’, as Hilary Fraser (2014) observes (30).26

Whether or not women took on a female voice at the rhetorical level, did they 
hold their substantial views of art because they were women? In one sense, 
no: I have already suggested that the kind of art-philosophy these women did was 
also engaged in by their male contemporaries. But in another sense, gender was 
relevant. As we have seen, women felt able to write with confidence on art due to 
‘separate spheres’ ideology and its consequences. By limiting women’s other 
options, this ideology drove many better-off women towards writing and publish-
ing; it meant that their informal education was usually arts-orientated; and the 
idea of the ‘angel of the house’ motivated women to be virtuous and useful, per-
haps by educating people using drama or novels, or by disseminating an improv-
ing knowledge of Europe’s artistic heritage. To this extent, women wrote about art 
because it chimed with their social role. More than that, women focused on art’s 
relations with morality and religion because that focus chimed with their social 
role. Women, more than men, were expected to be virtuous, and virtue and piety 
were often thought to be co-dependent. Thus, even when our seven women were 
overtly critical of women’s assigned social role, that role still led them to highlight 
art’s relations to morality and religion. Beyond this, women disagreed heavily, 
with Martineau taking a strong moralist stance whereas Dilke embraced an 
equally strong aestheticism. Women’s social role affected which questions they 
concentrated on, but it did not determine their answers to these questions or how 
they defended those answers.

Another inescapable methodological divide faced by any historian of philoso
phy is between past- and present-centred approaches. O’Neill has recently given 
a helpful restatement of the options (O’Neill and Lascano 2019: 9–10). We can (i) 
mine women’s writings for answers to current problems—for example, to refresh 
debates about aesthetic moralism—and ‘read past philosophical texts through 
the  lens of our own current philosophical aims, assumptions and standards of 
evaluation’ (9). Or we can (ii) take a ‘pure historical’ approach, ‘aiming foremost 
to  reconstruct and critically evaluate the arguments and projects within a text, 
and entire philosophical programs of past thinkers, in light of the motives, 

26  Fraser’s (2014) remark complicates her own claim that women occupied a ‘liminal status at the 
edges of the profession’ of art history (33), resulting in ‘categorical differences between the way men 
and women looked at or wrote about art’ (177). Others have found no such differences, despite 
searching. Antje Anderson (2020) admitted that she initially approached the art writing of Jameson, 
Eastlake, and Eliot assuming that, as women, they were excluded ‘from certain realms of knowledge, 
agency and influence’ (179), and so would write about art differently from men. Instead, she found 
that ‘Jameson, Eastlake, and Eliot would not typically address the fact that they were . . . writing as 
women. . . . [It] took me by surprise that all three opted to repeat or at best amplify already-established 
opinions, and that they rarely protested the limitations they were under’ (180). But perhaps this is 
because it stood out to them more that as women they could think, write, and publish about art—that 
the limitations they faced were surmountable.
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presuppositions, and argumentational strategies and standards of the past era’ 
(10). I prefer the second approach, on several grounds.

First, we have an inherited sense today of which philosophers and thinkers are 
important, and generally these ‘major’ thinkers are all men. Yet past figures who 
now seem minor or even negligible to us, such as Jameson, were considered 
major figures in their day. Only if we try to see the Victorian period as the 
Victorians saw it can we appreciate this fact. We need to look at historical sources 
such as William King’s 1903 encyclopaedia of women’s achievements:

As a writer on matters of art and taste Mrs. Jameson probably surpassed all other 
women writers and on the literature of art she is conceded by many to stand 
next to Ruskin. She possessed an intense love of the beautiful, a cultivated and 
discriminating taste, and her breadth of knowledge was almost phenomenal. 
Added to these were her natural and cultivated powers of eloquent description. 
In quantity her writings were surpassing as quality, and the former does not 
seem to have impaired the latter. (King 1903: 369)

Talia Schaffer (2000) has made a related point about the women of the Aesthetic 
Movement, that is, the wider artistic and cultural movement corresponding to 
the idea of art for art’s sake:

Our critical categories often do not correlate with the lived experiences of the 
period. In many cases, men and women who had similar status in the 1890s [or 
1820s or 1850s] have wildly divergent images today. . . . Critics once considered 
Ouida . . . and Alice Meynell the equals of Oscar Wilde, Thomas Hardy, Henry 
James . . . The gulf between the foremost and the forgotten is our experience, not 
theirs. (6–7)

To rediscover women in the status they once had, we need to reconstruct the 
lived experiences of their periods, bracketing present assumptions.

Second, as well as restoring neglected women, the past-centred approach can 
shift our perceptions of men’s relative importance. Not infrequently, women 
engaged with and referred to men who have been forgotten, as when Barbauld 
responded to Joseph Addison rather than to David Hume for explanation of why 
we enjoy the sufferings of fictional characters. Dilke referred approvingly to such 
now-neglected philosophers as Bain (1865) and Spencer (1872), while Lee 
engaged with Allen (1877) and Edmund Gurney (1880) amongst others. A pure 
historical approach can unearth these crowded landscapes of debate beyond the 
few individuals who have been memorialized as ‘big names’.

Third, a past-centred approach illuminates the print and periodical culture 
that shaped the character of these women’s art-philosophical writing. From a 
present-centred perspective, information about publication contexts counts merely 
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as unnecessary and incidental detail, but I believe that it helps to make sense of 
how these authors thought about art.

Fourth, to reconstruct women’s relations with one another we have to go into 
biographical detail and consult their correspondence, since women rarely cited 
one another explicitly. Women deliberately made their mutual influences invis
ible, as I will explain in the next section. So, to bring these buried influences to 
light, we must search behind the scenes of visible publications. What might look 
like biographical trivia from a present-centred perspective, from a past-centred 
perspective is important historical evidence about women’s interconnections.

Fifth and finally, I prefer the past-centred approach because, as a feminist, I 
want to listen to historical women and pay attention to their own words. I wish to 
hear what these women said in the conceptual vocabularies they adopted, and to 
learn what they judged to be important, rather than reconstructing their work in 
light of what is considered important today. Then we can think with these women, 
rather than remodelling them into what we might want them to have been.

My goal of understanding these historical women in their own terms means 
that a considerable amount of this book will be descriptive: laying out what 
women claimed, following the order in which they presented their points, and 
quoting them to make their voices better known. I try to be reasonably synoptic 
and present as much of their work as I can, in order to familiarize readers with 
their little-known theories and to make clear the scope and scale of their philo-
sophical interventions. I hope, though, that there is enough analysis to show that 
these women had well-thought-out reasons for their positions. And I hope also to 
show that these women’s theories of art have value. Together, these women made 
many claims that are original, interesting, and repay investigation. Not all their 
arguments succeeded, and I shall point out some problems. Nor did they cover 
everything: as I’ve mentioned, they said relatively little about nature or the sub-
lime. But collectively their work still adds up to a substantial body of thinking 
about art.

My historical orientation means that I do not engage in this book with contem-
porary philosophy of art, with the exception of feminist aesthetics, noted previ-
ously. Readers might find this frustrating, particularly as there is currently much 
discussion about art and morality. For some, literature and art are powerful 
moral agencies, expanding our sympathies and insights into other minds and 
exploring the particular contexts of moral decision-making (e.g., Nussbaum 
1990). Others consider the harms inflicted by morally undesirable or vicious art-
works (e.g., Dixon 2022) and the grounds on which we may legitimately engage 
with morally flawed works (Liao 2023; Willard 2021). Others consider how far 
moral flaws in artworks are aesthetic flaws (e.g., Gaut 2007). These contemporary 
discussions could be enriched by a sense of the long historical background of 
debates about art and morality and the female voices in those debates. Baillie, 
Martineau, Jameson, and the others offer many ideas and arguments that remain 
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relevant: how to translate sympathy for fictional characters into sympathy for 
real-life others, how literature can expand our sympathies for wrongdoers such as 
Lady Macbeth without condoning their wrongs, and how tragedy enlarges our 
understanding of other minds, to give just three instances. But I myself will not 
attempt to insert these women’s voices into contemporary frameworks. I hope 
instead to give a clear and accessible account of these historical figures which can 
serve readers as a springboard for finding parallels with the present day.

1.6  Women’s Intellectual Relations

I have alluded to the fact that the convention in the nineteenth century was not to 
reference female authors in published work. Indeed, authors did not reference 
one another much at all. The academic disciplines were not yet professionalized, 
so there was no obligation to meticulously acknowledge all one’s sources to 
satisfy one’s peers and adhere to norms of good practice. Even against this 
background, women were cited less than men.27 Ruskin (1856a), for instance, 
made some barely disguised criticisms of Jameson in the third volume of 
Modern Painters, maintaining that much of the art Jameson extolled as full of 
sacred meaning was not genuinely sacred at all (64–65). Once we know 
Jameson’s views, the reference to her is unmistakable, yet Ruskin does not 
mention her name.28 Not only did men refrain from citing women, so did 
women themselves. In the work of our seven women, references to other 
women are few and far between. This complicates the attempt to reconstruct 
the intellectual relations amongst them.

The sparse use of references was the natural companion of the conventions of 
anonymity and pseudonymity: the author’s name and the names of their 
reference-points were suppressed together. Our seven women made free use of 
these conventions. Barbauld used a mixture of signature, anonymity, pseudonym-
ity, and initials. Baillie initially launched her plays anonymously, and a substantial 
proportion of Martineau’s numerous journal contributions were anonymous or 
pseudonymous, especially during the 1820s. Dilke published anonymously when 
she could, failing that as the neutral ‘E. F. S. Pattison’ (Pattison being her surname 
by her first marriage), or even ‘Mrs Mark Pattison’. She used ‘Lady Dilke’ (her 
second marital surname) only later, once she felt that her reputation was secure. 
Lee used her pseudonym almost without exception, although as early as 1878 the 
journal Academy found out that ‘Vernon Lee’ was a pseudonym and placed it in 
inverted commas, which became a widespread practice.29 But Lee stuck with it, 

27  I have documented this pattern extensively before; see Stone (2023: ch. 1).
28  On Ruskin’s criticisms of Jameson, see Chapter 6, section 6.6.
29  See VL to Mrs Jenkin, 18 December 1878, in Lee (2017: 244).
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using the name ‘Vernon’ in private as well: she identified as Vernon Lee.30 Even 
Cobbe and Jameson, who published much of their work signed, first launched 
themselves using anonymity, as Baillie had done. Cobbe’s first book, the Essay on 
Intuitive Morals, was anonymous, as was Jameson’s Diary of an Ennuyée—indeed, 
some readers were outraged to learn that the author had not pined away from 
melancholy as the diary portrayed, but was alive, well, and basking in her literary 
success (Thomas 1967: 36–37).

These conventions around names and references meant that these women 
made only very limited published reference to one another, more limited than the 
reality of their intellectual and personal connections might have predicted. 
Barbauld and Baillie were neighbours and good friends, and Barbauld did refer-
ence Baillie, notably in her visionary poem Eighteen Hundred and Eleven 
(Barbauld in McCarthy and Kraft 2001: 165, li 100–112). But Baillie did not refer 
to Barbauld when she theorized tragedy, although, I will suggest in Chapter 3, 
Baillie tacitly engaged with Barbauld’s account of our sympathy for fictional char-
acters. Jameson did occasionally reference Baillie (e.g., Jameson 1834: vol. 1: 285), 
with whom she became very close in the 1830s, but Jameson cited Barbauld 
scarcely at all. This belies the reality, which Jameson disclosed to Annabella 
Byron, that both Barbauld and Baillie were major influences on Jameson’s aes-
thetics. For instance, in Jameson’s letter to Byron about her formative reading, 
Jameson said that Barbauld’s (and John Aikin’s) Evenings at Home had shaped her 
‘perception of the beauty of natural objects’, and ‘pious feelings’ (AJ to Byron 
(c.1841), in Jameson 1834–53: 38, 37). As Judith Johnston points out, Jameson’s 
account to Byron contrasts revealingly with the published version, ‘A Revelation 
of Childhood’, in Jameson’s 1854 Commonplace Book. The latter omits Barbauld 
outright and professes a deep love of Wordsworth, whom Jameson did not men-
tion to Byron at all (Johnston 1997: 42–43). This confirms the gap between public 
and private writing, and our need to look at letters to fill out women’s intellectual 
connections.31

Martineau was another friend of Baillie’s, but an even more significant influ-
ence on her was Barbauld, who was (with Hannah More) the subject of 
Martineau’s very first article, ‘Female Writers on Practical Divinity’ of 1822. This 
article shows that Barbauld’s aesthetic essay ‘Thoughts on the Devotional Taste’ 
was a key influence on Martineau. In the 1830s, Martineau and Jameson also 

30  As Sally Newman explains: ‘Vernon Lee was much more than a pseudonym; it was, as Lee’s 
executor, Irene Cooper Willis, makes clear in the following [1951] letter, her chosen name and identi-
fication . . .: “I must ask you to call [the catalogue] the Vernon Lee issue. Except to mere acquaintances 
she was never known as Miss Paget: and she would have objected to being referred to as Violet Paget 
in connection with her writings and papers. She was always known and thought of by her friends and 
readers as Vernon Lee” ’ (Newman 2005: 51).

31  When citing letters I include the details parenthetically, except when I’m citing more than one 
letter in quick succession. In such cases I put the details in footnotes, to avoid over-cluttering the text. 
The seven women protagonists are initialled for economy.
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became friends, and their correspondence shows that they discussed philosophy 
intensely (see Erskine 1915: ch. 10; Macpherson 1878). As these letters document, 
they fell out in the 1840s and their different views of art and the emotions were a 
factor in this.

Cobbe, for her part, did not refer to Jameson when writing on art. But she had 
closely read Jameson’s Commonplace Book (Mitchell 2004: 77), much of which 
concerned art, and Cobbe framed her account of beauty and religion in implicit 
contrast to Jameson. Dilke makes even less reference to the other women. Even 
her correspondence barely mentions other women theorists of art, and I have 
found only one reference to Jameson in her work, although Jameson would have 
been Dilke’s main model of a woman writing ambitious large-scale works on art. 
Still, the reference confirms that Dilke knew Jameson’s work. This is hardly sur-
prising, given Jameson’s standing and the fact that Dilke’s second husband, 
Charles Dilke, was the grandson of the Charles Wentworth Dilke who had edited 
the journal the Athenaeum, steered it to prominence, and serialized there the first 
instalments of Jameson’s major book series Sacred and Legendary Art.32 For 
Emilia Dilke, Jameson’s Sacred and Legendary Art was ‘important and ambitious’ 
but ‘sentimental and not scientific’ (Dilke 1870a: 636). Dilke thus wanted to study 
art differently from Jameson and to treat art ‘scientifically’: as the outcome of 
material processes of production, rather than as an expression of ideas and 
feelings.33

Dilke was completely silent about Lee, and reciprocally. Dilke and Lee moved 
in overlapping social circles in the 1880s, yet neither of them mentions the other 
in either their published work or their correspondence. This is frustrating, given 
their considerable common ground. Both Dilke and Lee embraced aestheticism 
for a while before qualifying it, they both celebrated the Renaissance as a period 
when art escaped from religious and moral strictures, and they were both at pains 
to distinguish their aestheticism from decadence and coarse sensuality. Yet if they 
knew one another’s work, they did not say so. On the other hand, Lee knew 
Cobbe well, and they debated secularism in print. Even here, Lee engaged with 
Cobbe in the guise of dialogues between the fictitious ‘Baldwin’ (Lee’s mouth-
piece) and his (Cobbeian) interlocutors Vere, Agatha, and Michael. Lee thereby 
avoided actually mentioning Cobbe’s name. Unsurprisingly as well, in view of 
Lee’s early separation between art beauty and religion, she admired Martineau’s 
later work after she had become a secularist. Having just read Martineau’s 
Autobiography, Lee exclaimed: ‘What a fine career, but what a feminine sort of 
masculine woman. . . . Miss Martineau was so strong a character . . . reading Miss 

32  Charles knew of the journal’s record under his grandfather. In his ‘Memoir’ about it, Charles 
noted that Jameson had been one of the Athenaeum’s significant contributors, along with other 
women including Martineau (C. Dilke 1875: 71).

33  My thanks to Kali Israel for very helpful conversations about Dilke and Jameson which have 
informed this book.
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Martineau’s chapters about the beginning of her fame ought to wake up and stir 
up to something’ (VL to Linda Villari, 30 July 1879, in Lee 2017: 253–254). Lee 
also read Martineau’s 1851 Letters on the Laws of Man’s Nature and Development, 
her strong statement of atheism (co-authored with Henry George Atkinson) 
which aroused great controversy in its day.34

In contrast, Jameson was a figure from whom Lee pointedly distanced herself. 
Lee adopted her gender-neutral pseudonym to make plain that her aesthetic writ-
ing was not like that of ‘Mrs Jameson’:

There is an universal and very well founded distrust in women’s critical powers, 
they . . . have hitherto been such miserable . . . Mrs Jamesons on matters of art & 
art history, that the fact of a work on aesthetics being by a woman, is enough 
to . . . prevent my taking it up. I don’t want people to take me for a man, but I 
don’t want to unnecessarily thrust forward the fact of my being a woman. I wish 
to be the author of this and that, and no more . . .35

She added: ‘Vernon Lee remains a perfectly abstract, impersonal, sexless 
creature’,36 unlike ‘Mrs’ Jameson, whose name, after all, indicated that she wrote 
as a respectably married woman.37

For Cobbe, Dilke, and Lee, Jameson was a figure to react against, so much so 
in Lee’s case that anti-Jamesonism motivated her sexless persona. But Jameson 
remained important for these three, even if reactively. Jameson was thus the 
nodal figure amongst our seven women. She united the influences of the three 
earlier-century theorists, Barbauld, Baillie, and Martineau; and all three later-
century figures—Cobbe, Dilke, and Lee—carved out their stances against her. 
Jameson’s nodal status is no surprise. She was unavoidable, the best-known and 
most successful nineteenth-century woman to write on art.

To tease out the connections amongst these women I will use biographical and 
historical scholarship about their friendships and networks, as well as published 
and unpublished correspondence. Although women avoided referencing one 

34  The book is in Lee’s donation to the British Library at Florence: see www.britishinstitute.it/en/
library/the-archive/vernon-lee-collection.

35  VL to Linda Villari, 11 September 1878, in Lee (2017: 240).
36  VL to Linda Villari, after October 1878, in Lee (2017: 242–3). Lee also claimed to adopt her 

pseudonym because she was ‘sure that no one reads a woman’s writing on art, history or aesthetics 
with anything other than unmitigated contempt’ (VL to Mrs Jenkin, 18 December 1878, in Lee 2017: 
244). This remark is often noted—for a non-exhaustive sample, see Colby (2003: 2), Ferguson (2020: 
43), Gunn (1964: 66), Maxwell and Pulham (2006: 9), Maxwell (2018: 283), Mitchell (2004: 266), 
Stone (2023: 181), Zorn (2003: 15). But Lee’s remark cannot be taken at face value, given that women 
such as Jameson were well-known authorities and not obviously held in contempt. I will suggest an 
alternative explanation in Chapter 10 (note 12).

37  In reality Jameson’s marriage was a short-lived disaster. She lived separately from her husband, 
branding their union ‘a real mockery of the laws of God and man’ (AJ to Robert Jameson, February 
1836, in Macpherson 1878: 108).
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another in publications in the supposedly masculine ‘public’ sphere, letters were 
different, since they counted as ‘private’ (despite the ambiguity that letters were 
often circulated and read out in groups, and could leak to the press). Like 
Jameson’s letters to Byron, or Lee’s letter about ‘miserable Mrs Jamesons’, corres
pondence often tells a different story from published work: it discloses inter-
women influences, and not always positive ones.

As we search for these women’s mutual relations, we should bear in mind that 
they were well known in their day, and sometimes positively famous (as I shall 
chronicle later in their individual cases). They were not publishing little-read and 
obscure works that ‘fell dead-born from the press’ or were ‘left to the gnawing 
criticism of the mice’.38 They were big names, the equivalents of celebrated later 
intellectual women like Beauvoir or Hannah Arendt. This makes it inconceivable 
that, say, Dilke did not know Jameson’s work, or that Jameson did not know 
Barbauld’s work. It does not automatically follow that these women had painstak-
ingly scrutinized one another’s arguments. But they knew enough about at least 
some of the others to take up intellectual positions in relation to them.

1.7  Omissions

There are inevitably women whom this book does not cover. One is a writer 
whose thought on art has already received much more attention than her female 
contemporaries: George Eliot. Besides wider-ranging books on nineteenth-
century aesthetics in Britain that include Eliot, there have been numerous studies 
of Eliot’s conceptions of sympathy, the novel, realism, and more.39 Since Eliot’s 
thought has been so heavily scrutinized already, I have judged it important to 
shine the spotlight on figures who are less familiar today but were once as well 
known as Eliot. That said, I will briefly discuss Eliot’s artistic differences from 
Martineau, although more for the light they shed on Martineau than on Eliot. My 
desire to foreground lesser-known authors similarly leads me to omit Mary 
Wollstonecraft, although she had an account of the imagination and she engaged 
critically with Edmund Burke’s gendered conceptions of the beautiful (pleasing, 
small, feminine) and sublime (grand, powerful, masculine).40

However, there are other nineteenth-century women who wrote on art and 
who are even less familiar than my seven protagonists. Four of these lesser-known 

38  As Hume and Marx respectively said of their Treatise of Human Nature and German Ideology 
(Hume [1777] 1889: 2; Marx [1859] 2000: 246).

39  For just a few examples, see Freadman (1985), Fulmer (2019), Loesberg (2001), Norton (1991), 
and Nünning (2015). Eliot is so comparatively popular because she survived into the twentieth-
century canon as a novelist. She has never entirely disappeared, even though her philosophical back-
ground and contributions were overlooked for a long time.

40  On these aspects of Wollstonecraft’s thought, see Price (2023) and Reuter (2017). For Burke’s 
gendered associations, see Burke (1757: 91, 98, 100–2).
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authors are Maria Callcott, Mary Merrifield, Clementina Anstruther-Thomson, 
and Constance Naden. I have left them out of my narrative either because 
much of their writing on art was non-philosophical (as with Callcott and 
Merrifield), or because they did not write a great deal on philosophy of art 
(as with Naden, who authored only one essay on the topic), or a mixture of the 
two (Anstruther-Thomson).

None of those considerations apply to two other omissions: Elizabeth Eastlake 
and Sarah Stickney Ellis. Eastlake was at the centre of the Victorian art world and 
wrote voluminously on art. She completed Jameson’s Sacred Art book series and 
was nearly as renowned for her art writing as Jameson herself. Like Jameson, 
Eastlake ranged widely over art history and art and literary criticism, interweav-
ing general reflections with specific art-critical analyses. I have omitted her 
because the proportion of general philosophical reflection is relatively low: 
compared to Jameson’s work, more of Eastlake’s writing is empirical rather than 
conceptual. In addition, I find Eastlake less readable than such consummate 
stylists as Barbauld, Jameson, and Cobbe; some of Eastlake’s writing is rather 
indigestible.

Ellis, too, wrote a substantial amount on art, and writings such as her book The 
Beautiful in Nature and Art (1866) are squarely philosophical. Indeed, The 
Beautiful was the only female-authored book included in Vladimir Price’s eight-
volume series of reissued works in nineteenth-century British aesthetics (Price 
1999). Ellis is not in my main narrative, I confess, simply because I do not find her 
arguments in The Beautiful very rich theoretically, and I would struggle to say 
much about them.

A final factor in my omission of both Eastlake and Ellis is politics. Eastlake and 
Ellis were relatively conservative. Eastlake published heavily in the conservative 
Quarterly Review, sometimes adopting an unpleasantly vitriolic tone: ‘Her stance 
on the matters of the day was . . . conservative’ (Sheldon 2022: 449). Ellis wrote 
some very widely read conduct books, such as The Women of England (1839), 
treating ‘the minor morals of domestic life’ (7) as fundamental to England’s 
national character and to the maintenance of its class system (14–15).41 These 
political views were not incidental to their thought on art. For Ellis, the practice 
and study of art inculcated and reinforced women’s domestic virtues, while one of 
Eastlake’s best-known writings on art was a scathing and insulting critique of 
Jane Eyre which deeply upset Charlotte Brontë.

These reasons for omitting Eastlake and Ellis may seem to conflict with my 
earlier case for attending to all that women thought and wrote, not only their 

41  Ashley Carlson argues that in their context Ellis’s writings count as progressive and even proto-
feminist in places, and that Ellis (2011) has been unjustly demonized as an anti-feminist. Even so, 
Ellis’s approach to enlarging women’s sphere is very cautious in comparison with overt feminists like 
Jameson and Cobbe.
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views on gender and political issues. But as I also argued, the goal of listening to 
historical women has feminist motivations, which means that there is a tension in 
attending to women who were unsympathetic to feminist projects or attacked 
other women. We can, of course, tease out and bring forward the more congenial 
elements of Ellis’s and Eastlake’s thought, but inevitably feminist and pro-woman 
authors such as Jameson and Cobbe are going to have a more straightforward 
appeal. It is easier to respond to their work with the enthusiasm needed for push-
ing these neglected figures forward into the present.

Still, despite their conservatism, I do not want to exclude Eastlake or Ellis com-
pletely, nor the other four neglected women I mentioned. Chapter 11 therefore 
provides a brief account of some of their main writings, ideas, and arguments. 
After all, it would be inconsistent to critique the exclusion of women from the 
canon without acknowledging that my narrative produces its own exclusions, and 
making explicit what some of these are. In this connection, it bears repeating that 
my seven women protagonists were all upper-class white women. Cobbe, for 
instance, was born into the aristocracy, and Dilke married into it, while the others 
were highly privileged as well. Jameson’s position was the most complicated. 
Early in adulthood she worked as a governess, and later, after her estranged hus-
band stopped providing her with any financial support and then cut her out of 
his will, she was given an annuity by her friends and a pension from the Queen 
(Macpherson 1878). Despite the financial instability Jameson experienced, the 
support she received shows how embedded she was within the social elite—after 
all, her close friend Annabella Byron owned a vast fortune. These women’s mater
ial advantages allowed them to philosophize about art, through their informal 
education, social connections, access to books, freedom from material labour, 
travel opportunities, and their cultural association with taste and refinement. The 
conversation about art was not equally open to all women; it reflected the 
inequalities of the social world in which it took place.

In the rest of this book, I will move through the ideas of the seven women in 
chronological order. I devote a chapter to each woman, with two on Jameson 
because of the central and nodal position that she held. I hope that my discus-
sions will arouse readers’ interest in these forgotten figures, and will inspire others 
to read and engage with their work and ideas.

Women on Philosophy of Art: Britain 1770–1900. Alison Stone, Oxford University Press. © Alison Stone 2024. 
DOI: 10.1093/9780198918004.003.0001
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2
Anna Barbauld as a Philosopher of Art

2.1  Introduction

In the late eighteenth century, Anna Letitia Barbauld was famous. The 
Enlightenment philosopher Joseph Priestley rated her ‘one of the best poets’ in 
Britain, the French revolutionary Jean-Paul Marat wanted to marry her, and the 
young Samuel Taylor Coleridge walked forty miles to meet her and seek her liter-
ary advice.1 She remained a household name throughout the nineteenth century, 
began to disappear as the century ended, fell into oblivion over most of the twen-
tieth century, and was finally rediscovered from the 1980s onwards. Thankfully, 
she is now the subject of a definitive biography (McCarthy 2008), several books,2 
and numerous journal articles. Her writings now feature in anthologies of the 
Romantic period and narratives of the history of English literature.3

The same pattern—fame, rising then falling, twentieth-century oblivion, then 
twenty-first-century recovery—applies to most of the women discussed in this 
book. This challenges our usual assumption that women’s intellectual life was sup-
pressed in the nineteenth century until the twentieth century ushered in a welcome 
emancipation. On the contrary, this book will suggest that the twentieth century 
was when long-nineteenth-century women philosophers of art were erased.

I want to add to the recent recovery of Barbauld by rediscovering her as a philoso-
pher of art.4 I should, however, note one place where contemporary philosophers 
of art have already taken note of Barbauld: as a theorist of the sublime. This is 
based on the essay ‘On the Pleasure derived from Objects of Terror’, attributed to 
Barbauld in several anthologies (or rather to Aikin, as she was before marriage).5 
The complication is that this essay was probably written by Barbauld’s brother 
John Aikin. The essay appeared in the collection Miscellaneous Pieces, in Prose, 
which both siblings signed. John assembled this collection, soliciting writings 

1  See Priestley (1806: 49), Ternant (1922: 53), Coleridge (1956: 341, n.1).
2  See Clery (2017), James and Inkster (2011), Janowitz (2004), McCarthy and Murphy (2014), and 

Watkins (2012).
3  See, e.g., Haekel (2017), Wilson and Haefner (1994), Stabler (2002), and Wu (2012: 34–54).
4  I build on studies of Barbauld’s aesthetics by Anne Mellor and Isobel Armstrong. According to 

Armstrong (2014), her aesthetics centred on the ‘association of ideas, sympathy, the social, the sub-
lime’, and ‘responsiveness of the sensoria to the empirical world’ (79). For Mellor, Barbauld saw litera-
ture as educating us in how to balance reason and feeling, mind and heart (Mellor 2002: ch. 4). See 
also Schurch (2022) on how empiricism influenced Barbauld’s poetic practice.

5  Namely Clewis (2019), Norton (2000), Parisot (2020), and Sandner (2004).
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from Anna and adding some of his own (see McCarthy 2008: 111). John and Anna 
Aikin were content to put their names to this joint work without advertising who 
authored which parts, and they ‘made no effort in their lifetimes publicly to iden-
tify who wrote what’ (Krawcyzk 2009: 30). Nonetheless, we have evidence about 
who wrote which pieces from John’s and Anna’s annotated original manuscript 
copies and the assignments made by Barbauld’s niece Lucy Aikin when she edited 
the 1825 edition of Barbauld’s works, as William McCarthy explains (2008: 583).6 
These sources indicate that John wrote the terror essay. For this reason, I shall not 
discuss this essay here.

When exploring Barbauld’s philosophy of art, we should bear in mind that she 
was not exclusively a philosopher. In her day, one could still speak with authority 
while writing in multiple genres, as she did: she crossed poetry with prose, fiction 
with non-fiction, and ranged over literary criticism, politics, education, philoso-
phy, and religion. If Harriet Martineau was present, a generation later, at the birth 
of what would subsequently become distinct academic disciplines (see Sanders 
and Weiner 2017), Barbauld wrote even before this. So, although a significant 
amount of her work concerned art and aesthetics, she was not a philosopher of 
art in the modern sense of a professional philosopher specializing in aesthetics 
(and nor were the other women covered here). Instead, Barbauld was a versatile 
all-round writer and intellectual, and an accomplished prose stylist—like many of 
her rough contemporaries whom we now remember as philosophers, such as 
Mary Wollstonecraft or Edmund Burke.

Readers might ask why Barbauld features in a book that is largely about the 
nineteenth century. After all, even taking the nineteenth century in the ‘long’ 
sense, that is, as beginning with the French revolution in 1789, some of Barbauld’s 
most significant writings on aesthetics came out well before this. And though she 
continued writing into the 1810s, and her works edited by Lucy Aikin came out in 
1825, the 1760s and 1770s were her formative decades, so that McCarthy calls her 
‘the voice of the Enlightenment’. Nonetheless, Barbauld belongs here for several 
reasons. Her work had a huge nineteenth-century influence, especially through 
her category of devotional taste. She linked aesthetics and religion through the 
idea of devotion, and this proved decisive for the subsequent century. In addition, 
her collection The British Novelists helped to establish the novel as a legitimate 
art-form and was ‘one of the instituting moments in a history of the British novel’ 
(Johnson 2001: 167). Finally, Barbauld stands at the start of a continuous series of 
women who engaged with one another on art over the course of the nineteenth 
century.

Barbauld’s thought went through several distinct stages. It is worth setting 
these out, in order to contextualize her views on art and, more broadly, to 

6  Further evidence that Barbauld did not author the terror essay comes from Grace Ellis, whose 
information came partly from Lucy Aikin (Ellis 1874: 50–2).
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indicate how the optimism, rationalism, and political energy of the late eighteenth 
century transitioned into the religious, historical, and moral seriousness of the 
Victorian era.

2.2  Stages on Barbauld’s Way

Barbauld was born Anna Aikin in Leicestershire, to a family that was at the heart 
of religious Dissent in Britain. Her father, John Aikin senior, was an Arian: he did 
not consider Jesus Christ to be fully divine (Wykes 2011: 32). This unorthodox 
view left him few career options, despite his distinguished theological back-
ground, so he ran a Dissenting academy for boys from the family home. This 
meant that although Anna was only informally educated, her education still 
covered Latin and Greek, the Bible, the classics, English literature, French, and 
Italian.

In 1758, her father became tutor in languages and literature at the Warrington 
Academy, a leading Dissenting school and intellectual centre whose atmosphere 
was formative for Anna. Joseph Priestley taught there from 1761–67, becoming a 
close family friend and a major influence on and admirer of Anna. Initially a fel-
low Arian, Priestley came to the stronger view that Jesus, though morally exem-
plary, was not divine at all (see Priestley [1783] 1812). Priestley thereby became a 
Unitarian, rejecting the doctrine of the Trinity. He also gave Unitarianism a pro-
nounced Enlightenment orientation. For Priestley, nature follows invariant laws 
laid down by God. By learning about nature’s laws and workings, we are under-
standing God’s will: faith, reason, science, and freedom of inquiry all go together. 
This Enlightenment form of Unitarianism went on to be very influential.

In 1773 Anna’s Poems were an overnight success, swiftly followed by the collec-
tion co-authored with her brother John, Miscellaneous Pieces in Prose. Two of its 
essays on aesthetic topics, Barbauld’s ‘On Romances’ and ‘An Enquiry into those 
Kinds of Distress which Excite agreeable Sensations’, will be discussed in Section 2.3. 
Barbauld consolidated her reputation in 1775 with Devotional Pieces, a selection 
of Psalms prefaced by ‘Thoughts on the Devotional Taste, on Sects, and on 
Establishments’, in which she put forward a new aesthetic category, the devo-
tional, examined in Section 2.4.

By then Anna had married a Warrington Academy graduate, Rochemont 
Barbauld. When he became head of the Palgrave Academy for Anglican and 
Dissenting boys in Suffolk, Anna shared in the school’s teaching and manage-
ment. This role, as well as her adoption of John’s son Charles, motivated her to 
write for children. She brought out the four-volume series Lessons for Children 
(1778–79), then Hymns in Prose for Children (1781), then the six-volume collec-
tion of stories, poems, and dialogues Evenings at Home (1792–96), co-authored 
again with her brother John.
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These children’s writings hugely influenced nineteenth-century culture. At one 
point, nearly every better-off household owned a copy of Evenings at Home, 
according to the later nineteenth-century children’s author Mary Molesworth 
(see Hahn 2015). Harriet Martineau attested: ‘In those days we learned 
Mrs  Barbauld’s Prose Hymns by heart’ (1877: vol. 1: 34). Barbauld’s children’s 
writing put the category of devotional taste into practice.7 Along this route, her 
category helped to shape the aesthetic tastes of nineteenth-century Britons. This 
is another reason why our account of nineteenth-century women’s thought on art 
must begin with Barbauld.

In the 1790s, by which time the Barbaulds had left the Academy and moved to 
London, Barbauld turned to politics. This was an intensely political decade: 
America had won the war of independence; the French revolution was under-
way; a conservative reaction against the ideals of the French and American 
revolutions was also underway; and in 1793 England and France went to war. The 
conservative reaction ushered in a new hostility to Dissenters, expressed in the 
1791 Church and King riots, with Priestley’s house burnt down over his support 
for the French revolution. Courageously, Barbauld began to defend religious tol-
eration and freedom of religious thought, in pamphlets with such signatures as 
‘A  Dissenter’ and ‘A Volunteer’. She declared herself against slavery, criticized 
fashion as a system of despotism, and reflected on education and prejudice in 
anonymous articles in The Monthly Magazine, a journal her brother had 
founded.8

During the 1800s, Barbauld’s orientation changed again, as she became inter-
ested in the flourishing new genre of the novel. In 1810, she edited a massive and 
influential fifty-volume selection of British novels, discussed in Section 2.5. 
Besides introducing each novelist, she prefaced the set with the essay ‘On the 
Origin and Progress of Novel-Writing’, tracing the history of the novel, defining 
its canon, and defending it as a legitimate art-form.

Barbauld’s final phase was a turn to history, expressed above all in her vision-
ary poem Eighteen Hundred and Eleven, published in 1812. I will not discuss it at 
any length here (nor Barbauld’s political writings), but it reflects the nineteenth-
century turn to history.9 Barbauld (in Kraft and McCarthy 2001) portrayed a 

7  On how the devotional aesthetic underpins these works, see, e.g., Krawczyk (2009: 35).
8  As explained in Chapter 1, anonymity was standard for prose writing in journals at this time, for 

men and women alike. The Monthly Magazine, founded in 1796, was edited by John Aikin until 1806 
and continued publication until 1843, featuring many Romantic writers and the earliest published 
fiction of Charles Dickens. During Barbauld’s political period, she continued to write on aesthetic 
topics, but since I lack space to cover everything, I shall not discuss her prefaces to Mark Akenside’s 
didactic poem on the Pleasures of the Imagination (Barbauld 1795) or to the poetic works of William 
Collins (Barbauld 1797b).

9  An excellent full-length treatment of the poem is Clery (2017); on Barbauld’s political writings, 
see McCarthy (2008: chs. 12–14).
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Spirit moving through a series of historical civilizations, leading first one then 
another to the fore:

There walks a Spirit o’er the peopled earth,
Secret his progress is, unknown his birth . . . (169, li 215–216)

Barbauld did not see Spirit’s movement as culminating in modern Europe. For 
her, the incessant wars amongst European nations, and their complicity in colon
ization and slavery, showed that they were on the wane, in Britain especially. 
Barbauld (in McCarthy and Kraft 2001) foresaw Spirit draining out of Europe 
and rising in South America.

Barbauld gave Joanna Baillie a prominent place in history:

Then, loved Joanna, to admiring eyes
Thy storied groups in scenic pomp shall rise;
Their high soul’d strains and Shakespear’s noble rage
Shall with alternate passions shake the stage. . . . 
The tragic Muse resume her just controul,
With pity and with terror purge the soul.
While wide o’er transatlantic realms thy name
Shall live in light, and gather all its fame. (165, li 101–112)

For Barbauld, Baillie’s tragedies expressed the potency of Spirit in Britain in the 
late 1790s, at the turning of the tide, after which Britain had degenerated into a 
corrupt, militaristic society from which Spirit was ebbing away.

Across Barbauld’s varied interests, then, art and the aesthetic were a constant 
strand—from her early essays, to her applied devotional aesthetic in her children’s 
writing, to her theory of the novel, to her final poetic speculation on world his-
tory. I will begin our more detailed examination with her early essays.

2.3  Barbauld’s Paradox of Fiction

Many of the essays in the 1773 collection Miscellaneous Pieces, in Prose concerned 
questions in aesthetics. These included, by Barbauld (or rather Anna Aikin): ‘On 
Romances, an Imitation’, and ‘An Enquiry into those Kinds of Distress which 
Excite agreeable Sensations, with a Tale’; as well as ‘On the Province of Comedy’ 
and ‘On the Pleasures derived from Objects of Terror’, by John.10

10  Barbauld did not asterisk ‘On Romances’ as hers in her annotated copy of the Pieces, but John so 
marked it in his copy and Lucy Aikin attributed it to her, so the balance of evidence suggests it is hers.
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‘On Romances’ and the ‘Enquiry’ both tackle an apparent paradox in our rela-
tion to fiction. In real life we feel distressed when other people suffer, since we are 
social beings who naturally sympathize with one another. Yet when reading fic-
tional works, we encounter suffering characters and we enjoy reading about their 
trials. Barbauld sets out to make sense of this ‘paradox of the heart’ (Aikin and 
Aikin 1773: 44). It is not the same as the paradox of fiction, as it has become 
known since Radford (1975): that is, why we care about fictional characters 
although we do not believe that they are real. Barbauld’s paradox is much closer 
to the ‘paradox of tragedy’, as it is now called: why do we enjoy watching tragic 
protagonists suffer, when normally we do not like to see other people suffering? 
Barbauld considers this apparent paradox with regard not to tragedies but 
‘romances’. Though she would later distinguish pre-modern romances from mod-
ern novels (Barbauld 1810: 3–10), in these earlier essays she uses ‘romance’ indif-
ferently for both.

In ‘On Romances’, Barbauld first notes people’s many reasons for enjoying 
romances: they are interesting, do not call for specialist knowledge, deal with 
‘passions which all have felt’, and ‘it is . . . no ways extraordinary that the mind 
should be charmed by fancy, and attracted by pleasure’ (Aikin and Aikin 1773: 42). 
However, given our sympathetic nature, we should expect tales of people’s misery 
to distress us. Why do we ‘listen to the groans of misery, and . . . choose to fill the 
bosom with imaginary fears, and dim the eyes with fictitious sorrow?’ (44)

Barbauld was far from alone in tackling this paradox, to which many British 
and French authors before her had ventured solutions. The issue was ‘a preoccu-
pation for writers through the end of the eighteenth century’, as Timothy Costelloe 
observes (2016: 46). For David Hume ([1757] 2017), the pain of seeing characters 
suffer was converted into pleasure by our enjoyment of the artistic imitation. 
Barbauld does not discuss Hume’s solution, but she appears to reject Joseph 
Addison’s hypothesis, put forward in 1712, that we take pleasure from ‘the secret 
Comparison which we make between ourselves and the Person who suffers’ 
(Addison, Steele, et al. 1945: vol. 3: 298). Or, as Barbauld expresses that view, 
reading about fictional sufferings reconciles us to our own problems, as we see 
imaginary characters undergoing worse (Aikin and Aikin 1773: 44). She does not 
spell out quite why she disagrees, only that she finds ‘yet deeper refinement’ in 
the alternative hypothesis that we ‘feast upon the consciousness of our own virtue’ 
in commiserating with the characters. That is, their sufferings call on our sympathy, 
and since sympathy is a virtue, we thereby gain a pleasing awareness of our own 
virtue. Yet this ‘reduces the sympathetic emotions of pity to a system of refined 
selfishness’, which gets human psychology wrong. For in reality, when reading a 
romance we are lifted out of ourselves and our selfish preoccupations drop away: 
‘So far from being indifferent to the miseries of others, we are, at the time, totally 
regardless of our own’ (45). Having undermined both the first and second 
hypotheses, the essay abruptly ends, leaving the problem unsolved.
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Whereas ‘On Romances’ was short and purposefully slight, Barbauld enlarged 
on her solution to the paradox in the ‘Enquiry into those Kinds of Distress which 
Excite agreeable Sensations’. Taking novels rather than long-form poetry or 
drama as her focus, she criticizes sensationalist fiction-writers who shore up 
readers’ flagging interest over a long work by heaping misery upon misery upon 
their hapless protagonists (Aikin and Aikin 1773: 191–192). She was perhaps 
thinking of Samuel Richardson’s Clarissa, the archetypical novel in her eyes. 
These tales of woe seem to arouse and gratify our cruelty and spite so that, since 
these feelings ought not to be indulged, such tales should be neither written 
nor read.

However, Barbauld argues, really narratives of this kind appeal to our better 
nature (194–195). What we enjoy in tales of woe is feeling sympathy for a fellow-
being (195); we enjoy this because we are naturally sociable and sympathetic. 
Here Barbauld is very close to Burke (1757),11 who, rejecting both Hume’s and 
Addison’s solutions to the paradox, instead holds that our pleasure comes from 
the exercise of our powers of sympathy and fellow-feeling: ‘pity is a passion 
accompanied with pleasure, because it arises from love and social affection’ (24). 
Imitation, he argues contra Hume, has nothing essential to do with it, for we feel 
the same pleasure in witnessing a public execution as watching a tragedy: he 
imagines a theatre audience rushing out en masse to observe an execution next 
door (26). Their motivation is not ghoulishness, though, but the pleasure of feel-
ing sympathy with the victim, a pleasure wisely implanted in us by God to ensure 
that we treat one another with benevolence.

Barbauld is at pains to make this position morally palatable, explaining that 
unfortunately the character’s suffering is necessary because it is only when others 
suffer that our sympathy for them is aroused. This is why she concludes with a 
faux-Greek fable in which Jupiter commands Love to marry Sorrow and their 
union produces Pity, in whom ‘the sullen and unamiable features of her mother 
were so mixed and blended with the sweetness of her father, that her counten
ance, though mournful, was highly pleasing’ (Aikin and Aikin 1773: 217). The 
suffering of a fictional character (Sorrow) is necessary for sympathy (Pity), 
though the sympathy is pleasurable not due to the sorrow that prompts it but 
because it embodies sociability (Love).

Isn’t this the very solution Barbauld previously rejected, that we enjoy sympa-
thizing with suffering characters because it assures us that we are virtuously 
sociable? Not quite: for Barbauld, we enjoy feeling sympathy with others, not any 
derivative awareness of our own virtue as sympathizers. But her solution, just like 
Burke’s, has a different problem. The solution applies generally; not only to fic-
tional cases. It suggests that if I feel sympathy for a homeless person on the street 

11  On Burke’s influence on Barbauld in this period, see McCarthy (2008: 112, 155).
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(for instance), this arousal of my powers of sympathy will give me pleasure. Burke 
(1757) frankly accepts this conclusion (see, for example, 27), and yet it is repel-
lent. The problem could be avoided if weight were placed on the fictional status of 
the suffering characters, but Burke, as we have seen, denied that imitation was 
a factor.

However, on closer inspection Barbauld does deviate from Burke by building 
in the fictional status of the characters. She does this indirectly, through a series of 
restrictions that she imposes on what kind of characters can properly arouse our 
sympathies. We can only sympathize with those whom we find virtuous, she says 
(Aikin and Aikin 1773: 196), so fiction ought not to elicit our sympathy for unjust 
and wicked individuals. Neither can we sympathize with someone perfect:

Pity seems too degrading a sentiment to be offered at the shrine of faultless 
excellence. The sufferings of martyrs are rather beheld with admiration and 
sympathetic triumph than with tears; and we never feel much for those whom 
we consider as themselves raised above common feelings. (208)

Nor can we sympathize with people who are physically unattractive or disabled: 
‘Deformity is always disgusting, and the imagination cannot reconcile it with the 
idea of a favourite character’ (202). The characters may not be poor or 
working-class:

Poverty, if truly represented, shocks our nicer feelings; therefore whenever it is 
made use of to awaken our compassion, the rags and dirt, the squalid appear-
ance and mean employments . . . must be kept out of sight, and the distress must 
arise from . . . the shock of falling from higher fortunes. (Aikin and Aikin 
1773: 203)

Finally, the characters should not be depicted undergoing physical harms or bru-
tal, coarse shocks. Their distresses should be of a more subtle and emotional 
nature (196–198).

All these restrictions apply, for Barbauld (1775) , because the purpose of novels 
is to refine and cultivate our sympathies, by leading us to sympathize with 
nuanced and complex plays of emotions in characters’ lives (similarly, in her 
‘Thoughts on the Devotional Taste’ (1775) she praises devotion for ‘powerfully 
refin[ing] the affections from every thing gross, low, and selfish’ (24)). This is why 
we should not be led to sympathize with characters suffering from squalor and 
miserable poverty, or brutal physical harms or pains, or dramatic shocks. 
Barbauld’s claims here shift across descriptive and normative registers. Sometimes 
she says that our sympathies just do not extend to poor people, so fiction will be 
ineffective if it attempts this extension. At other times her point is more that fic-
tions ought not so to extend our sympathies because it coarsens rather than 
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refines us. It leads us to feel sympathy only for immediate physical harm and dis-
tress, rather than educating us about more subtle affairs of the heart.

These points indicate a second source of our pleasure in the sufferings of fic-
tional characters: the pleasure of having our sympathies educated. We enjoy sym-
pathizing because it is in our nature, and we also enjoy having our sympathies 
refined because we are all perfectible by education and we enjoy being educated 
and improved. For Barbauld the latter source seems ultimately to trump the for-
mer: we may enjoy sympathizing, but, even more, we prefer (or ought to prefer) 
cultivated sympathizing, having our feelings exercised and educated at the 
same time.

This last point demarcates Barbauld from Burke, and it pertains to the charac-
ters’ fictional status, for in real life one cannot readily keep sympathy within 
boundaries. We are liable to encounter and sympathize with people who are mor-
ally flawed, or in severe economic distress or ill-health. The novelist, in contrast, 
can control what excites the reader’s sympathy and ensure that it is always being 
educated and refined at the same time. Thus, Barbauld says, ‘fictional distress 
must be managed to render it pleasing’ (210). This explains why it is only fictional 
characters whose sufferings give us pleasure. We may sympathize with people 
who are suffering in real life, but we do not enjoy it because our sympathies are 
not thereby undergoing the carefully controlled cultivation and refinement which 
only fiction provides.

Yet the consequence of this difference between fiction and real life is to limit 
fiction’s moral power. Barbauld bites this bullet, again departing from Burke, for 
whom tragedy has more emotional and moral power ‘the nearer it approaches the 
reality, and the further it removes us from all idea of fiction’ (Burke 1757: 26). On 
the contrary, Barbauld argues that fiction should be at a remove from reality and 
is therefore morally limited, in two ways.

First, because fictional sufferings give us pleasure, we do not feel any motiv
ation to act to alleviate them. This spills over and encourages us not to act to 
assuage other people’s suffering in real life either (Aikin and Aikin 1773: 210–212). 
Here Barbauld differs from what would become a huge trend in nineteenth-
century thinking about literature: that the moral virtue of fiction is to expand our 
sympathies for fictional characters, leading us to act more benevolently towards 
real-life people as well. As we will see in Chapter 4, both Harriet Martineau and 
George Eliot took that view, as did others like Elizabeth Gaskell and Charles 
Dickens. In contrast, Barbauld suggests that fiction’s moral virtues have been 
over-egged. Actually, fiction cultivates passivity rather than activity in the face of 
suffering.

Second, ‘the objects of pity in romance are as different from those of real life 
as our husbandsmen from the shepherds of Arcadia’ (213). That is, the fiction 
writer must circumscribe the reader’s sympathy so that it only falls on virtuous, 
refined, idealized characters, and so fiction encourages readers to form 
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similarly limited sympathies in reality. We will only sympathize with people of 
ideal virtue, who are rare in real life. Moreover, readers will learn to see the 
minor slights and aggravations amongst the upper class as deserving greater 
sympathy than the pervasive misery faced by poor working people. These pat-
terns of partial sympathy are endemic to fiction, according to Barbauld. 
Relevant here is a short journal article from 1797 by ‘Solomon Sympathy’, whom 
McCarthy convincingly shows was Barbauld (McCarthy 2015: 236). She argues, 
tongue-in-cheek, that philosophers have neglected the accumulated misery of 
small everyday dissatisfactions suffered by ‘persons of distinction’, meaning the 
upper classes. ‘How many are cut to the heart to reflect . . . that the brilliant 
assemblage of persons of fashion which they were prevented from joining, may 
never meet again?’ (Barbauld 1797a: 96).

Barbauld’s view of the moral limitations of fiction has purchase. Consider the 
following passage from Mary Elizabeth Braddon’s ([1862] 1998) best-selling sen-
sation novel Lady Audley’s Secret:

The shabby room, the dirt, the confusion, the figure of the old man, with his 
grey head upon the soiled tablecloth, amid the muddled debris of a wretched 
dinner, grew blurred before the sight of Robert Audley as he thought of another 
man [Sir Michael Audley, whose wife, unknown to him, is a bigamist], as old as 
this one, but, ah, how widely different in every other quality! who might come 
by and by to feel the same, or even a worse, anguish . . . (136; my emphasis)

In short, the emotional suffering of a hugely wealthy baronet when he learns that 
his wife is not legally married to him is worse than an old man’s year-on-year 
experience of grinding poverty, deprivation, and failing health. If these partial 
sympathies make Lady Audley’s Secret morally flawed, they also explain its suc-
cess and power as a work of fiction, from Barbauld’s perspective. For her, fiction-
writers may cover ill-health, poverty, and unrelieved misery but then they will 
cease to provide the carefully controlled and cultivating exercise of sympathy that 
gives the greatest enjoyment. The enjoyability constraint limits the moral poten-
tial of fiction.

2.4  Devotional Taste: Religious Aesthetics, Aesthetic Religion

In 1775 Barbauld published the signed essay ‘Thoughts on the Devotional Taste, 
on Sects, and on Establishments’. It introduced a new aesthetic category, the 
devotional. The devotional does not usually appear on recent lists of aesthetic 
categories: the sublime, beautiful, picturesque, grotesque, tragic, comic, horrific, 
and so on. But this absence should not blind us to the great influence that 
Barbauld’s category had on nineteenth-century culture and aesthetic tastes. If her 
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conception of refined sympathy was very much of the Enlightenment, her cat
egory of devotional taste looked ahead to Victorian religious intensity.

Barbauld’s immediate precursor in theorizing devotion was Priestley, whose 
1767 sermon ‘On Habitual Devotion’ she attended.12 In the published version, 
Priestley urges his audience to cultivate habits of religious devotion: to train their 
minds and associations of ideas so that they see God everywhere and are ever 
mindful of his presence. Priestley’s claims rest on his associationist theory of 
mind, taken from David Hartley. Associations of ideas are malleable, and so we 
can make our chains of association better warranted by, for instance, ensuring 
that the correlations between particular ideas hold reliably, across changing cir-
cumstances, and are not merely accidental. In this way we can educate our minds; 
perfectibility is a core part of Priestley’s associationism.

On this basis, Priestley ([1782] 1820) holds that we can train ourselves to asso-
ciate everything we perceive with God, by attaching the idea of God to all our 
other ideas, so that we ‘habitually regard him as the ultimate cause, and proper 
author of everything you can see, and the disposer of all events that respect your-
selves or others’ (114–115). A person so trained ‘sees God in every thing, and he 
sees every thing in God’. This has an emotional aspect, for Priestley encourages 
his reader to associate the idea of God ‘with all the strongest emotions of your 
mind’. By affixing all emotions to the idea of God, ‘your whole stock of devotional 
sentiments and feelings will be increased’, for ‘all those strong emotions . . . will 
coalesce with the idea of God’ (116). Joy, hope, sorrow, disappointment, and so 
on, can all be associated with God, by seeing him as the source of our joy, or as a 
comforting presence when we are sorrowing. With practice, all the emotions can 
assume a devotional quality and become, in part, emotions of devotion.

Priestley does not say this to fan the flames of religious passion. On the con-
trary, he considers inflamed passions a danger to mental and social equilibrium. 
Converting the passions into devotional emotions soothes them. When we are 
sad, the comforting idea of God reduces our distress; if we feel grateful to God 
when we are joyful, this steadies and sobers our happiness (109–110). Priestley 
accordingly recommends ‘devotional exercises’ (114), in which we learn to regu-
late our passions by attaching the moderating idea of God to all of them.13

Priestley wants us to perceive God’s hand everywhere, but he opposes religious 
zealotry. In his view, the religious zealot looks beyond the world, devaluing it for 
the kingdom to come, and cultivating excessive emotional fervour (119–120). 
Priestley’s contrasting programme is to learn to see God within all the things of 
the world, including our own emotional fluctuations, however powerful. This 

12  The sermon inspired her poem ‘Address to the Deity’ (McCarthy 2008: 43, 75).
13  Martineau developed this spiritual practice in her first book Devotional Exercises, signed ‘by a 

Lady’ (Martineau 1825). The title recalls Barbauld’s Devotional Pieces; Barbauld greatly influenced 
Martineau, as we will see.
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gives us confidence in the uniformity of God’s workings, imparting something of 
their uniformity to our own minds and emotions (116).

Barbauld transforms Priestley’s idea of devotion into an aesthetic category. To 
justify this, she states (drawing on John Gregory [1765] 1772: 210) that religion 
has three aspects: (1) epistemic, as a system of opinions, (2) moral, as a set of 
principles for regulating conduct, and (3):

a taste, an affair of sentiment and feelings, and in this sense it is properly 
Devotion. Its seat is in the imagination and the passions, and it has its source in 
that relish for the sublime, the vast, and the beautiful . . .; rendered more lively by 
a sense of gratitude. (Barbauld 1775: 2)

This aesthetic aspect of religion has become neglected and is ‘at a very low ebb’, 
she laments (3). Both theologians and Enlightenment rationalists regard religion 
too narrowly in terms of truth, reason, opinion, and belief (under her several 
descriptions; 1–2, 6). But religion’s aesthetic side is needed too, and our lives are 
impoverished without it.

This aesthetic side of religion is needed, according to Barbauld, because devo-
tion underlies all exercise of poetic imagination and all refined enjoyment of art 
and literature. ‘Those who want this taste, want a sense, a part of their nature. No 
one pretends to be a judge in poetry or the fine arts, who has not both a natural 
and a cultivated relish for them’ (5) (that is, for devotional feelings). But why 
should devotion be needed for aesthetic appreciation or creation? Barbauld’s 
answer is that devotion just is the mental movement to rise beyond sensory things 
to the spirit and to apprehend spirit as animating these things. Devotion is there-
fore integral to, indeed co-extensive with, the exercise of the imagination. Without 
devotion, in which we constantly link everyday things to God, we will never rise 
mentally beyond our immediate physical surroundings. ‘There is a devotion . . . 
which assimilates man to higher natures, and lifts him “above this visible diurnal 
sphere” ’ (4). Thus in cultivating devotion, we cultivate our imagination, and 
without devotion, our imaginative powers will languish undeveloped. We will be 
merely ‘the narrow-minded children of earth absorbed in low pursuits [who] 
dare to treat as visionary, objects which they have never made themselves 
acquainted with’ (5). We will lack the imaginative capacities to appreciate and 
judge art and literature, or to recognize aesthetic qualities in nature. This is why 
devotion is necessary for aesthetic perception, appreciation, and judgement.

We may be unconvinced. Surely, we might think, we can imaginatively link 
two different empirical things—say, the perceived stain on Lady Macbeth’s hand 
and the crime she urged her husband to commit—without having to ascend to a 
spiritual or divine level. Barbauld might reply that we see the physical stain as 
standing for Lady Macbeth’s moral guilt, where guilt and conscience exist on a 
spiritual level, connected with God and the soul. More generally, for Barbauld, 
whenever we exercise the imagination to pass beyond some finite, given item to a 
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further meaning not itself directly given to the senses, we go from the natural to 
the supernatural, the sensory to the super-sensory—and this is an intrinsically 
devotional, or more broadly religious, movement. The religious dimension 
remains when we descend to perceive the supernatural in sensory things, as we 
then imbue them with spiritual meaning.

If aesthetic imagining is intrinsically religious, equally religion in its felt, emo-
tional aspect is intrinsically aesthetic, because habits of devotion rely on the 
imagination, and they engage and affect our emotions. Conversely, theologians 
and philosophers ‘represent the Deity in too abstracted a manner to engage our 
affections’ (12). They raise God ‘too high for our imaginations to take hold 
of, . . . [which] destroys the affectionate regard which is felt by the common class of 
pious Christians’ (10). Trying to imagine a God conceived under the divine 
attributes of eternity, infinity, omniscience, and omnipotence, we fail: we can 
frame no concrete mental picture of what these attributes mean. We then feel as if 
God is utterly beyond our ken, which dispirits us and alienates us from religion.

We might wonder whether this God of the philosophers is sublime, for 
Barbauld says that in the struggle to imagine an infinite, eternal being ‘our 
imagination cannot here keep pace with our reason’ (12). This might sound like 
the Kantian sublime, but Barbauld’s essay on devotion preceded Kant’s Third 
Critique, and her understanding of the sublime and the beautiful drew from 
British sources,14 such as Burke (see McCarthy 2008: 112, 155, 314) and, in par-
ticular, Shaftesbury.15 Notwithstanding, if the philosophers’ God is indeed sub-
lime, that might in turn suggest that Barbauld rejects the sublime. In fact, though, 
she regards the sublime as an important part of a felt aesthetic religion, saying 
that the relish for the sublime is one source of the devotional taste (Barbauld 
1775: 10–12). Whereas we try to imagine the philosophers’ God and are simply 
defeated, when we experience God as sublime, our imaginations keep rising 
towards him, leaping ever higher without defeat.

Barbauld evokes this rising movement in her 1773 poem ‘A Summer Evening’s 
Meditation’. She ascends in thought from the stars low in the sky, to the upper sky 
spread across with stars, to the moon and planets, the depths of space, and 
onward ‘To the dread confines of eternal night, / To solitudes of vast unpeopled 
space, / The deserts of creation, wide and wild’ (Barbauld in McCarthy and Kraft 
2001: 101, lines 93–95). It is God who draws her on: ‘What hand unseen / Impels 

14  Barbauld had little relish for Kant or German Idealism, saying apropos of Germaine de Staël’s 
Germany ‘in . . . the German schools, there seems to be . . . a design to reinstate the doctrine of innate 
ideas, which the cold philosophy (as they would call it) of Locke discarded’. She preferred Priestley 
and William Paley, she added—in other words, the British empirical tradition (AB to Mr and Mrs 
Estlin, December 1813, in Ellis 1874: 288).

15  Barbauld was undoubtedly influenced by Shaftesbury’s evocation of the sublime in The Moralists, 
for she included the relevant sections in her anthology of writings for young women, The Female 
Speaker ([1811] 1824: 276–8), titling them ‘Address to the Creator’ and ‘Apostrophe to the Sun’. In 
these passages Shaftesbury’s (1709) character Theocles rises to an ecstatic sense of God as the ‘sole-
animating and inspiring power’ behind all the workings of the universe (178–86).
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me onward . . . Where shall I seek thy presence?’ (lines 90–91, 101). Finally her soul 
sinks back down, but replenished, not defeated, having for a time drawn closer to 
God. In short, in the sublime side of devotion we ascend towards God, whereas 
philosophical abstractions inhibit ascension by suggesting that we can never 
imagine anything that comes near to God’s infinity or eternity.

Having said this, for Barbauld (1775) the sublime is only part of devotion. As 
well as ‘unbounded views’ we need ‘home views and nearer objects . . . not such a 
vast extensive range of country as pains the eye to stretch to its limit, but a beauti-
ful well-defined prospect, [which] gives the most pleasure’ (13). And so the soul 
that flew up through the depths of space returns ‘and seeks again the known 
accustom’d spot, / Drest up with sun, and shade, and lawns, and streams, / A 
mansion fair and spacious for its guest’ (Barbauld in McCarthy and Kraft 2001: 
102, lines 114–116). Sublime feelings of awe, exaltation, and reverence should co-
exist with closer feelings of trust and confidence in God’s neighbourly presence. 
Devotion thus unites the sublime—going upwards from the finite to God—with 
the beautiful—going downwards to the finite things in which God dwells.

In the second half of her essay on devotional taste, Barbauld appears to move 
away from aesthetics to offer some proto-sociological reflections on sects versus 
establishments (1775: 26–39). Dissenting sects are relatively devout and passion-
ate, having to vindicate their beliefs in the teeth of outside opposition (27). 
Established churches make fewer demands and, to command attachment in the 
absence of deep feeling, they offer pomp, splendid buildings, and rituals (33). 
They foster superstition, whereas sects foster enthusiasm (35). The ideal, for 
Barbauld, is an attitude of devotion midway between the two, warmer than estab-
lishments and less fevered than sects.16

This shows how Barbauld’s religious typology hangs together with her devo-
tional aesthetic. Presently, she thinks, there is too little emotion in religion; but how 
can we have greater emotional warmth without sectarian zeal? Devotion is the 
answer, because in it we do not merely move rapturously beyond the world but also 
perceive God’s regulating, steadying presence everywhere in the world (40).

Like Priestley, then, Barbauld sought the mid-point between an excess and a 
deficiency of religious emotion. Yet he warned her that she had leaned too far 
towards excess:

No person can have practical religion much at heart, who has not a value for 
religious truth. . . . Those who are indifferent to religious truth . . . have the least 
of  a devotional spirit. It gives me . . . much concern, that . . . a person of your 
acknowledged genius . . . should have . . . [adopted] a turn of thinking which is 

16  As Jon Mee (2003) says, ‘for Barbauld, “devotion” . . . was . . . to negotiate the treacherous ground 
between enthusiasm and cold formalism’ (174).
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very seducing, and, I think, very alarming and dangerous . . . (Priestley to AB, 
Dec. 20, 1775, in Rutt 1831: vol. 1: 284–285)

Priestley was alarmed because Barbauld’s opening premise was that religion’s aes-
thetic, imaginative, emotional side was at a ‘low ebb’—not that her compatriots 
were suffering from too much reason on the one hand and too much emotion on 
the other. Even if her account of sects and establishments implied as much, she 
spoke at the start of an excess only of reason. Moreover, her conception of devo-
tion differed from Priestley’s. For him, devotion regulates and quietens dangerous 
passions, whereas for Barbauld devotion not only soothes (the beautiful) but also 
arouses awe and reverence (the sublime).17

In accentuating the emotions more than Priestley, Barbauld was transitioning 
from Enlightenment to Romantic aesthetics. Her view that the imagination 
couples the finite and the infinite resonates with Romanticism, recalling Meyer 
Abrams’ (1971) famous capsule phrase for British Romanticism (taken from 
Thomas Carlyle), ‘natural supernaturalism’: ‘the general tendency to naturalize 
the supernatural and to humanize the divine’ (68). This migration towards 
Romantic aesthetics was one way that Barbauld’s essay had an influence; another 
was her privileging of devotional feeling over theological doctrine. As Julie 
Melnyk (1998) has shown, nineteenth-century women often used devotional 
writing to tackle religion without trespassing on the male territory of the treatise. 
Barbauld’s essay illustrated and vindicated this move. Her union of religion with 
aesthetics served women well, since women were becoming associated not only 
with sensibility and taste but also with practical piety. Barbauld’s devotional aes-
thetic gave reassuring confirmation that in judging, consuming, and even pro-
ducing art and literature, women were exercising the same imaginative powers 
that supported and depended on religion. This was, to be sure, the ‘acceptable 
Barbauld’ (Clery 2017: 7), the Barbauld who spoke to Victorian religious con-
cerns. But we should not judge this too dismissively. Religion was very important 
to many nineteenth-century Britons, and we should approach their ideas with an 
open mind.

An even bigger way that Barbauld’s essay had an influence was through her 
subsequent application of the devotional aesthetic in her writing for children, as I 
mentioned earlier. In 1778 and 1779 she published the anonymous Lessons for 
Children, a set of age-graded reading books. The idea of books for children, 
adjusted to their level, was a radical novelty. The books started with very simple 
words and gradually added longer ones. The words were addressed by a mother 
to her son, specifically ‘Charles’, Barbauld’s son. The subject-matters were homely 
objects, animals, and natural phenomena such as the seasons. The books led the 

17  Martineau (1877) appreciated these two sides of devotion, saying of Barbauld’s Hymns that 
‘there were parts of them which I dearly loved, but other parts made me shiver with awe’ (vol. 1: 34).
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child’s mind up from these things towards God, while reciprocally showing God 
always at hand in what is most familiar and comforting—devotion in its two-fold 
movement.

Barbauld’s 1781 Hymns in Prose for Children continued the same pattern. As 
she said in the preface, she intended the Hymns ‘by deep strong and permanent 
associations, to lay the best foundation for practical devotion in later life’ 
(Barbauld in McCarthy and Kraft 2001: 238). The hymns move through the cycle 
of seasons. For example, in high summer:

The cattle can lie down to sleep in the cool shade, but we can do what is better; 
we can raise our voices to heaven; we can praise the great God who made us. He 
made the warm sun, and the cool shade . . . We need not raise our voices to the 
stars, for he heareth us when we only whisper . . . He that filleth the heavens is 
here also. (246)

Unlike cattle, we can raise our minds from slumber and sensations to the God 
who made us. But, after all, we need not leap utterly beyond nature, making a 
noisy sectarian clamour, for God ‘is here also’, so close that he can hear us whisper.

These writings for children spawned countless imitations. Generations of 
schoolchildren used them to learn to read (see Lim 2019). Indeed, by 1869, 
Charlotte Yonge estimated that ‘three-fourths of the gentry of the last three gen-
erations have learnt to read’ using Barbauld’s books (Yonge 1869: 234). Frances 
Power Cobbe, for one, learnt to read using Barbauld’s Lessons for Children, along-
side writing by Sarah Trimmer and Jane Taylor (author of ‘Twinkle, Twinkle, 
Little Star’), both of whom Barbauld had influenced (Mitchell 2004: 29–30). 
Barbauld’s devotional aesthetic thus had a much wider influence than if she had 
articulated it in philosophical essays alone.

To sum up, Barbauld’s concept of devotional taste united religion and aesthet-
ics. Within aesthetics, it combined the sublime (the ascending movement beyond 
finite things towards God) and the beautiful (the descending movement to appre-
hend God in the finite world). Barbauld saw the imagination as central to aes-
thetic experience and maintained that imagination and religiosity were 
co-dependent and virtually co-extensive. But if the imagination was intrinsically 
religious, reciprocally the religion in question was already aesthetic. It was not a 
matter of theological doctrine but an emotional and imaginative attitude of devo-
tion that, ideally, should animate our everyday lives.

2.5  Barbauld, the Novel, and the Canon

In 1810, Barbauld edited the fifty-volume anthology The British Novelists. It was 
not the first attempt to demarcate a national canon of novels; there had been 

Stone_9780198917977_2.indd   50 6/3/2024   1:50:13 PM

C2P63

C2P64

C2P65

C2P66

C2P67

C2S5

C2P68



OUP UNCORRECTED AUTOPAGE PROOFS – REVISES, 03/06/24, SPi

Dictionary: NOSD

Anna Barbauld as a Philosopher of Art  51

at least three precursor anthologies. But Barbauld’s collection ‘was the first . . . to 
make comprehensive critical and historical claims’ (McCarthy and Kraft 
2001: 375).

These canons were being formed because the novel was booming, and critics 
had to engage with it. Between 1770 and 1800, the number of new novels pub-
lished annually doubled from around forty to eighty. That number held steady 
until 1830, with novels usually having print runs of 500–750 copies (Garside 
2000: 38–39; Raven 2000: 26–27). Most novel-readers were women, who also 
overtook men as a proportion of authors after the 1780s. Whereas 60% of identi-
fied novelists were men up until the 1770s, women’s share gradually rose, so that 
from 1800–30 52% of identified novelists were women (Garside 2000: 72; Raven 
2000: 48–49). Thereafter women’s share remained largely constant (Underwood 
et al. 2018) until the closing decades of the nineteenth century, when it fell sharply 
(see Gupta 1996).18

The rise of the novel was attended by a growing anxiety that novels were low-
quality and morally degrading, especially to young women. Barbauld (1810) 
begins her long, signed introduction to The British Novelists, ‘On the Origin and 
Progress of Novel-Writing’, by addressing these moral anxieties: ‘A Collection of 
Novels has a better chance of giving pleasure than of commanding respect. . . . It 
might not perhaps be difficult to show that this species of composition is entitled 
to a higher rank than has been generally assigned it’ (1). Yet her ensuing statement 
of the grounds for its ‘higher rank’ is ambiguous:

To measure the dignity of a writer by the pleasure he affords his readers is not 
perhaps using an accurate criterion; but the invention of a story, the choice of 
proper incidents, the  ordonnance of the plan, occasional beauties of descrip-
tion, and above all, the power exercised over the reader’s heart by filling it with 
the successive emotions of love, pity, joy, anguish, transport, or indignation, 
together with the grave impressive moral resulting from the whole, imply talents 
of the highest order, and ought to be appreciated accordingly. (2–3)

That is, one might think that a novel must do more than merely please, but actu-
ally pleasure is the right criterion for assessing the novel, once we analyse the 
features that arouse pleasure: inventiveness, skilful design, beautiful description, 
emotional power, and the way these features convey a moral message. We need 
not ask more of the novel than pleasure, because pleasurableness anyway depends 
on a complex of artistic and aesthetic qualities, including moral meaning.

18  A complication is that many novels were anonymous: 72% in the late eighteenth century and 
around 50% in the early nineteenth century, a further proportion being pseudonymous (Raven 2000: 
42, Garside 2000: 66). I therefore say ‘identified’ novelists, including those who have been identified 
retrospectively. If we assume that women were more likely than men to publish anonymously, then 
their share of the output would be higher.

Stone_9780198917977_2.indd   51 6/3/2024   1:50:13 PM

C2P69

C2P70

C2P71

C2P72



OUP UNCORRECTED AUTOPAGE PROOFS – REVISES, 03/06/24, SPi

Dictionary: NOSD

52  Women on Philosophy of Art

Barbauld defends this thesis by first tracing the history of the novel and identi-
fying some of its formal properties, although her principal concern is with the 
moral features that these properties embody (Moore 1986: 387). The novel, she 
argues, emerged out of the earlier ‘romance’, defined as a fictitious adventure in 
prose (Barbauld 1810: 3). Having travelled from Persia to the Gothic world (3–8), 
the romance fused with medieval chivalry in the Arthurian legends and tales of 
the Crusades (9–11). Cervantes shattered these romantic illusions and initiated a 
process in which the depiction of present-day reality gradually prevailed over 
heroism and exalted sentiment (14–15). This turn to reality defined the eighteenth-
century novel: ‘A good novel is an epic in prose, with more of character and less 
(indeed in modern novels nothing) of the supernatural machinery’ (3). The 
modern novel’s hallmark is realism; this distinguishes it from earlier romances.

Yet the modern novel is not entirely realistic. Real life involves a ‘chance-
medley’ of events with no overarching pattern, whereas a novel is a structured 
whole ‘in which the fates and fortunes of the personages are brought to a conclu-
sion’. Vice is shown defeated and virtue rewarded (55). Real life offers no such 
proportioning of happiness to virtue. Furthermore, fictitious characters exhibit 
stronger emotions in constant succession than real people; the novel’s emotional 
temperature is raised compared to ordinary life (53). The combination of height-
ened emotions and narrative structure makes novels interesting, whereas much 
of real life is boring, dreary, and humdrum (54–55).

These features of the novel established, Barbauld returns to ‘the end and object 
of this species of writing’. People often defend the novel on the grounds that it 
advances serious moral truths in an appealing fictional wrapping. But she 
declares:

For my own part, I scruple not to confess that, when I take up a novel, my 
end and object is entertainment; and as I suspect that to be the case with most 
readers, I hesitate not to say that  entertainment  is their legitimate end and 
object. (46)

Entertainment is a legitimate end, indeed a good, she explains, because we are 
often burdened with troubles. Reading about fictitious adventures relieves us, 
taking us out of ourselves and temporarily removing us into an imaginary 
domain. The novel ‘wins the attention’ away from distress, and ‘make[s us] for-
get the subject of [our] own complaints’. Novels comfort us as they ‘distribute, 
like a ruling providence, rewards and punishments which fall just where they 
ought to fall’ (47). Entertainment is a good, then, because when reading novels 
we entertain imagined possibilities different from the mostly unsatisfactory, 
distressing, tiresome, and imperfectly just realities of our everyday lives. So the 
novel needs no exalted moral purpose to give it value; it benefits us just by giv-
ing pleasure.
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However:

It is sufficient therefore as an end, that these writings add to the innocent pleas-
ures of life; and if they do no harm, the entertainment they give is a sufficient 
good. We cut down the tree that bears no fruit, but we ask nothing of a flower 
beyond its scent and its colour. (48; my emphasis)

The value of entertainment or pleasure is sufficient as long as the pleasure is inno-
cent. But if novels do give pleasure in immoral ways, they should be condemned. 
Certain novels that celebrate ‘gross sensual pleasure’ are ‘totally unfit to enter a 
house where the morals of young people are esteemed an object’ (Barbauld 1810: 
30). This raises a question about whether Barbauld really considers entertain-
ment sufficient after all. If entertainment is only sufficient when a novel conforms 
with morality, then the minimum standard of value seems to be that a novel not 
only entertain but also be morally innocuous.

In any case, she proceeds to argue that most novels offer more than mere 
entertainment: ‘It is not necessary to rest the credit of these works on  amuse-
ment alone, since it is certain they have had a very strong effect in infusing prin-
ciples and moral feelings’ (48). A key moral benefit of novels is to arouse our 
sympathetic feelings for the protagonists, training us to respond with sympathy to 
other people’s troubles in real life (48–50). The transference of our sympathies 
into real life occurs because novels are realistic, depicting people and situations 
that resemble the ones we meet with in reality. But novels are also emotionally 
heightened compared to real life, and so novels arouse our sympathies more 
readily. The novel’s combination of realism and irrealism is therefore key to its 
moral effect.

Evidently, Barbauld has changed her mind about sympathy and the novel since 
1773. Previously she stressed the novel’s distance from reality, its idealization and 
stage-management, which limited how far it could enlarge our sympathies in real 
life. Yet this earlier view already implied that the way for the novel to realize its 
moral potential was to become more realistic. Then the sympathies it called up 
would transfer to reality. Following out this line of thought, Barbauld now holds 
that the novel (unlike the romance) mixes realism and irrealism, and so the char-
acters for whom it calls up sympathy are close enough to real-life people that the 
sympathy carries across to the latter. At the same time, novels remain sufficiently 
unlike life that Barbauld can avoid saying that we derive the same enjoyment 
from real people’s suffering as we do with fictional characters.

Reading novels, then, contrary to the critics, is morally beneficial, the more so 
because novels also provide a safe way for readers, especially young women, to 
become acquainted with bad sorts and learn to spot and avoid them in real life. 
This is much safer than having to learn about such people through bitter real-life 
experience (51). However, novelists need to tread carefully: depicting vicious 
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characters as entirely vicious will disgust the reader; but making them look 
appealing is even worse, romanticizing bad behaviour. The novelist must avoid 
both brute realism (disgusting vice) and irrealism (romanticized vice) (51–54). 
This leads to another dilemma: by portraying life as fuller of romance and excite-
ment than it really is, the novel may poorly prepare young women for lives that 
are largely uneventful, dispassionate, and humdrum (54). The novel needs to 
offer enough excitement and glamour to entertain, arouse our emotions, and 
assuage real-life boredom; but enough realism that it does not foster exaggerated 
expectations that only make real life seem worse than it did before.

Barbauld concludes that worries about a sea of literary trash have been over-
stated. There are some low-quality novels but, given the moral qualities inherent 
in the novel as a form, their harms are not as great as critics have made out (58). 
And, offsetting these instances, novels have gained in quality over time as the 
form has matured. They are becoming more morally serious, especially with 
Maria Edgeworth, whose works stand on a higher ground than mere entertain-
ment and herald what is to come (58–59).

Barbauld’s overall position on entertainment, then, is this. The best novels, like 
Edgeworth’s, do more than merely entertain and enshrine higher moral values; 
but some novels provide entertainment alone and this still gives them value. 
However, it only gives value because on close inspection entertainment already 
depends on moral features: a narrative structure in which events reach a morally 
just conclusion; a heightened emotionality which fosters our sympathies; a care-
ful avoidance of anything coarse; and a combination of realism and irrealism 
which provides safe education about vicious characters, enlivens without instil
ling unrealistic hopes, and permits our sympathies to transfer into real life. Low-
level moral features are embedded even in the deceptively simple purpose of 
providing entertainment: there is more to entertainment than meets the eye. And 
this is why the best novelists, such as Edgeworth, can produce morally edifying 
works. They are only developing further the moral features already embedded in 
the basic form of the novel.

Having some success when it appeared and running to a second edition 
(McCarthy 2008: 430), Barbauld’s anthology gradually dropped from sight until, 
by the twentieth century, it was scarcely remembered at all. Walter Allen’s classic 
study, The English Novel (1954), makes no mention of Barbauld. Another classic 
mid-century history, Ian Watt’s The Rise of the Novel (1957), does mention 
Barbauld, but as a biographer and interpreter of Richardson, not for her own 
views. One reason for Barbauld’s omission was that while the novel has long been 
recognized as having had a history (partly through Barbauld’s efforts), the history 
of the novel was not always recognized as having likewise had a history. Recent 
scholars have remedied this, as with Brian Corman’s (2008) ‘ “history of histories” 
of the novel’, charting continuities and shifts in canons of the novel from the 
eighteenth to mid-twentieth centuries (5). He gives Barbauld a central role, 
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remarking that ‘the history of the English novel is a Regency invention; the tastes 
and values of the Regency historians set the tone for all subsequent study’, and 
placing Barbauld first among these historians (29).

Barbauld, notably, was a canon-former, not a canon-critic. At first glance, this 
separates her from the many contemporary feminist aestheticians who have ques-
tioned and rejected artistic canons that exclude women. Numerous twentieth-
century histories of the novel are exclusive in this way, such as Allen’s: his account 
centres on ‘the four great novelists’ of the eighteenth century, Richardson, Henry 
Fielding, Tobias Smollett, and Laurence Sterne (Allen 1954: 40). Allen then 
discusses eight further males before squeezing his only women—Ann Radcliffe, 
Fanny Burney, and Charlotte Smith—into a few pages, adding that anyway 
Burney’s ‘achievement has been overvalued’ (95). Burney is also said to ‘represent 
the entry of the lady into English fiction’ (96). No wonder, as almost all the other 
women have been pruned out! Or consider John Richetti’s (1998) The English 
Novel in History, 1700–1780. Although he includes Aphra Behn, Delia Manley, 
and Eliza Haywood (in ch. 2), he classes them as writing ‘amatory’ fiction; his 
core chapters (3–6) cover Daniel Defoe, Richardson, Fielding, and Smollett; then 
he returns to the women who set about ‘transforming’ the male tradition (ch. 7), a 
‘male’ tradition, however, that is a retrospective artefact. The most glaring case is 
Watt (1957), who states that the novel was a male preserve until the challenges of 
Burney and Austen. Watt concedes, ‘the majority of [late] eighteenth century 
novels were actually written by women’, but apparently this was ‘a purely quanti-
tative assertion of dominance’ (298).

Feminist aestheticians can respond to these artificially male canons in at least 
two ways (Pollock 1999: 6). One response is to build up expanded and reworked 
canons that restore and include women. For example, Dale Spender in Mothers of 
the Novel (1986) recovered a hundred women novelists before Jane Austen, nearly 
all omitted by Allen, Watt, et al. This project was close in spirit to Barbauld, 
whose canon was one-third female. Specifically, her British Novelists were: men—
Richardson, Defoe, Fielding, Horace Walpole, Francis Coventry, Oliver 
Goldsmith, Samuel Johnson, John Hawkesworth, Henry Mackenzie, Smollett, 
Richard Graves, John Moore, and Robert Bage; women—Clara Reeve, Charlotte 
Lennox, Frances Brooke, Elizabeth Inchbald, Charlotte Smith, Fanny Burney, 
Ann Radcliffe, and Maria Edgeworth (no Jane Austen, because The British 
Novelists came out a year before Austen’s first novel Sense and Sensibility). 
Moreover, Barbauld believed that the most recent women novelists, such as 
Edgeworth, were perfecting the genre: the novel’s future was female.

A different feminist response is to criticize and reject the very idea of a canon. 
For example, in her earlier work Griselda Pollock (1998) maintains that:

The attempt . . . simply to annex a woman artist to the existing canon of art his-
tory does not, indeed cannot, shift its masculinist paradigm. The woman artist 
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is framed in a relative, secondary position by the patriarchal discourses of art 
history and their celebration of heroic individual creativity. (97)19

Whereas the first feminist view was that exclusions are contingent and we can 
add women back in, for Pollock women’s exclusion is no accident but an inescap-
able effect of the very project of building a canon. The whole idea of picking out 
the ‘best which has been thought and said’ (Arnold 1889: viii) is to weed out 
everything not deemed ‘best’. Yet clearly our canons have not simply carved real-
ity at its joints, neutrally discerning what really is the best, otherwise these canons 
would have not omitted virtually everything made by women, people of colour, 
and other minoritized groups. Gender, racial, and other biases have pervaded the 
value-judgements shaping the canon. Barbauld’s and Spender’s project was to 
avoid such biases and craft more accurate canons, but Pollock’s rejoinder is that 
canons are structurally exclusive, and that in an unequal world these exclusions 
will inevitably follow such fault-lines as gender and race. So it is no coincidence 
that although Barbauld included many women novelists, subsequent canons 
increasingly pushed women out, down to the nadir at the mid-twentieth century.20 
Claudia Johnson (2001) has pointed out how Barbauld’s ‘diverse, inclusive, and 
politically vanguard agendas were foreclosed as the novel . . . gained in prestige’ 
(167). Perhaps this foreclosure was no accident.

However, there is a risk in rejecting canons outright. If we refuse to engage 
with them, then we cannot add women into them, which inadvertently leaves 
intact the white male membership of the canons we are turning our backs on. 
Then, when people’s minds stray back to canons, which after all are ingrained, 
their minds will revert to the usual white male suspects. Nor is it only that canons 
are ingrained: the world is so rich and complex that we need simplifications, 
some texts and figures picked out as landmarks to help us navigate through 
culture. These thoughts supply a pragmatic case for holding on to canons of 
some sort.

But can we do so without setting up new exclusions or consolidating old ones? 
Perhaps a way forward is to treat canons as provisional formations for particular 
purposes. This was Barbauld’s (1810) strategy. As she made clear, she did not 
intend to put forward the canon for all time, but a selection, guided by her per-
sonal preferences, publishing constraints, and the need for variety. She acknow
ledged: ‘No two people probably would make the same choice, nor indeed the 
same person at any distance of time . . . the list was not completed without frequent 
hesitation’ (61). Barbauld was conscious that different interests and circumstances 

19  Pollock (1999) has since developed a different approach to the canon, but her earlier statement 
remains exemplary.

20  On the process of reaching that nadir from the 1890s onwards, see Tuchman and Fortin (1984), 
Gupta (1996), and Schaffer (2000: 9–10).
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would yield a different canon. She frankly admitted that copyright was a factor, a 
nod to the subtle pressure of economic factors on what may appear to be disinter-
ested assessments of value.

Barbauld’s approach might seem to undermine the very idea of a canon, if we 
take it that a canon picks out what has enduring value, standing above merely 
temporary and provisional considerations. But Barbauld suggests that canons 
need not be so conceived: they can be more malleable and flexible. Taking inspir
ation from Barbauld, we might approach canonical narratives on the model of a 
kaleidoscope. We rotate the cell, and one configuration comes into view while 
other pieces fall to the margins; but we remain aware that we could twist the cell 
again, and a new configuration would surface. For instance, my narrative in this 
book centres on seven women from Barbauld to Lee, while I have pushed others 
such as Elizabeth Eastlake and Sarah Stickney Ellis into the margins, partly on 
political grounds, as I explained in Chapter 1. But one could rotate the cell and 
construct a different narrative in which Eastlake and Ellis come forward. The 
women from Barbauld through Lee are not the only ones who reflected philo-
sophically about art in this place and period; they form one line of descent 
amongst others. Perhaps we could come to view all canons in this way: as partial 
selections for particular purposes, guided by individual commitments, and offer-
ing one possible way, not the way, of looking at history.

Women on Philosophy of Art: Britain 1770–1900. Alison Stone, Oxford University Press. © Alison Stone 2024. 
DOI: 10.1093/9780198918004.003.0002
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3
Joanna Baillie’s Theory of Tragedy

3.1  Introduction

Joanna Baillie was the most celebrated British playwright of the earlier nineteenth 
century. She came to instant fame in 1798 with the first volume of her Series of 
Plays, in which it is attempted to Delineate the Stronger Passions of the Mind—
under their short title, the Plays on the Passions. As well as being a practicing 
writer, Baillie theorized drama. She prefaced the 1798 volume of plays with a 
seventy-page ‘Introductory Discourse’ setting out her account of drama and, 
within it, tragedy. Baillie was partly explaining the rationale for her own traged
ies, but she designed them based on her general understanding of the purpose of 
tragedy, so that her claims also concern tragedy in general.

In this chapter I will reconstruct Baillie’s theory of tragedy and argue that it 
was original and interesting. I hope thereby to make her theory available for 
philosophical analysis, so that Baillie might start to be included amongst the the-
orists of tragedy whom philosophers typically discuss and reference, such as 
Aristotle, David Hume, G. W. F. Hegel, Friedrich Hölderlin, Arthur Schopenhauer, 
and Friedrich Nietzsche. As that list reveals, contemporary efforts to diversify 
and broaden the philosophical canon have scarcely touched the canon of tragic 
theorists. Baillie’s theory would repay comparison with these already-canonical 
accounts. But before we can make meaningful comparisons, we need to acquaint 
ourselves with her theory in its own right.

I will expand on Baillie’s fame in her own time in Section 3.2, and outline the 
project of the Plays on the Passions in Section 3.3. In Section 3.4, I will explain 
Baillie’s view that all human beings are subject to powerful and dangerous pas-
sions that they should learn to regulate. Drama, especially tragedy, can help with 
this and serve an educative purpose. Tragedy presents us with protagonists who 
repeatedly fail to check the growth of a particular passion, such as jealousy or 
hatred. We witness the passion gain ever more hold over the character’s psyche 
until he or she succumbs utterly and is destroyed. This offers the reader a salutary 
warning about the dangers of unrestrained passion. Baillie’s theory of tragedy is 
therefore a moral theory, though we are not meant to stand in condemnatory 
judgement over the tragic protagonists. On the contrary, for Baillie, tragedy’s 
effects depend on us sympathizing with the protagonists. Our sympathy leads us 
to recognize that we feel the same passions with which the characters are strug-
gling, motivating us to develop our powers of self-control, as I explore in Section 3.5. 
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Baillie is thus also a voluntarist: she believes that we all have free will, and that 
tragedies show the disastrous consequences of bad choices, as discussed 
in Section 3.6.1

Baillie’s voluntarism represents a striking departure from many theories of 
tragedy on which necessary and inevitable suffering is at its core. For Baillie, 
instead, the sufferings undergone by characters in tragedies could have been 
avoided had the characters made better choices earlier on. In each play the key 
tragic twist—Baillie’s equivalent of Aristotle’s peripeteia—comes when the charac-
ter is in a crisis where they need to withstand their passion but, due to their previ-
ous choices, it is too late. The passion is now too strong and overpowers them. 
Such narratives alert us, the audience members, to get control of our psyches and 
avoid similarly dismal fates.

3.2  Baillie Rises, Falls, and Rises Again

The first volume of Baillie’s Plays on the Passions came out anonymously and 
caused a sensation. The author was generally assumed to be a man, but Baillie’s 
identity emerged. The third edition of 1800 came out signed, and thereafter she 
enjoyed a ‘fame almost without parallel’, according to Harriet Martineau, with 
whom she later became friends (Martineau 1877: vol. 1: 270). Baillie published 
ten further Plays on the Passions, several more relatively short theoretical state-
ments, thirteen Miscellaneous Plays, and several volumes of poetry, all assembled 
in the 1851 ‘Monster book’ of her Dramatic and Poetical Works published shortly 
before her death.2 During her lifetime, Baillie was consistently compared to 
Shakespeare (Dowd 1998: 482). There was widespread agreement with Walter 
Scott’s assessment that Baillie was ‘the best dramatic writer whom Britain has 
produced since the days of Shakespeare’.3

Contrary to the view that genius has always been a male preserve, Baillie was 
frequently described as a genius. For Scott, she was ‘the highest genius of our 
country’.4 Anna Barbauld (1802) spoke of ‘a genius like Miss Baillie’s, soaring far 
above contemporary dramatists’ (680).5 Martineau (1877) celebrated ‘really able 
women—women sanctified by holy genius . . . Joanna Baillie’ (vol. 1: 266). 
Similar language pervaded the many review-essays on Baillie’s work in the 

1  On Baillie’s moralism and voluntarism and their religious sources, see Colón (2009). Colón’s 
approach to Baillie is the closest to mine, and I am informed by her work.

2  As Baillie described her Works; JB to Margaret Hodson, 7 January 1851, in Baillie (1999: 
vol. 2: 203).

3  Walter Scott to Sarah Smith, 4 March 1808, in Scott (1894: vol. 1: 99).
4  As reported in Lockhart (1829: ch. 6).
5  This is in an anonymous review of Plays on the Passions Volume 2, published in the short-lived 

Annual Review which came out between 1802 and 1808 and was edited by John Aikin’s son Arthur. 
For the attribution of this review to Barbauld, see McCarthy (2008: 644).
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periodicals: ‘in point of genius, [she] is inferior to no individual on the rolls of 
modern celebrity’ (Harness 1824: 162); her plays have a ‘plan which only the 
noblest genius could have achieved’ (Wilson 1836: 9); ‘the genius of this distin-
guished woman . . .’ (Anonymous 1851b: 246); and so on.

Yet by mid-century Baillie was beginning to fall from view. She lamented to 
Anna Jameson:

I have for many years past been so completely put out of sight, that nothing but 
great partiality can ever hope for more for me than a place in the corner of some 
great Library that would not be reckoned quite complete if any books that ever 
had any considerable reputation were wanting. (JB to AJ, 28 January 1841[?], in 
Baillie 1999: vol. 2: 1028).

But this was only relative to her previous fame, for when her Works came out in 
1851, the Athenaeum remarked that ‘even so rich and varied a half century as 
this . . . has not put our . . . high-hearted Scottish poetess and dramatist out of sight 
or out of mind’ (Anonymous 1851a: 41). Indeed, despite Baillie’s lamentations, 
even by the end of the century she was not entirely forgotten. Her achievements 
were applauded, for example, in William King’s (1903) encyclopaedic Woman: 
Her Position, Influence, and Achievement (346). Almost simultaneously, however, 
Alice Meynell (1899) writing as ‘A. M.’ in the Pall Mall Gazette, described Baillie’s 
Plays as ‘shunned by later generations and then . . . forgotten . . .’ (3). Meynell urged 
her contemporaries to go back to Baillie, but to little avail. After this point Baillie’s 
reputation dwindled further, and for most of the twentieth century she was 
utterly forgotten. Barbauld (in McCarthy and Kraft 2001) in her visionary poem 
Eighteen Hundred and Eleven had anticipated that even after Britain had fallen 
into decline Baillie’s fame would live on in South America, the land of the future:

Then, loved Joanna . . .
. . . wide o’er transatlantic realms thy name
Shall live in light,
And gather all its fame. (165, li 101–112)

Barbauld’s prediction was sadly far from the mark.
Several factors lie behind Baillie’s twentieth-century disappearance. As literary 

canons consolidated in the late nineteenth century, the canon of British 
Romanticism contracted to the so-called ‘big five’ (William Wordsworth, Samuel 
Taylor Coleridge, George Gordon Byron, Percy Shelley, and John Keats).6 

6  See, e.g., The English Romantic Poets (Raysor 1950), which covers only the ‘big five’. Later William 
Blake was added, to yield a ‘big six’. Northrop Frye’s Fearful Symmetry (1947) pioneered the rediscov-
ery of Blake. (Frye’s book came out shortly before Raysor’s; it took a while for the impact of Frye’s 
work to be felt.)
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This eliminated a host of other once-popular figures including numerous women: 
Barbauld, Baillie, Charlotte Smith, Mary Robinson, Felicia Hemans, Letitia 
Landon, and others. To compound the problem, Baillie conceived of drama as a 
form of moral writing, as morally educative and instructive, which was anathema 
to the modernist sensibilities of the earlier twentieth century. These two factors 
fed into one another, for the modernist exaltation of pure, autonomous art went 
along with the elevation of a select band of ‘great artists’ who were deemed to 
achieved purity. These trends peaked in works like F. R. Leavis’s Great Tradition. 
For Leavis there had only ever been four great English novelists: Austen, Eliot, 
Henry James, and Joseph Conrad (Leavis [1948] 1950: 1). This was a far cry from 
Barbauld’s expansive and inclusive canon from 150 years earlier.

Another factor is that even in Baillie’s lifetime her plays were rarely performed. 
There were some productions: in London, Liverpool, Edinburgh, New York, 
Baltimore, Philadelphia, and other UK cities (Slagle 2002: 27–33). But Baillie’s 
plays did not transfer well to the stage, as they dealt with inner psychological con-
flicts. This led to the accusation that she was a ‘closet dramatist’, ‘closet drama’ 
being a Romantic genre of plays for reading rather than performance (on this 
genre, see Purinton 1994). Baillie rejected the ‘closet drama’ charge and in 1812 
made proposals for making dramatic productions smaller-scale, and more intim
ate and subtle, so that her plays could be staged effectively.7 But in 1836, seeing no 
change to dramatic practice, Baillie conceded the charge and gave up on seeing 
her plays regularly performed.8

Finally, as Elizabeth Kraft and William McCarthy (2001) have said regarding 
Barbauld’s similar fall into twentieth-century oblivion, ‘we have convinced our-
selves of the powerlessness of women in the “patriarchal past” to the degree that 
we sometimes fail to perceive the actual influence exerted by women writers of 
Barbauld’s generation upon their contemporaries’ (29). That is, the twentieth- 
and twenty-first century feminist perception of the nineteenth century as the 
high-tide of patriarchy has led people to assume that there cannot possibly have 
been influential and powerful women intellectuals back then. For example, 
Marilyn Gaull described Baillie as ‘an uneducated and inexperienced 
lady, . . . whose sheltered life conformed to the expectations of her sex and age, 
[and who] wrote twenty-six plays on passions she could not have experienced’ 
(Gaull 1988: 102). For Gaull, so overbearing were patriarchal expectations in the 
1800s that Baillie must have led a sequestered and isolated life, deprived of the 
life-experience to write compelling tragedies. In contrast, a reviewer in 1836 
judged Baillie to be a genius in part because she could so vividly imagine 

7  This was in ‘To the Reader’, her preface to the 1812 third volume of Plays on the Passions. 
See Baillie ([1851] 1976: 228–35).

8  See her ‘Preface’ to Dramas, 1836 (in Baillie [1851] 1976: 312). On Baillie and ‘closet drama’, 
see also Burroughs (1997).
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dramatic situations she had not herself experienced (see Milman 1836). On this 
occasion, the nineteenth century was more hospitable to female artistic achieve-
ment than the twentieth—a pattern that I have found to be quite widespread.

Fortunately, in the twenty-first century Baillie has been rediscovered by liter-
ary and cultural historians and theorists, restored into Romanticism along with 
other women,9 and her plays revived. Baillie may not yet have reattained the fame 
of Wordsworth and Coleridge, but she is at least now covered in standard 
anthologies and histories of British Romanticism, in several monographs, and in 
many articles and chapters. New editions of her letters and plays have come out.10 
Linda Brigham (2004) has spoken of an ‘explosion of critical attention’ to 
Baillie (419).

However, the recovery of Baillie has not yet reached the philosophy of art and 
aesthetics, where she remains largely unknown. I hope to rectify this, by showing 
that Baillie had a philosophical theory of tragedy. I will draw on literary and cul-
tural historians and theorists who have examined Baillie’s work and explored her 
philosophical influences. But sometimes these interpreters treat Baillie as being 
influenced by philosophy but not herself doing philosophy. For instance, in his 
edition of Plays on the Passions, Peter Duthie includes excerpts from a line of 
‘moral writers’ who influenced Baillie, all men; the only woman featured, but in a 
separate section, is Mary Wollstonecraft (see Baillie 2001). Mydla Jacek regards 
philosophy as ‘male terrain’, and so claims that Baillie as a woman had to effect a 
‘transmutation’ of her philosophical influences into a different register (Jacek 
2014: 130–131). Perhaps a lingering association between ‘philosophy’ and ‘male-
ness’ is at work here.

Alternatively, the philosophical nature of Baillie’s theory may have been hid-
den by the kind of philosophy of art that she did. Like many of the women dis-
cussed in this book, and like many nineteenth-century British male philosophers 
of art such as Coleridge, William Morris, and Oscar Wilde, Baillie thought about 
art in conjunction with her artistic practice. She was a dramatist who reflected 
theoretically on her art, and whose theorizations shaped her practice.

Baillie’s theory and practice were interwoven, but reconstructing her theory of 
tragedy is distinct from examining how she applied that theory in her works and 
how successful the application was. Baillie certainly saw her works as applying 
her theory: she was a concept-driven, indeed a moral concept-driven, dramatist. 
Her plan when writing a tragedy was ‘to conceive the great moral object and out-
line of the story; to people it with various characters under the influence of vari-
ous passions; and to strike out circumstances and situations calculated to call 

9  See, e.g., Wilson and Haefner (1994) and Winckles and Rehbein (2017).
10  See, for instance: anthologies and histories: Crochunis (2004), Stabler (2002), and Wu (2012); 

monographs: Burroughs (1997), Colón (2009), and Slagle (2002); letters: Baillie (1999, 2010); mod-
ern editions: Baillie (2001, 2007).
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them into action’ (Baillie [1798] 1806: 61). Thus the plan went from moral intent 
(warning about the passions), to main characters embodying a particular pas-
sion, to secondary characters setting the protagonist off, to plot. It has been 
argued that this concept-driven approach resulted in dramatically unsuccessful 
works, because Baillie reduced plot to a subordinate element. Audrey Insch 
claims that this accounts for the ‘flatness’ of Baillie’s plays, of which critics have 
complained ever since Baillie’s own time (see Insch 1958). I will suggest, however, 
that Baillie builds in dramatic shape in her own way, through her characters exer-
cising free will.

Yet that latter feature has given rise to another criticism from Christine Colón 
(2009). To offer a moral warning, Baillie’s characters must fail to control their 
passions; but these failures undermine Baillie’s intended moral that we can and 
should gain emotional self-control (82–83). Thus, Colón argues, the plays under-
cut their intended moral message by showing that the passions are too powerful 
to be regulated. I disagree; as I will argue, from Baillie’s perspective, the charac-
ters only fail due to having made the wrong choices earlier on, which confirms 
the reality of our free will.

3.3  Plays on the Passions

Baillie ([1798] 1806) opens the ‘Introductory Discourse’ with the bold announce-
ment that the plays presented are part of an ‘extensive design . . . which . . . has 
nothing exactly similar to it in any language: . . . which a whole life’s time will be 
limited enough to accomplish’ 1). As Table 3.1 shows, each play depicts a particu-
lar passion, and each passion is presented under both tragic and comic variants. 
In the tragic variants, the passion escalates leading to the protagonist’s downfall. 
In the comedic variants, the character’s one-sided pursuit of their passion leads to 
misunderstandings and follies, but eventually the character realizes their error 
and relinquishes their passion, so that all ends well. In both cases the passion’s 
growth is dangerous, but the comedies end with fortunate reprieves, whereas the 
tragic characters either die, descend into madness, are ruined, or are destroyed in 
some other way.

Baillie said there was ‘nothing exactly similar’ to her plays, but there had of 
course been earlier plays that dealt with single passions, such as Jacobean revenge 
dramas. However, the originality of Baillie’s literary practice is that she conceives 
of an entire series, with each play devoted to a single passion, embodied in a cen-
tral leading character, where the plot unfolds their passion and the whole dra-
matic action flows from this. Moreover, her series dealt with a wide range of 
passions: love and hatred, hope and fear, ambition and jealousy, and remorse. We 
have other passions as well besides these seven but, Baillie ([1851] 1976) explained 
in 1812, the others are unsuitable for dramatic presentation. Anger, joy, and grief 

Stone_9780198917977_3.indd   63 5/30/2024   8:53:27 PM

C3P19

C3S3

C3P20

C3P21



OUP UNCORRECTED AUTOPAGE PROOFS – REVISES, 30/05/24, SPi

Dictionary: NOAD

64  Women on Philosophy of Art

are ‘too transient to become the subject of a piece of any length’; pride is insuffi-
ciently ‘turbulent’; envy cannot arouse our sympathy; and revenge is already 
covered along with hatred (230–231). So for Baillie her series dealt with all the 
passions that admit of dramatic representation.

In each of Baillie’s tragedies the character’s passion progresses in the following 
way. At first it troubles them, yet they retain the power to nip it in the bud; how-
ever, they fail to do so. The passion strengthens, again going unchecked and gain-
ing still more power. Eventually a crisis comes, and external circumstances put 
the character under pressure. The character is now at the mercy of the passion 
whose growth they have failed to check. They desperately need to repel it but 
cannot, and it overpowers them. Or as Baillie [1798] 1806) puts it much more 
poetically:

To Tragedy . . . it belongs, to unveil to us the human mind under the dominion of 
those strong and fixed passions, which, seemingly unprovoked by outward cir-
cumstances, will, from small beginnings, brood within the breast, till all the bet-
ter dispositions, all the fair gifts of nature, are borne down before them . . . (29–30)

It is a characteristic of the more powerful passions, that they will increase and 
nourish themselves on very slender aliment; it is from within that they are 
chiefly supplied with what they feed on . . . (38)

Representing the passions, brings before us the operation of a tempest that rages 
out its time and passes away. We cannot, it is true, amidst its wild uproar, listen 
to the voice of reason, and save ourselves from destruction; but we can foresee 
its coming, we can mark its rising signs, we can know the situations that will 
most expose us to its rage, and we can shelter our heads from the coming 

Table 3.1  Design of Baillie’s Plays on the Passions

Date Volume Plays Passions depicted Genre

1798 A Series of Plays 
Volume 1

Basil
The Tryal
De Monfort

Love
Love
Hatred

Tragedy
Comedy
Tragedy

1802 Series of Plays 
Volume 2

The Election
Ethwald
The Second Marriage

Hatred
Ambition
Ambition

Comedy
Tragedy
Comedy

1812 Series of Plays 
Volume 3

Orra
The Dream
The Siege
The Beacon

Fear
Fear
Fear
Hope

Tragedy
Tragedy
Comedy
Musical drama

1836 Dramas, including 
three further ‘plays 
on the passions’

Romiero
The Alienated Manor
Henriquez

Jealousy
Jealousy
Remorse

Tragedy
Comedy
Tragedy
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blast. . . . Above all, looking back to the first rise, and tracing the progress of pas-
sion, points out to us those stages in the approach of the enemy, when he might 
have been combated most successfully; and where the suffering him to pass may 
be considered as occasioning all the misery that ensues. (42; my emphasis)

For example, in Baillie’s most acclaimed tragedy De Monfort, of 1798, the 
protagonist De Monfort discloses to his sister Jane that ever since childhood he 
has felt hostile towards his rival Rezenvelt, for whom he now feels ‘hate! black, 
lasting, deadly hate!’ (Baillie 2007: 29).

Oh! That detested Rezenvelt!
E’en in our early sports, like two young whelps
Of hostile breed, instinctively reverse,
Each ’gainst the other pitch’d his ready pledge,
And frown’d defiance. (29)

As they grew older, De Monfort found Rezenvelt ever more ‘detestable and 
odious’ (30). People began to praise Rezenvelt and he won wealth and titles, and 
De Monfort was driven frantic. He challenged Rezenvelt to a duel and lost; 
Rezenvelt’s magnanimity in victory only made De Monfort feel worse. His obses-
sive hatred of Rezenvelt has by now taken over his personality. He is constantly 
suspicious of and hostile to others, with only occasional flashes of his original 
warm and generous nature breaking through. Jane persuades him to attempt a 
reconciliation with Rezenvelt, but then unexpectedly Rezenvelt wants them to 
embrace in their new-found friendship and De Monfort cannot. Rezenvelt makes 
light of the awkward moment; De Monfort feels that Rezenvelt is laughing at him, 
and his hatred deepens even more. Then the opportunist Conrad, looking to 
profit from the situation, exploits it by pretending to De Monfort that Jane and 
Rezenvelt are in love. Driven mad with hatred, De Monfort murders Rezenvelt in 
a forest at night and in turn is captured, arrested, and dies of remorse. The power 
of hatred over his mind started small and grew worse and worse by steps. The 
peripeteia comes when De Monfort needs to resist Conrad’s deception but can-
not, having already let his hatred become too powerful. He needed, in Baillie’s 
metaphor, to build up his defences so that in a crisis he could resist the surge of 
hatred; but having ‘suffered the enemy to pass’ earlier on, he cannot now hold 
it back.

Baillie’s 1812 play Orra has a similar narrative shape. Orra, a joyful and playful 
heiress, has the weakness of constantly indulging her love of ghost stories (‘Orra’ 
is, after all, a near-homophone of ‘Horror’). She loves undergoing pleasurable 
shudders at the stories, letting fear gain growing hold on her mind. Then her sup-
posed protector, Hughobert, punishes her for refusing to marry his son by ban-
ishing her to a remote and gloomy castle reputed to be haunted. Not surprisingly, 
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she is terrified. Her champion Theobald hatches a rescue plan: he will use the 
legends to his advantage and pretend to be the fabled ghost so as to break into the 
castle and save Orra. The plan backfires: when he bursts in disguised as the ghost, 
Orra is so overwhelmed by fear that she plunges into madness and cannot rise 
back out, losing touch with reality and now seeing nothing but ghosts and the 
risen dead all around her. The basic narrative structure is the same as in De 
Monfort. Orra has not learnt to resist her passion of fear, but has instead indulged 
it, so that when a crisis comes—incarceration and Theobald breaking in to rescue 
her—she cannot repel the ensuing flood of fear but gives way to it irreversibly.

In claiming that tragedies show characters borne down by their passions, 
Baillie is partly explaining her particular tragic plays, and partly claiming that 
this is how tragic drama works in general. For as she stresses throughout the 
‘Introductory Discourse’, she intends her plays to be faithful to the true nature of 
dramatic art and restore tragedy to its proper purpose. That purpose is to depict 
the disastrous effects of unmastered passions, dealing directly with the reality of 
our emotional lives. This view that art should take its source from real-life 
passions—from human nature, not from artistic conventions—makes Baillie a 
Romantic, not least because her views helped to define Romanticism in the first 
place.11 But the broader point is that she designed the Plays on the Passions in line 
with her account of the general purpose of drama and tragedy. Let us now draw 
out the philosophical structure of her account.

3.4  Baillie on the Passions

The concept of the passions, which is central to Baillie’s tragic theory, comes out 
of the early modern philosophical tradition.12 As Susan James points out, when 
early modern philosophers ‘describe states . . . that are nowadays identified as 
emotions and desires, they usually call them passions or affections’ (James 1997: 
29). In the early modern period there was an overarching view of the passions ‘as 
an overbearing and inescapable element of human nature, liable to disrupt any 
civilized order . . . unless they were tamed’ (James 1997: 1). Albert Hirschman 
argues that this preoccupation with the passions tied in with the rise of capital-
ism, and with a programme of making selfish passions manageable and socially 
beneficial by converting them into interests. Giambattista Vico, for instance, 
remarked that: ‘Out of ferocity, avarice, and ambition, the three vices which lead 
all mankind astray, [society] makes national defense, commerce, and politics’ 

11  For instance, her work influenced Wordsworth’s view that good poetry is the spontaneous out-
flow of emotion in his ‘Preface’ to the Lyrical Ballads; see Crisafulli and Pietropoli (2007: 4), and 
Wordsworth (1800: xxxiii).

12  Peter Duthie (2001) and Colón (2009: ch. 1) likewise make the connection to early modern phil
osophies of the passions.
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(quoted in Hirschman 1977: 17). There was a wide spectrum of views on how to 
tame the passions and render them publicly beneficial. In the previous chapter we 
encountered one answer, Joseph Priestley’s therapeutic practice of habitual devo-
tion. Though Priestley’s answer came out of the empiricist tradition, the concern 
to regulate the passions cut across the rationalist/empiricist divide. Descartes, for 
instance, likewise believed that we should be guided not by our passions but our 
judgements and that we should learn to master our passions with the aid of our 
power of judgement. As he wrote to Elisabeth on 1 September 1645, ‘When we 
feel ourselves moved by some passion we’ll suspend our judgement until it calms 
down’ (Descartes and Elisabeth 1643–49: 29).13

Philosophers were not alone in seeking to regulate the passions. So did legisla-
tors, politicians, doctors, and artists, including dramatists. Coming out of this 
tradition, Baillie ([1798] 1806) assigns drama an instructive and therapeutic role, 
holding that: ‘The theatre is a school in which much good or evil may be learned’ 
(57). Drama, she adds, is a species of ‘moral writing’, along with philosophy, his-
tory, novel-writing, and poetry (14). All these types of writing rest on and use the 
same knowledge of human nature: namely, the knowledge of the common stock 
of passions with which everyone must contend (2). Tragedy uses this knowledge 
in a particular way. By showing us characters gradually falling under the grip of 
damaging passions, tragedies teach us to decipher these passions at work in the 
intricacies of people’s actions and words, in all those ‘minute and delicate traits 
which distinguish them in an infant, growing, and repressed state’ (58). This edu-
cates us to recognize the inner murmurings of our own passions and inhibit their 
growth early.

Baillie follows tradition, too, in categorizing these dangerous passions into 
opposing pairs: love and hatred; hope and fear; revenge and remorse; joy and 
grief; pride and envy; ambition and jealousy. Her taxonomy partly shows the 
indirect influence of Aquinas, whose eleven basic passions were love and hatred, 
desire and aversion, joy (or pleasure) and sorrow (or pain), hope and despair, fear 
and courage, and anger (Aquinas 2006: I–II, Q.22–48). Baillie compresses that 
list and adds some further passions that were frequent targets of early modern 
concern: pride, envy, ambition, jealousy, revenge, and remorse. Notably, all these 
are competitive, acquisitive passions of self-interest, except for remorse which 
reacts against and counteracts the others.

We may wonder which particular early modern authors on the passions influ-
enced Baillie. It is hard to tell, since her ‘Introductory Discourse’ has very few 
references or footnotes. Baillie explains that her influences are too numerous to 
cite, while acknowledging only some of them would unjustly omit others ([1798] 
1806: 68–69). To compound the difficulties, no correspondence of Baillie’s 

13  For a reading of Descartes along these lines, see Brassfield (2012).

Stone_9780198917977_3.indd   67 5/30/2024   8:53:27 PM

C3P32

C3P33

C3P34



OUP UNCORRECTED AUTOPAGE PROOFS – REVISES, 30/05/24, SPi

Dictionary: NOAD

68  Women on Philosophy of Art

survives from before 1800 and very little from before 1804. However, we know 
from her later letters that she read widely, and not only in dramatic literature 
(Slagle 2002: 67, 223–224). Scottish moral philosophy was a major influence, 
partly because Baillie was originally Scottish, only moving to England in 1784. 
Peter Duthie identifies Francis Hutcheson, Adam Smith, and Dugald Stewart as 
influences on Baillie’s view of the passions (see Baillie 2001: appendix A). Adam 
Smith, in particular, was friends with Baillie’s family, and she is known to have 
defended his work from a critic (Carhart 1923: 13, 70). To Duthie’s list of influ-
ences, Colón adds Shaftesbury, Hume, and the American Unitarian theologian 
William Ellery Channing (Colón 2009: ch. 1). Baillie’s brother, the distinguished 
physician Matthew Baillie, was another influence (see Burwick 2004 and 
Monsam 2017). Overall, Duthie (2001) admits: ‘Whether or not [Joanna] Baillie 
actually read Hume or Hutcheson, we cannot absolutely be certain. But we can 
see in her work the philosophical moral tradition that they helped shape’ (33).

3.5  Baillie, Barbauld, and Sympathetic Curiosity

The Scottish connection leads on to another key component of Baillie’s theory: 
her conception of sympathy. Sympathy was significant for many Scottish 
Enlightenment thinkers, but plausibly Smith was most important for Baillie.14 
For Smith (1759), sympathy is not properly speaking a passion but our ability and 
propensity to take on and feel the passions of others. Sympathy, so understood, is 
fundamental to his moral theory, as he makes clear by launching straight into the 
topic on the first page of The Theory of Moral Sentiments. We are sociable by 
nature, he declares, interested in the well-being of others as well as ourselves. 
This interest is underpinned by sympathy, ‘our fellow-feeling with any passion 
whatever’ (6). But we can only form an idea of what others are feeling by imagin-
ing what we would feel in their situations (2–3). Imagination and sympathy there-
fore go hand-in-hand, and both are necessary for morality.

This view provides Baillie ([1798] 1806) with a justification for the moral role 
of imaginative drama. We enjoy drama, she maintains, because—following 
Smith—we are sociable and have a basic human disposition towards ‘sympa-
thetick curiosity’ (4). Sympathetic curiosity combines a cognitive element—
curiosity, the desire to understand and interpret what others are feeling—and an 
affective element—sympathy, the propensity to feel as others feel. On the cogni-
tive side, we enjoy tracing the characters of other people, reading their ‘slight 
traits in . . . words and . . . actions’ (11) and detecting the passions that are motivat-
ing people’s actions. We like interpreting, understanding, and making sense of 

14  For more on how Smith’s Theory of Moral Sentiments influenced Baillie, see inter alia Colón 
(2009: ch. 1), Murray (2003), and Whalen (2013).
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other people, especially people gripped by strong passions.15 Just as sympathy 
depended on the imagination for Smith, likewise for Baillie sympathy depends 
on curiosity. We can only feel as others feel once we have understood and made 
sense of them. For Baillie, though, the dependence is mutual: we can only fully 
understand others by coming to feel as they do. ‘In examining others we know 
ourselves’, Baillie says, and vice versa (11–12). We make sense of De Monfort’s sus-
picious and erratic behaviour by coming to recognize that he is afflicted by 
hatred, a passion we can then notice in ourselves. Doing so, we understand better 
what De Monfort is experiencing, just as in deciphering what he is experiencing 
we gain more insight into the seeds of hatred in our own minds. We map our 
minds onto De Monfort’s and vice versa.

It follows that we can feel ‘only for creatures like ourselves’; only from them do 
‘we receive the instruction of example’ (32). Consequently, Baillie stresses, dra-
matic protagonists must participate in a common human nature, however high-
born they are. They must not be too remote or perfect but must be flawed like the 
rest of us. We could not sympathize with De Monfort if he was entirely good: ‘To 
a being perfectly free from all human infirmity our sympathy refuses to extend’ 
(32). In addition, to be like everyone else tragic characters must speak in natural, 
unaffected language and visibly display the same psychology as other people. 
When these conditions are met, ‘The Drama improves us by the knowledge we 
acquire of our own minds, from the natural desire we have to look into the 
thoughts, and observe the behaviour of others’ (36).

Indeed, we feel the greatest curiosity of all about people who are dealing with 
‘extraordinary situations of difficulty and distress’ (5). Baillie’s examples are pris-
oners awaiting execution and convicted criminals mounting the scaffold to be 
hanged. It is our fascination with these individuals, Baillie says, that draws large 
crowds to attend public executions and trials. The crowds congregate not out of 
cruelty, vindictiveness, or bloodthirstiness, but from their eagerness for clues 
about how people feel in these situations. How do people cope with fears of death 
and punishment, remorse about their crimes, and powerful hopes for forgiveness 
and redemption in the afterlife? For Baillie, the appeal of tragic drama is essen-
tially the same: we enjoy seeing how a character copes with strong passions, espe-
cially when placed in very challenging circumstances.

Baillie, then, sees no significant difference between interpreting the minds of 
fictional characters and those of real-life criminals or convicts. Indeed, nowhere 
in the ‘Introductory Discourse’ does she directly thematize the fictional status of 
tragic characters or events at all. This relates to her Romanticism: she sets out 
directly to copy the real-life flow of human emotion and action. She sees her 
plays as holding up a mirror to life, and therefore downplays their artistry. 

15  On this cognitivist side of Baillie’s views, see Bergen (2014) and Richardson (2004).
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In making sense of the inner lives of tragic characters, we use the same powers as 
we do for making sense of other people in real life, so that tragedy develops the 
capacities for curiosity and sympathy which underpin our real social relations.

On Baillie’s Scottish Enlightenment side, she believes that we are inherently 
sociable and not motivated exclusively by self-love, just as Smith does. This is 
why we enjoy sympathizing with the sufferings of others: it expresses our essen-
tially sociable nature. However, Baillie also pushes sympathy out of this 
Enlightenment register into a distinctly Romantic one. We can bring this out by 
comparing Baillie’s view of sympathy to Barbauld’s in the ‘Enquiry into those 
Kinds of Distress which Excite agreeable Sensations’, examined in Chapter 1. 
Barbauld’s Enquiry plausibly influenced Baillie, since the two women became 
friends and close interlocutors after they met in the 1790s.16 They became neigh-
bours as well after Baillie moved to Hampstead in 1799, although this post-dated 
her ‘Introductory Discourse’.17

There are some immediate similarities between Barbauld’s and Baillie’s views. 
Both women ask why we should enjoy reading about or watching characters suf-
fer, given that we are naturally sociable and sympathetic. Barbauld’s explanation 
is that our enjoyment does not stem from malice or cruelty. Rather, we enjoy the 
exercise of our powers of sympathy, though unfortunately these powers cannot be 
drawn into play unless we see a character suffering. So far Baillie agrees, adding 
that we enjoy understanding such characters and, correspondingly, ourselves.

The differences concern Barbauld’s view that literature also cultivates our sym-
pathies by keeping them within proper boundaries. As we saw in Chapter 1, for 
Barbauld, these boundaries are essential for our distress to be enjoyable, for what 
we enjoy above all is having our sympathies refined—not, after all, the bare exer-
cise of these powers, but their refined exercise. Stories of characters undergoing 
brute shocks, violence, or tempests of passion, or falling into wretched states and 
giving way to vice, fail to refine us and so do not bring pleasure.18 It is telling that 
Barbauld, to whom Baillie gave advance notice of the contents of Plays on 
the  Passions Volume 3, could not imagine how there could be a leading hero 
or  heroine whose passion was fear. ‘Joanna has a volume ready for the 

16  According to Baillie’s biographer Judith Slagle, ‘Around the late 1790s or shortly before, Baillie 
met . . . Anna Barbauld’ (Slagle 2002: 63). Alfred Miles (1907) suggests they met earlier in the 1790s. 
Barbauld’s niece and editor Lucy Aikin remembers first meeting Baillie ‘at Mrs. Barbauld’s’ when Lucy 
‘was a young girl’. Since Lucy was born in 1781, this points towards an earlier date (see Breton 1864: 
7). Either way, Baillie and Barbauld knew one another while Baillie was working on her first volume 
of Plays on the Passions and formulating its concept, a process that went back to 1791 and possibly 
even earlier (Slagle 2002: 58). Of course, Baillie may well have read works of Barbauld’s, such as 
Miscellaneous Pieces, before that.

17  Accounts of Baillie’s philosophical influences have neglected women. When Baillie is related to 
other women, they tend to be described as ‘writers’, not philosophical thinkers (e.g., Clery 2000; 
Purinton 1994: ch. 5, esp. 131, 133; Wilson and Haefner 1994; Winckles and Rehbein 2017).

18  Barbauld observed these limitations in her 1773 Poems, in which ‘there is hardly any reference to 
“passion” or any extreme emotions’ (Janowitz 2004: 19).
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press . . . The subject is to be the passion of fear. I do not know what sort of a hero 
that passion can afford!’ (AB to Mrs Kenrick, [May 1811?], in Thackeray 1883: 39). 
For Barbauld, fear is a vice, so we cannot possibly sympathize with fearful indi
viduals, who cannot count as heroes or heroines for us.19

In Baillie’s dramatic work, these restrictions largely fall away. For her, we feel 
the keenest sympathetic interest in those undergoing exceptional distress and 
plagued by especially strong passions: real-life convicted murderers and malefac-
tors and their fictional equivalents. Between them, Baillie’s dramatic characters 
commit murder (De Monfort), kill their spouses (Romiero), lead their peoples 
into unnecessary wars and abandon their intended spouses (Ethwald), abandon 
the armies they are leading in war to pursue a flirtatious romance (Basil), and 
give way to their fears and worst imaginings (Orra). Many of her dramatis perso-
nae are thus the titanic, passionate, larger-than-life characters we associate with 
Romanticism. Baillie extends sympathy beyond Barbauld’s limits, encouraging us 
to sympathize with people whose minds are not well-ordered or carefully regu-
lated but riven with overpowering emotions. The emotional landscape shifts 
from cultured refinement into the gothic: brutal passions run riot, people descend 
into madness, and the environment gives brooding embodiment to these tumul-
tuous affects.20

This enables Baillie to go some way to overcoming the moral limits which 
Barbauld found in fiction in her 1773 essay. For Barbauld, fictional narratives 
have to circumscribe our sympathies carefully, and therefore differ so greatly 
from real life that they do little to enhance our sympathy for people’s real-life suf-
ferings. By giving tragic drama an expanded emotional scope, Baillie takes it that 
fiction can hold up a mirror to our real emotional lives in all their messiness. In 
turn, this gives tragic drama the power to develop our real-life powers of compas-
sion and understanding (Baillie [1798] 1806: 14). For Baillie, exposure to tragedies 
makes us better and more compassionate judges, politicians, medical doctors, 
and so on (14). So whereas Barbauld thinks that fiction’s moral benefits have been 
overstated, Baillie restores an important moral mission to tragedy.21

Of course, Barbauld would deny that we can enjoy these fictional narratives 
about terrible passions, just as she could not conceive of how a person in the grip 
of fear could be an engaging heroine. But Baillie’s reply is that we enjoy the exer-
cise of our sympathetic curiosity, and we enjoy it more, not less, when applied to 
people in severe emotional straits. For what we enjoy is the expansion of our 
understanding of other people and ourselves, and the expansion of the scope of 

19  Barbauld’s view here was informed by her neo-Stoicism, on which see Chapter 4.
20  On Baillie and the gothic, see Clery (2000: ch. 3) and Cox (1992).
21  These differences did not stop Barbauld ‘prais[ing] the plays with all her heart’ to Baillie in 1798, 

without knowing that she was the author. Baillie somehow kept the secret (Ellis 1874: 231–2). As I 
argued in Chapter 1, Barbauld was more optimistic about fiction’s moral powers in her later British 
Novelists. Perhaps this reflected Baillie’s influence.
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our sympathies. Whereas for Barbauld we enjoy having our sympathies cultivated 
and refined within a carefully controlled fictional environment, for Baillie we 
enjoy having our sympathies enlarged by a dramatic environment in which pas-
sions explode beyond human control.

Although Baillie would have us sympathize with her tragic characters, they are 
not models to emulate. On the contrary, they afford warnings: their submission 
to passion furnishes a lesson in what to avoid. Thus, although we see ourselves as 
being like De Monfort in feeling the same passions at work in ourselves, we 
should use this enhanced self-knowledge to nip these passions in the bud. This 
shows a further respect in which we are like the tragic characters: they have free 
choices about how to handle their passions, and so do we. Seeing the characters 
make bad choices, we recognize that we can make choices regarding our own 
passions and, ideally, better choices than De Monfort, Orra, and the others. But 
for Baillie we can only get to this point by first sympathizing with the characters, 
and so appreciating that we are like them—and, like them, are at risk of being 
ruined if we give way to our passions. Baillie’s challenge to Barbauld is that if lit-
erature restricts our sympathies too heavily, ironically, it will prevent us from 
learning to regulate our passions. We will only grasp the need to do so if we 
observe cases where things go terribly wrong; the very sorts of cases that Barbauld 
thought were out of place in fiction.

We can now spell out Baillie’s solution to the paradox of tragedy. Seeing no 
significance in the fact that tragic characters are fictitious, she explains why we 
enjoy tragedies by simultaneously considering why people enjoy going to public 
executions. In both cases, we seem to derive a perverse pleasure from watching 
others suffer. Indeed, Victoria Myers (2004) argues that despite herself Baillie 
produces a ‘theatre of cruelty’, replete with ‘voyeurism, invasion, and inquisi-
tion . . . [and] primitive torture’, which escapes and complicates her moral inten-
tions and exposes the cruelty at the heart of morality itself (88). Yet it is important 
to keep Baillie’s actual moral intentions in mind. She maintains that, really, we 
enjoy tragedies and hangings due to our sympathy with the protagonists and/or 
criminals—where sympathy is morally desirable and praiseworthy—and our 
curiosity about these people’s states of mind in these extreme situations—curiosity 
also being desirable and praiseworthy, as it enables us to better understand our-
selves and others. Unfortunately, we need to observe individuals in extreme dis-
tress and crisis for our powers of sympathy and curiosity to be drawn into full 
play and enlarged. But we do not enjoy seeing these people suffer as such; rather, 
the enjoyment comes from our expanded understanding of human nature and 
our broadened and deepened feeling for our fellow-humans.22

22  Compared with Barbauld, Baillie was closer to Burke, who said of tragedy that ‘The nearer it 
approaches the reality, and the further it removes us from all idea of fiction, the more perfect is its 
power’ (Burke 1757: 26). Like Burke, Baillie held in consequence that we also derive enjoyment from 
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Yet this line of thought throws up a further moral challenge. Are watching tra
gedies and attending executions morally bad, after all, since they elicit our sym
pathy for morally depraved individuals such as criminals and murderers? No, 
Baillie answers, for we sympathize with these individuals only insofar as they are 
not completely or irredeemably bad (not even a murderer about to be executed). 
We sympathize with De Monfort because he remains at his core an essentially 
good and noble man, despite his raging hatred. The passion deserves execration, 
not the man, according to Baillie ([1798] 1806: 62). She reiterates this defence of 
her later tragic protagonist Romiero, whose out-of-control jealousy leads him 
accidentally to kill his wife Zorada when lunging to kill the man he thinks is her 
lover but who is actually her father. Baillie insists that even Romiero is at base 
good: ‘This, it appears to me, is a jealousy dealing particularly with the affections 
of the heart, not being afraid or suspicious of more ignoble wrongs; and therefore 
jealousy that . . . might belong to a noble nature’ (JB to Margaret Hodson, 1836, in 
Baillie 1999: vol. 2: 718–719).23 Conversely, if Romiero were rotten to the core, 
then we could not sympathize with him, and we would find his downfall not 
tragic but just and rightly deserved.

3.6  Baillie’s Voluntarism and Optimism

As we can see from the fact that Baillie’s protagonists make bad choices, her the-
ory and practice of tragedy are premised on her belief in free will. Her contem
poraries recognized this, and not always approvingly:

If Joanna Baillie had known the stage practically, she would . . . give them [i.e., 
her characters] that air of fatality which, though peculiarly predominant in the 
Greek drama, will also be found to a certain extent in all successful tragedies. 
Instead of this, she contrives to make all the passions of her main characters 
proceed from the wilful natures of the beings themselves. (Campbell 1834: 
208–209)

For this critic, Thomas Campbell, Baillie’s voluntarist commitments make her 
plays ‘flat’ and devoid of dramatic interest.

Baillie takes the opposite view, and controversially holds that the Greek traged
ies lack action, passion, and interest because they depict the unfolding of an 

real-life encounters with people in terrible distress. I suspect that she was influenced by Burke, who 
similarly compared the appeal of tragedies to that of public executions (26–7). But Baillie tried harder 
to show how this position was morally acceptable.

23  In fact, many readers were unmoved by Romiero’s death (his father-in-law kills him to avenge 
Zorada), for they did find him undeserving of sympathy—see, e.g., Milman (1836: 494–5). Baillie 
tried to defend Romiero, but to little avail; see Baillie (1836) and, for discussion, Slagle (2013).
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inevitable fate (Baillie [1798] 1806: 26–27). The Greek characters have no choice 
or free agency, so things in Greek tragedies cannot possibly go otherwise than 
they do, there is no dramatic tension, and events simply roll to a pre-ordained 
conclusion. Unlike ancient Greek tragedy, modern tragedy rests on the premise 
that individuals have free will to use for good or ill. To Baillie’s mind, this premise 
is crucial to dramatic action being dramatic, since it means that there are many 
steps in the action and at each step things could go otherwise if the character 
chose differently. So we keep hoping that they will, although in tragedies that 
hope is disappointed. For instance, in Basil we keep hoping that the protagonist 
will abandon his flirtatious romance and remember his military mission and 
leadership role. But he only does so after it is too late, his army has proceeded 
into battle without him, and his career and reputation are ruined.

This is not to say that Baillie employs voluntarism merely as a device to gener-
ate dramatic tension. As I have tried to show, voluntarism is at the heart of her 
account of tragedy’s moral purpose. Because the tragic characters have free will, 
and we sympathize with them, we recognize that we too have the free will to regu-
late our passions or let them lead us to destruction. Baillie’s belief in free will was 
bound up with her theological view that we can all perfect ourselves and attain 
salvation (a view she took from Channing; see Colón 2009: 44, 180).

Moreover, for Baillie, tragic drama’s voluntarist premise is crucial to its being 
tragic. To see why, let’s revisit the structure of some of her plays once again. In De 
Monfort, a pivotal incident galvanizes De Monfort to murder Rezenvelt: when 
Conrad tells De Monfort that Jane and Rezenvelt are in love and De Monfort 
cannot pause, reflect, and see through the deception. At this juncture, external 
circumstances put De Monfort under pressure and he needs to rise above his 
hatred, but cannot, his passion already being too powerful. The same structure 
applies in Orra. When Theobald comes to rescue Orra in ghostly disguise, she 
needs to overcome her fear so as to recognize him and accept his help. Instead, 
her fears are already so powerful that they overcome her. For a final example, take 
Osterloo in The Dream, whose troubling passion is fear (as with Orra). He is so 
terrified of his imminent death by execution—as punishment for a murder he 
committed years before that has recently come to light—that he expires of sheer 
fright on the way to his death, just as he was about to be reprieved.

In each play a point comes when the character is in a crisis but could poten-
tially rise to this challenge if they had their passion under control. Since they do 
not, the crisis instead creates the opening for the passion to surge forth decisively. 
At these points, the audience realizes that the time is now past when the character 
could have mastered the passion. Its power is now irreversible, and from this 
point onwards the characters can only descend to death, madness, or both.

Baillie’s comedies have a different structure. The central character, driven by 
their passion, pursues a progressively more damaging course of action. Finally a 
crisis occurs in which the character needs to abandon their passion in order to 
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come through, and some fortunate external factor enables them to do so. For 
instance, in The Election Baltimore abruptly relinquishes his hatred for Freeman, 
with whom he was about to duel, on being informed that they are really brothers. 
In The Second Marriage Seabright abandons his disastrous ambition because, 
even though he has just undergone financial ruin, his daughter Sophia continues 
to shower him with innocent love. Baillie’s comedies thus end with last-minute 
conversions in which a happy accident (a deus ex machina) enables the protagon
ist, however improbably, to cast aside the passion they have repeatedly indulged.

This shows, by contrast, what makes Baillie’s tragedies tragic. Even when help 
is offered—for example, when Theobald attempts Orra’s rescue, or Osterloo is 
about to be reprieved—the protagonist cannot receive the help, since by now they 
perceive everything through the distorting lens of their ruling passion. This con-
firms that the passion’s hold over their mind is now irreversible.

But since the passion is now beyond control and will drive the character 
ineluctably to their doom, doesn’t that mean that for Baillie, after all, tragedies are 
tragic because it ends up inevitable that the character is destroyed? Not quite. 
While it is now inevitable that the passion will destroy them, this state of affairs 
could have been avoided had the character learnt to resist and regulate their pas-
sion earlier on. The now-inevitable defeat is the result of avoidable bad choices 
that the character made previously. For example, De Monfort’s speech telling 
Jane about the history of his enmity with Rezenvelt is vital, showing us what De 
Monfort could have done differently in the past to bring him to a different place 
today. In Orra the clue is the character’s constant demands to hear scary ghost 
stories: had she acted differently at this point, a different outcome would have 
become possible later on.

Baillie’s understanding of the tragic dovetails with some everyday uses of the 
word, such as the language used in the UK regarding the ‘Baby P’ case, in which a 
toddler, Peter Connelly, was killed by his family after sustaining terrible injuries 
over many months. People often say that Baby P’s death is tragic because it could 
have been avoided had social workers and medical practitioners spotted the 
warning signs of child abuse earlier on. Aestheticians tend to complain that such 
uses of ‘tragic’ are misuses, on the grounds that to be tragic a course of events 
must run to a bad end with inexorable necessity (see, e.g., Rorty 1992). On this 
view, it is precisely when the terrible conclusion could not possibly have been 
avoided that it qualifies as tragic.24 This tallies with Campbell’s criticism of 
Baillie: her plays do not unfold with invariant necessity, so they are not truly 
tragic. Baillie disagrees. For her, a course of terrible events counts as tragic when 
its later stages could have been prevented although, not having been prevented, 

24  Some would add that this condition can only be met if the course of events is fictional, since only 
plotted events can unfold with necessity. For Iris Murdoch: ‘Real life is not tragic. . . . Strictly speaking, 
tragedy belongs to literature’ (Murdoch [1992] 2003: 93). Clearly, Baillie would reject this stricture.

Stone_9780198917977_3.indd   75 5/30/2024   8:53:28 PM

C3P57

C3P58

C3P59



OUP UNCORRECTED AUTOPAGE PROOFS – REVISES, 30/05/24, SPi

Dictionary: NOAD

76  Women on Philosophy of Art

they have now become inevitable. There is a further strand to her view too. For 
the turn of events to be tragic it must be the protagonist him- or herself who could 
have prevented it (here the Baby P analogy ceases to hold). For Baillie, the course 
of terrible events qualifies as tragic when things could have gone otherwise, and 
life could have gone well for the protagonist, but instead they have thrown every-
thing away and made their own destruction inevitable.

For Baillie, tragedies show us courses of suffering that could have been avoided 
given better choices from the protagonists. This means that ultimately her theory 
of tragedy is an optimistic one. To bring out this aspect of her theory and its ori
ginality we can briefly contrast her view to those of two much more canonical 
tragic theorists, Schopenhauer and Nietzsche. For Schopenhauer ([1844] 1977), 
tragedy shows us the inevitability of suffering in human existence in general, and 
as crystallized in the fate of representative individuals such as Oedipus or 
Iphigeneia. The destruction of these individuals, and their inescapable fates, 
bring home that we cannot avoid suffering, ultimately because it is built into the 
deep structure of reality: namely the will, which manifests itself in human life as 
our interminable pursuit of desire after desire. ‘The tragic spirit consists in this: it 
leads to resignation’ (510). Tragedies show us that suffering cannot be avoided, 
only accepted. Tragedy thus rests on a pessimistic metaphysics and guides us to 
appreciate the truth of pessimism.

The only possibility of escape that Schopenhauer sees is that, recognizing that 
suffering is inescapable, we can learn to deploy our will against itself to cancel 
itself out, thereby relinquishing our attachment to our desires. Nietzsche ([1886] 
1999) came to reject this view as nihilistic, advocating not a Schopenhauerian 
‘pessimism of weakness’ but a ‘pessimism of strength’, which he thought was 
inculcated by classical Greek tragedy (4). According to Nietzsche’s account in his 
1872 work The Birth of Tragedy, tragedy shows us the inevitable destruction of the 
tragic characters under a veil of beautiful appearances. This veil encourages us to 
embrace and affirm our existence, terrible and full of suffering as it is. Nietzsche 
thus agrees with Schopenhauer that tragedy presupposes metaphysical pessim
ism, but for Nietzsche the tragic spirit is one not of resignation but affirmation, 
the attitude ‘life is terrible – I would have it no other way!’

Baillie’s position is far removed from these accounts. For her, tragedies show 
that we are not powerless in the face of suffering, and so we need neither resign 
ourselves to inevitable suffering nor cultivate the strength to affirm it. Instead, 
tragedies show us that we can flourish if we cultivate self-knowledge and sym
pathy for others, learn to interpret our own minds and those of others, and learn 
to make the right choices and get control of our passions. The tragic spirit is prac
tical, helping us to develop the capacities and skills to lead flourishing lives and 
overcome the dangers that arise along life’s way.

It may seem paradoxical that Baillie draws this optimistic lesson from an art-
form that depicts characters going to their death and destruction. But for Baillie, 
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it is precisely by showing us the disastrous consequences of the characters’ bad 
choices that tragedy alerts us to make better choices ourselves. If the characters’ 
poor choices were without serious repercussions for them, then tragedy’s power 
of moral instruction would be compromised. In this way optimism, voluntarism, 
and moralism are interlocking components of Baillie’s view. They yield a distinct
ive and important theory, which deserves a place alongside other philosophical 
accounts of tragedy.

Women on Philosophy of Art: Britain 1770–1900. Alison Stone, Oxford University Press. © Alison Stone 2024. 
DOI: 10.1093/9780198918004.003.0003
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4
Harriet Martineau on Literature, 

Morality, and Realism

4.1  Introduction

In the first half of the nineteenth century Harriet Martineau was Britain’s most 
famous female public intellectual. Her huge body of discipline- and genre-defying 
work spanned political economy, sociology, history, politics, philosophy, and reli-
gion. In addition she wrote fiction, including the twenty-four novellas that cata-
pulted her to stardom, the Illustrations of Political Economy, which came out 
monthly from 1832–34.1 Summing up the public response, the Spectator observed: 
‘The first day of each month is marked by no publication of more importance 
than Miss Martineau’s Illustrations of Political Economy’ (Anonymous 1832: 853). 
In their day the Illustrations even outsold Charles Dickens: by 1834, each 
Illustration was selling 10,000 copies, compared to 3,000 for Dickens’s latest serial 
instalments (Dalley 2012).

Literary historians have insightfully analysed Martineau’s fiction, but there has 
been relatively little analysis of her theory of literature and of art, one exception 
being the excellent chapter ‘Harriet Martineau’s Theory of Fiction’ by Valerie 
Sanders (1986: ch. 1). Building on Sanders, I shall reconstruct Martineau’s account 
of the purpose of literature. I will focus mainly on this account insofar as it 
informed and underpinned Martineau’s Illustrations. She intended these tales to 
illustrate the principles of political economy. She thought that these principles 
were moral as well as economic, and that literature ought to illustrate them 
because art’s purpose was to exemplify moral principles and so promote moral 
behaviour.

Martineau never gave this position a single unified statement, so we have to 
piece it together from several textual sources. These include the places where she 
engaged with Anna Barbauld (Section 4.2) and Walter Scott (Section 4.3). These 
fed into Martineau’s case for literary realism, the view that literature must provide 
a sympathetic portrayal of ordinary working people. In this way, Martineau 
expanded the moral scope of literature beyond Barbauld’s limits, though it was a 
different expansion from the one effected by Joanna Baillie (Section 4.4).

1  Her other fictions included Poor Laws and Paupers Illustrated (1833–34, four stories), Illustrations 
of Taxation (1834, five stories), Deerbrook (1839), the Playfellow (1841, four stories), and Forest and 
Game Law Tales (1845–46, three stories).
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These lines of thought converged in Martineau’s Illustrations, but as they were 
woven from several strands the Illustrations also contained tensions (Section 4.5). 
These tensions were one factor leading later novelists such as George Eliot to 
take  realism in different directions, which Martineau condemned as bad art 
(Section 4.6). Her criticisms of other novelists make clear that her moral commit-
ments always underlay and motivated her realism. For her, the aesthetic must 
always be subordinated to the moral. This, I will suggest, was the ultimate source 
of the tensions in her project.

Martineau wrote less directly on the philosophy of art than the other six 
women covered in this book, so my decision to include her may seem doubtful. 
But she belongs here for several reasons. She was a uniquely influential intel-
lectual woman, and she reflected on the purpose and nature of art in concert 
with her literary practice, so that her thought exemplifies the kind of philoso-
phy of art developed by the women discussed in this book (as by many 
nineteenth-century British writers on art generally). Martineau belongs here, 
too, because she was such an exemplary aesthetic moralist. For her, the aes-
thetic aspects of artworks must serve moral purposes, and art must be morally 
good to count as good art. Martineau was therefore important to the moral turn 
in mid-nineteenth-century British aesthetics. Anna Jameson and John Ruskin 
became more closely associated with this moral turn in the public mind. But 
Martineau was a more unequivocal moralist than them, and her work best illus-
trates the aesthetic moralist stance.

4.2  From Barbauld to Martineau’s Illustrations

Martineau grew up in a Unitarian family that had close ties with Barbauld’s natal 
family, the Aikins. In 1801 Barbauld wrote ‘On the Death of Mrs Martineau’ to 
commemorate her friend, the recently deceased Sarah Meadows Martineau, 
Harriet’s grandmother (Barbauld in McCarthy and Kraft 2001: 149). Thomas 
Martineau, Harriet’s father, was educated by the Barbaulds at the Palgrave 
Academy. According to one of Harriet’s sisters, ‘from Mrs Barbauld he acquired 
the strong political leanings, and the firm principles of nonconformity’ (quoted 
in Webb 1960: 57). The adult Thomas remained in touch with the Barbaulds, and 
Harriet recalled their childhood visits, saying that she and her siblings ‘had all 
grown up with a great reverence for Mrs Barbauld . . . and, reflectively, for Dr 
Aikin, her brother, . . . far more industrious, but without her genius’ (Martineau 
1877: vol. 1: 78). Martineau also said: ‘Our generation feasted, all through child-
hood, on “Evenings at Home” [by John Aikin and Anna Barbauld]; I cannot read 
them now without strong delight’ (HM to R.  H.  Horne, 13 April 1844, in 
Martineau 2007: vol. 2: 275–276).2

2  On Barbauld’s importance for the young Martineau, see also James (2010: esp. 88, 103) and on 
the Aikin–Martineau family connections, James and Inkster (2011) and Sanders (2002: esp. 65).
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Barbauld was not merely one influence among others; she was central. 
Martineau (1822b) found her writing ‘forceful and elegant’ (749), the model of 
the writing Martineau aspired to produce. She aimed to be, just like Barbauld, 
‘a  forcible and elegant writer on religious and moral subjects’ (Martineau 1877: 
vol. 3: 33). Late in life, Martineau (1861) remembered: ‘I knew the Miss Berrys, 
and the Miss Baillies, and the empress of her sex in her own time and after—Mrs 
Barbauld’ (176).3 Later still, she listed her female role models: Maria Edgeworth, 
Joanna Baillie, Mary Somerville, ‘and glorious Mrs Barbauld (the very first of the 
order)’ (HM to the Beauforts, 9 June 1867, in Martineau 2007: vol. 5: 178).

No surprise then, that Martineau’s first two-part article, ‘Female Writers on 
Practical Divinity’, was half on Hannah More and half on Barbauld (see 
Martineau 1822a, 1822b). Signed ‘Discipulus’ to indicate that Martineau was 
Barbauld’s and More’s disciple, the essay appeared in the radical Unitarian jour-
nal the Monthly Repository, where Martineau published many philosophical 
essays during the 1820s. In ‘Female Writers’ Martineau (1822b) saluted ‘the genius 
of our first living female poet, Mrs Barbauld’ (748). She then praised several of 
Barbauld’s writings before focusing on Barbauld’s essay ‘On the Devotional Taste’. 
Martineau summed up Barbauld’s case for an aesthetic religiosity, and concurred: 
‘She meets our ideas, and seems to express what had passed through our own 
minds, much more forcibly than we ourselves could have done.’

Thus, from the start Martineau placed her writing career under the sign of 
Barbauld’s aesthetics. Indeed, the two-way devotional aesthetic informed the 
Illustrations. Their every detail was meant to raise our minds upward to the gen-
eral, invariable determining laws of the universe, specifically the laws governing 
our economic lives. Reciprocally, moving downward, we are to apprehend these 
laws at work in the tangible events befalling particular characters. Take the first 
Illustration, Life in the Wilds, which illustrated the Scottish Enlightenment theory 
that all societies must pass through successive stages of economic development. A 
group of European settlers, ambushed in South Africa, have to rebuild their civil
ization from scratch. They make an accelerated journey from hunter-gathering, 
through basic animal husbandry and then agriculture, before re-entering com-
mercial society. This was a ‘picture’, not a theoretical restatement, of stadial the-
ory, as Martineau explained:

The works already written on Political Economy . . . give us its history; they give us 
its philosophy; but we want its picture. . . . We cannot see why the truth and its appli-
cation should not go together—why an explanation of the principles which regulate 

3  Mary Berry was an art connoisseur of the late eighteenth to early nineteenth century. Amongst 
other things, she edited Horace Walpole’s writings and discussed aesthetics with the picturesque the
orist Uvedale Price. See Palmer (2009: ch. 3).
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society should not be made more clear and interesting . . . by pictures of what those 
principles are actually doing in communities. (Martineau 1832a: xi–xii)

The thread back to Barbauld’s devotional aesthetic may seem thin. But it thickens 
when we consider that for the early Martineau invariable laws derived from God, 
whom she regarded, following Priestley, as the origin of an orderly and intelli
gible universe (Martineau 1877: vol. 1: 111). To grasp determining laws, and per-
ceive them instantiated concretely, is simultaneously to grasp God’s regulating 
power and take comfort in his omnipresence. This was very similar to Priestley’s 
conception of habitual devotion, though Martineau took the idea from Barbauld 
as well as Priestley.

Admittedly, by the time of the Illustrations, Martineau was moving away from 
religion, which she finally abandoned in the late 1840s (see Stone 2023: ch. 2). But 
she always retained a belief in invariable laws, which reflected the enduring influ-
ence of Barbauld. In addition, on the moral side Martineau’s Illustrations were 
informed by another of Barbauld’s writings which Martineau praised, her 1773 
essay ‘Against Inconsistency in our Expectations’. Defending neo-Stoicism, 
Barbauld declared:

Upon an accurate inspection, we shall find, in the moral government of the 
world, . . . laws as determinate, fixed, and invariable as any in Newton’s 
Principia. . . . The man, therefore, who has well studied the operations of 
nature . . . will acquire a certain moderation and equity in his claims upon 
Providence. (Barbauld in McCarthy and Kraft 2001: 187)

For Barbauld, we can lead happier lives if we avoid making unrealistic demands 
of life and re-educate our desires to conform with the invariant laws of the uni-
verse. Then we will demand only what is really possible, and no more. Likewise, 
in the Illustrations, Martineau sought to educate people about the laws of political 
economy so that they could adjust their desires and actions to what was possible 
given these laws. This would allow people to attain happiness on a reliable basis, 
rather than making unrealistic demands that would only lead to frustration and 
misery (Martineau 1834: 1–2). Martineau’s Illustrations, then, were imbued with 
the temperate spirit of Barbauld’s work.

4.3  Martineau on Scott and the Moral Purpose of Literature

One may still feel that there is quite a jump from Barbauld’s devotional aesthetic 
to Martineau’s Illustrations. So there is, partly due to other influences that flowed 
into Martineau’s project besides Barbauld. Important among them was 
Martineau’s engagement with Walter Scott.
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This engagement came to fruition in two essays, ‘Characteristics of the Genius 
of Scott’ and ‘Achievements of the Genius of Scott’, written in late 1832 while 
Martineau was also hard at work on the Illustrations.4 The two essays appeared, 
signed, in the new liberal periodical Tait’s Edinburgh Magazine, respectively in 
December 1832 and January 1833.5 Later, Martineau made them the opening pair 
of ‘Philosophical Essays’ in her 1836 two-volume collection Miscellanies. In 1832, 
she told the journal’s sub-editor, William Tait, that her essays were meant to con-
duct ‘an inquiry [into] what kind of fiction is now required . . . to subserve the pur-
poses of our sloughing society’. She added that the essays were ‘of some importance, 
in as far as they may tend to direct a new and powerful engine [i.e., literature] 
upon those social objects which every good member of society now has to heart’.6

Martineau clearly intended the essays to give a general account of literature’s 
moral purpose and of the form that literature must take to fulfil that purpose in 
the modern age. Why, then, did Martineau frame the essays around Scott? Aside 
from the fact that Scott and Jane Austen were her favourite authors, part of the 
answer is that the periodicals employed a porous ‘essay-review’ format, as I noted 
in Chapter 1. This format allowed contributors to use their reviews of other 
authors to advance their own views. Moreover, it was typical of much nineteenth-
century British philosophy of art to move seamlessly between criticism of authors, 
genres, or works (art or literary criticism, as we now see it) and philosophical 
reflection on general artistic principles. In uniting literary criticism with philoso-
phy of art, Martineau was of her time and place.

In her first essay, on Scott’s ‘Characteristics’, Martineau explains how Scott can 
write great literature on account of his virtues of character—his ‘characteristics’—
which find expression in corresponding artistic virtues in his writing. His virtu-
ous character is the condition of his producing great art. What are his virtues?

First, Scott treats everything purely, in contrast to Lord Byron’s licentiousness 
(Martineau [1832] 1836a: 12). By ‘purity’ Martineau seems to mean that Scott 
treats everything in a sympathetic and far-sighted way. He does not wallow in his 
characters’ pleasures or sufferings but feels for them while keeping an eye on the 
bigger picture. In contrast, genius combined with impurity produces ‘the two-
headed monster of the moral world, one of whose countenances may be regard-
ing the starry heavens, while the other is gloating over the garbage of impurity 
beneath it’ (13).

4  Iain Crawford (2020: ch. 1) considers the Scott essays in relation to Martineau’s writing career 
and her stadial theory; Ella Dzelzainis (2010) sees them, as I do, as spelling out the underpinning of 
the Illustrations.

5  In 1834 Tait’s incorporated Johnstone’s Edinburgh Magazine, edited by John and Christian 
Johnstone. Christian, who was female, thereupon became Tait’s editor until 1846. She was the first 
woman to edit a major British periodical (see Easley 2004: ch. 3).

6  HM to William Tait, October 1832, in Martineau (1990: 35); HM to William Tait, November 
1832, in Martineau (1990: 37).
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Second, Scott has a praiseworthy reluctance to dwell on his merits as a writer. 
However, his modesty leads him to underestimate the moral importance of his 
work, and mistakenly to claim that literature is merely ‘the amusement of life’ and 
not its ‘business’. He declares himself ‘no great believer in the moral utility to be 
derived from fictitious compositions’ (Scott, quoted in Martineau [1832] 1836a: 
18, [1833] 1836b: 37). In fact, literature’s ‘first business . . . [is] the office of casting 
new lights into philosophy, and adding new exemplifications and sanctions to 
morals. . . . This is the task, the real “business” of moral philosophers of all ranks 
and times’ (Martineau ([1832] 1836a: 19–20). Literature’s primary purpose is eth
ical: to ‘exemplify’ moral principles, and to do moral philosophy in a practical 
and illustrative mode.

Third, continuing the assessment of Scott, he combines frankness with discre-
tion, and his cheerfulness is manifest in the ‘lofty faith in humanity’ that suffuses 
his novels. Being industrious, he has written a huge amount, but this has come to 
him easily and not laboriously, a sense of ease that is reflected in the broad-
ranging optimism of his work. Finally, he is practical-minded, hence the ‘prac
tical character, i.e., the reality which pervades his loftiest scenes’ (27).

Reading this after the death of the author, Martineau’s heavy focus on Scott 
the person may jar, but it reflects her concern with morality. To produce art 
that imparts moral lessons, she takes it, the artist must be virtuous him- or 
herself. Realistically, only a virtuous person can possibly produce morally 
edifying art.

Martineau’s ([1833] 1836b) second essay moves on to ‘the works of Scott, in 
their effects as influences, rather than . . . an analysis of their constitution as speci-
mens of art’ (37–38). That is, she sets aside the strictly artistic features of Scott’s 
work to focus on its moral virtues and their beneficial influence on his readers. 
The first essay went from Scott’s virtues of character to the moral virtues of his 
art; now the second essay radiates out from the virtues in the art to the virtues it 
spreads in society.

Scott’s wide reception, Martineau says, has broken down national boundaries, 
especially between Scotland and other nations. Rather than teaching abstract 
equality, he instead shows, by his sympathetic treatment of all his characters, that 
everyone shares common interests and feelings and merits sympathetic attention. 
‘He has imparted . . . the conviction that human nature works alike in all’ (51). He 
exposes the evils of priestcraft and fanaticism through concrete examples (37), 
and he satirizes eccentricities and follies (39). Even his female characters—‘a set 
of more passionless, frivolous, uninteresting beings was never assembled at 
morning auction’ (48)—unintentionally illustrate the wrongs of the present sys-
tem of female education, more effectively than Wollstonecraft. Despite these 
satirical and critical elements, kindliness pervades his work: ‘he has . . . recom-
mended benignity in the survey of life, and indicated the glory of a higher kind of 
benevolence’ (51).
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Overall, Scott ‘has taught us the power of fiction as an agent of morals and 
philosophy’ (52). This is despite his own mistaken denial that literature has this 
moral purpose. His works perform their moral service unconsciously, not con-
sciously (55). ‘We . . . learn from him how much may be impressed by exemplifica-
tion which would be rejected in the form of reasoning, and how there may be 
more extensive embodiments of truth in fiction than the world was before thor-
oughly aware of ’ (52). Indeed, Scott ‘has done more for the morals of society . . . 
than all the divines, and other express moral teachers, of a century past’. For ‘all 
moral sciences are best taught by exemplification’, so that novelists and dramatists 
‘have usually the advantage, as moralists, over those whose office it is to present 
morals in an abstract form’ (28).

For Martineau literature is a form of practical moral philosophy, recalling 
Baillie’s description of drama as a ‘form of moral writing’ (Baillie [1798] 1806: 14). 
For Martineau, literature exemplifies moral rules rather than systematizing them; 
it shows, or pictures, or depicts, rather than states. This makes literature a more 
effective vehicle of moral instruction than theoretical systems. Compared to the-
ory, examples make a more vivid impression, and so they have more emotional 
impact, are better retained in memory, and enter more fully into our habits and 
dispositions (Martineau [1833] 1836b: 55).

These claims rest on Martineau’s associationist account of the mind. Like 
Priestley and Barbauld, she was an enthusiast for David Hartley (Martineau 1877: 
vol. 1: 80). In particular, Martineau’s view of literary examples rested on her 
empiricist distinction between sensory impressions, which are immediate, lively, 
and vivid (‘an impression exerts its influence immediately or not at all’), and 
facts, which are statements of truth derived from impressions by induction and 
retained in memory in a more detached and impersonal way (1836c:vol. 1: 
216–217).7 In exemplification, a moral lesson (or a moral fact or principle) is con-
veyed through a vividly presented imaginary case (an impression). Here the aes-
thetic element serves the moral one, for the vividness of the example is what 
enforces the moral lesson effectively. The purpose of literature is not to give us 
enjoyment in its aesthetic qualities (the vividity of sensory impressions), but to 
use these qualities to impart moral lessons. And moral lessons should be exempli-
fied, not merely stated theoretically, for their vivid sensory presentation imparts 
the lesson most effectively.

We might be puzzled by Martineau’s view that literature ‘depicts’, for it does not 
obviously set out to recreate the visible look of things, as representational visual 
art does. We might also think that rather than giving sensory impressions, litera-
ture uses words to express and evoke ideas, residues of impressions that have lost 
their vivacity over time. However, plausibly Martineau thinks that literature is a 

7  This inevitably puts one in mind of Hume’s distinction between impressions and ideas, but I have 
found no evidence that it influenced Martineau, who opposed Hume because she saw him as a sceptic 
about causal laws (see Stone 2023: 71).
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hybrid of ideas and impressions, and that this is precisely what makes it morally 
effective. Literature expresses ideas, including moral lessons, in imaginary cases 
that are closely derived from sensory impressions and retain enough of their 
vivacity to impart the lessons powerfully.

Exemplifications are so effective, Martineau believes, that the writer of moral 
fictions has the greatest power to shape public morals, much more power than 
university professors of moral theory. Here she effectively stakes several claims at 
once: for the importance of her own moral fictions, the Illustrations; that the 
Illustrations are works of practical moral philosophy; and that she is doing moral 
philosophy in the most practically effective form.

In sum, using her evaluation of Scott, Martineau forwards her vision of the 
moral purpose of literature. The virtues she finds in Scott are the virtues that she 
thinks literature generally should embody, while his shortcomings show what 
writers ought to do differently. They should moralize consciously, not uncon-
sciously; they should recognize literature’s moral power and wield it knowingly, 
not merely accidentally. In addition, writers should overcome what Martineau 
regards as Scott’s central limitation, as we will now see: his lack of sympathy for 
poor and working people.

4.4  Beyond Romance to Realism

Martineau sees sympathetic kindliness as the central virtue of Scott’s fiction, but 
he fails to extend this kindliness to poor farming and working people. He knows 
nothing of these people, for he ‘bonded himself within a small circle’ and ‘knew 
not that the strength of soul, which he represents . . . [in] his heroes, . . . is of the 
same kind with that which is nourished in our neighbours of the next alley, by 
conflicts of a less romantic, but not less heroic cast’ (Martineau ([1833] 1836b: 42). 
Ordinary people feel the same passions and undergo the same conflicts as better-
off people—and more genuinely, not hiding them under a carapace of conven-
tional restraint. As Martineau ([1832] 1862) has one of her characters declare in a 
visionary statement in the Illustration ‘For Each and For All’, written in September 
1832 and probably published that October:

The true romance of human life lies among the poorer classes: the most rapid 
vicissitudes, the strongest passions, the most undiluted emotions, . . . the truest 
experience are there . . . and yet these things are almost untouched by our artists; 
be they dramatists, painters, or novelists . . . From the upper and middling classes 
are the fine arts mainly furnished with their subjects. This is wrong; for life in its 
reality cannot become known by hearsay, and by hearsay only is there any 
notion of it among those who feel themselves set above its struggles and its toils: 
the greater part of the aristocracy. (27)
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In this light, we can retrospectively make sense of the seemingly oblique 
opening of Martineau’s ([1832] 1836a) first Scott essay. The upper classes, she says 
there, have no knowledge of reality, only belief and imaginings. Working people 
do know reality, but they cannot stop to express their knowledge due to the very 
pressure of economic circumstances that they know about. We have theorizing 
without knowledge, and knowledge without theorizing. How then can the upper 
class ever learn about reality? (3). She finds the solution in those upper-class 
people who have suffered illness, infirmity, or bereavement. They know enough 
of hardship to reach out mentally to connect with working people (4). Thus, 
Scott’s infirmity and long illness in childhood allowed him to become a great 
writer with wide sympathies (5). Even so, his aristocratic background and con-
servatism left much of reality a sealed book to him, so that ‘Scott . . . knew about as 
much of the real condition and character of the humble classes . . . as the Japanese; 
perhaps less’ Martineau ([1833] 1836b: 46).

Transcending Scott’s limitations, literature in the 1830s must tackle the real 
condition of the ‘humble classes’, Martineau ([1833] 1836b) maintains. The novel 
should take modern and not feudal society as its landscape, ordinary working 
and poor people as its protagonists, and base its plots around the dramatic ten-
sions and conflicts of industrial society. The dynamic prose of nineteenth-century 
life, not the sentimental romance of feudal life, is needed. This puts a vast new 
field of material at art’s hand: morals, politics, economy, working life, are all 
‘fit for the process of exemplification’ (52).

Martineau is dramatically extending the scope of literary sympathy. As we 
know, Barbauld denied that literature could properly elicit sympathy for the 
working poor:

Poverty, if truly represented, shocks our nicer feelings; therefore whenever it is 
made use of to awaken our compassion, the rags and dirt, the squalid appear-
ance and mean employments . . . must be kept out of sight, and the distress must 
arise from . . . the shock of falling from higher fortunes. (Aikin and Aikin 
1773: 203)

Barbauld also held that ‘the misfortunes which excite pity must not be too horrid 
and overwhelming’ (196), specifying that the horrors of tragedy, like the gloomy 
atmosphere of the gothic, arouse amazement and terror more than sympathetic 
pity (197). As we saw in Chapter 3, Baillie extended literary sympathy into the 
gothic regions where Barbauld claimed it could not reach: ‘violent and gloomy 
passions’, ‘Battles, tortures and death’ (197), and ‘violent expressions of passions 
and distress’ (199). However, like Scott’s novels, Baillie’s tragedies were limited in 
that her protagonists remained high-born and upper-class. They lived in quasi-
medieval societies regulated by feudal hierarchies. To this extent, Martineau went 
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far beyond Baillie, extending sympathy to characters who are ordinary working 
people in the modern industrial world.

It is worth clarifying that Martineau would have known the ‘Enquiry into 
those Kinds of Distress which Excite agreeable Sensations’ in which Barbauld set 
out her restrictions. It appeared in Miscellaneous Pieces, which Martineau had 
read (as we know from ‘Female Writers on Practical Divinity’). And she probably 
knew that Barbauld was the author, since Barbauld and the Aikin family had 
talked to her about who wrote what.8 Martineau knew Baillie’s work too: she 
could hardly avoid it, given Baillie’s fame, just as Baillie could hardly avoid 
Martineau once the Illustrations made her a ‘literary lion’. The two became friends 
in the 1830s, as Martineau tells us in her Autobiography (Martineau 1877: vol. 1: 
270–271). Before this, as I mentioned earlier, Martineau already viewed Baillie as 
a role model, if not quite as much so as Barbauld. Martineau praised the ‘invul-
nerable justification which [Baillie] set up for intellectual superiority in women’ 
(271) (Baillie had, for instance, worked her own way through Euclid; see Slagle 
2002: 67–68). Reciprocating Martineau’s warmth, Baillie said of her Society in 
America that ‘the descriptive part of it is beautiful and I think decidedly marked 
with genius and often with good feeling’, though she objected to Martineau’s 
‘political discussions, always referring to abstract principles’ (JB to Dr Norton, 
24 October 1837, in Baillie 1999: vol. 2: 945).

As for Martineau’s differences from Baillie, the clue here is that Baillie and 
Scott were very close, not only as friends from 1806 onwards but also in their lit-
erary practice.9 Martineau was well aware of this proximity (see, e.g., 1877: vol. 2: 
317). To this extent, her objection to Scott’s feudal settings and narrow circle of 
high-born characters applies to Baillie too.

Crucially, though, Martineau remained faithful to one of Barbauld’s restric-
tions on literary sympathy: ‘No scenes of misery ought to be exhibited which are 
not connected with the display of some moral excellence or agreeable quality’ 
(Aikin and Aikin 1773: 196). Baillie differed, many of her tragic protagonists end-
ing up at the mercy of brutal and even murderous passions. Admittedly, she 
insisted that these characters remained ‘noble’ and essentially good. Their pas-
sions had overwhelmed them, but the passions deserved execration and not the 
people. Even so, Baillie extended sympathy to larger-than-life, violent, and 
tumultuous individuals who had committed serious crimes. For Martineau, 
on  the contrary, it remained almost axiomatic that we can only properly 
sympathize with real and fictional people insofar as they are virtuous. If literature 

8  For instance, Martineau knew who contributed what to Evenings at Home—‘Mrs B and the 
Aikins have always anxiously explained this’ (HM to the Beauforts, 9 June 1867, in Martineau 2007: 
vol. 5: 180).

9  See Slagle (2002: ch. 3). Baillie and Scott independently gravitated towards their shared aesthetic, 
and they met only after Baillie had published Plays on the Passions Volumes 1 and 2.
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led us to sympathize with wrongdoers and vicious characters (whether on the 
page or in real life), then it was failing in its moral purpose.

In short, Baillie enlarged sympathy in the direction of romantic passion but 
left its class restrictions in place. Conversely, Martineau enlarged sympathy over 
class boundaries but had little time for passion or deviations from virtue. As we 
will see, this is reflected in the Illustrations.

4.5  Illustrations of Political Economy

From  Sections 4.2 to 4.4 we can pull together the moral–aesthetic framework 
underpinning Martineau’s Illustrations:

Art’s moral purpose. Artworks have a great moral influence because they illus-
trate moral principles rather than state them; they show rather than tell. This 
makes their lessons vivid and memorable. Since artworks have this power, the 
artist’s ‘first business’ is not to amuse or entertain but to impart moral lessons, 
ideally with self-awareness.

Moral exemplification, and general laws as moral principles. The purpose of lit-
erature is to exemplify moral principles, and to raise our minds to grasp the gen-
eral laws that regulate the universe and perceive them at work. These two go 
together, for Martineau, because the morally right thing to do is follow the gen-
eral laws of the universe. If we obey these laws, and make them the principles of 
our action, then we can obtain happiness and avoid asking more of the world that 
it can possibly give. As we saw earlier, Martineau took this idea from Barbauld’s 
neo-Stoicism. To act virtuously is to obey these general principles. Literature 
must show that virtuous people who follow these laws prosper, and that the 
vicious suffer when the laws that they are flaunting act back upon them, a sort of 
punishment administered by the universe itself.10

The moral case for realism and not romance. Literature has been limited by its 
exclusive concentration on the privileged classes. Now it must focus on working 
people. This follows from literature’s moral purpose. Literature is to embody vir-
tues and spread virtues to its readers, and sympathy is one of these virtues (as 
Martineau said apropos of Scott). Literature’s class limitations are therefore limit-
ing its moral power, the scope of its sympathy. So, on moral grounds, the novelist 
must jettison feudal romance for modern realism. Only then will middle- and 
upper-class people develop sympathy for working people in real life.

Laws of political economy as part of moral laws. However, working-class char-
acters in fiction will only command our sympathies if they are virtuous, and to be 
virtuous they must follow the general laws of the universe. Or rather, more spe-
cifically, they must follow one branch of these laws: those that govern our 

10  For more on Martineau’s moral theory, see Stone (2023: ch. 2).
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economic lives. These laws are theorized by the science of political economy. For 
Martineau, these economic laws are the ‘counterparts of the natural, immutable, 
and inevitable laws of the physical sciences’ (Freedgood 1995: 33). Like all general 
laws, these economic laws supply some of the moral principles that should gov-
ern our actions, in this case our actions in the economic domain. Why should it 
be economic laws that working-class characters are shown to act on? Precisely 
because these characters are working people, embroiled in economic struggles. If 
literature is to foreground working people and their virtues and vices, it must also 
foreground the laws of political economy, since these shape people’s working 
lives. Accordingly, literature should show that working people’s lives go well or 
badly depending on whether they obey these economic laws.

This is the singular framework behind Martineau’s Illustrations. Let us now 
look at the framework fleshed out in Illustration number 7, A Manchester Strike, 
from 1832.

The central character is a working man, William Allen. He is a good man, self-
disciplined and principled, well-respected by both fellow-workers and capitalists, 
making him an effective union representative and mediator. Unfortunately he is 
meek and timid and so, despite his better judgement, he is pressurized by a group 
of unscrupulous workers into supporting a strike. The strike is a response to fall-
ing wages—but, Martineau makes clear, artificially raising wages is not in the 
capitalists’ power. The problem is an excess supply of workers on the market, 
since working people are having too many children. One of the capitalists urges 
this point (1832b: 35), which Martineau spells out again at the end (she closed 
each tale with a statement of the principles it illustrated): ‘The proportion of 
this fund [the wages fund] received by individuals must mainly depend on 
the number amongst whom the fund is divided’ (134). Thus, as in other 
Illustrations, Martineau (controversially) supported birth control as the only 
means by which workers could obtain, and realistically demand, better wages.

The strike goes ahead but inevitably fails to achieve its goal. It leaves the work-
ers even worse off, having lost income when striking and then finding that the 
capitalists can only afford to rehire some of those employed before the strike. One 
of those laid off is Allen. The final chapter, ‘Hope Extinct’, ends:

There were other circumstances which made them scarcely able to believe him 
the same William Allen. . . . He no longer . . . appeared to see others as they 
passed; . . . He would not even represent his children, who grew up one after 
another to be employed in the factories, while their father toiled in the streets 
with his water cart in summer and his broom in winter . . . (133)

We feel sad for Allen—a terrible, unrelieved sadness pervades the entire tale. It is an 
icy sadness, for Martineau conveys that Allen does not simply deserve our sympathy. 
He has in a sense got his deserts, having brought his downfall on himself.
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Yet Martineau does not want this critical judgement to drown out our sym
pathy altogether. She therefore depicts Allen as a fundamentally responsible, 
upstanding man who is reluctant to strike. He must be basically good for us to 
sympathize with him (as with Baillie’s character De Monfort), though Allen 
makes a tragic error of judgement in acceding to the strike. As Martineau (1834) 
states in ‘The Moral of Many Fables’, the final Illustration which reprises all the 
principles exemplified in the series:

There are many William Allens among the class of operative; but I also believe 
that few of these are leaders of strikes. Allen was an unwilling leader of a strike; 
and there are many who see even more clearly than he did the hopelessness and 
mischievousness of the contest, who have . . . more nerve to make a protest 
against a bad principle, and a stand against a bad practice. I believe that the 
most intelligent and the best men among the working-classes now decline join-
ing a turn-out . . . (55)

Martineau may well seem unduly harsh towards Allen, and her judgements are 
coloured by her hostility to strikes. At the same time, she makes a radical innov
ation in treating a hard-pressed working-class man as a tragic hero. To return to 
her statement of the realist programme in ‘For Each and For All’ ([1832] 1862):

Our painters of life do not take into account—in fact know little of—some of the 
most important circumstances which constitute life, in the best sense of the 
word. They lay hold of the great circumstances which happen to all, the land-
marks of universal human existence, and overlook those which are not less 
interesting, though not universal. They take Love; and think it more becoming 
to describe a Letitia going to the altar with a lord F–, than a weaver and his 
thoughtful bride taking possession of their two rooms, after long waiting and 
anxiety. (128)

Or, we might say: they take Tragedy, and describe a De Monfort in a quasi-feudal 
society, overcome by hatred and driven to murder his rival Rezenvelt, rather than 
a factory worker ruined for lacking the courage to resist the shorter-sighted and 
rebellious workers around him.

If Martineau’s sympathy for Allen is limited, she arouses much keener 
sympathy for the children in the story, above all Allen’s daughter Martha. We 
meet her right away, seen through Allen’s eyes as they walk home from work 
(Martineau 1832b):

He saw her before him for some distance, and observed how she limped, and 
how feebly she made her way along the street (if such it might be called), which 
led to their abode. It was far from easy walking to the strongest. There were 

Stone_9780198917977_4.indd   90 6/3/2024   1:54:53 PM

C4P52

C4P53

C4P54

C4P55

C4P56

C4P57

C4P58



OUP UNCORRECTED AUTOPAGE PROOFS – REVISES, 03/06/24, SPi

Dictionary: NOSD

Harriet Martineau on Literature, Morality, and Realism  91

heaps of rubbish, pools of muddy water, stones and brickbats lying about, and 
cabbage leaves on which the unwary might slip, and bones over which pigs were 
grunting, and curs snarling and fighting. Little Martha, a delicate child of eight 
years old, tried to avoid all these obstacles; but she nearly slipped down several 
times, and started when the dogs came near her, and shivered every time the 
mild spring breeze blew in her face. (2)

Martha Allen is clearly the prototype of Dickens’s better-known Tiny Tim from 
A Christmas Carol. Sad, infirm, and in failing health, Martha’s source of comfort 
is her companion animal, Billy the bird. He symbolizes her dreams of escape and 
flight and, since he lives in a cage, her current plight. Even this crumb of comfort 
is snatched from Martha when the family’s economic losses during the strike 
force them to sell Billy to a local animal dealer. Allen promises to buy Billy back 
as soon as he can. But the strike drags on, and instead:

Every day for the next fortnight, . . . little Martha lingered about the bird-fancier’s 
door . . . One day she was remarked by her parents to be very silent; and after that 
she went out less. She had missed Billy, though his empty cage still hung in the 
shop; and having made bold to ask, had found that he was sold to a country 
customer; really gone for ever. (118)

Our sympathy for Martha is unqualified since, unlike Allen, she is not respon
sible for any moral errors. Rather, she is the helpless victim of Allen’s mistake. 
In this way, though, our compassion for Martha arraigns Allen all the more.

There have been countless criticisms of Martineau’s Illustrations in general and 
A Manchester Strike, one of the most popular Illustrations, in particular.11 Much of 
the story consists of arguments and counter-arguments between workers and 
capitalists, resulting in something of a hybrid with a philosophical dialogue. 
Deirdre David (1987) complains that ‘the characters speak as the embodiments of 
the stiff principles that they are’ (42) and are more abstractions than rounded 
individuals. They stand for general principles: excessive attachment to strikes in 
some workers, lack of sympathy in some capitalists. The characters cannot 
develop freely, as they are only there to embody economic principles and abstract 
arguments; they are wooden, or so many critics have complained.12

11  For a sample of these criticisms, see Bulwer-Lytton (1833), David (1987), Fenwick Miller (1887: 
esp. 81), Freedgood (1995), and Oražem (1999: ch. 4).

12  Eleanor Courtemanche (2006) suggests that criticism of Martineau’s wooden characters is mis-
placed because her real protagonists are not individuals but economic laws (384). Perhaps the 
Illustrations do give a rounded portrayal of these protagonists—the laws—in all their developments, 
ramifications, consequences, and so on. I am intrigued by this suggestion but not wholly convinced. It 
seems to me that William Allen is the protagonist and that he is a working-class realist version of a 
tragic hero.
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The woodenness charge recalls the main criticism levelled against Baillie, 
which was that her organizing moral concept of illustrating one passion per play, 
and her relegation of plot to a subordinate element, meant that her characters 
could not develop freely and had no life. Francis Jeffrey (1803), writing anonym
ously, said that to Baillie’s

peculiar plans, . . . we confess that we are far from being partial; they necessarily 
exclude many beauties, and ensure nothing but constraint; the only plan of a 
dramatic writer should be, to please and interest as much as possible; but 
when, . . . he resolves to write upon nothing but . . . the history of a passion in 
every one of his pieces, he . . . puts fetters on the freedom of his own genius. (269)

Baillie, he continued, had put moral concepts above aesthetic beauty (270). Very 
similarly, Edward Bulwer-Lytton (1833) (himself a novelist in the then popular 
‘silver-fork’ genre, dealing with the lavish lives of the upper class) said of 
Martineau, again anonymously, that:

it is but fair to attribute the greater part of the defects [of the Illustrations] . . . to 
Miss Martineau’s evident desire of making everything subordinate to the illus-
tration of certain valuable truths. . . . We wish that . . . she would put her imagin
ation under less visible and cramped restraint. (150–151)

Baillie and Martineau alike were accused of adopting concept-driven frameworks 
that constricted their material like a Procrustean bed. Interestingly, they were not 
accused of over-emotional feminine gushing. Quite the opposite; their work was 
judged to be too theory-driven.13

I want to suggest something different: rather than the series being flawed 
because it rested on a moral framework, it was flawed due to tensions within that 
framework.14 Earlier we identified several elements of the framework: the idea of 
art’s moral purpose; moral exemplification and general laws as moral principles; 

13  In a now-classic essay, Isobel Armstrong (1995) held that male critics censured female Romantic 
poets, especially Felicia Hemans, for feminine gushing (15). For Armstrong, the female poets actually 
used feminine-coded stylistic features self-reflexively and subversively (32). But in any case, the critics 
of Martineau and Baillie wanted more gushing, not less—Bulwer-Lytton specifically urged Martineau 
to explore the passions.

14  Others have located the problems elsewhere. For instance, Catherine Gallagher (1985: 51–61) 
traces them to Martineau’s belief in causal determinism (on which see, for example, Martineau 1877: 
vol. 1: 85, 110–11). Gallagher argues that this makes Martineau’s tales flat, lacking in drama, and 
unemotional—the same fault that Baillie found in the Greek tragedies, again blaming it on their deter-
minist premises. But if, contra Baillie, their determinism does not make the Greek tragedies flat, that 
suggests that it is not Martineau’s problem either. Moreover, Martineau seems to assume that the char-
acters can make free choices, as when Allen wrongly decides to acquiesce in the strike. In contrast, for 
Martineau, the right choice is to follow the general laws of the universe, including the law about the 
size of the wages fund. Yet this reveals another problem. The reason why Martineau thinks it is right 
to follow these laws is that we must obey these laws anyway: they are invariant, and it is quixotic to 
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the moral case for realism not romance; and political economic laws as part of 
morality. Having looked at A Manchester Strike we can now spell out two add
itional constituents of the framework:

Moral purpose before aesthetic detail. In exemplification, the aesthetic features 
of artworks—their sensory detail and emotional qualities—convey moral lessons. 
The artist should therefore avoid delving into sensory details for their own sake, 
or dwelling on vicious behaviour or suffering, or physical pleasure or sensations, 
in their own right. These should only be depicted to the extent necessary to 
exemplify a moral point.

Sympathy with the virtuous. In the service of exemplification, artists should 
employ sympathy. When we are led to sympathize with virtuous characters, this 
inclines us to support the virtuous behaviours they exemplify, and to sympathize 
with similarly virtuous people in real life. But concomitantly we should not be led 
to sympathize with vicious or misguided people in real life, so fiction should not 
invite boundless sympathy for all characters. Sympathy must be for the virtuous 
and where it is for those of limited virtue, like Allen, it must be for their virtue 
only, not their mistakes.

Martineau adheres to this framework in A Manchester Strike. She does not lin-
ger over the sufferings of Allen, Martha, or anyone else; they are outlined with 
understated brevity. Description is sparse, just sufficient to illustrate the basic 
points at hand. The lack of sensory warmth and detail mirrors the workers’ 
impoverished and aesthetically depleted lives. But for Martineau it is right that 
sensory details should not be delved into, so that rather than lamenting or con-
demning the aesthetic deprivation of working-class people’s lives, she replicates it.

This lack of aesthetic detail in turn limits how far the characters arouse our 
sympathies. Allen’s tragic potential cannot be fully realized, as Martineau passes 
swiftly over his downfall and narrates it in a matter-of-fact way. She skims too 
quickly over the surface of the suffering to bring it home to us. Even with the sale 
of Martha’s bird, Martineau (1832b) moves swiftly on: ‘This hope destroyed, 
Martha tried to comfort herself, as she had proposed, with visions of a triangle’ 
(i.e., the musical instrument that she hopes to learn to play) (118). Martineau 
wants to portray Martha as virtuous, sympathy-worthy, looking for a positive 
solution instead of giving way to self-pity. But, again, it means that the depths of 
her sorrow cannot be plumbed.

The tale’s power to arouse our sympathy for the characters is curtailed further 
because Martineau wants to ensure that we judge them in light of moral principles. 
She does not look too deeply into Allen’s tragic fate, as it would push our sympathy 
beyond the proper limits set by the judgement that he has made a serious mis-
take. Moreover, we are to judge Allen and others in light of the principles of 

disobey them. But that implies that we have no choice in the matter after all. On this contradiction in 
Martineau’s thought, see Stone (2023: ch. 2).
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political economy, so that Martineau ends up, not so much criticizing the 
harsh economic regime under which her working-class protagonists are 
living, as insisting that they must learn to conform to economic requirements, 
difficult as this may be. This contributes, too, to the leaden sadness of A 
Manchester Strike: the sense that there is no escape anywhere from the unwavering 
laws of the market.

Finally, Martineau’s limited aesthetic detail and restricted sympathies come 
into a tension with her realism. She aims to foreground ordinary working people 
leading their everyday lives (Martineau [1832] 1862), and she insists that they 
must be pictured as they are, not as aristocrats falsely imagine them (128–129). Yet 
she largely depicts these characters not as they are, but either as they ought to be 
(with the characters who deserve sympathy) or as they ought not to be (with the 
unsympathetic ones). As to how the characters might be beyond this rubric—
how Martha may feel to relinquish Billy, aside from her virtuous search for a new 
source of hope—this is not the proper concern of literature.

In the end, then, Martineau’s programme falls short of her inspiring mission 
statement that literature should advance into the modern era by expanding 
sympathy across class boundaries. She does not enlarge our sympathies as 
much as we might have hoped. They remain heavily restrained, more so than 
with Baillie, who for all her quasi-feudal stagings leads us to understand and 
engage with individuals that Martineau would think unworthy of sympathetic 
understanding.

Martineau’s Illustrations are thus torn between realism and moralism, sym
pathy and principle, aesthetic detail and general rule. These tensions are con-
nected, for limited aesthetic detail means limited sympathy, and lack of emotional 
warmth impoverishes the tales aesthetically. Both these limitations also com
promise Martineau’s realism.

4.6  Martineau on Bad Art

Martineau pioneered a turn to depict ordinary working people which Dickens, 
Eliot, Elizabeth Gaskell, and many others took forward.15 In particular, as I will 
now suggest, Eliot developed her version of realism partly to surmount the prob-
lems of Martineau’s approach. To be sure, Eliot’s realism synthesized a vast pan
oply of influences: Comteian positivism, Herbert Spencer’s sociology, German 
historicism, and Spinoza’s metaphysics (see Fleishman 2010). But amongst these, 
her reaction to Martineau has a place.

15  For example, A Manchester Strike influenced Gaskell’s 1848 novel of working-class life Mary 
Barton. See Fryckstedt (1980), and on Martineau’s wider relations with Gaskell, see Sanders (2002). 
On Martineau’s influence on the ‘social novel’, see Cazamian ([1903] 1973) and Kovačević (1975).
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In the 1840s Eliot loved and admired Martineau’s fiction.16 We can still see 
Martineau’s influence in The Mill on the Floss, when Eliot ([1860] 2016) says that 
as well as the ‘conspicuous, far-echoing tragedy’ of ‘very lofty personages’, ‘The 
pride and obstinacy of millers and other people you pass unnoticingly on the 
road every day, have their tragedy too; but it is of that unwept, hidden sort 
that . . . leaves no record’ (147). But in other ways Eliot’s literary programme stood 
in pointed contrast to Martineau. In the slightly earlier anonymous Westminster 
Review essay ‘The Natural History of German Life’ which set out the key ideas 
driving her realist fiction, Eliot (1856) insisted that: ‘The thing for mankind to 
know is, not what are the motives and influences which the moralist thinks ought 
to act on the labourer or the artisan, but what are the motives and influences 
which do act on him’ (54).17 This idea of tracing the motives that really do act on 
people fed into The Mill on the Floss, informing its famous statement that the 
novelist needs to bracket moral ‘maxims’ and unfold characters’ situations and 
experiences in rich detail without moral judgement (Eliot [1860] 2016: 371). Then 
the reader can enter imaginatively into the characters’ minds, coming to see 
things as the characters see them and understand why these characters feel as 
they do. The reader is thereby led to sympathize with the characters. These sym-
pathetic reactions, Eliot had already argued in her essay, furnish the ‘raw material’ 
of moral sentiment (Eliot 1856: 54).

For Eliot then, genuine sympathy depends on realism, which requires both a 
suspension of moral judgement and the provision of enough sensory detail of the 
world to create a fully rounded sense of reality. This belief in an intrinsic connec-
tion amongst bracketing moral maxims, providing sensory detail, realism, sym
pathy, and genuine moral sentiment seems calculated to improve on Martineau. 
Indeed, Eliot (1856) was surely alluding critically to Martineau in saying:

The greatest benefit we owe to the artist, whether painter, poet, or novelist, is the 
extension of our sympathies. Appeals founded on generalisations and statistics 
require a sympathy ready-made, a moral sentiment already in activity . . . (54; my 
emphasis)

Eliot gave literature just as serious a moral mission as Martineau. For Eliot, 
that mission was to enlarge our sympathies, first imaginatively, then emotionally, 
then practically in real life. Like Martineau, Eliot thought that literature must be 
realistic to fulfil this mission. But for Eliot, literature could only be truly realistic 
and accomplish its moral mission if it gave greater rein to the aesthetic features 

16  See Eliot to Martha Jackson, 21 April 1845, in Eliot (1954–78: vol. 1: 189); Eliot to Mrs Bray, 25 
May 1845, in Eliot (1954–78: vol. 1 192). Eliot and Martineau became very close in the early 1850s, 
but they fell out because Martineau disapproved of Eliot’s relationship with George Henry Lewes.

17  ‘I undertake to exhibit nothing as it should be; I only try to exhibit some things as they have been 
or are’, she later added (Eliot to Blackwood, 15 February 1861, in Eliot 1954–78: vol. 3: 378).
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that Martineau truncated: vivid, lingering sensory description; deep probing of 
emotions; the slow, organic unfolding of motivations, actions, interactions, and 
consequences; and imaginative reach into characters’ own views of the world—
how they must and do react to the circumstances unfolding around them, not 
how they ought to react.

Martineau was not persuaded. On the contrary, she regarded most of the fic-
tion of her younger contemporaries, including much of Eliot’s work, as bad art. 
Martineau’s critical remarks shed additional light on her account of art and 
morality.

One novel that Martineau was relatively positive about was Charlotte Brontë’s 
Villette, but in an anonymous review Martineau (1853) still objected that the 
female characters were all obsessed with love, but ‘reason and taste will reject the 
assumption that events and characters are to be regarded through the medium of 
one passion only’ (2). Moreover, Villette had an atmosphere of excessive, unre-
lieved misery. The novel lacked ‘anybody that is good—serenely and cheerfully 
good’ along with ‘the cheerfulness of health with its bracing influence’ (2) 
(in contrast, of course, to Scott). Martineau’s criticisms of Brontë deepened over 
time. In her Biographical Sketches (1869) she deplored ‘the coarseness which to a 
certain degree pervades the works of all the [Brontë] sisters, and the repulsive-
ness which makes the tales by Emily and Anne really horrible to people who have 
not iron nerves’ (48).

In the same critical vein, she said of Wilkie Collins:

I have been reading at last, from a sense of duty, what I avoided before—the 
‘Woman in White’. I see it constantly treated as a model story; so I have read it. 
I  have found it simply a bore, . . . There is to me no charm of character what-
ever . . . no moral interest; and the horrors are done by a mere chafing of the 
reader’s memory and imagination. I can’t conceive how it can be so popular. 
(HM to Samuel Lucas, 18 December 1862, in Martineau 2007: vol. 4: 362)

This resonated with her objections to Dickens and Eliot:

We have been reading ‘Clerical Scenes’ [Eliot’s Scenes of Clerical Life] and find 
them odious . . . ‘Janet’s Repentance’ leads one through moral squalor as bad as 
Dickens’s physical squalor (in the Marshalsea & elsewhere). I am sure it is bad 
art in both—and in all such cases. Plenty of ‘power’—of satire; but I don’t like 
coarse satire. (HM to Henry Reeve, 25 December 1859, in Martineau 2007: 
vol. 4: 207)

For Martineau, art that waded through moral and physical squalor or was ‘coarse’, 
or dwelt on misery, was morally bad. And since its content was morally bad, it 
was also artistically bad—‘bad art in all such cases’.
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How do the moral flaws translate into artistic flaws? First, considering The 
Woman in White, the characters (allegedly) are not virtuous, so the reader cannot 
sympathize with them and does not care what happens to them, so that the work 
becomes boring. Vicious characters produce an uninteresting artwork. Second, if 
novelists dwell on vices, passions, distress, or strong physical sensations of any 
kind, this produces disgust—that is, aesthetic displeasure. For instance, Martineau 
said of Gaskell’s 1853 novel Ruth, about an unmarried single mother, that it con-
tained ‘much that is disgusting and a good deal that is poor’—adding six years 
later ‘How entirely Mrs Gaskell fails, except in single portraits.’18 To focus on 
‘coarse’ sensory material is to revel in the lurid and unpleasant sensations of the 
physical world, what Martineau in her Scott essays had called the ‘garbage of 
impurity’.

Admittedly, if a novel includes no suffering, difficulties, or bad behaviour at all, 
then it will lack drama—a dramatic narrative requires antagonists as well as pro-
tagonists. And on Martineau’s own terms, novels should deal with people’s real-
life struggles with poverty, hard work, illness, losses, and so on. Without 
contending valiantly with these forces, the characters cannot exhibit virtue in the 
first place. But such difficulties as hard work, poverty, failing harvests, and so on, 
should be rendered in only enough detail to give the characters adversity to over-
come (as when Martha immediately moves on from losing her bird to hoping to 
learn to play the triangle) or fail to overcome (as when Allen mistakenly accedes 
to the strike).

In this light, we can understand Martineau’s (1877) statement:

I object to no real subjects into which pure moral feelings of any kind can enter. 
Whether they are, when finished, moral or immoral, depends on the way . . . they 
are treated; whether in a spirit of purity and benignity, with foul gusto, or with a 
mere view to delineation. (vol. 3: 195)19

A pure, benign treatment of suffering and vice places them as small elements in a 
bigger tapestry that is morally instructive. In contrast, ‘foul gusto’ revels in sensory 
details that ought really to be passed over quickly so as not to arouse disgust.20 

18  HM to Mrs Ogden, 11 February 1853, in Martineau (2007: vol. 3: 265); HM to Henry Reeve, 14 
March 1859, in Martineau (1990: 177).

19  Again, this went back to her Scott essays, where she said that any subject-matter could be treated 
in a pure or an impure way, ‘as the food of appetite [viz. Byron], or of the affections, chastened by 
philosophy [viz. Scott]’ (Martineau [1832] 1836a: 12).

20  ‘Foul gusto’ alludes to John Keats’s now-famous remark about Shakespeare: ‘The poetical char-
acter has no self . . . it lives in gusto, be it foul or fair, high or low—it has as much delight in conceiving 
an Iago as an Imogen. What shocks the virtuous philosopher delights the chameleon poet’ (Keats to 
Woodhouse, 27 October 1818, in Monckton Milnes 1848: vol. 1: 221). Martineau read and enjoyed 
this 1848 edition of Keats’s letters, edited by her good friend Richard Monckton Milnes (HM to 
Milnes, 23 October 1848, in Martineau 2007: vol. 3: 131–2). Despite the enjoyment, she clearly 
rejected Keats’ view.
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The third alternative, ‘mere delineation’, is also artistically flawed. Martineau took 
‘mere delineation’ to be the nature of Eliot’s realism, which led to bad art—
Martineau found all Eliot’s novels up until Middlemarch shamefully bad. 
Martineau explained:

Miss Evans insists (or did formerly) that in all the arts, true delineation is good 
art. This was before a disagreeable picture of a stork killing a toad. Being asked 
whether men on a raft eating a comrade would be good in art, she was silent; 
but repeated her dictum afterwards. (HM to Henry Reeve, 7 May 1861, in 
Martineau 2007: vol. 4: 274)

To ‘delineate’ is to render the details of the physical and human world just as they 
are, abstaining from moral judgement. This produces bad art because it misun-
derstands the purpose of literature, which is to use sensory details to illustrate 
moral truths, not to linger over these details in their own right, and not to present 
them shorn of any moral qualifications.

Considering Martineau’s disapproving remarks about her fellow novelists, 
Valerie Sanders (1986) reasonably asks: ‘Why did Harriet Martineau apparently 
reject a rigorously pursued realist position, having, at the start of her career, so 
strongly endorsed it?’ (22). Sanders finds the answer in Martineau’s desire to 
strike a ‘fine balance between too stark a realism on the one hand, and too rosy 
and flimsy an idealism on the other’ (26). I see this somewhat differently. 
Martineau censured Dickens, Eliot, and others on the grounds that literature’s 
primary purpose was moral, and that the aesthetic qualities of literature must be 
subordinated to its moral lessons. This moral orientation motivated Martineau’s 
realism, as I have explained, for she saw the failure of Romantics like Scott to 
sympathize with working people as a major moral limitation. To fulfil its moral 
mission, literature must take a realist turn towards the modern, industrial, work-
ing world. But because moralism motivated Martineau’s realism, it also limited 
her realism, which could only go as far as moral education permitted and no fur-
ther. When she saw others taking realism beyond those limits, she protested.

The Woman in White, Wuthering Heights, Little Dorrit—Martineau branded as 
bad art some of the most powerful, exciting, and moving literary fiction ever 
made. Surely, we might think, this reflects a problem with her theory of art. 
I agree. The central problem, I have tried to show, was Martineau’s subordination 
of the aesthetic to the moral, of sensory impressions to abstract ideas. She granted 
literature and art great emotional and motivational power because they illustrate 
moral principles vividly. That, after all, was why Martineau wrote the Illustrations, 
a series of tales, not a treatise on political economy. Nevertheless, she took art and 
literature, and their aesthetic qualities—their sensory vividity and emotional 
power—to be valuable not in themselves but only because they are effective for 
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imparting morality. This is why she truncated the sensory vividity and emotional 
depth of her Illustrations to ensure that they conformed to moral principles.

The result, it must be said, is that the Illustrations offer limited aesthetic pleas-
ure. Later readers have often found them hard going: Leslie Stephen (1893) 
described them as ‘an unreadable mixture of fiction . . . with raw masses of the 
dismal science’ (310). Unlike Stephen, I think that Martineau remains worth 
reading. She had a singular philosophical position, and she was important both 
as a representative of aesthetic moralism and as a pioneer of literary realism. We 
may not agree with her account of art and literature, but we can still benefit from 
thinking through her Illustrations and the framework behind it. There has been 
nothing else quite like it.

Women on Philosophy of Art: Britain 1770–1900. Alison Stone, Oxford University Press. © Alison Stone 2024. 
DOI: 10.1093/9780198918004.003.0004

Stone_9780198917977_4.indd   99 6/3/2024   1:54:55 PM

C4P98



OUP UNCORRECTED AUTOPAGE PROOFS – REVISES, 03/06/24, SPi

Dictionary: 

5
Aesthetics and Ethics in Anna Jameson’s 

Characteristics of Women

5.1  Introduction

In nineteenth-century Britain, America, and beyond, Anna Jameson influenced 
thinking about art to an extent that scholars have only recently been rediscover-
ing. Ray Strachey (1928) observed in The Cause that by the 1850s Jameson was 
‘the idol of thousands of young ladies. Her books on pictures, on Shakespeare’s 
heroines . . . were exactly what the period admired’ (89). Young ladies were not the 
only admirers. Jameson was good friends with Charles Eastlake, the first Director 
of the National Gallery in London; through him, she influenced the Gallery’s 
policies and collections (see Avery-Quash 2019). The Pre-Raphaelite artist Dante 
Gabriel Rossetti was impressed by her works and recommended them to the 
other Pre-Raphaelites (see Ludley 1991). John Ruskin too, notwithstanding some 
sexist remarks about Jameson, was influenced by her (see Johnston 1997: 175–176). 
For instance, he declared that ‘Shakespeare has no heroes—he has only heroines’ 
(Ruskin 1865: 126)—a view taken from Jameson, as we will see.

More evidence of Jameson’s stature comes from the periodicals.1 The Monthly 
Review deemed Jameson a ‘remarkable writer and powerful thinker’ (Anonymous 
1840: 414), the Spectator declared: ‘Among the . . . illustrious women who have 
done real work in connection with painting and sculpture, Mrs Jameson is rightly 
placed’ (Anonymous 1878: 1470), and for the Athenaeum:

She has excellently shown the want under which we have till lately been labouring 
of anything like sound critical taste. . . . She writes enthusiastically—poetically; 
brings to her task erudition, even in philological particulars; and has exhibited 
her taste for Art . . . To the artist and the connoisseur these volumes will be . . . of 
incalculable advantage. For the interpretation of the mysteries of Sacred 
and  Legendary Art he need henceforth look no further than to its pages. 
(Anonymous 1848: 1335–1336)

1  For more on the numerous reviews of Jameson’s works, almost all positive, see Robinson 
(2000: 167–8).
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These are not anomalies: John Kemble (1839) noted the exceptional level of 
approval with which Jameson’s work had met (134–135), and when the novelist 
William Thackeray attempted to publish a criticism of her in The Times, he 
admitted he had been ‘as disgustingly offensive, vulgar and impertinent and cow-
ardly as I ever was in my life’—and, anyway, his piece was rejected (Thomas 
1967: 141).

A recurring theme was Jameson’s genius. The heavyweight Edinburgh Review 
called her ‘a woman of genius’ who produced ‘eloquent and philosophic female 
criticism’ (Moir 1834: 181). Blackwood’s Magazine likewise spoke of her ‘fine 
genius’ and ‘luminous . . . philosophical criticism’ (Wilson 1833: 141). The inscrip-
tion on the bust of Jameson made by the neo-classical sculptor John Gibson after 
she died begins: ‘Anna Jameson, a distinguished critic, and writer upon art. 
Endowed with poetic genius, and a vigorous understanding.’ (The bust is now 
housed in the National Portrait Gallery in London; see Figure 5.1.) Jameson thus 
presents our most glaring case yet of a woman hailed in the nineteenth century as 
a philosophical critic of genius, yet roundly ignored for most of the twentieth 
century.

Figure 5.1  Bust of Anna Jameson by John Gibson (1862)
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Her obituary in the New York Times proclaimed:

As an art-critic Mrs Jameson was almost unrivalled. She appreciated and 
expounded not only technical excellence, but the inward meaning of works of 
art; the relations they bear to the history of art itself, and the history of nations 
among whom they were created. (Anonymous 1860a: 1)

The phrase ‘almost unrivalled’ shows that Jameson was regularly seen either as 
Ruskin’s equal or as a close second. The Saturday Review, for example, remarked 
that: ‘It is to Rio and Ruskin, . . . Mrs Jameson and Lady Eastlake, that we have to 
go for the “libri idiotarum” ’ (‘books for the illiterate’, i.e., the reading of visual 
artworks) (Anonymous 1864: 791; my emphasis). From twentieth- and twenty-
first century histories, one would scarcely suspect that Jameson once had an 
authority roughly comparable to Ruskin. On the contrary, the standard view now 
is that ‘the most significant figure in nineteenth-century British aesthetics 
was . . . John Ruskin’ (Guyer 2014: 191) and that ‘John Ruskin [was] the most 
important nineteenth-century British writer on art’ (Kravetz 2017: 11). This view 
persists even though Jameson has undergone an amount of recovery. This began 
with a superb biography by Clara Thomas (1967), then an important article by 
Adele Holcomb (1983), and then a wave of scholarship from the 1990s onwards, 
including Judith Johnston’s (1997) invaluable monograph.2 However, philo
sophers, aestheticians included, have yet to pick up on this scholarship.

Holcomb called Jameson ‘the first professional English art historian’, but this 
needs qualification. Jameson was a scholarly and meticulous researcher, but she 
still wrote before professionalization and specialization proper. Accordingly she 
ranged over history, biography and life-writing, literary theory and criticism, reli-
gion, art history and criticism, travel writing, politics, women’s studies, and phil
osophy. The red thread was the relation between art and ethics. The titles of some 
of her books show this: Characteristics of Women: Moral, Poetical and Historical 
(1832), Memoirs and Essays Illustrative of Art, Literature and Social Morals (1846), 
and A Commonplace Book of Thoughts, Memories, and Fancies, divided into Part 
I: Ethics and Character and Part II: Literature and Art (1854).

How did Jameson view the connection between art and ethics? Generally she 
thought that an artwork was better as art the more morally sound it was. For 
instance, Jameson ([1854] 1855) said in the Commonplace Book: ‘The morals of 
art, . . . we must never lose sight of. Art is not only for pleasure and profit, but for 
good and for evil’ (282). She drew a contrast with Goethe:

Goethe, who . . . laid down the principle that works of art speak to the feelings 
and the conscience, . . . by some strange inconsistency places art and artists out of 

2  See inter alia Adams (2001), Anderson (2020), Fraser (2014), Hughes (2016), (2022a), Kanwit 
(2013), Palmer (2017), Robinson (2003), and Styler (2010: ch. 4).
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the sphere of morals. He is wrong. . . . The idea that what we call taste in art has 
something quite distinctive from conscience, is one cause that the popular 
notions concerning the productions of art are abandoned to such confusion and 
uncertainty. (284)

For Jameson, the moral and aesthetic aspects of artworks were so closely con-
nected that we can only appreciate artworks aesthetically (with taste) if we also 
respond to them morally (with our consciences). Similarly, in ‘Some Thoughts on 
Art’ (1849b) she maintained:

Art is for pleasure and for contemplation. . . . But not only must we have 
pleasure and contemplation associated together; they must be associated in 
equal measure . . . The intense feeling of Beauty, merely as such, without a due 
exercise of . . . the intellect, or a due subjection to the moral sympathies, pro-
duces . . . if not a degraded and frivolous, at least a narrow and defective, taste in 
art. (103)

Jameson may sound like Harriet Martineau, but there were significant differ-
ences. For Jameson, contemplation (moral response) and pleasure (aesthetic 
response) must be associated ‘in equal measure’. In contrast, for Martineau art-
works’ aesthetic qualities must be kept firmly in service to their moral purpose. 
Martineau saw the relation between aesthetic and moral qualities as hierarchical, 
whereas Jameson sought a perfect balance between them.

How exactly she conceived the ‘equal association’ of pleasure and contempla-
tion, taste and conscience, the aesthetic and moral aspects of artworks, changed 
over time. Canvassing the entirety of Jameson’s many works is beyond my scope, 
so I will focus on two of the most influential ones. In this chapter I look at her 
1832 book Characteristics of Women, hereafter Characteristics. The next chapter 
will move on to her multivolume Sacred and Legendary Art, which appeared 
from 1845 onwards.

I begin with Characteristics, since it was Jameson’s first fully developed work of 
criticism.3 It made her name: as Martineau (1869) reported, ‘Mrs Jameson’s 
world-wide reputation dates from the publication of this book’ (116). Very widely 
reviewed, praised, and taken up, the book was reissued twenty-eight times in 
Britain and America over the nineteenth century—in other words, it sold out and 
was reprinted every two-and-a-half years. This made it Jameson’s second most 
popular work after Sacred and Legendary Art (which also went through twenty-
eight editions, but came out later). Indeed, ‘so widely was Shakspeare’s Heroines 

3  Jameson’s previous books were the faux-autobiographical Diary of an Ennuyée (1826), Memoirs 
of the Loves of the Poets (1829), and Memoirs of Celebrated Female Sovereigns (1831). Dabby (2017) 
classes the last two, along with Jameson’s 1833 Beauties of the Court of King Charles the Second, as 
‘picturesque history’ (ch. 1).
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read that almost every subsequent nineteenth-century writer on Shakespeare’s 
women characters mentions the book’ (Russell 1991: 35; as I will explain, the 
book was renamed Shakespeare’s Heroines). Joseph Candido and Ronald 
Tumelson document a slew of British Shakespeare critics and editors who 
adopted Jameson’s views either in whole or in part, right across the century 
(Candido 2021: 11–13; Tumelson III 2006: 86). However, after the 1920s the book 
fell into near-oblivion. It remained there until scholars began to rediscover it 
from the 1990s onwards, as part of the wider reclamation of Jameson’s work.4

I will now look at the basic project of Characteristics (Section 5.2) and 
Jameson’s conception of virtuous character (Section 5.3), before considering how 
her view of virtue differed from those of both Martineau and Joanna Baillie 
(Section 5.4). Then I shall bring in Jameson’s conception of aesthetic wholes 
(Section 5.5), which drew heavily on early German Romanticism, especially the 
views of August Wilhelm Schlegel. On this basis, I will explain how Jameson con-
ceived the connection between the aesthetic and ethical elements of artworks in 
Characteristics.

5.2  Characteristics of Women: Moral Philosophy  
by Aesthetic Example

Jameson’s two-volume, 500-page, signed work Characteristics of Women: Moral, 
Poetical, and Historical came out in 1832. What the title did not make clear was 
that the book was partly a work of Shakespeare criticism, in which Jameson 
offered a moral reading of twenty-three of Shakespeare’s female characters. To 
make this more apparent, the first German translation by Adolph Wagner (uncle 
of Richard Wagner) bore the title Frauenbilder, oder Charakteristik der vorzügli-
chsten Frauen in Shakspeare’s Dramen5 (i.e., Pictures of Women, or Characteristics 
of the Most Excellent Women in Shakespeare’s Dramas).6 The American editions 
from 1846 and 1848 were called Heroines of Shakespeare, and posthumous British 
editions from 1897 onwards adopted Shakespeare’s Heroines, retained in the 2005 
Broadview Press re-edition (Jameson [1832] 2005). It is not clear that Jameson 
ever authorized these variant titles.

4  See Booth (1999/2000), Dabby (2017: ch. 4), Gillett (2018), Hoeckley (2011), Johnston (1997: 
ch. 3), Russell (1991), and Slights (1993).

5  The possessive apostrophe, as in ‘Shakespeare’s’, was accepted in some contexts in nineteenth-
century German (see Heyse 1849: II: 790).

6  Wagner’s translation came out in 1834, and two more German translations quickly followed in 
1840. There was intense competition to translate Shakespeare into German at that time, so different 
factions produced their own translations of Jameson to enlist her authority in their support; see 
Gillett (2018) and Johns (2010). Plainly, Jameson was popular in Germany too. For example, Heinrich 
Heine brought out Shakespeares Mädchen und Frauen in 1838, attempting to emulate her success.
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Jameson’s reasons for the original title are illuminating about her project. 
‘Characteristics’, for Jameson, are moral character-traits (as the German title 
captured). Jameson (1832) explores how different configurations of intellect, 
passion, and affection in Shakespeare’s women produce varying degrees of virtue 
or vice. She thus reads Shakespeare’s plays for examples of more and less virtuous 
women. Some examples, above all Portia from The Merchant of Venice, are uni-
formly positive: role models, as we now say. Other examples are more negative, 
like Lady Macbeth, serving as ‘warnings’ of what to avoid (vol. 1: xli). Most of the 
examples are in-between, mixtures of role model and warning. ‘Characteristics’ 
thus tells us that the book deals with women qua moral examples.

Evidently Characteristics is a singular work. Cheryl Hoeckley classes it as a 
hybrid of a conduct manual, Shakespeare criticism, and a feminist argument for 
the reform of women’s education and social position (Hoeckley 2005). Alison 
Booth places it in the genre of collective biography of illustrious women (Booth 
1999/2000). In addition, Characteristics does moral philosophy and moral psych
ology by aesthetic example, as Jameson explains in the light-hearted dialogue that 
introduces the book.

In this dialogue, written last and in a style of Shakespearean banter, Jameson’s 
(1832) mouthpiece ‘Alda’, the imagined author, convinces the initially sceptical 
‘Medon’ of the worth of her inquiry. As Alda clarifies, she seeks to teach morality 
not in a theoretical treatise but by examples:

I do not choose presumptuously to fling these opinions in the face of the world, 
in the form of essays on morality and treatises on education. I have rather 
chosen to illustrate certain positions by examples, and leave my readers to 
deduce the moral themselves, and draw their own inferences. (vol. 1: viii)

At the end of this introductory dialogue, persuaded of the project’s merits, 
Medon asks:

Medon. . . . But now for the moral.
Alda. The moral!—of what?
Medon. Of your book. It has a moral, I suppose.
Alda. It has indeed, a very deep one, which those who seek will find. If now I have 

answered all your considerations and objections, and sufficiently explained 
my own views, may I proceed?

Medon. If you please—I am now prepared to listen in earnest. (lx–lxi)

Like Martineau, Jameson was finding a way to do moral philosophy as a 
woman, outside the academy, in a form other than the systematic treatise. 
Again like Martineau, Jameson turned to literature as a domain where morality 
could be taught, and moral psychology probed, through aesthetic examples. 
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And Martineau likewise used the word ‘characteristics’ to mean ‘virtues as 
exemplified in art’ in her Scott essays, which came out in 1832 and 1833, nearly 
simultaneously with Characteristics. However, moral principles were taught for 
Martineau primarily by writing literature, for Jameson by interpreting literature. 
And whereas Martineau looked at the virtues of Scott, the author, as expressed in 
his art, Jameson scarcely considers Shakespeare the person at all. Instead she 
focuses on the virtues of his characters as quasi-autonomous individuals. When 
she does refer to Shakespeare’s virtues, it is strictly as manifested in his characters. 
Furthermore, Jameson differs from Martineau in the playful lightness of touch 
that she brings to her inquiry.

One way Shakespeare’s plays give moral guidance, Alda suggests, is by provid-
ing a safe space for readers to witness the damaging consequences of uncontrolled 
passion:

We can do with them [these heroines] what we cannot do with real people: we 
can unfold the whole character before us, stripped of . . . all disguises of manner. 
We can . . . watch the rise and progress of various passions . . . And it is the safer 
and the better way [than in real life] . . . Passion, when we contemplate it through 
the medium of imagination, is like a ray of light transmitted through a prism; we 
can calmly, and with undazzled eye, study its complicate nature . . . (xxi–xxii)

Literature allows the reader to learn, at a safe distance, from the warning example 
of characters who succumb to their passions, and avoid following in their 
footsteps. But Shakespeare’s heroines do not only exhibit dangers; between 
them they display the full spectrum of ‘the various modifications of which the 
female character is susceptible, with their causes and results’ (vii). Characters 
such as Portia show that women can be intelligent, powerful, passionate, and 
virtuous. From Portia, with whom Jameson’s book proper begins, down to 
Lady Macbeth, with whom it ends, a continuous spectrum of possibilities 
unfolds. Which ones any actual woman realizes will depend on her education, 
opportunities, and social circumstances. Portia shows the best that is possible, 
but social conditions determine how far any given woman can actualize this 
ideal. For, Alda continues:

The condition of women in society, as at present constituted, is false in itself, 
and injurious to them . . . the education of women, as at present conducted, is 
founded in mistaken principles, and tends to increase fearfully the sum of mis-
ery and error in both sexes . . . (viii)

Present conditions, in which women are not educated to use reason or principled 
judgement, bring out the worst in women, by leaving them ill-prepared to regu-
late their passions and affections.
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Jameson’s focus is women’s virtues. As Johnston has pointed out, Jameson 
enlarges Shakespeare’s female characters into the principal actors, looking at his 
male characters only in relation to the women—the reverse of the usual interpret
ive procedure (Johnston 1997: ch. 3). But Jameson’s general view that literary 
characters embody varying degrees of virtue and vice can apply equally well to 
male characters and pertain equally well to male readers. Indeed Jameson ([1854] 
1855) maintains that virtue is essentially the same for both sexes, saying that it is 
mistaken to believe:

that there are essential masculine and feminine virtues and vices. It is not, in 
fact, the quality itself, but the modification of the quality, which is masculine or 
feminine; and on the manner or degree in which these are balanced and com-
bined in the individual, depends the perfection of that individual character. (85)

She adds: ‘ “The virtue of the man and the woman is the same” . . . [is] the moral 
truth’ (86).

Jameson’s radical step, however, is to reverse the historical tendency to run 
together accounts of virtue in general with examples of male virtue in particular. 
Instead, she discusses virtue through female examples. Jameson thereby empha-
sizes not only that women are perfectly capable of being virtuous, given the right 
social arrangements, but also that men can learn from the example of women—
just as Medon takes instruction from Alda in the opening dialogue.

5.3  Jameson’s Taxonomy of Female Characters:  
Moral Psychology by Aesthetic Example

Jameson (1832) divides Characteristics into four parts, each dealing with a par-
ticular class of Shakespearian women. Through this taxonomy she puts forward 
an indirect account of the best way to configure intellect, passion, and affection to 
achieve a virtuous character.

	(1)	 Characters of intellect. Their paradigm, Portia, holds ‘the first rank’ among 
Shakespeare’s women (vol. 1: 5). Portia’s intellect is not separate from her 
moral fibre; rather, part of her intellect is her principled morality. She also 
has powerful passions, but her intellect steers and directs them, so that 
their power is harnessed into the service of the intellect. The result is ‘a 
human being, in whom the moral, intellectual and sentient faculties [are] 
exquisitely blended and proportioned’ (32).

	(2)	 Characters of passion and imagination. The paradigm, Juliet, furnishes a 
warning, as Alda makes explicit. If a single passion takes a person over 
completely and becomes their entire character, they will find themselves 
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unable to continue existing in the real world. This fate has befallen Juliet, 
whose entire being is love, and who embodies love under all its aspects 
(104). Indeed, Jameson argues, ‘Love, as a passion, forms the groundwork 
of the drama’ (90), the whole action of which is to develop the passion in 
full. By implication, the whole play is the unfolding of Juliet.

Jameson’s interpretation of Romeo and Juliet contrasts with that of the early 
German Romantics Caroline and August Schlegel, for whom the play’s organiz-
ing principle is the unity of opposites: the sensual and the spiritual, love and 
death, bliss and suffering. This view is expressed in two long letters of Caroline to 
August (C.  Schlegel 1797a, 1797b), and again in an essay published only under 
August’s name (A. Schlegel 1797) which drew heavily on these letters, and which 
he later admitted Caroline had co-authored (A.  Schlegel 1828: xvii–xviii). 
Although Jameson engages extensively with other ideas of August Schlegel’s, as we 
will soon see, she does not address this particular interpretive point, and she 
seems not to have known of Caroline’s work or involvement with August’s 
Shakespeare interpretations.7 In any case, unlike the Schlegels, Jameson main-
tains that love alone is the core of the drama and is ‘the passion which has taken 
possession of Juliet’s entire soul’ (1832: vol. 1: 96). Thus, whereas the Schlegels take 
the play’s message to be the metaphysical and bitter-sweet one that we cannot have 
love without pain or life without death, for Jameson the message is instead moral 
and optimistic. Love taken to excess, driving out all other elements of character, may 
end in death, but this can be avoided if one cultivates a balanced character.

This is not to say that Jameson condemns Juliet. On the contrary, Jameson 
admires Juliet, describing her as ‘preserving that moral and feminine dignity 
which harmonizes with our best feelings, and commands our unreproved sympa-
thy’ (120). For the passion of love is not per se bad, and neither is Juliet. In fact, 
she is essentially good; yet her example shows that love, like other passions, needs 
to be balanced by intellectual principles if it is not to overwhelm a person and 
bring about their downfall.

	(3)	 Characters of the affections. Their paradigm is Imogen from Cymbeline. 
These characters: in which the affections and the moral qualities predominate 
over fancy and all that bears the name of passion . . . are all gentle, beautiful and 
innocent; all are models of conjugal submission, truth, and tenderness; and 
all are victims of the unfounded jealousy of their husbands. (vol. 2: 3–4)

(Or, of unjust suspicions from other male family members). In other words, these 
are just the sort of women who were extolled as role models in Jameson’s day. 

7  Jameson did, however, write of his relations with Germaine de Staël (Jameson 1834: vol. 1: 35–9), 
on whose novel Corinne she modelled her Diary of an Ennuyée.
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Yet their examples show that if one acts out of dutiful obedience to male kin—i.e., 
from a morality of affection for others, not self-governing rational principles—
then one becomes vulnerable to whatever these men may inflict. Thus, Jameson 
subtly treats these characters as a warning example that indicts the idea that 
women’s primary duty is to obey their fathers and husbands.

Jameson’s distinction between passions and affections figures into this. Her 
treatment of Portia, Juliet, and Imogen shows that she regards passions as power-
ful internal forces motivating action, whereas affections are sympathetic and 
other-oriented. Jameson ranks women of passion (like Juliet) above women of 
affection (like Imogen) on the grounds that the former are more self-directed and 
self-willed. Although passions can lead one astray if they are not harnessed by 
rational principles, the passions as such are desirable. When they are properly 
harnessed, as in Portia, they confer energy and commanding force, which is 
admirable in women as in men. To be sure, other-regarding affections are desir
able too, and so characters such as Imogen and Desdemona are again essentially 
good. Even ‘Desdemona, with all her timid flexibility and soft acquiescence, is 
not weak’ (47–48). Yet these characters exemplify the dangers of making other-
regarding affections one’s be-all and end-all. Desdemona is ‘a victim consecrated 
from the first, . . . all harmony, all grace, all tenderness, all truth! But, alas! . . . to see 
her—O poor Desdemona!’ (49) Other-regarding affections may be ‘all grace, all 
tenderness’, but they need to be regulated by rational principles and comple-
mented by strong internal passions if they are not to lead into victimhood.

It is clear by now that most of the characters serve as both positive examples 
and warnings. Positively, they embody some of the necessary constituents of a 
virtuous character. Negatively, they show the insufficiency of each constituent on 
its own. Affections are insufficient without strong passion, and passion is insuffi-
cient without intellectual regulation. But since both affection and passion are 
desirable, intellect is insufficient too unless it has these other forces to draw on 
and regulate. Underneath the deceptively easy readability of Jameson’s work lies a 
multilayered moral psychology.8

	(4)	 Historical characters. This category may sound disjointed from the others. 
But the clue is in the introduction, when Alda says: ‘Women are illustrious 
in history . . . generally in proportion to the mischief they have done or 
caused’ (vol. 1: xviii). The historical women are the ‘mischievous’ or bad 
characters, paradigmatically Lady Macbeth, whose ‘ruling motive’ and 
‘intense overmastering passion’ is ambition, ‘which is gratified at the 
expense of every just and generous principle, and every feminine feeling’ 

8  Dabby (2017) likewise argues that for Jameson women should cultivate both intellect and sens
ibility, like men (105–11). But I am suggesting that Jameson’s picture is finer-grained than this, includ-
ing the subdivision of sensibility into passion and affection.
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(vol. 2: 303). Her ambition has gained the upper hand over her intellect, 
her other passions, and her feelings of spousal affection. Her powerful 
intellect, determination, and courage have all been placed in the service of 
her ambition. Her equally strong affection for Macbeth has been perverted 
by her ambition into the overpowering desire to place him on the throne 
(308–309). This is not a person completely absorbed by one passion like 
Juliet, but a character who retains a strong intellect and set of passions and 
affections but where one overgrown passion directs, disfigures, and misuses 
all these other forces. Lady Macbeth is not one-sided but multifaceted, yet 
the facets are wrongly configured.

Crucially, though, even Lady Macbeth is not entirely bad. One of Jameson’s 
goals was to show this and to refute critics who condemned Lady Macbeth as a 
‘monster of depravity’ (304). Jameson wrote:

The crime of Lady Macbeth terrifies us in proportion as we sympathize with 
her . . . It is good to behold the possible result of the noblest faculties uncontrolled 
or perverted. . . . She is a terrible impersonation of evil passions and mighty pas-
sions, never so far removed from our own nature as to be cast beyond the pale of 
our sympathies. (304; my emphasis)

Lady Macbeth’s powerful intellect, her courage and resoluteness, her love for her 
husband, all are good and arouse our sympathy. Even her ambition is not bad as 
such, only because it is ‘extreme, and overleaping all restraints’ (vol. 1: xxv). This 
single passion, ambition, has grown out of control and has taken over all of Lady 
Macbeth’s other potentially good qualities.9

5.4  Jameson, Baillie, and Martineau on Virtue and the Emotions

Jameson’s emphasis on the dangers of overgrown passions and the possibility of 
regulating these passions by reason recalls Joanna Baillie’s view that tragedy 
occurs when characters succumb to their passions with disastrous consequences. 
Watching or reading about this expands our sympathetic understanding of other 
minds and helps us learn to regulate our own passions, according to Baillie 
([1798] 1806: 29–30). By their mistakes, she says, the characters give us ‘the 
instruction of example’ (32). Did this influence Jameson’s view that characters 

9  This defence of Lady Macbeth was controversial. Martineau caustically referred to Jameson’s 
‘notorious mistake’ of attributing to Lady Macbeth ‘an intellect loftier than that of her husband’ 
(Martineau 1869: 116). ‘Notorious’ suggests that this was a point on which many critics disagreed 
with Jameson.
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who have let their passions grow out of control act as instructive warnings? We 
may suspect so, especially as Jameson, like Baillie, is clear that such characters are 
not beyond the pale of sympathy. We can understand them and sympathize with 
even the worst of them like Lady Macbeth. Moreover, Jameson’s above-quoted 
remark about watching the ‘rise and progress’ of passions compares closely with 
Baillie, who states that tragedy’s task is ‘to represent men under the influence of 
the stronger passions; and to trace the  rise and progress of them in the 
heart . . .’ (43).

To establish Baillie’s influence on Jameson we need to go into some biograph
ical details. This may seem a digression, but it is worth making to establish 
Baillie’s influence conclusively, and for additional reasons. With women philo
sophers omitted from the canon, we lack the background of biographical aware-
ness that we have for canonical figures, like Hegel’s hero-worship of Napoleon or 
Kant’s fellow Königsbergians allegedly setting their watches by his daily walks. 
Such details add concrete meaning to Hegel’s theory of world-historical individ
uals and Kant’s concern to systematize (or, viewed negatively, to regiment) 
experienced phenomena. Filling in biographical details of women philosophers 
helps them to come alive in the same way. Furthermore, intellectual relations 
between women philosophers have been neglected even more than the women as 
single individuals. These relations shed light on the support networks that nour-
ished intellectual women and helped to make their work possible.

Baillie and Jameson became friends only in the 1830s,10 but Jameson knew 
Baillie’s work long before that, given Baillie’s fame. Later, Jameson extolled Baillie 
as ‘one of our greatest women’ (AJ to Ottilie von Goethe, 9 March 1851, in Needler 
1934: 174). Even so, Jameson made limited reference to Baillie in her published 
work, but she placed a clue. Jameson dedicated Characteristics to her friend, the 
actress Fanny Kemble, whose 1829 stage performance as Juliet in Romeo and 
Juliet had electrified audiences. Kemble was the niece of the equally famous tragic 
actress Sarah Siddons, on whom Jameson published a biographical essay in 1831. 
One of Siddons’ most celebrated roles was as Jane de Monfort in Baillie’s De 
Monfort when it was staged in 1800. Jameson remarked, ‘In playing Jane de 
Montfort, in Joanna Baillie’s tragedy, her audience almost lost the sense of imper-
sonation in the feeling of identity. She  was  Jane de Montfort—the actress, the 
woman, the character, blended into each other’ (Jameson 1834: vol. 1: 282).11 

10  Annabella Byron introduced them (Thomas 1967: 91; see also Macpherson 1878: 95. Byron and 
Baillie had been friends since 1812). By 1838 Jameson and Baillie were such friends that Jameson 
considered moving near Baillie, though she opted to remain more independent (Macpherson 1878: 
145). Some of Jameson’s correspondence with Baillie from 1839 to c.1845 survives (see Baillie 1999: 
vol. 2: ch. 18). Frustratingly, it contains little philosophical discussion.

11  Siddons loved playing Jane de Monfort, and implored Baillie to write more such parts (Slagle 
2002: 92).
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Thus, Jameson both knew Baillie’s Plays on the Passions and presupposed her 
readers’ knowledge of them.12

Jameson’s correspondence with Annabella Byron provides more evidence that 
Jameson knew Baillie’s work well. The pair discussed Baillie’s work repeatedly, 
with Jameson praising the beauty of many scenes in her plays and especially her 
portrayal of Jane de Monfort. She gave her approval to a painting of Jane de 
Monfort which Byron commissioned from Charles Landseer (brother of the 
better-known animal painter Edwin Landseer). Jameson remarked of this paint-
ing: ‘Will you turn to the lines uttered by Jane de Monfort . . . Do you remember 
the first scene of Act II? This is a picture ready made—and a very fine picture.’13

Jameson was certainly influenced by Baillie’s view that tragic characters such as 
De Monfort have only taken further seeds of passion that are present in everyone. 
These characters contained much that was good, although their raging passions 
have prevailed over these good elements (Baillie [1798] 1806: 62). Very similarly, 
for Jameson, we see in ‘bad’ characters like Lady Macbeth good traits, such as a 
powerful intellect and great energy. Observing how Lady Macbeth’s ambition has 
perverted her intellect, we appreciate the need to restrain our own passions so as 
to avoid ruining our own potential. Had Lady Macbeth done the same, she could 
have realized the good qualities with which she started out: ‘What would not the 
firmness, the self-command, the enthusiasm, the intellect, the ardent affections of 
this woman have performed, if properly directed?’ (Jameson 1833: vol. 2: 375). 
Lady Macbeth serves as a warning only because she has features in common with 
everyone, has many admirable traits, and is no monster of depravity. This humane 
and optimistic message is the ‘grand moral lesson’ of Macbeth (vol. 2: 308).

Yet Baillie and Jameson differ insofar as Baillie primarily regards the passions 
as dangerous, whereas Jameson’s view is more positive. In her view, passions and 
affections are part of a good character and are good in themselves as long as they 
are regulated and channelled by the intellect. A rich emotional life is essential to 
the most complete, rounded character. As Jameson ([1854] 1855) later says in 
her Commonplace Book, ‘One great fault in education is . . . [that] it is as if we 
took it . . . that passions could only be bad, and are to be ignored or repressed 
altogether—the old mischievous monkish doctrine’ (43). For Jameson the pas-
sions should be harnessed; for Baillie they should be restrained.

Jameson’s positive evaluation of the emotions also became a key point of 
dispute with Martineau once the pair became friends. They were certainly 
acquainted by 1834, since Jameson introduced Annabella Byron to Martineau 

12  Jameson (1854) discussed De Monfort again, analysing Baillie’s use of the gothic device of a 
screeching owl, in her later Commonplace Book (vol. 1: 269).

13  AJ to Byron [c.1834], in Jameson (1834–53: 31–3); AJ to Byron [c.1840], in Jameson (1834–53: 
50–1). Baillie told one of her correspondents about the painting: ‘The story is in many respects well 
told, although Jane is much too young, and the colouring is beautiful. It was painted for my partial 
friend Lady Byron, as a present to me’ (JB to Lady Davy, [1841], in Baillie 1999: vol. 1: 513).
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at  that point. Jameson had read many of Martineau’s writings including the 
Illustrations of Political Economy, sending Adele Schopenhauer (Arthur’s sister) 
‘a  complete set of Miss Martineau’s tales’ in 1833. Jameson idolized Martineau, 
saying ‘how little I feel myself, compared to Harriet Martineau’, and describing 
Martineau to Byron as ‘one of the most extraordinary and gifted women I ever 
met with; I am almost overpowered with her’.14

Both in correspondence and person, Jameson and Martineau discussed reli-
gion, philosophy, art, literature, and politics. But they had a major disagreement 
during Jameson’s stay with Martineau in 1842. Martineau castigated the ‘sexual 
tone’ of various novels of the time, whereas Jameson insisted that ‘Love, as a pas-
sion’ had a vital place in human life. Jameson, while admitting that she was ‘abso-
lutely exhausted by excited attention and interest and by the rapidity and vivacity 
of her language and ideas’, confided to Byron that Martineau’s views ‘are founded, 
I think, in ignorance of some facts of our human nature’.15 In response Martineau 
shrank back, saying that ‘I could never have friendship—not yet with one so epi-
curean’—i.e., such a pleasure-lover. For Martineau was adamant that: ‘Love, like 
other passions, [is] guidable by duty’ (HM to Richard Monckton Milnes, 21 April 
1844, in Martineau 1990: 87). For Martineau, duty must regulate and curtail the 
passions, whereas for Jameson, the most developed character integrates the pas-
sions. On this issue Martineau and Baillie are closer together, and Jameson’s dif-
ference from them reflects her desire to balance the aesthetic and the moral, 
pleasure and contemplation, rather curtailing aesthetic pleasure in the name of 
contemplation.

It is interesting to look a little further into the falling-out between Martineau 
and Jameson, as it illuminates both their temperaments and the fact that relations 
between women were not always supportive, but could become extremely hostile. 
After their disagreement about the passions, their relations worsened when 
Jameson was not happy that Martineau wanted her to destroy their correspond-
ence (AJ to HM, 17 January 1843, in Erskine 1915: 222–224). The final straw 
surrounded the journal the Athenaeum. In late 1844 the journal published 
Martineau’s ‘Letters on Mesmerism’, her account of her apparent cure from 
debilitating illness by mesmerism (i.e., hypnotism). The letters provoked a storm 
of controversy. Charles Wentworth Dilke, the editor, infuriated and humiliated 
Martineau by publishing accusations that she was hysterical (Brodie 1844),16 had 
made the whole thing up (Forbes 1845), had been deceived by scoundrels (Brown 
1845), and suchlike. Martineau seems to have wanted Jameson to intercede on 

14  AJ to Ottilie von Goethe, 30 November 1833, in Needler (1934: 18–19); AJ to Robert Noel, 
February 1834, in Macpherson (1878: 92); AJ to Byron, 1842, in Erskine (1915: 217). Portions of 
Jameson’s and Martineau’s correspondence are in Martineau (2007: vol. 2) and Erskine (1915: ch. 10).

15  AJ to Byron, 1842, in Erskine (1915: 216, 218, 216).
16  For the attribution to the physiologist Benjamin Brodie, see Winter’s superb account of the 

Martineau/mesmerism controversy (Winter 1995).
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her behalf, for Jameson by then had a good relationship with Dilke and the 
Athenaeum. But Jameson was dubious:

All the world is talking of Harriet Martineau’s cure by mesmerism. I say nothing 
because everyone is saying too much, and her last letter in the ‘Athenaeum’ is 
imperfect as evidence. I hardly know what to say at all, for she is my friend, and 
a wonderfully gifted woman. (AJ to Robert Noel, early December 1844, in 
Macpherson 1878: 203)17

Martineau felt betrayed, judging by the following letter from Elizabeth Barrett 
(later Browning) to Jameson:

As must be obvious to everyone (yourself included), you did everything pos
sible to prevent the catastrophe, and . . . no friend could have done better . . . are 
you not mistaken in fancying that she blames you, that she is cold with you? 
I really think you must be. Why, if she is displeased with you she must be unjust, 
and is she ever unjust? I ask you . . . it is impossible for me to believe without 
strong evidence that she could cease to be your friend on such grounds as are 
apparent. Perhaps she does not write because she cannot contain her wrath 
against Mr. Dilke (which, between ourselves, she cannot, very well), and 
respects your connection and regard for him. (Barrett to AJ, late December 
1844, in Barrett Browning 1897: vol. 1: 227–228)

Martineau’s letters of early 1845 indeed brimmed over with anger against Dilke. 
By mid-1845, she was anxious to ‘avoid tête-a-tête’ with Jameson: ‘the fondness 
is  all on one side, if at all’ and ‘I wish her not to take up Mesmerism’.18 These 
remarks show that, contrary to Barrett’s optimism, the mesmerism debacle ended 
the friendship between Martineau and Jameson.19

Martineau then wrote a rather acidic account of Jameson when she died, later 
included in Martineau’s 1869 Biographical Sketches. Here she said of Characteristics 
that although on first reading ‘the analysis seemed to be acute, delicate, and 
almost philosophical . . . there was no philosophy in all this, but only fancy and 
feeling’ (116; my emphasis). That is, Jameson put too much weight on affection 
(or  feeling) and passion (which she linked with the imagination, or fancy) 
compared to reason, regarding all three as necessary parts of a virtuous character. 

17  Baillie was guarded too, saying to Byron: ‘I suppose you have heard of Miss Martineau’s wonder-
ful recovery by the power of Mesmerism, every one will be pleased with the result whatever they may 
think of the remedy’ (JB to Annabella Byron, 11 October 1844, in Baillie 1999: vol. 2: 767).

18  See Martineau (2007: vol. 2: 339–42); HM to Jane Carlyle, 27 June 1845, in Martineau (2007: 
vol. 3: 17).

19  Before then, Martineau had already begun complaining that Jameson had thrust herself upon 
her (HM to Monckton Milnes, 21 April 1844, in Martineau 1990: 86–7). But their correspondence 
shows that they really were close, with Martineau baring her soul to Jameson about her childhood 
memories and early reading (HM to AJ, 15 June 1841, in Martineau 1990: 58–62).
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This to Martineau was quite wrong, for duty must prevail over the passions, not 
be balanced with them.

Even before Martineau published that sketch, the animosity had begun to go 
both ways. For Jameson, Martineau’s and Henry George Atkinson’s 1851 Letters on 
the Laws of Man’s Nature and Development ‘contain nothing that is new, and 
much that offends . . . they renounce Christianity, sneer at the “Romance of the 
Bible”, congratulate themselves on the prospect of annihilation’ (AJ to Ottilie von 
Goethe, 19 April 1851, in Needler 1934: 175). This was the book in which Martineau 
publicly renounced religion, whereas Jameson’s work became increasingly reli-
gious over the course of the 1840s.

This quarrel may seem trivial now, but it was of great public interest to the 
Victorians, since Martineau and Jameson were the two best-known intellectual 
women in Britain at that point.20 Beyond mere gossip, critics tried to pin down 
the philosophical differences between Jameson and Martineau. Richard Henry 
Horne (1844) concluded:

The one represents the intellect of the question, the other the feeling; one brings 
it to an acute abstract comprehension, the other all the sympathies of a 
woman . . . Harriet Martineau has generally written with some fixed aim, some 
doctrine to illustrate . . . Mrs. Jameson, on the other hand, has pursued the study 
of art. She is a fine critic, and possesses a subtle insight into character. (236)

Horne’s remarks might sound vague, but he has put his finger on the key difference. 
Although both women believed that literature had to exemplify morality, this was in 
very different senses. For Martineau, literature illustrates moral laws by showing how 
characters’ lives go better or worse if they obey or disobey them. For Jameson, on the 
other hand, literature illustrates character types. This in turn shows that they have 
different moral theories. For Martineau, a virtuous person follows the right rules for 
action (‘fixed aims’). Conversely, for Jameson, the right thing to do is what a virtuous 
person would do (so that we need ‘insight into character’). For Martineau rules 
precede virtue; for Jameson virtue precedes rules. Jameson is thus a virtue ethicist, 
although she does not use this phrase. Character, for her, is the core of morality.

5.5  The Aesthetics of Characteristics: Aesthetic Wholes  
and Moral Examples

Sections 5.2 and  5.3 of this chapter looked at Jameson’s moral philosophy and 
psychology in Characteristics. What about its aesthetic side? How does Jameson 
integrate aesthetic and moral concerns?

20  For example, Geraldine Macpherson published Memoirs of the Life of Anna Jameson to prove 
that the two had previously been close and to show that Martineau’s negative remarks on Jameson 
were unfairly coloured by personal animosity (see Macpherson 1878: ix–x).
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Medon asks Alda why moral lessons need to be taught via literary characters at 
all. Why not use real women, present-day or historical? First, Alda answers, she 
does not want to make criticisms of real-life people (Jameson 1832: vol. 1: ix). 
Second, our knowledge of both past and present women is very limited and 
clouded with prejudices (xvii). In contrast, we see literary characters as a whole, 
with all their traits, the unity these form, and the actions that follow from them. 
We can therefore know the moral character of literary figures better than that of 
real people and learn moral lessons better from literary than real people. This is 
because (to return to a statement of Jameson’s which I mentioned earlier) ‘we can do 
with them [the literary characters] what we cannot do with real people: we can 
unfold the whole character before us, stripped of . . . all disguises’ (xxi; my emphasis). 
Literary figures are not merely ancillary to a moral project that could be done equally 
well using history or real people. The reference to literature is fundamental.

To draw out Jameson’s views here, it is helpful briefly to consider how they 
relate to what I will call the paradox of moral fiction. It arises out of the broader 
paradox of fiction, namely (under countless slightly different formulations) that 
we do not believe that fictional characters are real; we only care about what hap-
pens to people we believe to be real; yet we care about what happens to fictional 
characters. The further paradox of moral fiction may be expressed: we do not 
believe that fictional characters are real; we can only learn moral lessons from the 
actions and traits of real people; yet we can learn moral lessons from the actions 
and traits of fictional characters. Jameson heads off this paradox but not simply, 
as we might suppose, by effectively denying the second premise and saying that 
we can learn from fictional characters. Instead, she modifies the first premise to 
say that fictional characters do have a level of reality, as the following remarks show:

Alda: . . . the riddle which history presented I found solved in the pages of 
Shakespeare. . . . All I sought, I found there; his characters combine history and 
real life; they are complete individuals, whose hearts and souls are laid open 
before us; all may behold, and all may judge for themselves. (xx)

Of these four exquisite characters [Portia, Rosalind, Beatrice, and Isabella], 
considered as dramatic and poetical conceptions, it is difficult to pronounce 
which is . . . most admirably drawn . . . But if considered in another point of view, 
as women and individuals, as breathing realities, clothed in flesh and 
blood . . . [then Portia is the best]. (5)

Many women have possessed many of those qualities which render Portia so 
delightful. She is in herself a piece of reality, of whose possible existence we have 
no doubt . . . (32)

Whenever we bring her [Ophelia] to mind, it is with the same exclusive sense of 
her real existence, without reference to the wondrous power which called her 
into life. (186)
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In a sense Shakespeare’s female characters are real and we believe, indeed know, 
them to be so.

Jameson does not deny that these women are ‘poetical conceptions’. After all, she 
says that drama shows us the passions through the prism of imagination, thus safely 
removed from real life. But though these women are imagined, they have features in 
common with real-life women: they embody permutations of intellect, passion, and 
affection, just as real-life women do. Thus what is crucial, Jameson (1833) states, is 
not ‘the mode in which a certain character is manifested’—i.e., whether in real or 
fictional mode—but ‘the combination of abstract qualities making up that individual 
human being’ (vol. 2: 308). These combinations are what real and imagined women 
have in common. Having combinations of traits that are also found in real people, 
the imagined characters have a level of reality, and they are sufficiently real for us to 
learn from them morally. Furthermore, for Jameson, imagination, like prejudice and 
feeling, colours our judgements of real-life people as well (vol. 1: xvii). In respect of 
both shared qualities and this pervasive role of imagination in life, Jameson sees no 
hard-and-fast real/fictional divide.21 This is reflected in her key descriptors for 
Shakespeare’s heroines being imagined and poetical, not fictitious: the latter suggests 
‘made-up’ and ‘unreal’, as the former two terms do not.

From the foregoing we can see that for Jameson the reality of Shakespeare’s 
heroines depends on their completeness. That is, these women are rounded indi
viduals with a full complement of interrelated traits, giving each of them a com-
plete personality out of which all their words and actions flow. This completeness, 
or wholeness, makes each of these women real because it gives them a complex 
personality structure, a ‘combination of abstract qualities making up [an] indi-
vidual human being’, something equally true of real-life people.

Jameson’s understanding of completeness came out of German Romanticism, 
by which she was heavily influenced. This German influence on Jameson is inter-
esting, for it used to be thought that nineteenth-century British culture was paro-
chial, with very limited knowledge of German culture (see, e.g., Wellek 1931: esp. 
3–5). Recent scholarship shows that British engagement with German culture 
was more substantial than previously thought (e.g., Hughes 2022a; Teukolsky 
2009). Jameson’s case confirms this. Indeed, through her German connections 
and her writing about them, Jameson acted as a major force for ‘British-German 
cultural transfer’ in this period, as Alessa Johns says (Johns 2014: ch. 4). Or, as 
Robert Gillett (2018) puts it, ‘Jameson was a pronounced Germanophile and 
played a not inconsiderable role in Anglo-German cultural relations’ (120).22

21  Cheryl Hoeckley, Jessica Slights, and Anne Russell all question Jameson’s treatment of fictional 
characters as real (Hoeckley 2011: 11–15, Slights 1993: 388, Russell 1991). However, they find it use-
ful politically in expanding the range of possibilities for real women. I am arguing, though, that 
Jameson also had philosophical grounds for her view.

22  Linda Hughes (2022a), too, calls her a ‘crucial cultural mediator’ between Germany and Britain 
(13). See also Dabby (2017: 115–16).
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Not surprisingly, Jameson was especially influenced by German Romantic 
engagement with Shakespeare. One of her central reference points in Characteristics 
was August Schlegel’s Shakespeare interpretations in his Course of Lectures on 
Dramatic Art and Literature, translated into English in 1815 (Schlegel 1815).23 
Jameson (1832) objected that his description of Portia as a ‘rich, beautiful and 
clever heiress’ was dismissive (vol. 1: 6), and she set out her taxonomy of female 
characters in defiance of his stricture ‘that it is impossible to arrange Shakespeare’s 
characters in classes’ (xxxiv; cf. Schlegel 1815: vol. 2: 154–155). But though she 
was critical of Schlegel’s treatment of the female characters, she took up his 
conception of translation and the aesthetic ideal of organic wholes that went 
along with it.

Schlegel and Ludwig Tieck were the named authors of the monumental 
German translation of Shakespeare’s plays known as the ‘Schlegel–Tieck’ 
Shakespeare, produced in stages from 1797 to 1833.24 In reality, a substantial 
amount of translating was done during the 1797–1802 phase by Caroline 
Schlegel,25 and in the 1825–33 phase by Wolf Baudissin and Tieck’s daughter 
Dorothea. The principles underpinning the translation project were set out by 
August Schlegel in two essays published under his name (A. Schlegel 1796, 1797), 
one of which was co-authored by Caroline. The principles were that the literary 
work to be translated is a complete whole, akin to an organism, where every detail 
flows out of its organizing idea (A. Schlegel 1797: 560). The translator’s task was 
to apprehend this idea intuitively and then recreate the whole work in the new 
shape of the translation. The latter must be utterly faithful to the original—the 
Schlegels repudiated the then-standard practice of freely amending one’s source 
text. But the translation had to be faithful to the spirit, not the letter, of the ori
ginal: to its unifying idea, not its mere external details. If a translation recreated 
the unifying spirit of the source-work, then that translation would be a unity and 
a complete whole in its own right, and therefore would have aesthetic worth 
(see Adey 1989: 90).

Jameson knew of and fully subscribed to this view of translation. She discussed 
the ‘Schlegel–Tieck’ translation with Tieck,26 whom she admired as much as 
Schlegel, even saying that she learnt German in order to read Tieck (AJ to Robert 

23  Originally Über dramatische Kunst und Literatur, 1809–11.
24  Jameson met Schlegel, along with Ludwig Tieck, when visiting Germany in the 1830s (when she 

also became a lifelong friend and close correspondent of Ottilie von Goethe, Goethe’s daughter-in-
law). In 1833 she reported: ‘Schlegel was introduced to me and we had a long chatter’ (AJ to Ottilie 
von Goethe, 23 July 1833, in Needler 1934: 2–3), and she told her sister: ‘Schlegel became very ami
able . . . and they tell me it was a complete conquest. Pity I am married!’ (AJ to Charlotte Murphy, 
7 September 1833, in Macpherson 1878: 108).

25  On this complex authorship, see Stott (2009–22), Larson (1987), and Tieck (1830: iii–iv).
26  Clearly Tieck failed to enlighten her that he and Schlegel were not the sole translators, as she 

remarked that ‘the combination of their two minds has done perhaps what no single mind could have 
effected in developing, elucidating, and clothing in a new language the creations of that mighty and 
inspired being’ (Jameson 1834: vol. 1: 208).
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Noel, 1833, in Macpherson 1878: 66). She put Romantic translation theory into 
practice herself by translating several plays by Princess Amalie of Saxony, stating: 
‘My translation is . . . faithful even to literalness, except where such extreme 
fidelity . . . would be false to the meaning and spirit of the original. I have [ensured] 
that my picture might be complete in all its details’ (Jameson 1840: lxxviii; my 
emphases). She confessed with embarrassment to ‘some of the great German crit-
ics’, namely Schlegel and Tieck, that Shakespeare’s plays were routinely performed 
in England with ‘omissions’ and ‘with absolute alterations, affecting . . . the truth of 
character’ (Jameson 1834: vol. 1: 77–78). Thus she rejected the then-common 
practice of excising the sexually explicit bits of Shakespeare, complaining that 
editors and performers were obsessed with verbal propriety instead of reality 
(Jameson 1832: vol. 1: xxxvii). When it came to reality, she said, Shakespeare 
‘never confounds that line of demarcation which eternally separates good from 
evil’ (vol. 2: 317). Shakespeare himself, unlike the editors who have wreaked 
havoc with his texts, was ‘true to the spirit and even to the letter of history; 
where he deviates from the latter, the reason may be found in some higher 
beauty’ (vol. 1: lix).

More broadly, the German Romantic aesthetic of organic wholes influenced 
Jameson to locate aesthetic value in completeness, unity, and wholeness.27 For 
instance, advising Elizabeth Gaskell on the rather abrupt conclusion to North 
and South, Jameson wrote: ‘the end is not in proportion with the beginning. This 
is a fault of construction—but what is done is so beautiful and complete that it is 
only in considering the work as a whole that we feel that too great compression’ 
(quoted in Johnston 1997: 4; my emphases). And in Characteristics, she repeat-
edly said that Shakespeare’s portrayals of female characters were aesthetically 
good—‘exquisite’, ‘admirably drawn, highly finished’, ‘developed with consum-
mate skill’, ‘the supreme and consummate triumph of art’ (Jameson 1832: vol. 1: 5, 
135, 186)—because they rendered the characters as complete wholes—giving 
‘a complete personification of . . . female perfection’, ‘the complete development of 
the character’ (5, 77; my emphasis).

This does not mean that art’s value comes from aesthetic wholeness alone and 
has nothing to do with morality. For Jameson, we have seen, what it is for the 
characters to be complete wholes is for them to be psychological unities, rounded 
individuals all of whose acts and utterances flow out of their entire personalities. 
But this psychological unity also makes them characters in a moral sense, with 
varying compounds of virtue and vice. That is, the characters can only be aes-
thetically complete wholes if they are psychologically rounded individuals, who 
therefore necessarily also have a moral character and exemplify moral lessons. 

27  On the value placed upon organic wholes in German Romantic aesthetics and philosophy, see 
inter alia Beiser (2006).
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The concept of ‘character’ distils this unity of the aesthetic and the moral, hence 
its centrality to Jameson’s analysis.

Her view is not quite that the characters can only be aesthetically good if they 
are also morally good, for some characters like Lady Macbeth are superb aes-
thetic creations yet are on balance morally bad. Jameson’s view is rather that an 
artistic delineation of a character can only be aesthetically good—presenting the 
character in their complete wholeness and reality—if that delineation is also mor-
ally good—in so presenting the character as a complete whole that they furnish a 
moral example (whether it be a warning, a role model, or anything in between). 
But how exactly does the moral badness of some Shakespearian heroines fit into 
this view? First, we remember, for Jameson even Shakespeare’s bad characters 
contain much good, it being one of his signal merits to bring this out. Second, 
another of his merits is to portray the bad elements of these characters as bad. He 
neither passes off vice as virtue nor simply depicts it flat, devoid of moral qualifi-
cation. Here she contrasts Shakespeare with Artemisia Gentileschi, who has 
‘painted one or two pictures, considered admirable as works of art, of which the 
subjects are the most vicious and barbarous conceivable . . . which I looked at 
once, but once, and wished then, as I do now, for the privilege of burning it to 
ashes’ (2).28 In contrast, Shakespeare’s depictions remain morally good even 
when the characters depicted are bad, for Shakespeare presents their vices as 
vices, their virtues as virtues, and avoids portraying any of these individuals as 
being wholly without such redeeming virtues.

Jameson (1833) concedes that Shakespeare’s depictions might still seem ques-
tionable precisely because he elicits our sympathy for bad characters. She replies:

If it should be objected to this view of Lady Macbeth’s character, that it engages 
our sympathies in behalf of a perverted being—and that to leave her so strong a 
power upon our feelings in the midst of such supreme wickedness, involves a 
moral wrong, I can only reply in the words of Dr. Channing, that ‘in this and the 
like cases, our interest fastens on what is not evil in the character’ . . . and might 
he not have added that many a powerful and gifted spirit has learnt humility 
and self-government, from beholding how far the energy which resides in mind 
may be degraded and perverted? (vol. 2: 318–319)29

Likewise, Jameson (1832) maintains, Shakespeare’s Cleopatra fascinates and 
attracts us not for her bad qualities (temper, caprice, deceitfulness, inconstancy) 
but her good ones (grandeur, wit, vivacity, magnificence) (vol. 2: 123–124). 

28  Elizabeth Ellet protested: ‘Mrs. Jameson remarks, “This dreadful picture is a proof of her genius, 
and, let me add, of its atrocious misdirection.” But the artist should not be censured’, and instead Ellet 
commended Gentileschi’s brilliance (Ellet 1859: 67).

29  Jameson refers to William Ellery Channing, the American Unitarian theologian who also influ-
enced Baillie.
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She combines ‘all that we most hate, with what we most admire’ (121). The latter 
is what we find alluring.

Jameson takes German Romantic aesthetics in a distinctive direction by 
making moral exemplarity a necessary concomitant of organic wholeness. As 
well as introducing this moral dimension, Jameson also appears to deviate 
from the Schlegels in that for her it is characters and their delineations that are 
organic wholes. In contrast, the Schlegels’ initial idea was that artworks such as 
Shakespeare’s plays are organic wholes. For instance, for the Schlegels, Romeo 
and Juliet, the play, is an organic whole (see, e.g., C.  Schlegel 1797b). Jameson 
(1832) instead stresses that Juliet the character is an organic whole (vol. 1: 104). 
Jameson does consider the play to be a whole as well (90), but she derives its 
unity from that of its central character. We recall that for Jameson, the unifying 
idea of Romeo and Juliet is love (90). But Juliet embodies the passion of love in its 
complete unfolding (104), so what unifies the play is in fact the unity of Juliet.30 
Jameson takes the same approach with, for example, Imogen in Cymbeline: ‘she is 
the proper subject—the heroine of the poem’ (vol. 2: 60). The entirety of the 
action serves to draw out and illuminate Imogen’s character.

Overall, for Jameson, dramatic works primarily unfold characters, not actions. 
This view perhaps reflects Baillie’s influence again. As we saw in Chapter 3, for 
Baillie dramas primarily trace the psychological processes of their central charac-
ters, and plot is a subordinate element. Jameson agrees. Her views are also bound 
up with her expansion of the female characters into the principal characters, so 
that she sees Romeo and Juliet as unfolding the character Juliet, Cymbeline as 
unfolding Imogen, and so on. But although her examples and focus are female 
characters, her general view that artworks delineate characters could in principle 
apply equally well to male characters.

Jameson’s points about aesthetic and moral wholeness apply, by extension, to 
artworks of other kinds, at least so long as they depict characters. If a painting 
delineates a character so as to convey their nature as a whole, for example, then a 
painting can be ethically and aesthetically good in the same way that a literary 
work can. This was true, for instance, of Landseer’s portrait of Jane de Monfort, 
in Jameson’s opinion (AJ to Byron [c.1840], in Jameson 1834–53: 50–51).

As a whole, Jameson unites the German Romantic aesthetic of organic whole-
ness with the idea that delineations of characters, and artworks as delineations of 
characters, can only be aesthetically good (presenting the characters as wholes) 
if  they are also morally good (presenting the characters as moral examples). 
This  is how Jameson tightly links the aesthetic and ethical aspects of artworks. 

30  Jameson’s view here was influenced by Fanny Kemble, with whom she discussed Characteristics 
extensively during the writing. When Kemble performed Juliet, she elevated the character into the 
centrepiece of the play (Thomas 1967: 63). Similarly, Jameson’s above-quoted remarks on De Monfort 
show that she saw Jane as its central character.
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The characters only work as moral examples if they are aesthetic wholes, and they 
can only be delineated as aesthetic wholes if they are presented as moral examples. 
These views inform Jameson’s later remarks on taste and conscience: to have a 
tasteful appreciation for artworks as organic wholes one has to be conscientiously 
sensitive to the morally exemplary characters that these works depict, and vice versa.

Jameson’s connection between the aesthetic and ethical aspects of art is more 
sophisticated and subtle than Martineau’s subordination of the aesthetic to the 
moral. Even though Jameson (1849a) speaks of the ‘error’ and ‘evil’ of the assump-
tion that ‘the individual fancy has a right of judgement unfettered by any moral 
responsibility’ (70), she does not impose heavy-handed moral constraints on art 
or on our responses to it. Rather, in Characteristics she does moral philosophy 
and psychology indirectly through aesthetic examples, maintaining that aesthetic 
wholeness and moral exemplarity necessarily go together. Her original way of 
linking art and ethics deserves to be rediscovered.

Women on Philosophy of Art: Britain 1770–1900. Alison Stone, Oxford University Press. © Alison Stone 2024. 
DOI: 10.1093/9780198918004.003.0005
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6
Anna Jameson and Sacred  

and Legendary Art

6.1  Introduction

In the 1840s, Anna Jameson’s thought on art entered a new phase. Previously, the 
art-form she had been most concerned with was literature. Now she turned to the 
visual arts—sculpture, painting, drawing, and engraving—and embarked on an 
ambitious programme to educate the public about art and culture, tying in with 
the rapid growth of popular interest in art at this time.1 In this vein, Jameson 
published a two-volume Handbook to the Public Galleries of Art in or near London 
(1842), a Companion to the Most Celebrated Private Galleries of Art in London 
(1844), the 1843–45 series Essays on the Lives of Remarkable Painters in the Penny 
Magazine, which became the two-volume Memoirs of the Early Italian Painters 
(1845),2 and her magnum opus, the multivolume signed work Sacred and 
Legendary Art. This appeared from 1845 onwards, and I will call it Sacred Art 
for short.

In Sacred Art, Jameson’s stated purpose was to decode for people the huge 
body of medieval and Renaissance European art which was based on Christian 
narratives that had become unfamiliar in the modern world. By explaining these 
narratives, and showing how they were expressed in art, Jameson set out to 
demystify these artworks and reacquaint Europeans with their own heritage. 
Providing a taxonomy of and guide to a wealth of Christian art, as outlined 
in Table 6.1, Sacred Art was probably the largest-scale art-critical project under-
taken by any nineteenth-century woman.

Jameson started work on the project in 1842 and continued it, interspersed 
with other writings, until her sudden death from pneumonia in 1860. She 
carried out the research on the European travels that occupied at least half of her 

1  On Jameson’s educational programme, see amongst others Avery-Quash (2019), Kane Lew 
(1996), and Krisuk (2014). Her programme chimed with the rise of the liberal ideal of an aesthetically 
cultivated, many-sided, expanded self, well explored by Thomas (2004).

2  The Penny Magazine, published from 1832–45, was the organ of the Society for the Diffusion of 
Useful Knowledge. Aimed at the working class, the Penny Magazine soon reached an unprecedented 
200,000 readers a week, which was over 1% of the population. By 1843, readership had fallen to 
50,000 and the editor, Charles Knight, commissioned Jameson’s series to boost sales (Johnston 1997: 
157). The series was unsigned, but Jameson’s Handbook, Companion, and Memoirs were all signed.
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Table 6.1  The Organizing Framework of Sacred and Legendary Art

Series Volume Date Title Divisions

1 1 1848 [The Poetry of ] 
Sacred and 
Legendary Art3

Introduction
The angels and archangels
The four evangelists
The twelve apostles
The doctors of the church
Mary Magdalene

1 2 1848 [The Poetry of ] 
Sacred and 
Legendary Art

The patron saints of Christendom
The virgin patronesses
The early martyrs
The Greek martyrs
The Latin martyrs
The early bishops
The hermit saints
The warrior saints

2 3 1850 Legends of the 
Monastic Orders

Introduction
St Benedict and the early 

Benedictines
The Reformed Benedictines 

Early Royal Saints
The Augustines
Orders Derived from the 

Augustine Rule
The Mendicant Orders:
1. The Franciscans
2. The Dominicans
3. The Carmelites
The Jesuits
The Order of the Visitation of St. Mary

3 4 1852 Legends of 
the Madonna

Introduction
I.  Devotional Subjects:
1.  Virgin without Child
2.  Virgin and Child
II.  Historical Subjects:
1. � Life of the Virgin from Birth to 

Marriage
2.  Life from Annunciation
3.  Life until Crucifixion
4. � Life from Resurrection to 

Assumption

3  The initial title was The Poetry of Sacred and Legendary Art; from the third (1857) edition 
onwards, ‘The Poetry of’ was dropped.
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adult life.34 Most of Volume 1 and some of Volume 2 first appeared serially in the 
Athenaeum, from January 1845 to February 1846. The Athenaeum was founded in 
1828 to showcase work by ‘the most distinguished philosophers, historians, 
orators and poets of our day’ (Marchand 1941: 1). It struggled financially at first, 
before Charles Wentworth Dilke took it over in 1829 and successfully cemented it 
as a ‘mirror of Victorian culture’, to use the subtitle phrase of Leslie Marchand’s 
book about the journal. The fact that Jameson’s Sacred Art first appeared in the 
Athenaeum testifies once more to her high standing, especially since the series 
was signed, whereas much of the journal’s content was anonymous. The first two 
volumes then came out in book form in 1848. Buoyed by their success, Jameson 
completed the third volume, Legends of the Monastic Orders, in 1850, and the 
fourth, Legends of the Madonna, in 1852. Two final volumes, The History of Our 
Lord as Exemplified in Works of Art (Jameson and Eastlake 1864), were completed 
after Jameson’s death in 1864 by her friend Elizabeth Eastlake. I shall not discuss 
these last two volumes, for the reason that Eastlake heavily revised Jameson’s 
material, changed the organizing framework, and wrote parts of the book her-
self.5 The History of Our Lord therefore says as much about Eastlake’s views than 
Jameson’s, and Jameson’s own views are best ascertained from the first four 
volumes.

Sacred Art was incredibly successful, influential, and widely read. The first two 
volumes were reissued twenty-eight times over the nineteenth century alone 
(i.e., with a new edition roughly every eighteen months). Volume 3 was reissued 
twenty-one times and Volume 4 eighteen times. There were various alternative 
editions as well, like the five-volume Writings on Art of Anna Jameson, edited by 
Estelle May Hurll, published in Boston in 1896. No wonder the New York Times 
said Jameson had ‘done probably more than any other writer to familiarize the 
public mind with the principles of art; and her perception of the inner spirit of a 
great work was so thorough, that its mere statement was eloquence’ (Anonymous 
1860b: 2).

Despite its nineteenth-century fame, Sacred Art fell into obscurity in the twen-
tieth century until the recent rediscovery of Jameson’s work. However, contem
porary scholars looking at Sacred Art have concentrated mainly on one particular 
aspect, Jameson’s account of female figures in Christian art.6 Jameson recovered 

3 
4  As Joanna Baillie marvelled to Annabella Byron: ‘Nothing seems to impede her [Jameson’s] 

motions; she is ready for every thing. She might be sent off on a mission at twenty hours warning to 
the farthest nook of the earth’ (JB to Byron, 1845, in Baillie 1999: vol. 2: 775).

5  Kimberly Adams argues that Eastlake’s reorganization departed from Jameson, reflecting 
Eastlake’s (2001) belief in ‘the Protestant understanding of providential history’ (61), whereas 
Jameson was more ecumenical. Ainslie Robinson (2003) takes a similar view (195).

6  See Adams (2001), Alvarez (2016: ch. 3), Johnston (1997: ch. 7), and Styler (2010: ch. 4).
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positive images of the Madonna and of female saints, nuns, and martyrs, present-
ing these women as exemplars of female virtue. This followed on from her inter-
est in virtuous female characters in Characteristics of Women, and it anticipates 
recent feminist attempts to reclaim positive images of women within Christianity.7 
Important as this side of Jameson’s project is, I shall not explore it here, both 
because others have already dealt with it well and because Sacred Art rested on a 
conception of the value of art as a whole, not only of artistic representations of 
women. Jameson’s wider conception of art deserves attention in its own right.

Jameson remained preoccupied with the connection between the aesthetic and 
ethical aspects of artworks, but now she linked them through a third term: reli-
gion. Here she distinguished official church theology from the popular 
Christianity that had dominated Europe for the last millennium. In the latter, 
religious legends about the saints, apostles, martyrs, monastic founders, and 
other revered figures, male and female, embodied popular hopes for justice and 
virtue in an unjust social world. These moral hopes were integral to people’s faith 
in these religious figures, whose lives held out the possibility of a better world in 
which faith and virtue would defeat corruption and inequity. This was how 
Jameson linked religion and ethics; she then linked this religion–ethics couplet 
with the aesthetic aspect of Christian art based on a historicist conception of art’s 
value. Having been drawn deeper into art history, she now held that artworks 
were better aesthetically, the more fully and authentically they expressed the spirit 
of a given stage of civilization. In terms of historical European art, this meant 
expressing Christian beliefs, and specifically the Christian legends beloved of the 
people, not abstract theological concepts of God. So Christian-era art was aes-
thetically good insofar as it expressed popular Christian beliefs and sentiments. 
Since those beliefs embodied people’s moral hopes, Christian-era art could only 
be good aesthetically if it expressed and sustained people’s moral convictions. 
This was Jameson’s new connection between art and ethics, and it depended on 
and was woven into the fabric of Sacred Art.

To draw out this account, I will start by stepping back to look at Jameson’s 1849 
essay ‘Some Thoughts on Art’ (Section 6.2). Written after Sacred Art Volumes 1 
and 2 but before Volumes 3 and 4, this essay spelt out the historicist view of art 
which informed the series. With this key in hand, I explain the framework and 
taxonomy of Sacred Art, referring largely but not solely to the Introduction to 
Volume 1 (Section 6.3). One of Jameson’s organizing distinctions was between 
devotional and historical modes of representation, which prompts the question of 
whether she was influenced by Barbauld’s idea of devotional taste—more than 
Jameson admitted, I will suggest. From there, we can see how Jameson now con-
nected art with religion (Section 6.4) and ethics (Section 6.5). Finally, I will raise 

7  For instance, Warner (1976) and Irigaray [1980] (1991).
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some critical questions, drawing on John Ruskin’s veiled criticisms of Jameson in 
Modern Painters Volume 3. To us, Ruskin and Jameson may seem quite close in 
linking art, ethics, and religion. But in their minds and those of their contempor
aries, the differences were significant, and Ruskin pinpointed some real difficul-
ties with Jameson’s position (Section 6.6).

6.2  Greek and Gothic Art

The signed, two-part essay ‘Some Thoughts on Art’, hereafter ‘Thoughts’, came 
out in The Art-Journal in 1849. Jameson explained what aesthetic education was 
for and why it was especially needed for Christian art, which she characterized, 
following Friedrich Schlegel, as ‘Gothic’ art. Her account of aesthetic education 
led into a historicist view of art and its value.

‘Thoughts’ was not only a partly retrospective elaboration of the premises 
behind Sacred Art. Jameson also had an occasional motivation for writing it: to 
introduce a series of prints commissioned for The Art-Journal. This context 
deserves comment before we proceed to Jameson’s arguments. The Art-Journal 
became the most widely read and dominant nineteenth-century British journal 
on art, one of the longest-running Victorian serials, and ‘the very voice of the 
Victorian art establishment’ (Haskins 2012: 12). It acquired a stature equal to 
Fraser’s, Cornhill, and the Contemporary Review. The owner and editor from 1839 
to 1880, Samuel Carter Hall, was a friend of Jameson’s. In 1849 he upgraded the 
journal to become an illustrated monthly, showcasing the change with a series of 
prints based on engravings of Robert Vernon’s art collection. At this key juncture, 
Carter pulled in Jameson to provide an authoritative statement on the need for 
aesthetic education to vindicate him in publishing the prints. Thus here, in 1849, 
a female art theorist was the key authority called in to give the Art-Journal greater 
prestige and popularity, and to help boost its circulation from 15,000 in 1849 to 
25,000 just two years later (Teukolsky 2009: 13).

Jameson’s (1849a) account of aesthetic education is as follows. Plastic art—by 
which she means not only sculpture but all visual art (‘all imitation of form’ 
(69))—consists of materials and form, and, if the artwork has any value, a content 
(70). Without content art is empty, and if we cannot appreciate the content, our 
relation to art is empty (69). But we cannot understand an artwork’s content 
without attending to its materials, form, and the techniques of making it, for what 
needs understanding is the content as expressed in art’s materials and form. So 
aesthetic education should guide us to grasp the content expressed in artworks, 
and inform us about art’s forms and materials, not narrowly for their own sake, 
but so that we can see what content they express (69–70).

By content, Jameson clarifies, she means the ‘spiritual conditions of Art’ (70). 
What are these ‘spiritual conditions’? Art, Jameson (1848) says in Sacred Art, 
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depends on ‘social civilization’, and above all a civilization’s form of religious 
belief (vol. 1: xx). She objects that Richard Payne Knight’s Analytical Inquiry into 
the Principles of Taste (1805), Edmund Burke’s Philosophical Enquiry into the 
Origin of Our Ideas of the Sublime and Beautiful (1757), and Horace Walpole’s 
Anecdotes of Painting (1762–71) all erred in being ahistorical.8 Georgian aestheti-
cians failed to carry out ‘any inquiry into the true spirit and significance of works 
of Art, as connected with the history of Religion and Civilization’ (Jameson 1848: 
vol. 1: vii). Content, then, is historically evolving religious content. Taking this as 
our starting-point, we find that Europe has had two great ages of art: ancient 
Greek art, bound up with paganism; and Gothic art, bound up with Christianity 
(Jameson 1849b: 104). The art of both eras was great because it was religious: it 
channelled the religious beliefs of these stages of civilization.

To understand Greek and Gothic artworks we must locate them in their histor
ical eras, and know what religious content they express. With Greek art, we need 
to know about Greek myths and stories of the gods: Cupid and Psyche, Ino and 
Bacchus, the three Graces, Venus and Cupid. Yet we can no longer believe in 
these myths: ‘It may well be doubted whether the impersonation of the Greek 
Allegories in the purest forms of Greek art will ever give intense pleasure to the 
people, or ever speak home to the hearts of the men and women of these times’ 
(104). In contrast, in Gothic (or Christian) art, we find ‘the expression of what is 
most venerable and dear to us in memory; in life, and in after-life’: ‘a style of Art 
embodying the grand and holy memories of our religion, the solemn and gra-
cious figures of our scriptural personages: . . . the forms of those beings conse-
crated in our poetry or memorable in our annals’ (104). Gothic art remains 
spiritually alive to us, unlike Greek art which has stopped progressing and is fixed 
in the past. However, our educational system is classically orientated, and so 
people know the stories behind Greek art better than those expressed in Gothic 
art. In one case we have knowledge without live belief; in the other, live belief 
without knowledge.

Although Jameson distinguishes Greek and Gothic art, they have overarching 
similarities. In both eras, art expresses religion; in both eras, artworks are aes-
thetically good when they express people’s lived religious beliefs. Expressiveness 
confers aesthetic value because art that genuinely expresses religious beliefs is 
rich in meaning. Such art is poetic, a word that Jameson uses to mean ‘meaning-
ful’, as we will see later. Art of this kind offers not narrow sensory pleasure, but 
higher spiritual significance.

In this essay Jameson invokes the names of two theorists. One is Harriet 
Martineau: ‘The faculty of delight in beauty needs to be educated like all our fac-
ulties, and I wish Miss Martineau had said something upon the subject in her 

8  To be fair, Walpole did trace the history of painting in England, but he did not treat it as expres-
sive of wider stages of civilization.
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admirable little treatise on household education’ (1849a: 70). That is, for Jameson, 
Martineau failed to include aesthetic education as part of education because she 
did not give enough weight to aesthetic pleasure and the sensory qualities that 
occasion it. Jameson is indicating her rejection of Martineau’s moralism and her 
desire to balance pleasure and contemplation.

The other theorist she invokes is Friedrich Schlegel, brother of August Schlegel 
with whose Shakespeare interpretations Jameson had engaged. She refers to 
Friedrich Schlegel’s claim that the poetry of art is finite, whereas that of nature is 
infinite (Jameson 1849b: 104).9 From this starting-point, Jameson explains that 
the Greeks expressed their pagan myths in the finite forms of sculpture and archi-
tecture above all, whereas Gothic art expresses Christianity in music, painting, 
sculpture, and architecture. In both cases the forms and materials are ‘bounded’. 
But there is an ‘essential difference’ between the two eras:

As Greek sculpture was the apotheosis of mortal beauty and power, it found 
early and necessarily its limits of perfection, and the highest possible adaptation 
of its principles as the deification of external nature; but as Gothic Sculpture 
was the expression of a new life introduced into the world—of Love purified 
through Faith and Hope—of human affections, sorrows, aspirations—it follows, 
that we have not yet found or imagined any limit to its capabilities; we test its 
perfection by a wholly different law. (104)

In ancient Greece, physically limited materials fully expressed the pagan sense of 
the gods as quasi-physical beings, modelled on beautiful and powerful human 
beings. This is why Greek art developed fully then stopped: its sense of the divine 
was limited. In contrast, Gothic art rests on belief in truly spiritual qualities such 
as love, faith, and hope. No plastic artwork can ever completely convey the 
boundless aspiration involved in these spiritual feelings. After all, art is material, 
so its expression of genuinely spiritual content can never be perfect. But this very 
limitation motivates artists to keep striving to do better and better. Therefore the 
onward progression of Gothic art is inexhaustible, as that of Greek art was not. 
Greek art ended; Gothic art remains alive.

These views are very similar to Hegel’s far better-known distinction between 
Classical and Romantic art (see Hegel 1975: vol. 1: 77–80). Well-versed as Jameson 
was in German culture and literature, she never referred to Hegel, strangely 
enough. Instead, the similarity between their views arose because both Hegel, in 

9  She refers to his 1794 essay ‘On the Limits of the Beautiful’, recently translated into English in the 
Aesthetic and Miscellaneous Works of Friedrich Schlegel. He says: ‘while art is bounded on every side, 
nature . . . is everywhere vast, illimitable, and inexhaustible’ (Schlegel 1849: 418). This essay collection 
also included his ‘Principles of Gothic Architecture’, originally from 1804–05, where he argued that 
Gothic art expressed Christianity (158). This was the source of Jameson’s equation of the Gothic and 
the Christian.
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the 1820s, and Jameson, in the 1840s, were expanding on ideas of the Schlegel 
brothers. Friedrich Schlegel distinguished Classical from Modern art (Schlegel 
[1797] 2002) and then reconceived the latter as Romantic (Schlegel [1798] 1991)—
and subsequently also Gothic in 1804–05 (Schlegel 1849: esp. 156)—along lines 
that Hegel and Jameson took further.

Notably, through Schlegel, Jameson came to conceptualize and valorize the 
Gothic several years before Ruskin famously analysed ‘The Nature of Gothic’ in 
The Stones of Venice (Ruskin 1853). However, Ruskin had already touched on the 
Gothic in Modern Painters Volume 2 (Ruskin 1846), and he elaborated consider-
ably in The Seven Lamps of Architecture (Ruskin 1849). By the time of the latter, 
and even more so in ‘The Nature of Gothic’, Ruskin regarded the Gothic not sim-
ply as a formal style of architecture, but as a wider style of art expressive of a cer-
tain spirit, and of a state of virtue and faith (see Ruskin [1864] 1866: 102). Clearly, 
this conception of the Gothic is close to Jameson’s. Yet whereas Ruskin’s concep-
tion of the Gothic has been continuously discussed since his own time, Jameson’s 
view of the Gothic has been almost entirely ignored. So too, has the possibility 
that she may have influenced Ruskin, as well as him influencing her.10

In terms of her stated theoretical influences in ‘Thoughts’ Jameson continues 
to pair German Romanticism with British moralism. Previously she coupled 
August Schlegel and Joanna Baillie; now it is Friedrich Schlegel and Harriet 
Martineau.11 Jameson no longer unites these traditions through the idea of 
character as in Characteristics of Women. Instead, she appeals to the German 
Romantic idea that art expresses spiritual content in bounded material shape. 
Because this content is spiritual, understanding art improves us morally, 
imparting to us a spirit of aspiration and self-improvement—hence the link to 
British moralism.

However, in contrast to Jameson’s earlier idea of aesthetic wholes, she now 
thinks that artworks can never be perfect wholes. Artworks can perfectly express 
spiritual content, as in ancient Greece, but only when that content is itself limited 
and mixed with materiality. Or art can express truly spiritual content, as in the 
Gothic era, but now the content cannot be given perfect material expression just 
because it is truly spiritual. This is why the poetry of all art is finite: there are 
limits to its expression of spiritual meaning.

10  Both Jameson and Ruskin wrote in the wake of the Gothic revival spearheaded by the architect 
Augustus Pugin. He wrote on the Gothic too, but from a more technical point of view (Pugin 1841).

11  Hilary Fraser (2014) notes some of Jameson’s other continental influences, concluding that she 
was located ‘intellectually within Continental rather than British art-historical research at the time’ 
(22). Jameson’s German philosophical influences were extensive (see Johns 2014 and Hughes 2022a). 
Another major influence was Alexis-François Rio’s De la poésie chrétienne (1836): Rio, a Schellingian, 
argued that art’s value derived principally from its expression of spiritual truth, apprehended by the 
artist in unconscious intuition. Amidst these varied sources, Jameson’s British female influences have 
been somewhat overlooked.

Stone_9780198917977_6.indd   130 6/3/2024   2:03:15 PM

C6P19

C6P20

C6P21



OUP UNCORRECTED AUTOPAGE PROOFS – REVISES, 03/06/24, SPi

Dictionary: NOSD

Anna Jameson and Sacred and Legendary Art  131

6.3  How Jameson Decodes Christian Art

Jameson (1848) began Sacred Art by deploring the fact that most people in her 
time were at sea in their own artistic heritage, unable to read the artworks 
around them or sympathize with the sentiments they expressed. For instance, 
diminishing numbers of people could readily decipher the stories narrated in 
stained-glass windows in churches, beyond obvious cases like the crucifixion 
and resurrection.

This form of ‘Hero-Worship’ has become, since the Reformation, strange to us—
as far removed from our sympathies and associations as if it were antecedent to 
the fall of Babylon, and related to the religion of Zoroaster, instead of being left 
but two or three centuries behind us, and closely connected with the faith of our 
forefathers and the history of civilization and Christianity. (vol. 1: xv)

Jameson (1852) sought to combat people’s religious illiteracy: ‘The general plan of 
the work . . . really aims at nothing more than to render the various subjects intel-
ligible’ (v). She added:

A picture or any other work of Art, is worth nothing except in so far as it has 
emanated from mind, and is addressed to mind. It should, indeed, be read like a 
book. Pictures . . . are the books of the unlettered, but then we must at least 
understand the language in which they are written. (69)

Sacred Art was thus a work of religious, moral, and aesthetic education as defined 
in ‘Thoughts’. The aim was to inform people about the religious legends of their 
culture, guide people to see how artworks expressed this content, and morally 
improve the public by helping it to relate to art’s spiritual content. This giant work 
of aesthetic education was needed, Jameson believed, not only due to seculariza-
tion and cultural change but also due to Christian art’s inescapable limits. The 
artistic material could never perfectly embody its spiritual content, so that 
Christian art was never completely transparent but stood in need of decoding.

The need of these artworks for decoding already tells us something both about 
art and our relations to it. Art is the outgrowth of a wider culture, an expression 
of its ‘state of feeling, and . . . legends and traditions’ (Jameson 1848: vol. 1: xv). 
Artworks embody ‘in beautiful shapes . . . associations and feelings and memories 
deep rooted in [people’s] very hearts, and which . . . [have] influenced, in no slight 
degree, the progress of civilization, the development of mind’ (xx). Across differ-
ent eras, these associations, feelings, and memories have centred on religion, and 
so ‘the true spirit and significance of works of Art [is] connected with the history 
of Religion and Civilization’ (xxi). So the question to ask of artworks concerns: 
‘The spirit of the work—whether that was genuine; how far it was influenced by 

Stone_9780198917977_6.indd   131 6/3/2024   2:03:15 PM

C6S3

C6P22

C6P23

C6P24

C6P25

C6P26

C6P27



OUP UNCORRECTED AUTOPAGE PROOFS – REVISES, 03/06/24, SPi

Dictionary: NOSD

132  Women on Philosophy of Art

the faith and the condition of the age which produced it . . . whether the treatment 
corresponded to the idea within our own souls’ (xxii). As Jameson’s formulations 
convey, sensitive understanding of artworks does not require mere abstract 
knowledge about their cultural background. Rather, we need to be able to enter 
with imagination and feeling into the states of belief that found expression in the 
art. We need sympathetic understanding, not analytical knowledge.

Jameson’s core views are, once again, close to those of Hegel and the German 
Romantics. Hegel, like Jameson, was systematizing German Romantic views, 
and for him too art is part of a wider culture and evolves historically along 
with civilization. Moreover, for Hegel (1875), art has specifically evolved along 
with religion (vol. 1: 71–73). The ancient Greeks expressed their beliefs about 
the gods and heroes in their art, and something similar goes for art of the 
Christian era. But here Jameson’s distinctiveness vis-à-vis Hegel comes 
into view.

For Hegel, Romantic art expresses the inwardness of spirit, which becomes 
increasingly individual, subjective, and secular over time, so that Christian art is 
only the first and least developed form of Romantic art. Christian art has three 
proper subjects (vol. 1: 533): ‘the redemptive history of Jesus Christ’, love (of 
Mary, Jesus, or the disciples), and the community of Christians, including the 
martyrs. This threefold division is appropriate because it reflects the three per-
sons of the Trinity. Accordingly, the martyrs should be shown either undergoing 
physical tortures or repenting—‘the proper subject-matter . . . is endurance of 
cruelties, and a man’s own freely willed renunciation’ (544). These express the 
body’s return back to spirit, and so God’s return to himself. Hegel is dismissive of 
legends: ‘the whole representation [is] given over to every folly and the whole 
caprice of chance’ (230), ‘legends often pass over without difficulty into what is 
abstruse, tasteless, senseless, and laughable, . . . what is absolutely irrational, false, 
and non-divine’ (550). God’s triune nature sets the proper limits of Christian art, 
and beyond those limits it falls into irrationality.

For Jameson (1848), in contrast, art of the Christian era does not primarily 
express theological doctrines or the pure faith of the Gospels. The religion 
expressed here is popular Christianity, as narrated in the ‘legendary literature’ 
that ‘formed the sole mental and moral nourishment of the people of Europe’ 
(vol. 1: xvi), ‘the once popular legends of the Catholic Church’ (xv). In fact this 
‘literature’ was often oral, since the Bible, like theological doctrine, was out of 
most people’s reach (xvi). Instead the people had stories of martyrs, saints, angels 
and archangels, penitents, apostles, and so on. These stories made up a ‘polythe-
istic form of Christianity’ (xx). It was peopled not by God and Christ alone, but 
by ‘more material beings in closer alliance with human sympathies’ (xvi). In this 
accessible form of Christian belief, the religious landscape was full of quasi-
material individuals with whom people could identify and in whom they could 
lay their hopes.
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This distinction between theology and religion, official doctrine and popular 
spirituality, pervades Sacred Art. For instance, Jameson (1852) complains that the 
sixteenth-century Council of Trent, which reasserted Church authority over 
numerous heresies, killed religious art: ‘Spiritual art was . . . no more. It was dead; 
it could never be revived without a return to those modes of thought and belief 
which had at first inspired it. Instead of religious art, appeared what I must call 
theological art’ (23). This was art regulated by the Church with a view to doctrinal 
correctness, and it was quite distinct from truly religious art. To be sure, Jameson 
(1848) concedes, the arts re-emerged after the Dark Ages through patronage from 
the Church and the monastic orders (vol. 1: xix). Yet the Church ‘absorbed’ popu
lar legends, and gave them artistic representation, in order to win support for 
itself. Christian art was therefore a ‘compromise’ between established Church 
and popular belief, but the latter remained at the heart of the art that resulted 
(xix–xx)—at least until the Council of Trent. This emphasis on popular belief is a 
logical consequence of Jameson’s basic view that art expresses the spirit of a cul-
ture. The true spirit of a culture is necessarily that of its entire people, not only 
its elites.

Jameson’s conception of popular Christianity may seem to conflict with her 
distinction between true Christian (Gothic) spirituality and Greek polytheism. It 
now appears that, like Greek polytheism, popular Christianity filled the religious 
landscape with ‘more material beings’, amenable to artistic representation. 
However, the saints, martyrs, and so on, were ‘more material’ only relative to 
God. Compared to ordinary people and the natural world, they remained spirit-
ual. The saints, martyrs, and so on, strove to transcend the material world and 
succeeded:

All traces of an individual existence seem to have been completely merged in the 
abstract ideas they represented . . . they were powers, differing indeed from the 
sensuous divinities of ancient Greece, inasmuch as the moral attributes were 
infinitely higher and purer . . . (Jameson 1848: vol. 2: 76)12

So these individuals were truly spiritual, unlike the Greek gods. But for this rea-
son the gap between spiritual content and material expression persisted, which is 
why Christian art needed deciphering.

To decode this art, we need to know about popular legends and beliefs, not 
theological doctrine. Her concern, Jameson says, is not with ‘the faith of the 
enlightened and reflecting Roman Catholics . . . but of the feelings which existed, 
and still exist, among the lower classes in Catholic countries, . . . respecting these 
poetical beings’ (76). Accordingly, she outlines numerous legends behind specific 

12  Jameson is talking here about ‘The Virgin Patronesses’, but the point applies to other Christian 
figures too.
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artworks, such as the stories of St Jerome and the lion, or St John Chrysostom 
leading the life of a wild beast in the desert in penance for his sins.

We also need to understand how these legends are communicated by artworks. 
Here Jameson introduces a key distinction between the devotional and the 
historical:

All sacred representations, in as far as they appeal to sentiment and imagination, 
resolve themselves into two great classes, . . . the devotional and the historical. 
Devotional pictures are those which portray the objects of our veneration with 
reference only to their sacred character . . . They place before us no action or 
event, real or supposed. They are neither portrait nor history. . . . But a sacred sub-
ject, without losing wholly its religious import, becomes historical the moment it 
represents any story, incident, or action, real or imagined. (vol. 1: xxv–iv).

In devotional artworks, the subjects depicted are symbolic of spiritual qualities, 
for example when Mary Magdalene is a symbol of repentance. In contrast, if she 
is treated historically, then the artwork depicts some of the events known, 
believed, or imagined to have happened in her life. Or, for instance, the Last 
Supper may be depicted devotionally, as a symbol of the Eucharist, or historically, 
as an event that took place and is shown in its dramatic character. For Jameson, 
artworks should be either devotional or historical and not mingle the two. If the 
Last Supper is being treated devotionally, ‘it is a fault to sacrifice the solemnity 
and religious import of the scene in order to render it more dramatic’ (256). For 
some of her key claims about the devotional/historical distinction, see Table 6.2.

Using this distinction, for example, Jameson tells us which animals stand for 
which saints and martyrs, whether devotionally—where the animals symbolize 
these individuals’ distinctive virtues—or historically—because of reputed epi-
sodes in which these individuals interacted with certain animals. She enumerates 
which spiritual qualities different colours symbolize (e.g., red is the fire of divine 
love; blue stands for constancy and fidelity), and which figures are depicted in 
which colours, whether for symbolic or historical reasons (e.g., with the colours 
of different monastic orders). She not infrequently criticizes artists for getting 
these symbolic and historical codes wrong, by depicting someone in the wrong 
colour, putting the wrong animal next to a particular saint, muddling symbols 
and attributes, and even confusing different saints and religious personages. She 
criticizes artists not only when they mingle devotional and historical approaches 
but also when they mingle Christian and classical styles. For example:

Vasari has had the bad taste to give us a penitent St Jerome, with Venus and 
cupids in the background: one arch little cupid takes aim at him—an offensive 
instance of the extent to which, in the sixteenth century, classical ideas had min-
gled with and depraved Christian art. (280)
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For Jameson there is a code that specifies which elements have which 
meanings (the wheel for St Catherine, the club for St James Minor, the arrow for 
St Ursula, etc.), and artists ought to adhere to it. She distinguishes the meaning of 
an artwork from the artist’s intention:

The prophets and the poets often say more than they intended . . .: so also the 
great painters. . . . The true artist ‘feels that he is greater than he knows’. . . . [Such 
artists] speak to all times, to all men, with a suggestive significance, widening, 
deepening with every successive generation; and to measure their depth of 
meaning by their own intention . . ., what is it but to measure the star of heaven 
by its apparent magnitude?—an inch rule will do that! (132)

Artists draw on two sources of meaning that go beyond their conscious 
knowledge: one is the spirit of their time and its genuine faith; the other is a 
set of cultural codes that the artist has not originated and of which they may be 

Table 6.2  Jameson’s Devotional/Historical Distinction

Devotional Historical

Symbolic—depicting an event, scene or 
person as the symbol of a spiritual event 
or quality (e.g., Lazarus as symbol of the 
resurrection)

Representational—depicting an event, scene or 
person that is known, imagined, or reputed to 
have happened or existed (e.g., the raising of 
Lazarus as a reputed historical event)
The event may be narrated in scripture, or in 
legends; legends in turn may be partially based 
on scripture

Uses emblems—i.e., where something 
has a fixed symbolic meaning, as with 
the lamb as symbol of ‘the Redeemer as 
the sacrifice without blemish’ (1848: 
vol. 1: xxxvi); the dragon as symbol of 
sin; the cherub, lion, ox, and eagle as  
emblems of the four evangelists; the 
crown as the symbol of glorious 
martyrdom

Uses attributes—i.e., where certain objects 
signify that something took place 
historically—for example, when a martyr is 
shown with a sword or knife that indicates 
how they were killed; or when someone wears 
a crown to indicate that historically they were 
of noble birth

Allegorical—the events depicted stand 
for events in another spiritual realm, 
and have another meaning beyond their 
mundane one

Literal—the events are depicted in their 
historical character

Ideal, sculptural—the person or scene is 
not depicted in material detail because 
the focus is on what they stand for—for 
instance, wings as symbols of ‘the might, 
the majesty, and the essential divinity of 
beauty’ should not be portrayed like the 
real wings of birds (vol. 1: 14)

Dramatic—detailing the realistic qualities of 
the subjects depicted (vol. 2: 11)
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scarcely aware. These sources enable artists at best to generate an immense wealth 
of meaning, but at worst to get the codes wrong and produce botched artworks or 
ones that fail to express the genuine spirit of their time, as in the Vasari case just 
mentioned.

This raises a question about how Jameson sees the role of the artist. In Memoirs 
of the Early Italian Painters she looked at artists very much as individuals whose 
personal lives shaped their art. More virtuous painters produced better art, and 
conversely. For example, ‘it is pleasant to be assured that the life and character of 
Francia were in harmony with his genius’ (Jameson 1845: vol. 1: 215), whereas Fra 
Filippo ‘desecrated’ sacred topics by ‘introducing the portraits of women who 
happened to be the objects of his preference at the moment’  (114). But in 
Sacred Art, Jameson takes a different view. The role of the artist is to transmit 
the spirit of the age faithfully and to understand and apply symbolic codes 
correctly (which need not be a conscious or explicit understanding). The artist 
will be more successful the more they make themselves a conduit for these 
wider cultural meanings.

The devotional is such a central category for Jameson that we may wonder 
whether Barbauld’s essay on devotional taste influenced her. Jameson’s distinction 
of theology from popular, emotional, lived faith also recalls Barbauld’s distinction 
between religion as a system of truths and an aesthetic matter of imagination 
and emotion. I have found no references to Barbauld in Jameson’s published 
work but, as we saw in Chapter 1, Jameson told Annabella Byron that Barbauld’s 
‘Evenings at Home’ was one of her greatest early influences: ‘I trace to this book 
my first wish for knowledge, my perception of the beauty of natural objects . . . 
I never tired of it.’ She added ‘my pious feelings I owed to my mother and to 
Mrs Barbauld’s Hymns, which I would repeat by heart’ (AJ to Byron [c.1841], in 
Jameson 1834–53: 36–37). In these Hymns, we saw in Chapter 2, Barbauld put 
her devotional aesthetic into practice. So she undeniably had some influence on 
Jameson.

There were also differences. For Barbauld, to acquire devotional habits is to 
learn to associate all natural objects, everyday scenes, and phenomena with ideas 
of God. The focus of her devotional aesthetic is on nature and the everyday 
world, so that a devotional taste is available even to young children. In contrast, 
for Jameson, the devotional is a property of artworks that depict particular things, 
people, or events as symbolic of spiritual qualities and deploy a code that speci-
fies what symbolizes what. Jameson has moved devotion out of everyday life and 
into the art-world and its complex cultural codes.

Another difference concerns the sublime. For Barbauld, the upward movement 
from everyday things to God is sublime, while the downward movement to find 
God in everyday things makes them beautiful. Jameson does not define beauty, 
but throughout Sacred Art she takes artworks to be beautiful when they genu-
inely express spiritual content and make material shape a vessel of spiritual 
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expression. The sublime, on the other hand, is not a significant aesthetic category 
for Jameson (1848). She tends to treat it as a form of the beautiful, for example when 
referring to a ‘beautiful, picturesque, and (to my fancy) sublime legend’ (vol. 1: 181). 
But she uses the words beautiful and picturesque far more often than sublime.

However, on those occasions when Jameson does invoke the sublime, it is in 
Barbauld’s sense of the upward movement from what is sensed to the spiritual. 
For instance, Jameson says that ‘the smile in many of Correggio’s angel heads has 
something sublime and spiritual, as well as simple and natural’ (44), and that ‘the 
head of the angel, looking up in the face of the Madonna, is in truth sub-
lime . . . none could doubt that it is a divine being’ (96). The more successful a 
devotional representation is, the more it is sublime, where ‘sublime’ means ‘lifting 
our minds to the divine realm’. As a whole, Jameson uses categories like beautiful 
and sublime in Sacred Art, rather than analysing them. This is in keeping with her 
overall project of reflecting on and making sense of the arts, rather than mapping 
the forms of aesthetic experience and value.

6.4  Religion and Aesthetics in Sacred Art

Until now, I have avoided bringing in the single statement from Jameson’s Sacred 
Art that many recent interpreters have seen as defining her approach.

I have taken throughout the aesthetic and not the religious view of these pro-
ductions of art which, in as far as they are informed with a true and earnest 
feeling, and steeped in that beauty which emanates from genius inspired by 
faith, may cease to be Religion, but cannot cease to be Poetry; and as poetry 
only I have considered them. (Jameson 1848: vol. 1: xi–xii)

Many readers have inferred that Jameson is looking at religious art merely aes-
thetically and from a position of religious neutrality. For Judith Johnston (1997), 
Jameson preferred ‘that her work be read as secular rather than containing any 
form of religious bias’ (36) and she was ‘very determined to achieve’ a shift of 
‘focus from the religious to the poetical’ (194). Ainslie Robinson (2003) speaks of 
Jameson’s ‘secular perspective’ and says that she ‘suspends any personal religious 
views’ (197). Kimberly Adams (1996) treats Jameson as a quasi-Feuerbachian for 
whom ‘Human fears and human longings . . . gave rise to divine attributes and 
sacred legends’ (66), adding that for Jameson ‘the sacred becomes primarily a 
human category of perception’ (Adams 2001: 76). For Hilary Fraser (1992), 
‘Jameson was . . . interested in representations of the Madonna for overtly secular-
ist reasons’ (81). And for Jane Styler (2010), Jameson’s view is that: ‘It is the asso-
ciations which worshipers have invested in the saints which constitute their 
spiritual significance’ (89)—our investments, humanly constructed meanings.
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This line of interpretation is understandable. Most academics today are 
secularists, so Jameson’s work will be more relatable if she is construed as a 
proto-secularist. Yet still I think the interpretation is wrong.13 For Jameson, to 
understand art sympathetically it is not enough to analyse its techniques, forms, 
and materials:

There is pleasure, intense pleasure, merely in the consideration of Art as Art; in 
the faculties of comparison and nice discrimination . . . in the exercise of a 
cultivated and refined taste . . . But a three-fold, or rather a thousand-fold 
pleasure is theirs, who to a sense of the poetical unite a sympathy with the 
spiritual in Art. (Jameson 1848: vol. 1: xlvi–xlvii; my emphasis)

We need, as Jameson had argued in ‘Thoughts’, to understand the artwork’s con-
tent; that content is spiritual; and, if the art belongs to the Christian era, then that 
spiritual content is Christian, specifically, popular-Christian. It is not enough for 
our understanding to be neutral and analytical, we need felt sympathy with the 
spirit expressed in the work. Jameson therefore insists that however superstitious 
popular Christian legends may appear to the modern critical mind, we must look 
for the positive in these legends, their core of genuine faith. She tells us that she 
‘hates’ the ‘destructive’ attitude that would write all this off as credulous and 
childish nonsense (xxi)—as Hegel did, for instance, as I mentioned above.

For Jameson, we must instead take the ‘progressive’ attitude that discerns the 
fundamental truth behind the myths (xxi). In Legends of the Monastic Orders, 
recapitulating, Jameson (1850) writes:

In the first series, I reviewed the scriptural personages and the poetic and trad
itional saints of the early ages of the Church, as represented in Art. I endeav-
oured to show that these have, and ought to have, a deep, a lasting, a universal 
interest; that even where the impersonation has been, through ignorance or 
incapacity, most imperfect and inadequate, it is still consecrated through its 
original purpose, and through its relation to what we hold to be most 
sacred . . . (xvii; my emphasis)

To relate to Christian art, we must enter sympathetically into its animating 
faith. Even when we no longer believe in some specific legend or myth, we 
should still reach into it for the nucleus of shared faith that remains alive for us 
today. So we cannot access the art’s content if we suspend or bracket our faith; we 
can only connect with this content by relating to art from our lived religious 
commitments.

13  Adams (2001) in fact agrees, saying that scholars ‘have too readily accepted her disclaimer that 
her approach was aesthetic rather than religious’ (53).
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Thus the right approach to Christian art is religious. Consider Jameson’s (1852) 
remarks on Raphael’s Sistine Madonna, her ideal artwork:

Six times have I visited [it] . . . and . . . when again at a distance . . . disturbed by fee-
ble copies and prints, I have begun to think, ‘Does not rather the imagination 
encircle her with a halo of religion and poetry, and lend a grace which is not 
really there?’, and as often, when returned . . . there is more in that form and face 
than I had ever yet conceived. I cannot . . . speak to this picture merely as a pic-
ture, for to me it was a revelation. (34; my emphasis)

These views tie in with Jameson’s historicism. If every artwork is of its historical 
era, the question inevitably arises of how we can ever sympathetically understand 
artworks from different periods. In ‘The House of Titian’ Jameson (1846) gives 
her answer:

The real value, the real immortality of the beautiful productions of old art lies in 
their truth as embodying the spirit of a particular age. We have not so much 
outgrown that spirit, as we have comprehended it in a still larger sphere of 
experience and existence. We do not repudiate it . . . but we carry it with us into a 
wider, grander horizon. It is no longer the whole, but a part, as that which is 
now the whole to us shall hereafter be but a part; for thus the soul of humanity 
spreads into a still widening circle, embracing the yet unknown, the yet unre-
vealed, unattained. (28–29)

Later historical stages are wider than and encompass earlier stages, so that late-
comers can understand those who went before them. This set of concentric cir-
cles would fall apart if we repudiated religion altogether. We relate to past 
Christian art from a wider, deeper, less superstitious, more truly spiritual, form of 
Christianity that encompasses and keeps alive the kernel of immortal spirit in 
past productions (27–28).

Why then did Jameson misleadingly suggest that her approach was not reli-
gious but only aesthetic? Part of the answer, as others have shown, is that most of 
the art she was decoding was Catholic (Adams 2001: 26–27, Kanwit 2013: 72–74). 
Yet her audience was largely Anglican, so she had to make clear that her praise of 
Catholic art did not entail support for Catholicism as a denomination. Moreover, 
this reveals another reason for her distinction between Catholic church and 
popular religion. By siding with popular religion and its universal moral hopes—
the same ones recognized in Protestantism—she sought to find a common core of 
Christianity that bridged sectarian divides.14

14  Indeed, in her Commonplace Book, she envisaged an ‘idea of possible harmony in the Universal 
Church of Christ’, which she called ‘Expansive Christianity’ (Jameson [1854] 1855: 169).
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A final piece of this jigsaw is that Jameson (1848) says her approach is poetic, 
rather than either religious or artistic:

All the productions of Art, from the time it has been directed and developed by 
Christian influences, may be regarded under three different aspects. 1. The 
purely religious aspect, which belongs to one mode of faith; 2. the poetical 
aspect, which belongs to all; 3. the artistic, which . . . has reference only to . . . the 
means and material employed. (vol. 1: xlvi)

I suggest that what Jameson means by ‘poetic’ is that we need to look on religious 
art as expressive of meaning. Ruskin (1856a) used the word ‘poetic’ in the same 
way: ‘Painting is properly . . . opposed to speaking and writing, but not to poetry. 
Both painting and speaking are methods of expression’ (14; my emphasis). Thus, 
Ruskin and Jameson had a common understanding of ‘poetic’, on which artworks 
need not be works of poetry or literature to be poetic. Paintings and sculptures 
are poetic if they express meaning, and, for Jameson, religious art is expressive of 
meaning in several senses: expressing poetic legends; expressing the spirit of an 
age and culture; expressing true spiritual content; and operating with tacit sym-
bolic codes. This approach is ecumenical—it finds the poetic meaning, the spirit-
ual expressiveness, that ‘belongs to all’ forms of Christian art, unlike the 
(sectarian) religious approach which ‘belongs to one’ mode of faith only. But the 
poetic approach remains religious, in an open-minded and universal sense. And 
it remains distinct from a narrowly artistic or aesthetic approach, which neglects 
spiritual content and meaning and concentrates narrowly on forms, materials, 
and techniques.

6.5  Religious, Aesthetic, and Moral Value in Sacred Art

How did Jameson now connect art, religion, and morality? In her view, legends of 
the saints, martyrs, and other religious figures were a beacon of moral hope in a 
hopeless world. Let me quote her rich evocation at length:

At a time when men were given over to the direst evils that can afflict humanity—
ignorance, idleness, wickedness, misery . . . when slavery was recognized by law 
throughout Europe; when men fled to cloisters, to shut themselves from oppres-
sion, and women to shield themselves from outrage . . . then—wondrous reaction 
of the ineffaceable instincts of good implanted within us!—arose a literature 
which reversed the outward order of things, which asserted and kept alive in the 
hearts of men those pure principles of Christianity which were outraged in their 
daily actions; a literature in which peace was represented as better than war, and 
sufferance more dignified than resistance . . . a literature in which the tenderness, 
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the chastity, the heroism of woman played a conspicuous part; which distinctly 
protested against slavery, against violence . . . (Jameson 1848: vol. 1: xviii–xix)

Poetic religion upheld a protest against the injustices, inequalities, and oppres-
sions of the medieval era. Against these forces, poetic religion celebrated heroic 
men and women who personified virtue; who practised abstinence, peacefulness, 
mercy, and charity; who would die rather than compromise their virtue; and 
whose spiritual triumph promised a better world in which happiness would be 
proportioned to virtue.

Marx ([1843–44] 1992) likewise regarded religion as ‘the sigh of the oppressed 
creature, the heart of a heartless world, and the soul of soulless conditions’ (244). 
But he condemned religion as an opiate, giving people the solace to endure the 
heartless world instead of changing it. Jameson took the contrary view that people 
would never change the world without virtues of courage, hope, aspiration, and 
trust. And, in an unjust society, people could only cultivate these virtues under 
the influence of religious stories and ideals. Without legends of exemplary virtu-
ous individuals triumphing over material injustice, people would give way to the 
vice around them.

For Jameson, popular Christianity was moral through and through. This, 
again, distinguished it from ancient Greek myth:

The mythology of the ancient Greeks was the deification of the aspects and har-
monies of nature. The mythology of Christianity was shaped by the aspirations 
of humanity—it was the apotheosis of the moral sentiments, coloured by the pas-
sions and suffering of the time. (Jameson 1848: vol. 2: 3; my emphasis)

Christianity elevated spirit above nature as Greek paganism did not, and moral 
aspirations were crucial to this elevation, for people could only aspire to another 
world better than the actual one by looking to a spiritual world elevated above the 
existing material one. It was because popular Christianity centred on hope for a 
morally better world that it invested belief in a spiritual world raised above nature 
and actuality.

Having seen how Jameson linked popular religion and morality, how did she 
bring aesthetic value into the picture? Her discussion of monasticism (1850) 
sheds some light. The art that depicted the monastic founders and leaders was 
compromised morally and aesthetically (xviii). Because these sainted figures 
renounced the world and its pleasures altogether, they were not beautiful but 
were often ugly and painful to look on, with wasted features, ruined health, ema-
ciated bodies, unkempt hair, and so on. Morally, they erred on the side of exces-
sive renunciation, and this moral flaw generated an aesthetic flaw. Conversely, 
these monastic pictures retained some aesthetic value because the monks and 
nuns also had genuine virtues. They lived with self-restraint, so they often 

Stone_9780198917977_6.indd   141 6/3/2024   2:03:17 PM

C6P69

C6P70

C6P71

C6P72

C6P73

C6P74



OUP UNCORRECTED AUTOPAGE PROOFS – REVISES, 03/06/24, SPi

Dictionary: NOSD

142  Women on Philosophy of Art

presented soothing, soft, settled calm (xx), while in other cases their genius, 
strong will, and energetic aspirations were manifest (390).

It seems that a depiction of someone morally flawed must be aesthetically defi-
cient: ‘the effigies of the Monastic personages . . . necessarily fail in beauty’ (xi; my 
emphasis). Conversely, a depiction of a virtuous character will be aesthetically 
good. But why should this be? Here we must go back to Jameson’s central idea 
that artworks are better aesthetically the more genuinely and meaningfully they 
express their culture (as quoted earlier: ‘The real value . . . of the beautiful produc-
tions of old art lies in their truth as embodying the spirit of a particular age’ 
(1846: 28)). In the Christian era artworks must genuinely express popular 
Christianity to be aesthetically good (beautiful). But popular Christianity essen-
tially registers a moral protest against an unjust society. Thus artworks cannot 
express the popular Christian spirit of their time unless they express its moral 
hopes and faith. And unless artworks depict the saints and other religious per-
sonages as virtuous, these figures cannot embody people’s moral hopes. So when 
the figures depicted are morally flawed, as with the monastic founders, these art-
works are not wholly faithful to popular aspirations. Their moral limitation is a 
failure of aesthetic expressiveness as well.

Evidently, Jameson equates artworks being good as art with their being good 
aesthetically and, in turn, with their being beautiful. For her, the aesthetic domain 
is the domain of art, first and foremost; and the central aesthetic value is beauty, 
as a property of certain artworks. Jameson does not deny that nature can be beau-
tiful, but for her it is secondary (I will return to this in Chapter 10).

The upshot is that a Christian-era artwork can only be good aesthetically—
expressing the true spirit of its age—if it holds up saintly and religious figures as 
virtuous. The saints, martyrs, and other figures should be presented as moral 
exemplars whose virtues shine out attractively. For instance, in a time of violent 
oppression, St George set wrongs to rights. When plagues and diseases ravaged 
the populace, St Cosmo and St Damian had healing powers. When travel was 
dangerous, St Christopher offered travellers protection. When women were sexu-
ally oppressed, female saints like St Catherine and St Ursula embodied ‘unblem-
ished chastity’ (Jameson 1848: vol. 2: 3).

Conversely, Jameson castigates a wide range of aesthetic flaws under the head-
ing of ‘coarseness’. Artists may dwell excessively on the physical sufferings under-
gone by renunciants (3: xviii), or the physical tortures suffered by the martyrs: 
‘dolorous and sanguinary death-scenes . . . are no more fitted for spiritual edifica-
tion, than the spectacle of public executions to teach humanity and respect for 
the law’ (139). These artworks highlighting the martyrs’ physical sufferings depart 
from popular moral aspirations:

The sympathy of the lower orders was less excited by the apparatus of physical 
agony than the bearing of the victim. To them the indomitable courage, the 
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glorious triumph of the sufferer, were more than the stake, the wheel, the rack, 
the scourge, the knife. . . . The most beautiful and edifying representations of the 
martyrs are . . . those in which they look down upon us from their serene 
beatitude . . . their triumph accomplished . . . (139)

Only when artworks portray the saints as being spiritually victorious, despite 
their physical pains, do these artworks express the popular moral hopes of the 
period (they edify) and thereby achieve aesthetic value (beauty).

Artworks can also be coarse by dwelling excessively on physical pleasures. 
Jameson (1850) singles out for its ‘vileness’ Bernini’s The Ecstasy of St Teresa: ‘the 
materialism of the conception . . . the grossest example—the most offensive’ (421). 
This is the statue, we remember, of which the psychoanalytic theorist Jacques 
Lacan ([1972–73] 1985) later said: ‘You only have to go and look at Bernini’s statue 
in Rome to understand immediately that she’s coming’ (147). But Jameson is not a 
stereotypical Victorian prude. She regards Teresa as having ‘genius . . . with all its 
terrible and glorious privileges’ (1850: 434). Bernini’s statue reduces Teresa to a 
sexual object rather than a powerful agent. More generally, artworks that show 
saints revelling in physical pleasures fail to express the aspiration towards a spir-
itual world different from and better than the physical one. This expressive loss is 
religious, moral, and aesthetic at once.

Even when religious subjects are being treated historically, the material detail 
should not be so lavish that we lose the spiritual aspiration to a better world. 
Jameson’s ideal is Raphael,15 whom she regards as the Shakespeare of visual art: 
‘Not long ago, I heard a distinguished writer of the present day—an artist, too—
express his opinion, that “Raphael  had been overrated”. One might as well say 
that Shakespeare had been overrated’ (123). Raphael’s first rank among visual 
artists was well established in Jameson’s day. It had the imprimatur of Joshua 
Reynolds ([1769] 1891), who instructed artists: ‘Consider with yourself how 
a . . . Raphael would have treated this subject, and work yourself into a belief that 
your picture is to be seen and criticised by [him] when completed’ (71). But 
Jameson (1852) has particular reasons for exalting Raphael. He portrays his fig-
ures with just enough materiality to embody their symbolic qualities or historical 
attributes and no more: ‘the object of sense remained in subjection to the moral 
idea’ (3). Hence the grace and weightlessness of Raphael’s best figures, the soft-
ness of his outlines and contours, and the translucency of his colours (Jameson 
1848: vol. 1: 110, 113). In all these ways spirit elevates, softens, and shines through 
the bodies he depicts. Raphael gives us ideal materiality, not a coarse materiality 
from which spiritual hope has flown.

15  ‘I have seen my own ideal once, and only once, attained: there . . . Raphael—inspired if ever 
painter was inspired’ (Jameson 1852: 34; see also Jameson 1846: 3). She even confesses that Raphael is 
‘the God of my idolatry’ (1846: 7).
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6.6  Jameson, Ruskin, and the Canon

Jameson’s enthusiasm for Shakespeare and Raphael reflects her acceptance of the 
established canon of great art. This has disappointed some recent interpreters:

Jameson accepts without question the most venerable and canonical works of 
legitimate culture—the paintings of Rubens and other Old Masters . . . Jameson 
writes about high art, and her canon does not extend beyond those works which 
were understood to exemplify the social status and meaning of what it was in 
her time . . . to be ‘cultured’. (Kane Lew 1996: 832)

Antje Anderson (2020), too, speaks of Jameson’s ‘conventional admiration of 
masterpieces and the great men who created them’ (194), saying that Jameson 
‘opted to repeat or at best amplify already-established opinions’ and was ‘inter-
ested in already famous, canonical art’ (191).

Jameson accepted the canon partly because of her desire to educate the public 
about art. Exploding or querying the canon would have undermined the effort to 
teach the public about its artistic heritage. But more than that, Jameson simply 
did not share recent feminist concerns with critiquing, expanding, or rejecting 
the canon. This is not solely because she was of her time, for, after all, her near-
contemporaries Elizabeth Ellet and Eleanor Creathorne Clayton produced 
canons of female artists (Clayton 1863, 1876; Ellet 1859). Indeed, Jameson herself 
included sections in Visits and Sketches (1834) on ‘German Authoresses’, ‘Thoughts 
on Female Singers’, ‘Thoughts on Female Artists’,16 and sketches of Sarah Siddons 
and Fanny Kemble. A few years later Jameson hoped to collaborate with Ottilie 
von Goethe on a projected ‘Biography of Female Artists’, which she said would be 
‘far more important’ than her catalogues of London art (AJ to Goethe, 20 April 
1840, in Needler 1934: 124). However, this project never came to fruition and 
more generally Jameson did not bring her thoughts on female artists to bear on 
her engagement with canonical works. Her central interest remained with the 
mainstream male canon.

Yet this acceptance of the canon was in some tension with Jameson’s own 
framework. This comes out from Ruskin’s (1856a) criticisms of her in Modern 
Painters Volume 3. He writes:

Sacred art . . . has yet to attain the development of its highest branches . . . All the 
histories of the Bible are, in my judgement, yet waiting to be painted . . . religious 
art, at once complete and sincere, has never yet existed. It will exist, nay I believe 
the era of its birth has come, and that those bright Turnerian imageries . . . and 

16  For an excellent discussion of this little-studied part of Jameson’s book, see Holcomb (1987–88).
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those calm Pre-Raphaelite studies . . . form the first foundation that has ever been 
laid for true sacred art. [But] . . . those who mingle the refinements of art with all 
the offices and practices of religion . . . mistake their enjoyments for their duties, 
or confound poetry with faith. (64–65; my emphasis)17

Although Jameson’s name is not mentioned here, the phrase ‘sacred art’ tells us 
that she is the critical target. And the criticism is that much art billed ‘sacred’ by 
Jameson is not truly sacred at all. In particular, Ruskin demotes Raphael: ‘The 
clear and tasteless poison of the art of Raphael . . . is the first cause of all that pre-
eminent dulness which characterizes what Protestants call sacred art’ (61). Some 
try to invest his art with true religious vitality, Ruskin says (viz. Jameson), but 
they are mistaken. Raphael in fact epitomizes the undesirable tendency to put 
‘pleasure as [art’s] first object; religion as its second’. Raphael’s art, and that of his 
followers, are ‘impurer for not being in the service of Christianity’ (Ruskin 1855: 
205). For Ruskin, these flaws reflect Raphael’s adoption of classical ideals. 
Whereas medieval art expresses the true spirit of Christianity, the Renaissance 
hybridizes that spirit with classicism, adulterating religious motives with secular 
pleasure in the beauty of the embodied human form.18 Consequently, for Ruskin, 
the Renaissance is not the pinnacle of artistic achievement but a deterioration, 
and a return to art’s earlier, genuinely Christian spirit is needed. Ruskin believed 
that the Pre-Raphaelites were making this return, and so he championed their 
work (see, e.g., Ruskin 1851). After all, they called themselves the Pre-Raphaelite 
Brotherhood because they took as their model earlier Italian painting, prior to 
Raphael and the high Renaissance. In short, for Ruskin, Jameson mistakenly 
reads the true Christian spirit into the high Renaissance where it is not to 
be found.

Ruskin and Jameson were at odds not only about art history but also in their 
positions in social networks and artistic movements. Jameson was by then firmly 
ensconced in the establishment circles in British art which Ruskin and the Pre-
Raphaelites rejected. For instance, she provided the introduction to Ludwig 
Grüner’s book The Decorations of the Garden-Pavilion in the Grounds of 
Buckingham Palace (1845). This contained illustrations of a (now lost) pavilion 
with Renaissance-style fresco paintings in the grounds of Buckingham Palace. 
The work was overseen by Jameson’s good friend Charles Eastlake, President of 
the Royal Academy from 1850 to 1865, first Director of the National Gallery, and a 
practising artist whom Jameson rated one of the country’s best painters (AJ to 
Robert Noel, 20 June 1834, in Macpherson 1878: 95–96). Charles was the 

17  The fact that Ruskin is criticizing Jameson here, and in the preceding few pages, is pointed out 
by Wheeler (1999: 98) and, in more depth, by Haskins (2012: ch. 4).

18  Ruskin ([1843] 1848) at times distinguishes a low kind of beauty as mere sensory pleasure (25) 
from a higher, genuine beauty which is moral and ‘theoretical’ (Ruskin 1846: 11). High Renaissance 
artists, he maintains, had turned aside from the latter to the former.
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husband of the same Elizabeth Eastlake who completed the Sacred Art book 
series, another sign of Jameson’s close ties with the art establishment. That estab-
lishment took the high Renaissance as its model. Indeed, this is another factor in 
why Jameson was later eclipsed and forgotten, for we now remember the Pre-
Raphaelites much more than the Academicians like Charles Eastlake whom they 
opposed.19 Margaret Oliphant (1892) was already noting this trend by the end of 
the century, defensively saying of Jameson’s books that ‘not even Mr Ruskin has 
made them out of date’, although ‘the Raphael worship which . . . existed in her day 
has changed with many into a condescending patronage’ (vol. 2: 529). Raphael 
had been downgraded, and since he was Jameson’s ideal artist, her art theory was 
on the verge of sinking with him.

To be fair, Jameson, like Ruskin, criticizes artists when they mingle classical 
and Christian themes, even Raphael. She complains that he gives St Paul a ‘Jupiter 
Ammon head’ in Paul Preaching at Athens: ‘one of the instances in which Raphael, 
in yielding to the fashion of his time, has erred’ (Jameson 1848: vol. 1: 225). And 
of his Domine Quo Vadis?, she remarks: ‘Raphael  has interpreted it in a style 
rather too classical for the spirit of the legend’ (206). But for Jameson, these are 
Raphael’s occasional misfires and not a structural flaw, for unlike Ruskin she 
holds that: ‘The display of beautiful form was permitted and even consecrated by 
devotion’ (vol. 2: 24). Artists may present beautiful shapes and bodies, as long as 
these express spiritual meaning and artists do not linger over physical details in 
their own right. After all, plastic art inherently uses formed materials to convey 
spiritual content—it is art, not religion. It embodies religious narratives, rather 
than stating them verbally.

Nevertheless, for Jameson, Christian art should express the true religious spirit 
of this era. So perhaps, consistently, she ought to agree with Ruskin and see the 
glorification of beautiful form by Raphael, Michelangelo, and others as an 
undesirable hybridization with classicism, wrongly delighting in physical form as 
it is and affirming the existing material world rather than aspiring beyond it. That 
is, arguably, Jameson’s theory of art should have led her, like Ruskin, to criticize 
some of the art most exalted in her time, including that of Raphael. Yet she was 
not willing to question the established canon. Perhaps this was because of her 
gender. Ruskin, man and ‘graduate of Oxford’ (as he originally signed Modern 
Painters), had the confidence and credentials to be an iconoclast. Not having 
graduated from Oxford, Jameson could not afford to deviate from accepted opin-
ion as Ruskin did.

19  Incredibly, David Robertson’s 1978 biography of Charles Eastlake was the first since Elizabeth 
Eastlake’s 1870 memoir (and Robertson felt the need to preface his book by reassuring his readers that 
he really did like Rossetti). Many general books on Victorian art pass over Eastlake dismissively. 
Fortunately, this is changing; see, e.g., Avery-Quash and Sheldon (2011). On the generation of paint-
ers who, like Eastlake, emulated Raphael, see Fraser (1992: ch. 2).

Stone_9780198917977_6.indd   146 6/3/2024   2:03:18 PM

C6P91

C6P92



OUP UNCORRECTED AUTOPAGE PROOFS – REVISES, 03/06/24, SPi

Dictionary: NOSD

Anna Jameson and Sacred and Legendary Art  147

Moreover, for Ruskin, art need not depict accepted religious stories to be 
religious in spirit. In his eyes, Turner’s landscapes express a true Christian spirit, 
whereas countless pictures of Moses, Deborah, David, and Isaiah have never 
portrayed ‘the faintest shadow’ of these individuals as spiritual figures (Ruskin 
1856a: 64). If religious spirit is crucial, then it should not matter what physical 
subject-matters are depicted. Ostensibly religious subjects can co-exist with a 
total lack of genuine spiritual meaning, and vice versa. Here again, then, Jameson 
fell short by taking for granted that the accepted canon of European Christian art 
was where spiritual meaning was to be found, rather than considering alternative 
possibilities.

A modern reader may find the differences between Jameson and Ruskin small 
(rather like the differences between Eastlake’s and Rossetti’s paintings). After all, 
both Jameson and Ruskin believe that European art should express the Christian 
spirit, and that art is aesthetically good when it does so. They both conjoin reli-
gious spirit, moral virtue, and aesthetic value. Yet, in their time, the differences 
loomed large. Jameson was the voice of the pro-Renaissance art establishment, 
Ruskin of the Pre-Raphaelite alternative. This became an important factor in 
their different afterlives, in which Ruskin grew bigger the more Jameson shrank, 
so that we now struggle to see that they once had nearly-equal stature.

Jameson’s conservatism about the art canon should not overshadow her 
achievements. Her Sacred Art project was incredibly ambitious, she wrote with 
enthusiasm and eloquence, and she forged a unique blend of German Romanticism 
and Victorian religiosity. She even anticipated liberation theology with her vision 
of a popular Christianity that embodied the hope for justice in an unjust world. 
Rather than being put off by Jameson’s piety, perhaps we can approach her later 
work with the same open-minded sympathy that she urged her readers to adopt 
towards Catholic art:

If those who consider works of art . . . would not be afraid of attaching a meaning 
to them, but consider what we may be permitted, unreproved, to seek and find 
in them both in sense and sentiment—how many pleasures and associations 
would be revealed in every picture . . . which is now passed over either with indif-
ference or repugnance! (Jameson 1848: vol. 2: 77)

Women on Philosophy of Art: Britain 1770–1900. Alison Stone, Oxford University Press. © Alison Stone 2024. 
DOI: 10.1093/9780198918004.003.0006
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Frances Power Cobbe, Female Genius,  

and the Hierarchy of the Arts

7.1  Introduction

Frances Power Cobbe was famous in the later nineteenth century for her many 
writings on philosophy and religion, published from the 1850s until 1904. In 1895, 
the American journal Literary World reported that Cobbe was ‘known all over 
the civilized world as a writer of books on ethics and religion of the most helpful 
and constructive kind’ (Anonymous 1895: 326). Cobbe was hailed as one of the 
great intellectual women of the age. Her admirer Maurice Johnson (1904) pre-
dicted soon after she died that ‘ “there is a name that will eternally smell sweet, 
and blossom in the dust”, and that will be the name of Frances Power Cobbe’ 
(656). Sadly, this was no truer than Anna Barbauld’s prediction that Joanna 
Baillie’s fame would outlast British national power. Cobbe soon fell from view 
and was almost totally forgotten during the twentieth century.

Since the 1990s, Cobbe has undergone a welcome rediscovery as a feminist, 
animal welfare campaigner, moral philosopher, and prolific author and journal 
contributor.1 However, there has been virtually no study of Cobbe’s theory of the 
arts.2 This is surprising, since Cobbe tackled female genius head-on and pre-
sented a systematic ranking of the arts in the style of canonical Germans like 
G. W. F. Hegel and Arthur Schopenhauer. Despite her leanings towards system-
building, Cobbe was a creature of the British periodical culture in which she pub-
lished so prolifically, and she eagerly embraced the identity of wide-ranging critic 
which this culture made possible. Moreover, her primary interest was in classify-
ing the arts rather than the forms of aesthetic value. To that extent, she remained 
a philosopher of the arts in the same spirit as our other women.

Cobbe’s main writings on philosophy of art were from the 1860s. She defended 
female genius in the 1862 essay ‘What Shall We Do With Our Old Maids?’ 
(hereafter, ‘Old Maids’). This appeared, signed, in Fraser’s Magazine, before 
being incorporated in Cobbe’s 1863 essay collection The Pursuits of Women. 

1  See, amongst others, Caine (1993), Peacock (2002), Mitchell (2004), Williamson (2005), 
Hamilton (2006), and Stone (2022).

2  Even Hilary Fraser passes over Cobbe swiftly in a valuable account of Victorian women’s inter-
ventions on sculpture (Fraser 2017). However, on Cobbe’s engagement with Harriet Hosmer’s sculp-
ture, see Cherry (2000: 113–16).
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Fraser’s, which serialized Mill’s Utilitarianism in 1861, was a key site for 
philosophical discussion at the time. So Fraser’s, again, was where Cobbe placed 
her two-part 1865 signed essay ‘The Hierarchy of Art’ (hereafter, ‘Hierarchy’). 
Shortly afterwards, ‘Hierarchy’ reappeared in Cobbe’s 1865 collection Studies 
New and Old of Ethical and Social Subjects—a book, one reviewer commented, 
that should have been called Ethical, Aesthetic and Social Subjects, so much of it 
was on art and literature (Anonymous 1865: 701).

I will look first at Cobbe’s account of female genius (Section 7.2), from there 
branching into a broader discussion of ideas of genius at the time, and their ambi-
guities as to both gender and race (Section 7.3). Then I look at Cobbe’s hierarchy 
of creative, reproductive, and receptive art (Section 7.4), her taxonomy of the art-
forms (Section 7.5), and finally her attempted middle ground between moralism 
and aestheticism (Section 7.6).

7.2  Cobbe and Female Genius

Cobbe ([1862] 1863) began her defence of female genius in ‘Old Maids’ by declar-
ing that until recently people had doubted ‘the possibility of women possessing 
any creative artistic power’ (80). These were the doubts she set out to challenge. 
But did her contemporaries have these doubts?

We have seen Barbauld, Baillie, and Anna Jameson all described as geniuses. 
As for Harriet Martineau, Tait’s Edinburgh Magazine found her ‘Possessed in the 
highest degree of . . . female genius’ (Johnstone 1833: 92), and Maria Weston 
Chapman commented that:

All the reviews of this period, hostile as well as friendly, took for granted the fact 
of her great genius. Unquestioned as it was by the world, by herself it was always 
steadily denied . . . Her friendly critic of the ‘Edinburgh Review’ was so impressed 
by her as a woman of  genius, that he vigorously contested the point with 
her . . . And surely if genius be the faculty called divine, of creating in literature, 
from what life actually is, the vision of what it may be, then surely Harriet 
Martineau was in truth the genius that popular enthusiasm declared her to be. 
(Chapman 1877: 75)

Admittedly, as Chapman says, Martineau asserted that she had ‘not an atom of 
genius’ (Martineau 1877: vol. 3: 166). Caroline Roberts and Linda Peterson argue 
that this was because Martineau’s view of authorship departed from the Romantic 
model of genius (Peterson 2009: 62; Roberts 2002: 10–13). For Peterson (2009), 
Martineau had to depart from the Romantic model since it inherently excluded 
women (44). In support of the claim that the model was gender-exclusive, Peterson 
refers to Christine Battersby’s influential feminist critique of the ideology of 
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genius (see Battersby 1990). However, in her Autobiography, Martineau liberally 
attributes genius to other people—both women, such as Barbauld and Baillie, 
and men, such as Edward Bulwer-Lytton, allegedly ‘a woman of genius enclosed 
by misadventure in a man’s form’ (Martineau 1877: vol. 1: 266). This does not 
obviously suggest that Martineau either rejected talk of genius or saw it as exclud-
ing women.

More broadly, evidence from nineteenth-century periodical culture suggests 
that the discourse of genius was mixed. Barbauld, Baillie, Jameson, and Martineau 
were not the only women credited with genius. The Edinburgh Review stated: ‘In 
poetry, what corner is not at the present day illustrated by female genius—from 
stately tragedy or not less stately lyric, to the most simple strain of domestic ten-
derness, or artless expression of feeling . . .?’ (Moir 1834: 181) Not everyone agreed. 
William Maginn scoffed: ‘What stuff in Mrs Hemans . . . &c. &c. to be writing 
plays and epics! There is no such thing as female genius’ (Maginn and Lockhart 
1824: 603). But he was combatting numerous descriptions of Felicia Hemans 
as  a genius (see, e.g., Sigourney 1840; Tuckerman 1852), and as David Higgins 
remarks, ‘few critics would have concurred with Maginn’s deliberately provoca-
tive claim that there is “no such thing” [as female genius]. A liberal like Bulwer, 
for example, reviewing [Letitia] Landon’s novel  Romance and Reality  in 1831, 
describes her as “a lady of remarkable genius” ’ (Higgins 2007: 8). Bulwer (that is, 
Bulwer-Lytton) and Maginn were at two ends of a spectrum between which a 
profusion of opinions could be found.3

Female genius, then, was contested. One might perhaps wish it had been 
uncontested. But still, nineteenth-century British attitudes to women and genius 
were more diverse than recent feminist aesthetics suggests. In this body of 
thought, it has become almost axiomatic that the Romantic ideology of the soli-
tary genius inherently excluded women.4 This is partly because feminist theorists 
have tended to take Kant’s idea of genius, and the German Romantic tradition 
that came out of it, to be definitive. For Kant, ‘Genius is a talent for producing 
something for which no determinate rule can be given . . . hence the foremost 
property of genius must be originality’ (Kant [1790] 1987: 175, Ak 307–308). 
Genius does not follow rules, it originates them, and rather than imitating exist-
ing artworks, the genius must be inspired and impelled to create by the force of 

3  On the treatment of such women as Martineau and Landon by Maginn and others in Fraser’s 
Magazine in the 1830s, see Sanders (2001).

4  For just a few examples: Parker and Pollock (1981: 114), Nunn (1987: 12–13), Pollock (1988: 
1–2, 11), Battersby (1990: 3–5), Wilson and Haefner (1994: 5), Korsmeyer (2004: 29–31), and 
Korsmeyer and Weiser (2021). To be fair to Battersby, she criticizes the way genius has been inter-
preted as male, but she wants to salvage a concept of female genius—female not feminine genius, 
because femininity stands for the gendered constraints that women need to transcend to create great 
art (Battersby 1990: ch. 15). This is similar to Cobbe’s position, as we will see. There are also excep-
tions to the feminist scepticism about genius, such as Julia Kristeva’s celebration of genius in Hannah 
Arendt, Melanie Klein, and Colette (see Jefferson 2014).
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their own nature (176, Ak 308–309). This conception could exclude women, 
especially when it meshed with Burke’s division of the masculine sublime from 
the feminine beautiful. For Burke (1757), the sublime was masculine in its great 
power, magnitude, and potential to inspire awe and fear, whereas the beautiful 
was feminine because it was small, smooth, delicate, and pleasing. ‘Fragility is 
almost essential to it’, he added; ‘The beauty of women is considerably owing 
to their weakness, or delicacy’ (101). These views readily flowed together with 
Kant’s idea of genius, such that to be a true originator and bypass the rules one 
must have great power, perhaps an awe-inspiring and even terrifying level of 
power—i.e., one must be masculine and cannot be feminine. After all, Kant said 
that ‘the imagination is very mighty [mächtig] when it creates’ (Kant [1790] 
1987: 182, Ak 314).

These connotations were certainly in circulation, but they were only one 
strand in British discourses of genius, which long predated Kant. For example, in 
1711 Eustace Budgell remarked that ‘There is no Character more frequently given 
to a Writer, than that of being a Genius’ (Oxford English Dictionary, ‘genius’, n. & 
adj., Sept 2023). Genius was discussed by many eighteenth-century writers (see 
Costelloe 2013: 113), including Alexander Gerard, whose Essay on Genius (1774) 
influenced Kant. In any case, conceptually, did one have to be a force of nature to 
be a genius? Not necessarily. Both Martineau and Baillie were classed as geniuses 
because they could imagine possibilities that went beyond existing reality (see 
Chapman’s remark above, and, on Baillie, see Milman 1836: 490). This was seen 
more as imaginative breadth than titanic power. Both women, along with 
Jameson, were described as having feminine or female genius—Martineau, 
because she combined imaginative vision with discrimination, tact, and refine-
ment (Johnstone 1833: 92); Baillie, because of her grace and tenderness (Milman 
1836: 488); Jameson, because of her ‘tact and knowledge of . . . character’ and her 
‘graces of language and illustration’ (Moir 1834: 185). Grace and tact, delicacy and 
lightness of touch, mixed with imaginative vision to produce a specially feminine 
kind of genius.

This means that when Cobbe championed female genius, she was not the lone 
challenger of an anti-woman consensus. Rather, she was taking one side in a 
long-running debate. Yet, to complicate matters further, she made a big conces-
sion to her opponents:

Till of very late years it was, we think, perfectly justifiable to doubt the possibility 
of women possessing any creative artistic power . . . to originate any work of even 
second-rate merit was what no woman had done. . . . Such works as women did 
accomplish were all stamped with the same . . . feebleness and prettiness. Mrs. 
Hemans and Joanna Baillie . . . wrote poetry, . . . [but] it was all ‘Angelical’ . . . super-
refined sentiments and super-elongated limbs. (Cobbe [1862] 1863: 80–81; my 
emphasis)
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Here Cobbe held the ideals of originality and power against women. It may seem 
surprising that this came from an avowed feminist. However, for Cobbe, the 
point was that until recently women had been producing sub-standard artworks 
not because angelical refinement was all they were capable of, but because the 
prevailing denial that women had true creative powers had led women to hold 
themselves back (87). Believing people who told them they could not be geniuses, 
women never developed and exercised their powers of genius, and the denial of 
female genius became a self-fulfilling prophecy.5

It is apparent, too, that Cobbe worked with a Romantic view of genius. This 
may have come from Kant, who was Cobbe’s biggest philosophical influence, 
though I have found no positive evidence that she had read his Third Critique 
(she had read translations of his Metaphysics of Morals, Groundwork, and the 
First and Second Critiques; see Stone 2023: 83). But she was well acquainted with 
Samuel Taylor Coleridge’s transposition of Kant’s idea of genius into that of the 
primary imagination, the ‘repetition in the finite mind of the eternal act of cre
ation in the infinite I am’ (Coleridge [1817] 1907: 202). Cobbe’s view of genius 
reflected Coleridge’s influence, as we will see presently.

Cobbe’s claim that women had long been prevented from achieving genius 
sheds light on a more general difficulty with the feminist critique of ideas of 
genius. The more we recognize women’s artistic achievements, the more these 
achievements seem to suggest that patriarchal ideas about genius have not held 
women back. To criticize these ideas and claim that they had been harmful 
Cobbe had to portray them as having been potent enough to cramp women’s art-
making powers. In turn, she had to claim that women had been cramped and 
prevented from making good art.6 This left Cobbe rather awkwardly defending 
female genius from the starting-point that no woman had displayed it until the 
1860s, not even front-runners like Hemans and Baillie. Incidentally, we have to 
wonder whether Cobbe had actually read Baillie. Her bold vision for the Plays on 
the Passions was not ‘feeble’, and her gothic passions were not ‘super-refined’ 
(they were the opposite, as we saw in Chapter 3). Nor is Hemans’ famous 1826 
poem Casabianca angelical and refined. It starts ‘The boy stood on the 

5  Cobbe exactly anticipates Linda Nochlin’s thesis that there were no great women artists because 
social conditions precluded it (Nochlin 1971). But Cobbe, as we will see presently, at least granted 
genius to women of her own time such as Rosa Bonheur, whereas Nochlin, after a detailed account of 
Bonheur’s clothing choices, projects onto her ‘the feminine mystique with its internalized ambivalent 
narcissism and guilt, [which] subtly dilutes and subverts that total inner confidence, that absolute 
certitude and moral and aesthetic self-determination demanded by the highest and most innovative 
work in art’ (507–8). In fairness, Nochlin subsequently did much to recover women artists, for 
instance convening the landmark Women Artists 1550–1950 exhibition; but, in hindsight, her 1971 
essay is very mixed.

6  Or, as Alison Booth (2004) remarks, ‘feminist projects of recovery depend on enhancing the 
sense of women’s suppression in the past’ (5). As Booth notes, Cobbe ‘obliterates’ many female artists 
to make her critical point (85).
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burning deck’ and ends with an explosion and the boy’s dismembered body 
scattered over the sea.

In any case, Cobbe ([1862] 1863) continued, times were changing and for the 
first time women were making art of power and strength:

The same age has given us in the three greatest departments of art—poetry, 
painting, and sculpture—women who . . . are pre-eminently distinguished by one 
quality over all others, namely, strength . . . power itself, deified and made real 
before our eyes. (81–83)

Cobbe referred to three artists: the poet Elizabeth Barrett Browning, praising her 
epic poem Aurora Leigh for its hard rhythms, searing insights into character, 
storms of passion, and real-life problems (81); the painter Rosa Bonheur (82), 
whose giant painting The Horse Fair, completed in 1855, showed a seething mass 
of life-size, powerful, muscular horses; and, above all, the neoclassical sculptor 
Harriet Hosmer (87). Cobbe singled out Hosmer’s 1859 Zenobia in Chains 
(see Figure 7.1). This was a monumental eight-foot statue of an ancient Palmyrian 
queen, captured by the Romans but standing dignified, her power and majesty 
intact. Hosmer’s Zenobia, like Bonheur’s Horse Fair, was a sensation in Britain, 
prominently exhibited at London’s International Exhibition in 1862 and viewed 
by over half a million people.7

One reason Cobbe picked out these three artists was that she had befriended 
all of them in Italy, where she stayed regularly in the late 1850s and 1860s. At the 
time Italy, Rome in particular, was a magnet for female artists from around the 
world. Women found there ‘a social and cultural space that . . . affirmed feminine 
participation in creative endeavours’ (Dabakis 2020: 27), and a thriving commu-
nity of other open-minded and supportive artistic women.8

In more theoretical terms, Cobbe picked out these three women on the 
grounds that their art embodied strength and power. This mattered because 

7  Harriet Goodhue Hosmer (1830–1908), Zenobia in Chains, 1859, marble, height: 208.3 × 68.6 × 
83.8 cm., mount: 148 × 163.2 cm., The Huntington Library, Art Museum, and Botanical Gardens. 
Photography by Fredrik Nilsen, courtesy of The Huntington.

8  Hosmer, originally American, moved to Italy to pursue her artistic career, studying under John 
Gibson (the same Gibson who produced the bust of Jameson). On the community of women artists in 
Italy, see Vicinus (2003), Merrill (2003), and Dabakis (2020). As Dabakis (2020) shows, the Arcadian 
Academy, which was open to women and of which Angelica Kauffmann and Germaine de Staël had 
been members, was crucial in making Rome ‘an enlightened center of female creative activity’ (28). As 
is noted in these studies, both Cobbe and Jameson participated in these Italian networks. Cobbe’s 
partner, Mary Lloyd, was another female sculptor who studied with Gibson, while Jameson, who had 
been close friends with Hosmer since 1856, advised her extensively on Zenobia, about whom Jameson 
had written in her Memoirs of Celebrated Female Sovereigns (see Carr 1913; Waller 1983). Having 
shown Jameson a photograph of the work-in-progress, Hosmer happily reported in 1858 that Zenobia 
‘has just passed muster with Mrs Jameson’ (Hosmer to Wayman Crow, 11 March 1858, in Carr 1913: 
123). For Jameson’s enthusiasm, see Carr (1913: 151), although Jameson wanted Zenobia to look 
more intellectual.
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although not everyone denied female genius (contra Cobbe), those who did deny 
it typically traded on the connection of genius with power. For instance, for 
‘Omega’ (John Neal), ‘all the training in the world will never make the female 
part of the human family equal in bodily or intellectual power—by power, I mean 
downright and absolute strength—to the male part’ (Neal 1824: 389). Or, for the 
Illustrated London News, ‘Strength of will and power of creation belonging rather 

Figure 7.1  Zenobia in Chains by Harriet Hosmer (1859)
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to the other sex, we do not . . . look for the more daring efforts in an exhibition of 
female artists’ (Anonymous 1857: 545). If genius required power, and power 
required physical strength, then genius seemed out of women’s reach—unless 
women could make art with power after all, as Cobbe contended.

An important piece of background to Cobbe’s argument is the heated contro-
versy about whether Hosmer even qualified as Zenobia’s author. This controversy 
erupted in the British press in 1863, with statements in The Queen and the Art-
Journal that Zenobia was ‘said to be by Miss Hosmer, but really executed by an 
Italian workman at Rome’, namely one of Hosmer’s studio assistants (Anonymous 
1863: 181).9 These accusations went back to the late 1850s, and Cobbe found them 
infuriating. Hosmer did employ studio assistants, as many artists have done then 
and since. But Cobbe argued that Hosmer remained the true author, for the real 
work of sculptural creating was to conceive a design and impose it on material to 
produce a small-scale model or ‘clay sketch’ (Cobbe 1862: 5).10 This was indeed 
Hosmer’s practice (see Hosmer 1864). Scaling the model up to full size could be 
delegated to assistants, or ‘subordinates’, Cobbe argued, since this was mere 
implementation. It was mere handling of material, not true creativity: ‘Great art-
ists [are] not stone-cutters, and [do] not spend the months and years in which 
their beautiful works are designed in the mere manual labour of filing and chisel-
ling’ (Cobbe 1862: 5).11

The truly creative part of sculpture, Cobbe ([1862] 1863) claimed, recapitulated 
God’s creation of the world:

Not untruly has sculpture been named the Ars Divinior. A deep and strange 
analogy exists between it and the highest we know of the Supreme Artist’s works. 
Out of the clay, cold and formless, the sculptor slowly, patiently, with infinite 
care and love, moulds an image of beauty. (83–84)

Cobbe was taking up the Romantic idea of genius as original creation, drawing 
on the religious language under which Coleridge had redescribed it. On this basis 
she ranked sculpture the highest, most divine and creative art. And, she main-
tained, women could excel at it.

In locating the real work of sculptural creation in small-scale design, in order 
to defend Hosmer, had Cobbe conceded that women lacked physical strength 
after all? She argued that women had the imaginative and creative power to 

9  The issue was resolved when Hosmer threatened a libel suit against The Queen, which backed 
down and published an apology. See Cherry (2000: 107–8), Cronin (2013), and Dabakis (2020: 81–6).

10  Cobbe published this short piece in the newspaper Charles Dickens founded, the Daily News. 
Though unsigned, her piece was ‘from our Italian correspondent’, i.e., Cobbe.

11  Jameson took the same view of Hosmer’s originality, writing to her: ‘The originality of a concep-
tion remains your own, with the stamp of your mind upon it, to give it oneness of effect as a whole’ 
(AJ to Hosmer, 10 October 1858, in Carr 1913: 149–51).
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impress original ideas on matter, to envision bold and grand designs and set their 
realization underway. This effectively distinguished imaginative and creative 
power from physical strength. Men might have more of the latter, but women had 
an equal share of the former, and a lack of physical strength had nothing to do 
with one’s level of imaginative power. Cobbe was on strong ground here, as 
denials of female genius traded on the conflation of these two quite separate 
senses of strength and power. Once we disambiguate them, Cobbe showed, the 
grounds for excluding women from the Romantic idea of genius fall away.

7.3  Power, Genius, Gender, and Race

Cobbe argued for female genius under a conception of genius in terms of power, 
rather than arguing for a distinctly female form of genius that combined power 
with grace and delicacy. That was the more cautious line of defence of female 
genius which we find in, amongst other texts, Jameson’s reflections on female art-
ists in her Visits and Sketches (1834). I am not sure whether Cobbe had read these 
reflections of Jameson’s, but the resonance and friction between their views 
suggests that she may well have done so. She had certainly read Jameson’s 1854 
Commonplace Book carefully, copying out several passages from it (Mitchell 
2004: 77). One was the remark: ‘I have a great admiration for power, a great ter-
ror of weakness—especially in my own sex’ (Jameson [1854] 1855: 52). So Jameson 
inspired Cobbe’s account of female artistic power; yet their understandings of 
that power diverged.

For Jameson (1834), women could achieve genius, but only when they made 
feminine art: ‘the presence of a power . . . kept subordinate to the sentiment of 
grace, should mark the female mind and hand’ (vol. 1: 220–221). If instead, like 
Artemisia Gentileschi, women tried to make masculine art in which power was 
untempered by grace, the result could only ever be second-rate: ‘You must change 
the physical organization of the race of women before we produce a Rubens or a 
Michael Angelo’ (220). She clarified:

All those whom I have mentioned were women of undoubted genius; but they 
all, except Gentileschi, were feminine painters . . . there is a walk of art in which 
women may attain perfection, and excel the other sex; as there is a department 
from which they are excluded. . . . If women would admit this truth, they would 
not presume out of their sphere . . . (220)

Jameson shared in the consensus view of Hemans as a poet of genius—feminine 
genius. Her art was every bit as powerful as masculine art: ‘no feebleness, no 
littleness of design or manner’ (220). But this was because Hemans embraced a 
distinctive, feminine, kind of power with grace. Conversely, when women 
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emulated the masculine, the end result could only ever be ‘fade, insipid, or 
exaggerated’ (220).

What Jameson saw as feminine power, Cobbe dismissed as mere sweetness and 
light, again with reference to Hemans. Cobbe ([1862] 1863) was equally scornful 
of ‘the washed-out saints, and pensive ladies, and graceful bouquets of . . . Rosalba 
[Carriera] . . . and Kauffman’ (82). Jameson (1834), in contrast, praised Rosalba’s 
‘exceeding elegance’ and Kauffman’s ‘exceeding grace’ (219). Thus Jameson did 
better than Cobbe at valuing women artists such as Hemans and Carriera, claim-
ing that their art displayed a power of its own feminine sort. But the downside 
was that Jameson was unsympathetic to artists like Gentileschi who overstepped 
their proper limits. Moreover, being more positive about women’s existing 
achievements, Jameson saw less need to criticize patriarchy, closing her reflec-
tions: ‘But to return from this tirade. I wish my vagrant pen were less discur-
sive’ (220).

Cobbe ([1862] 1863), in contrast, never hesitated to unleash a powerful tirade, 
one of her targets being the view that powerful works by women artists were 
deficient because they were not feminine (88). Powerful art by women, for Cobbe, 
was necessarily female, since ‘every faculty He has given her is a woman’s faculty, 
and the more each of them can be drawn out, trained, and perfected, the more 
womanly she will become. She will be a larger, richer, nobler woman for art’ (89). 
That is, everything women did would inescapably express their female nature, as 
long as they were acting authentically from their own inner dispositions—namely 
showing genius, allowing their nature to give the rule to art. But women could 
not possibly make art that was both powerful and feminine, as Jameson (1834) 
thought. For femininity was nothing but an imposed and artificial construction, 
the outcome of a system of ‘clipping and fettering every faculty of body and mind’ 
(Cobbe [1862] 1863: 88–89). This clipping system produced ‘Dolls, not Women’ 
(414). To create powerful art, women must escape from femininity, and this was 
not a deficiency but a condition of artistic excellence.

Between them, Cobbe’s and Jameson’s different views expose a dilemma. One 
could accept the equation of genius with power, as Cobbe did, but then one 
would devalue art by women when it watered down power with grace, tact, and 
so on. Conversely, like Jameson, one could valorize power-with-grace as a dis-
tinct feminine form of genius. But then one would devalue art by women that 
embodied pure power and rejected feminine graces. One thing is clear: ways of 
combining genius and femininity were varied and not a monolith.

As we have seen, Cobbe distinguished female genius from mere physical 
strength and handiwork. In making this distinction, one of her aims was to vindi-
cate Hosmer’s sculptural practice. Yet the distinction did not entirely gel with the 
content of Zenobia. By portraying the ancient queen in chains, Hosmer was mak-
ing a statement about women’s plight under patriarchy. But Zenobia’s size and 
classical grandeur conveyed that her power, dignity, and freedom remained 
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essentially intact. Zenobia’s larger-than-life size stood for her power to command 
and direct—that is, her physical power and strength stood for her mental and 
regal power. Moreover, by implication patriarchal chains could not deprive 
women of their physical or mental power, whereas Cobbe thought these chains 
had cramped women’s abilities.

To tease out these issues further, and expand the discussion, it is useful to look 
at the work of another artist who was close to Hosmer’s network: Edmonia Lewis, 
an American-born woman of mixed Black and Ojibwe descent.12 Cobbe never 
referred to Lewis’ work, and so looking at Lewis may seem a digression, but it is 
one worth making. It sheds light on how connections between genius and power 
were ambiguous with respect to race as well as gender, and it shows a woman of 
colour taking part in art practice and thinking at the time.

On her own account, Lewis moved to Italy in 1865 to pursue her career as a 
sculptor in a ‘social atmosphere where [she] was not constantly reminded of [her] 
color’ (Anonymous 1878b: 5). Lewis was successful: she sold numerous works to 
US buyers and won great acclaim for her Death of Cleopatra (c.1875) in the 1876 
Philadelphia Centennial Exhibition. Sadly, in the by-now familiar pattern, Lewis 
fell into oblivion for much of the twentieth century. Incredibly, The Death of 
Cleopatra ended up in a salvage yard, where it was finally recognized and 
recovered in the late 1980s.13

In an earlier work, Forever Free (1867), Lewis hailed the abolition of slavery. A 
standing man triumphantly lifted up his broken chain, posing as if he had just 
won an Olympic tournament, with his female companion kneeling in reverent 
gratitude at his side. Lewis’ work was unusual because generally imagery of this 
kind showed liberated Black men not standing but sitting or kneeling, as in, say, 
Thomas Ball’s 1866 Freedmen’s Memorial to Lincoln. As Hosmer implied with 
Zenobia, Lewis conveyed that those enslaved remained powerful and inherently 
free, with the strength to break their chains and stand tall, reflected in the man’s 
honed muscles and sturdy physique. Hence the sculpture’s inscription ‘forever 
free’. The neoclassical style, representing an idealized human body that was free 
and powerful, facilitated these connotations.

I speculate that this classical association of freedom with physical vigour and 
strength may have particularly appealed to Lewis because Black women were 
liable to be seen not as weak and delicate, but as the ‘mules of the world’, in the 
phrase Zora Neale Hurston later made famous (Hurston [1937] 2009: 37). As 
Alice Walker clarified, ‘Black women are called, in the folklore that so aptly iden-
tifies one’s status in society, “the mule of the world”, because we have been handed 
the burdens that everyone else . . . refused to carry’ (Walker [1983] 2004: 237). 

12  Hosmer and Lewis’ relationship unfortunately never developed beyond their initial acquaint-
ance, according to Buick (2010: 64–5). But for a more positive assessment, see Dabakis (2020: 167).

13  See Journal of Blacks in Higher Education (1996: 33).
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Black women were assigned hard physical labour, and Burke’s idea of women 
being beautiful, small, and frail was not applied to them.

For some, Lewis’ equation of power, freedom, and physical strength went in 
too physical a direction. ‘The limbs were like sausages’, complained the American 
philosopher Lydia Maria Child in an 1870 letter, likewise objecting that Lewis’ 
Hagar looked ‘like a stout German woman’ (quoted in Buick 2010: 16). Child was 
taking it that genius was an imaginative power and not a matter of physical 
strength. Yet, as we have seen, the power of genius was regularly conflated with 
physical strength when it came to white men. Lewis was only turning this confla-
tion to the advantage of Black people.

From another direction, people of African descent were sometimes portrayed 
as lacking the creative imagination to do anything other than physical labour. 
Take Letitia Landon’s (anonymous) account of the progress of poetry. ‘The 
imagination . . . is the source of poetry . . . It civilizes because it refines’, said Landon 
(1832: 466). But, she continued:

Africa is the least civilized quarter of the globe . . . the distinguishing mark of its 
deficiency . . . is the total want of imagination. . . . No august belief fills with beauty 
or terror the depths of her forests, and . . . her creeds have neither beauty nor 
grandeur. . . . Slaves from the earliest period . . . all about them is earthly . . . ‘A slave 
cannot be eloquent’ . . . nor poetical either . . . (466–467)

For Landon, Africans were inherently slaves even before colonial slavery for they 
lacked imagination, the freedom to imagine alternative possibilities.14

Lewis challenged such ideas both in Forever Free and The Death of Cleopatra. 
Most images of Cleopatra at the time showed her ruminating, on the point of 
committing suicide. Lewis’ graphically dead Cleopatra had already killed herself, 
to avoid being taken captive by the Romans. She had preserved her freedom, even 
at the cost of her life (Buick 2010: 207). Again, she remained forever free and did 
so—contrary to Landon—as an African woman and ruler.

That said, Lewis’ Cleopatra had classical rather than African facial features, a 
much-debated choice. Perhaps Lewis’ choice was strategic, intended to make her 
Cleopatra more acceptable to white viewers (Gold 2012), or to ‘thwart . . . attempts 
by her white audience to read her into the work’ (Nelson 2007: 178). I would add 
another possibility: that Lewis’ use of classical facial features reinforced the idea 
that Cleopatra was free, given the idea of classical Greece as the birthplace of 
freedom. This would tie in with the fact that Lewis depicted Cleopatra alone, 
whereas most images showed her accompanied by her slaves. Lewis thereby 

14  Landon’s genius, on the other hand, was widely celebrated; see, e.g., Sheppard (1841).
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rejected Africa’s association with slavery and unfreedom, instead putting Africa 
and freedom together.

The wider ideology that Lewis was challenging deemed women of colour 
capable of physical handiwork but not free creative imagination. Conversely, 
white women were liable to be seen as capable of imagination but physically 
weak. Cobbe’s strategy in privileging imaginative genius over physical handiwork 
thus spoke well to the challenges faced by white women artists, suggesting that 
physical strength was not needed for imaginative power. Her strategy spoke less 
well to the challenges faced by women artists of colour. From this perspective we 
can see, again, why Lewis may have found neoclassicism a useful idiom. As an art 
of idealized, glorified bodies, it took physical strength and prowess to embody 
freedom and power, effectively rejecting the division between bodily strength and 
mental imagination.

Whereas Hosmer was a sensation in mid-century Britain, Lewis attracted little 
attention from the British periodicals (although she eventually moved to London, 
where she died; see Beard 2021). As Deborah Cherry (2000) observes: ‘Lewis 
does not seem to have come to the attention of British feminists’, whose sightlines 
were ‘fissured by perceptions of racial difference . . . after abolition, an earlier phil-
anthropic interest did not convert into support for an independent woman artist 
of colour’ (118).15 One outlier who did discuss Lewis was Henry Wreford, an 
Italian correspondent for several British papers. Writing as ‘H. W.’, he reported on 
Lewis’ work in both the Athenaeum and Art-Journal (Wreford 1866a, 1866b, 1870).

Wreford (1866a) deplored the fact that Lewis, a ‘member of a much-injured 
race’, was left ‘struggling with ignorant prejudice’ (302). Yet he went on to describe 
her, in a rather prejudiced way, as ‘Naïve in manner . . . she prattles like a child, 
and with much simplicity and spirit she pours forth all her aspirations’. This 
seemed to imply that Lewis lacked the self-command necessary for genius. 
However, Wreford quickly added that Lewis ‘has genius enough to prove that she 
bears the image of Him who made all nations under the sun’ (302). Still, Wreford’s 
phrase ‘genius enough’ remains guarded. Some other white British thinkers, such 
as Martineau, were more forthright in affirming Black genius. She wrote a fiction-
alized biography of the Haitian revolutionary leader Toussaint Louverture to 
bring ‘into full notice the intellectual and moral genius of as black a negro as was 
ever seen’ (1877: vol. 1: 449). Cobbe, too, said that her friend Keshub Chunder 
Sen, a leader of the Hindu reform movement the Brahmo Samaj, ‘at any other age 
of the world, would have taken his place with such prophets as Nanuk . . . and 
Gautama; or with the . . . saints like St Augustine’ (Cobbe 1894: vol. 2: 130). This 
seems tantamount to calling him a religious genius. Cobbe was also hinting that 
his genius was unrecognized due to racist attitudes.

15  This chimes with the wider pattern identified by bell hooks: the opposition of some white femin
ists to slavery did not automatically translate into an opposition to racism (hooks 1981).
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There was a spectrum of opinion on Black and African genius, then, as on 
female genius. ‘What emerges’, as Rachel Teukolsky (2009) has said of Victorian 
art theorizing more broadly, ‘is the sheer plasticity of aesthetic ideologies, their 
capability to be adapted to the interests of many different groups and politics’ (8). 
This certainly applies to ideas of genius, of which there was no one overriding 
view. The nature of genius, who could have it, and how it related to power, 
strength, femininity, and race—all were contested matters.

7.4  Cobbe’s Three Orders of Art

In ‘The Hierarchy of Art’, Cobbe set out her system of the arts. She reworked her 
distinction between true creation and mere material implementation into a dis-
tinction between primary creative art and secondary reproductive art, adding a 
third category, tertiary receptive art. This threefold distinction was one axis of 
her taxonomy; along the other, she categorized the primary, secondary, and ter-
tiary versions of the five art-forms of poetry, music, architecture, sculpture, and 
painting. I’ll start with her three ‘orders’ of art before proceeding to the art-forms 
in Section 7.5.

We may wonder what inspired Cobbe to produce a systematic ranking of the 
arts. Kant (1987) had offered a taxonomy (189–207, Ak 320–336), and Hegel, 
F. W. J. Schelling, and Schopenhauer had elaborated their systematic hierarchies 
at length. But Cobbe (1855) was not keen on Hegel and Schelling, preferring 
Kant’s ‘true transcendentalism’ to their ‘mere dialectic subtilties’ (48). She was 
also highly critical of Schopenhauer (Cobbe 1877). The most likely influence was 
Coleridge, who had put forward a set of Principles of Genial Criticism Concerning 
the Fine Arts in 1814 (included in Coleridge [1817] 1907: vol. 2). Cobbe referred to 
Coleridge regularly (e.g., Cobbe 1872: 25, 354–355); his conception of genius 
influenced her, as we have already seen; and he had a great influence on 
nineteenth-century British philosophy generally.

Primary art. For Cobbe: ‘Primary art is creative, and is directly derived from 
God’s revelation of the Beautiful through his works. We call the works of 
God . . . Nature. We call man’s copy of them at first hand, Art. The man has created 
Art out of what before was Nature’ (Cobbe 1865: 289). First the artist apprehends 
God’s creativity in beautiful nature, then the artist re-expresses in artistic form 
the beauty so apprehended.

What makes nature beautiful? Cobbe does not say that nature is beautiful 
when it has a harmonious or pleasing or unified form. Indeed, she is frustratingly 
brief on what beauty consists in, only stressing that God reveals it to us in nature. 
‘God—the source of all goodness, truth, and beauty—reveals Goodness to the 
conscience, Truth to the intellect, and Beauty to the aesthetic nature of his crea-
tures’ (295). However, she seems to identify God’s revelation of beauty in nature 
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with his creation of nature (his ‘works’)—he reveals beauty to us in nature by 
creating nature. This suggests that nature is beautiful just because it embodies 
and expresses God’s creativity. Natural beauty is the reflex of divine creativity, as 
art beauty is the reflex of human creativity. This ties in with Cobbe’s view in ‘Old 
Maids’ that the artist shows genius when they create an original artwork and 
recapitulate God’s original creation of nature.

This throws up an ambiguity. In making primary creative art, does the artist 
recapitulate God’s work by creating something out of nothing? It sounds like it 
when Cobbe says that all art-making is poiesis, creative making. But on the whole 
her view is now different. The artist first apprehends God’s creativity manifest in 
nature and then recapitulates God’s creation by copying part of that creation in 
art, say by painting some region of beautiful nature. Art is ‘man’s copy’ of God’s 
works, that is, of nature (289).

On this view, we create the form of artworks, the ways that they express their 
content, but we do not create that content out of nowhere. Instead, we apprehend 
the content that God has created and then reproduce it in art. Cobbe approvingly 
quotes Barrett Browning: ‘God Himself is the best Poet, and the Real is His song’ 
(Barrett Browning [1844] 1901: vol. 3, 157, lines 248–249). As Cobbe glosses this 
idea, in all poiesis, creative art-making, the ultimate artist is always God, whose 
creation of beautiful nature inspires the artist. ‘In so far as the artist has done that 
which makes him a creator, i.e., . . . received God’s revelation of the beautiful 
through Nature, and has faithfully transferred it to Art, in so far he is a poet’ 
(Cobbe 1865: 295; my emphases).

For Cobbe, then, all beauty really comes from God, and the artist only trans-
fers it into a new form. A comparison with Hegel may help. For Hegel, artworks 
are beautiful when their form expresses their content so well that the content 
‘shines’ through the form. This fit between form and content produces beauty 
(Hegel 1975: vol. 1: 70–71). For Cobbe, conversely, artworks are beautiful when 
they successfully express a content that is already beautiful. That content is the 
artist’s already-received impression of beautiful—i.e., divinely created—nature. 
Art’s content should be beautiful, and then the form will be beautiful if it success-
fully embodies that content, with beauty flowing down from content to form. 
Beauty comes not from form–content fit as such, as for Hegel, but from form 
expressing a content that is antecedently beautiful.

Clearly, Cobbe’s account of art is religious through and through:

All true Art is religious art; it is religious in proportion as it . . . more perfectly 
reproduces the beauty revealed by God through Nature. To ask that it shall spe-
cially occupy itself by direct reproduction of subjects suggested by the historical 
forms of religion, and to count it merely secular and profane when it passes such 
subjects by, and only reveals Nature in man, or Nature in a tree or a mountain, is 
to mistake entirely the high office of Art . . . to Art alone it pertains to bring to 
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human hearts the sense of that Beauty which is also divine. If it succeed in this 
aim it is religious in a higher sense than if it presented to us the loftiest subjects 
in the range of theology. (Cobbe 1865: 350)

This seems to be a critical allusion to Jameson, for whom art was sacred when it 
depicted subjects ‘suggested by the historical forms of religion’. Cobbe’s criticism 
of Jameson is the same as Ruskin’s:16 some art that tackles explicitly religious 
subject-matters may be irreligious in spirit, while some art that is not about reli-
gious subject-matters may be deeply religious. In particular, it is by depicting 
beautiful nature, not topics from scripture, that art becomes most genuinely reli-
gious in the ‘higher sense’.

Notably, Cobbe takes nature to include human nature, as we see when she says 
that art may reveal ‘Nature in man’. As such, her definitions leave many human 
subjects available to artists: all those that flow out of human nature, which is part 
of nature, and so part of God’s creation. A novel can deal entirely with inter-
human relations yet still count as revealing beautiful nature. Just as art can be 
religious without having to tackle overtly religious topics, art can reveal beautiful 
nature without having to depict the non-human world.

This account of the relations among God, nature, beauty, and art supplies 
Cobbe’s standards for evaluating primary artworks. ‘Their value, if good, is deter-
mined, first, by the beauty of the thing they express, second, by the perfection of 
the expression’ (293). The most perfect art expresses beautiful content well; the 
next best art has beautiful content but fails to express it well; the next best art 
again has unbeautiful content expressed well; and an artwork deficient in both 
content and expression loses its ‘pretensions to the title’ of art altogether. Artworks 
also fall short if they take other artworks as their subject or inspiration, rather 
than natural beauty. Such works fall into the lower order of secondary repro
ductive art.

Secondary art. Reproductive artworks are inspired not directly by divine 
nature but by primary artworks, which the secondary artist sets out to recreate in 
some form, for example in a translation, a recitation, or a musical performance. 
Such art, however good, ‘must remain in a different order from primary Art’ 
(291). A secondary work is judged by the excellence of the primary artwork that it 
reproduces and by how successfully it recreates that source to yield a new work 
that is complete in its own right, ‘judged independently of the original’ (292). For 
example, a translator must reproduce the spirit of the original, not its letter, 
and the result must be a complete artwork that stands on its two feet (304). 

16  Cobbe does not refer to Ruskin, though, and I have found no evidence that Cobbe was influ-
enced by him, although her view that beauty is essentially divine is very similar to his position in 
Modern Painters Volume 2 (see Ruskin ([1846] 1851). For his part, sadly, Ruskin said that his problem 
was not with what Cobbe said but the fact that she, a woman, was saying it at all. He complained that 
she sounded like an ever-tinkling saucepan (see Mitchell 2004: 239–40).
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If the original is beautiful, and the secondary artwork genuinely recreates it, then 
the beauty of the original transfers to the reproduction.

Tertiary art. This peculiar category does not encompass artworks of any kind. 
Rather, tertiary art is the reception of either beautiful nature or primary or sec-
ondary artworks. Cobbe does not speak of ‘aesthetic experience’ but evidently 
this is what ‘tertiary art’ refers to. Thus, she treats aesthetic experience as an inte-
gral order of art, although she ranks it beneath primary and secondary art, as it is 
even less creative than secondary art.

The category of ‘tertiary art’ may seem infelicitous, but it reflects a period 
when the aesthetic was very largely equated with the artistic. We have seen this 
equation become consolidated over the period covered in this book. Whereas 
Barbauld paid attention to aesthetic experience of nature as well as the arts, 
Baillie, Martineau, and Jameson were concerned with art almost exclusively. 
Cobbe sought a wider notion of aesthetic experience that included our responses 
to beautiful nature, which inspire primary art. But because the inherited vocabu-
lary assimilated aesthetics to art, Cobbe reintroduced aesthetic experience only 
by conceiving it as a third form of art.

Tertiary ‘artworks’—that is, aesthetic experiences—are ranked by the beauty of 
the artwork or part of nature that the subject is receiving, and the level of the 
subject’s comprehension and appreciation of that beauty. This does not mean 
mere technical comprehension, like the ability to identify a column as Doric or 
Corinthian. What is crucial is a person’s sensitivity to the sentiments animating 
the artwork, or the qualities of some part of beautiful nature.

Cobbe’s three orders of art, then, are meant to form a hierarchy from most to 
least creative:

Divine beauty in nature > Primary creative art (poiesis) > Secondary reproduct
ive art > Tertiary receptive art

This kind of hierarchy is arguably gendered, as Cobbe (1864) more-or-less 
admits in her book Italics:

Secondary creation—the reproduction of poetry and music and painting, as 
actresses, singers, pianists, copyists—this, women have constantly accomplished 
well. But to write great poems, to compose music, to paint new pictures, or 
model new statues, these are things they have most rarely achieved. (413)

However, she adds, Harriet Hosmer cannot be denied ‘that creative power which 
has been certainly far more rarely bestowed on women than on men’.

Cobbe’s (1865) hierarchy is unstable, however, for primary art depends on ter-
tiary art. This is because ‘receptive Art is not limited to the appreciation of human 
works but extends much further . . . to the appreciation of the beauty from which 
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they are one and all derived, found in Nature itself ’ (354). The appreciation of 
nature’s beauty is the wellspring of all art. As we have seen, primary creation 
transfers into artistic form the artist’s apprehension of natural beauty, which 
manifests God’s creativity. God is always the true artist in the end, so we must 
receive beauty from God before we can recreate it in art. Tertiary art is therefore 
the precondition of primary art. In addition, since the artist can only make pri-
mary art by reproducing divine beauty in artistic form, even the most creative art 
‘copies’ God’s work. One must reproduce to produce, so that secondary copying 
and imitating are built into the primary order all along. Consequently, things end 
up like this:

Divine beauty in nature > Response to divine beauty (tertiary reception) > 
Copying of divine beauty in artistic form (secondary reproduction) > Poiesis 
(creative making)

7.5  Cobbe on the Forms of Art

Turning to the art-forms, Cobbe again aims to present a hierarchy. She starts with 
the highest-ranked art-form, poetry, intending to proceed through the forms in 
descending order of merit. But ultimately, we will see, the relative merits of the 
art-forms are unclear.

Cobbe does not rank the forms on the grounds that some are more creative 
and others more reproductive. Instead she distinguishes more creative and more 
reproductive variants within each art-form. For example, within music, compos
ition is creative whereas performance is reproductive. The resulting taxonomy is 
shown in Table 7.1.

Poetry. Cobbe’s (1865) first art is poetry ‘expressed through the medium of lan-
guage’ (299), as distinct from poetry in the broader sense of poiesis. The latter is 
the same as primary creative art, whereas poetry in language is the first particular 
art-form. Moreover, poetry in language actually includes prose: the particular 
art-form of poetry is defined by the use of the linguistic medium, whether or not 
in verse.

Cobbe’s definitions may seem odd, but in her time it was common to equate 
‘poetry’ with both literature as a whole and the still wider realm of expressive 
meaning. For instance, Ruskin equated ‘poetry’ with ‘expression’, which could be 
found in both painting and language (Ruskin 1856a: 14). We have seen that 
Jameson took the same view and hence regarded expressively meaningful paint-
ings and sculptures as ‘poetic’. One source of these views was Coleridge, who 
claimed that all art is poetry (one of his essays was even called Poesy or Art). ‘All 
the fine arts are different species of poetry. The same spirit speaks to the mind 
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through different senses’ (Coleridge [1817] 1907: vol. 2: 220). He then subdivided 
art into poetry of language (i.e., poetic literature as ordinarily understood), 
poetry of the ear (music), and poetry of the eye, this last divided into plastic 
poetry (sculpture) and graphic poetry (painting) (221). This may well have influ-
enced Cobbe when she identifies all creative art-making with poeisis and defines 
literary art as poetry expressed in language.

Cobbe (1865) judges poetry in language the best art-form on the grounds 
that its material, language, admits of infinitely varied use, can cover infinitely 
many subjects (298), and is semi-immaterial (296). She continues, ‘if poetry be 
the greatest of the original arts . . . its various reproductions . . . hold similar rank 
among the secondary arts’ (298). These secondary poetic arts are drama, dancing 
and operatic singing, recitation, and translation. A dramatic actor, Cobbe says, 
makes the written word more fully real, not merely intoning the poet’s words but 
giving them new embodied and enacted significance. Similarly with dancing and, 
at their best, with singing, recitation, and translation. Finally, the tertiary form 
of  poetry is the reception of beauty from not only poetic writing but also its 
performance (310–311).

Music. Music’s medium is tones and their combinations, a medium that 
again is semi-immaterial: ‘tenuous and ethereal . . . transitory and evanescent, 
dying away with the undulations of air which are its media’ (314). Music is 
intrinsically transient, and unlike words its meaning is always uncertain and 
inconclusive. On both counts, tones are inferior to words. Yet the transience 
and inconclusiveness of tones perfectly suit them to express human feelings in 
their indefinite and volatile flow—‘joy, pain, love or fury’ (313). So whereas 
poetry can take any subject-matter, music’s subject-matter is limited to the 
play of human emotions.

Table 7.1  Cobbe on the Art-Forms

Art-form Primary creative art 
(poiesis)

Secondary 
reproductive art

Tertiary receptive art

Poetic literature Composition of 
poetic and prose 
literature

Dramatic 
performance, 
recitation, operatic 
singing, translation

Reading literature/
watching drama

Music Musical 
composition

Musical 
performance

Listening to music

Architecture Designing buildings 
to embody feelings

Designing buildings 
modelled on other 
buildings

Responding to 
buildings

Sculpture Sculptural design Implementation Viewing sculptures
Painting Composition Engraving, 

lithography, copying
Viewing paintings
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If music expresses human emotions, how does this fit with Cobbe’s claim that 
art expresses the beauty of nature? She clarifies that the emotions are part of 
human nature and human nature is part of nature, all created by God. So our 
emotions, too, are beautiful inasmuch as they embody God’s creativity:

How does the fact that music is only the expression of a human . . . feeling . . . 
correspond with the assertion with which we began, namely, that all true primary 
art is derived directly from ‘God’s revelation of the Beautiful through His works?’ 
It corresponds perfectly, inasmuch as the thoughts and feelings of man, which 
form the proper themes of music, are all beautiful, divine revelations. (314)

The primary musical art is composition, secondary musical art is performance, 
and tertiary musical art is the informed and sensitive response to music read or 
performed. However, here another limitation of music compared to poetry 
emerges. The primary musical artwork cannot fully exist at all without being per-
formed. As a score, the work is only half-complete: ‘The performer is indispens
able to the composer, while the vocal reader is not so to the poet’ (317). Music 
does not observe the primary/secondary divide as well as poetry.

Architecture. Poetry, music, sculpture, and painting follow the rule of l’art pour 
l’art, that is, they pursue the beautiful ‘as an end in itself, the real and only end of 
art’ (318). Architecture, however, usually has a utilitarian purpose. When the use-
ful purposes of architectural works predominate over their artistic aspects, as 
with ordinary dwellings and buildings, such works are not pure art. Conversely, if 
the works have a purpose that leaves room for beauty to come first and for utility 
to be secondary, then these works can be pure art. This applies to religious build-
ings and monuments, since their purpose is to enable worship and reverence. In 
pursuit of this goal, practical utility—e.g., having pews shaped for comfortable 
seating—is properly secondary to the purely artistic purpose of expressing feel-
ings of reverence, awe, worshipfulness, solemnity, and so on.

Interestingly, for Cobbe architecture is like music in that architecture’s proper 
subject-matter, if it is pure art, is human feelings. However, compared with music, 
architecture can express only a limited range of feelings:

Architecture is similarly [to music] derived from the Beautiful in human nature 
only . . . It represents a certain number of the sentiments natural to man, 
which  are beautiful in themselves . . . Religious Awe, Solemnity, Praise . . . Joy, 
Triumph, Mourning . . . nearly exhaust the list of the sentiments reproducible by 
architecture. (333)

Music is more limited in scope than poetry, and architecture is more limited still.
Again like musical works, architectural works are beautiful if they express 

human feelings that are beautiful in virtue of being part of human nature, 
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which in turn is beautiful in virtue of being God’s creation, like the whole of 
nature. Architectural works should be ranked by the beauty of the feelings they 
express, how well they embody these feelings, and how well they use proportion, 
balance, and gravity to this end. As for secondary architectural works, Cobbe 
admits that the primary/secondary line is hard to draw because all architectural 
works are modelled on one another ‘in unbroken series’ (335). However, secondary 
architectural works are inspired primarily by other architectural works, as with 
French buildings that emulate ancient Roman ones, rather than aiming to express 
feelings directly. As for tertiary architectural art, this consists of sensitive responses 
to the feelings expressed by buildings combined with technical knowledge of 
principles, structures, and styles (337–338). People tend to assume that only the 
latter is needed to appreciate architecture, but Cobbe insists that feeling is needed 
too, for what matters is how certain physical arrangements express particular 
emotions.

Sculpture. Whereas music and architecture express interior human feelings, 
sculpture expresses the beautiful outward human form (338). The sculpted body 
conveys human passions to a degree, as manifested in bodily features—say, with a 
flared nostril conveying anger. But compared to architecture, the expression of 
direct feeling is far more limited, for the sculpted body must be harmonious and 
serene in order to be beautiful. This leaves room only for ‘the very calmest and 
most chastened indication’ of emotion (340). The scope of sculpture is therefore 
more limited than that of poetry (all subject-matters), music (all emotions), and 
architecture (specific emotions). Sculpture only deals with subdued emotions, 
wielding an even more limited affective palette.

In this connection, Cobbe repeats her earlier view that the true sculptural work 
is the small-scale model. This is the primary work, and the full-scale version is 
only secondary. The sculptures we view in galleries are thus, strictly, reproduc-
tions. The sculptor may produce these him- or herself, or delegate their produc-
tion to assistants. Even in the former case, the artist is in the odd position of being 
‘the reproducer and copyist of his own work’ (341).

The tertiary art of receiving sculpture, again, must combine sensitivity to the 
emotions embodied with technical appreciation of how the work expresses these 
feelings (346). Cobbe complains that public sensitivity to sculpture is at a low 
level, perhaps alluding to the controversy about Hosmer’s authorship of Zenobia. 
However, arguably the problem arises from the merely ‘chastened’ expression of 
feeling in sculpture. If feelings can be only hinted at from behind a veil of seren-
ity, inevitably it will be hard for the audience to discern them.

Painting. Finally, painting embodies natural beauty in shape and color. Its 
scope is wider than architecture, music, or sculpture, for an artist can paint ‘every 
conceivable thing which man may either see or imagine he sees, and of which 
Beauty may be predicated’ (347). Painting’s secondary forms are engraving, 
lithography, and copying. Here the primary/secondary divide is much firmer 
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than with music, architecture, or sculpture. Engravings, copies, and so on, are 
both derivative of and separate from primary works of painting, which can exist 
perfectly well without ever being reproduced at all. Finally, tertiary reception of 
paintings must again combine sensitive feelings with technical judgement; mere 
technical know-how on its own is insufficient (353).

Cobbe’s hierarchy of art-forms, like her hierarchy of art’s orders, is unstable. 
The order in which she treats the various art-forms presumably reflects their rela-
tive ranking. Yet, apart from identifying poetry as the best art and music as the 
second-best, she does not explain the comparative merits of architecture, sculp-
ture, and painting. Poetry, music, architecture, and sculpture seem to be ranked 
in descending order by their increasingly limited subject-matters—but then we 
come to painting, whose range is as big as poetry. Perhaps painting ranks lowest 
because it depicts what is visible. In that case, the arts would be ranked from most 
spiritual (poetry) down through all the emotions (music) to some emotions 
(architecture) to their bodily expression (in sculpture) to visible bodies (paint-
ing). The order would descend from most immaterial to most material. But then 
the further complication is that it is only in painting that the primary/secondary 
division fully applies. In different ways, works of poetry, music, and sculpture 
cannot fully exist without being reproduced, while architectural works feed off 
one another in unbroken series. The primary/secondary divide applies to paint-
ing because it is the most material art, which means that a painting can exist as a 
material item independent of any reproductions. This same materiality is why 
Cobbe ranks painting as the lowest art. In her own terms, the better and more 
spiritual an art-form is, the less well it observes her primary/secondary division.

7.6  Cobbe on Art, Religion, and Morality

In ‘The Hierarchy of Art’, Cobbe attempts to steer a middle course between aes-
theticism and moralism, between ‘art for art’s sake’ and ‘art for morality’s sake’. 
Cobbe endorses the idea of l’art pour l’art, which she knew from the French cul-
tural scene, where this slogan was by then widespread (Murphy 2008; Wilcox 
1953). Cobbe knew it from the work of Victor Cousin in particular (see Cousin 
1853). Cousin divided values into the true, good, and beautiful, and Cobbe fol-
lowed him. In her version of l’art pour l’art, art should be made for its own sake, 
specifically to express beauty, not to serve utilitarian purposes or impart moral 
precepts or religious doctrines didactically. When objecting to the (Jamesonian) 
view that religious art tackles overtly religious subject-matters, Cobbe stated: ‘It is 
by revealing Beauty that Art fulfils its purpose. Nothing more and nothing less is 
to be desired of it’ (Cobbe 1865: 355). Art must aim at beauty and beauty alone.

Nonetheless, for Cobbe this pursuit of beauty does not rule religion out of art. 
On the contrary, the artist can only create genuinely religious art by pursuing 
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beauty alone, for beauty always derives from God. Cobbe argues similarly 
concerning morality: it is just when the artist pursues beauty alone that she can 
create genuinely morally edifying art.

The Good, indeed, and the True are so inseparably linked with the Beautiful 
that every work really attaining the Beautiful must partake of Truth and 
Goodness. But it is not for the sake of instilling Truth or preaching Goodness 
that the Beautiful should be produced. When any artist attempts to do so, and 
makes a poem or picture whose main purpose is to . . . enforce moral lessons, the 
result is an inferior and imperfect work of art. (321; my emphasis)

So the artist should not enforce morality. They have no need to do so: beauty 
already contains goodness, as its source is in God, who is supremely good. 
What God creates is beautiful, and he creates in accordance with his goodness 
and wisdom, so that truth, goodness, and beauty converge. If any natural 
object or artwork is genuinely beautiful, it must be imbued with and convey 
God’s goodness.

We might object that surely not everything in nature or human nature 
is  good. For example, regarding music, Cobbe admits that we have base, 
spiteful, and mean feelings, but she states that these are inappropriate musical 
subject-matter:

Music cannot deal with ignoble, mean, or ugly thoughts and sentiments, with 
petty cares, or base, rancorous or envious feelings. . . . Music paints the flowers in 
these gardens . . . But the weeds . . . she will not paint. They are no subject for her 
art. (314–315)

But why shouldn’t ignoble and mean feelings be given musical expression, if these 
feelings are natural? And if they are natural but ignoble, how does that square 
with God’s beneficent creation of nature?

Cobbe does not directly answer these questions in ‘Hierarchy’, but her other 
writings spell out her twofold answer. First, human evil does not directly come 
from God but arises from our misuse of the freedom God has given us. The fault 
lies with us, not God (Cobbe 1855: vi–vii). Human evil is therefore not part of 
nature, the realm that God has directly created. Consequently, human evil is nei-
ther beautiful nor fit subject-matter for art. Second, natural evils like earthquakes 
and diseases do not directly come from God either. Cobbe quotes the Old 
Testament: ‘After the wind there was an earthquake, but the lord was not in the 
earthquake’ (1 Kings 19: 11–13). She takes this remark to show that natural evils are 
mere byproducts of the operation of natural laws and forces that are generally 
benign and life-sustaining (Cobbe 1888: 74). So natural evils are again not directly 
created by God, therefore not beautiful, therefore not appropriately treated in art.
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This shows that despite her professed commitment to art for art’s sake, Cobbe 
does impose moral limits on the subject-matters with which art can properly deal. 
We see this clearly in her 1864 essay ‘The Morals of Literature’:

‘Is it not then competent to art to seize on every subject, every phase of exist-
ence, and bring it out into the light under its magic glasses?’ ‘No’, we answer 
fearlessly, it is not competent to art to choose subjects base or gross. The office of 
art is to express thought; but it must be good and noble thought, or the art is 
prostituted. (Cobbe 1865: 279)

However, she immediately adds:

Of course, so long as nature is in question—inanimate nature, or human nature 
which is really nature at all—there can be nothing unfit or beneath art. It is the 
distortion of the natural into the artificial which makes a thing or person an 
unfit subject for art. (279)

In other words, if a novelist depicts human beings as cruel, selfish, or mean, then 
they are giving a distorted picture of human nature that fails to copy God’s work. 
If a musician gives vent to scorn, despair, or cynicism, then they are letting their 
own nature become artificially distorted and disfigured, and so again they are 
failing to copy God’s work. These are moral failures because they are aesthetic 
failures—failures to give the artwork a truly beautiful content.

Cobbe believes that art can be made for its own sake without this threatening 
morality, since goodness is intrinsic to nature’s divine beauty in the first place. 
We can have what the moralist wants—edifying, noble artworks—without 
having to subordinate artistic goals to moral ones didactically. Just as art need 
not illustrate overt religious subjects to be religious (contra Jameson), art need 
not exemplify overt moral principles to be morally good. The artist must 
simply ensure that they copy God’s work and take inspiration from the beauty 
of nature.

Unfortunately, even as Cobbe wrote, this optimistic view of nature was collaps-
ing in the face of Darwin’s theory of evolution. As Cobbe (1888) later admitted, if 
life evolves through a process of struggle and conflict in which many individuals 
and species are eliminated, then nature cannot easily be seen as God’s beneficent 
creation. If one views life as evolving through natural selection and being created 
by God, then:

The Supreme Power who had seemed to stand on high directing each shaft of 
light with the godlike ease and certainty of . . . Apollo . . . appears now rather as an 
Engineer discharging a huge catapult or mitrailleuse, whereof one bullet in fifty 
strikes the mark and the rest fall to the ground. (75)
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As she also put it, on the evolutionary view nature is a battleground, not a garden. 
A God who expresses himself in nature so understood is at worst demonic, at best 
a warrior-god like Odin (72). We can only conclude that God is not directly 
manifest in nature at all: his domain is instead the interior world of spirit (66).

Cobbe thus abandoned the view of nature with which she had tried to recon-
cile aestheticism and moralism. Nonetheless, her attempt to reconcile them 
remains interesting, both for the distinctive nature of Cobbe’s position and in 
historical terms, as showing the cultural pendulum swinging away from moral-
ism. Jameson had sought to balance aesthetics and morality more evenly than 
Martineau, and Cobbe sought a still more even balance than she found in 
Jameson. As I mentioned earlier, Cobbe was familiar with Jameson’s Commonplace 
Book, in which Jameson denounced as erroneous and damaging ‘the idea that what 
we call taste in art has something quite distinctive from conscience’ (Jameson 
[1854] 1855: 284). To a point, Cobbe agreed: mere technical connoisseurship 
(or taste) without sensitive feeling (or conscience) was empty, and sensitive feeling 
for the beautiful coincided with conscience, because what was properly beautiful 
was morally good. But Cobbe went beyond Jameson in endorsing l’art pour l’art, 
and in holding that art only needed to copy beautiful nature in order to be religious 
and moral.

The historical dynamic was as follows: Jameson moved away from Martineau’s 
programme of illustrating overt moral principles in art; instead, she came to 
approach art’s moral content indirectly, by way of a third term, religion. In 
Jameson’s wake, Cobbe too linked art and morality indirectly by way of religion. 
But Cobbe understood art to be religious just when it copied the divine beauty of 
nature, not when it expressed overtly religious content, as Jameson thought. For 
Jameson, art beauty differed in kind from natural beauty: the latter was infinite, 
the former an inevitably finite expression of the religious beliefs of a particular 
civilization. Cobbe, instead, thought that at its best art could directly reproduce 
the beauty of nature. By connecting art to divine nature, rather than cultural and 
religious history, she steered art’s moral content even further away from any 
didactic imparting of messages. But the drawback was that her theory depended 
on a conception of nature which evolutionary theory made untenable. The prob-
lem of how to balance the aesthetic and moral aspects of artworks remained.

Women on Philosophy of Art: Britain 1770–1900. Alison Stone, Oxford University Press. © Alison Stone 2024. 
DOI: 10.1093/9780198918004.003.0007
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Emilia Dilke’s Journey from Art 

Philosophy to Art History

8.1  Introduction

By the time of her death in 1904, Emilia Dilke had risen to be Britain’s pre-
eminent authority on French art. She built up her reputation with The Renaissance 
of Art in France (1879b), Claude Lorrain (1884), Art in the Modern State (1888), 
and a four-volume book series on eighteenth-century French art (Dilke 1899, 
1900, 1901, 1902). Yet despite her once-high standing, Dilke was forgotten for 
nearly all of the twentieth century, in a pattern dismally familiar by now. She was 
misleadingly left out of histories of thinking about art in Britain, until recent 
scholars restored her to the historical record.1

Although Dilke’s work in art history has been rediscovered, another part of her 
oeuvre still awaits re-examination. Before she turned to art history, Dilke pro-
duced a substantial body of writing on philosophy of art. Spanning the mid-1860s 
to the early 1870s, it includes numerous short essays and reviews plus two major 
theoretical statements, ‘Art and Morality’ (1869) and ‘The Use of Looking at 
Pictures’ (1873b).2 This chapter examines Dilke’s account of art in these writings.

I will show that Dilke began in the 1860s as a historicist, believing that art-
works were inescapably the products and expressions of their social and histor
ical circumstances (Section 8.2). This historicist view led her to think that art had 
separated from morality and religion over time, making aesthetic moralism 
inappropriate in the modern world. She therefore came to defend aestheticism, 
above all in the long 1869 essay ‘Art and Morality’ (Section 8.3). Notably, this 
essay preceded the book normally taken as the founding statement of aestheti-
cism, Walter Pater’s 1873 Studies in the History of the Renaissance. The standard 
view is that Pater was the ‘foremost exponent of aestheticism’ in nineteenth-
century Britain (see, e.g., Johnson 1969: 3). But as we will see, Dilke had already 
argued for aestheticism more rigorously than Pater. This raises a question as to 
whether Pater was influenced by Dilke (which I consider in Section 8.3).

1  See Askwith (1969), Clarke (2005), Eisler (1981), Mansfield (1996, 1997, 1998, 2000), Israel 
(1999), Demoor (2000), Fraser ([2004] 2008, 2014, 2019), and Kanwit (2013).

2  Mansfield (1998) gives an excellent account of these articles, but she foregrounds Dilke’s authori-
tative persona within them more than their philosophical arguments.
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Even though historicism had led Dilke to aestheticism, once fully developed 
her aestheticist position turned out to conflict with aspects of her historicism 
(Section 8.4). She wavered between her aestheticist and historicist commitments 
in the early 1870s. Then she resolved the tension in ‘The Use of Looking at 
Pictures’ by distinguishing between the best artworks, which have aesthetic value 
and transcend history, and the majority of lesser artworks, which have only his
torical value as expressions of their periods (Section 8.5). Concluding that the 
right approach to most art was therefore historical and explanatory, Dilke now 
abandoned philosophy of art and turned instead to art history (Section 8.6).

What were Dilke’s relations to the other women philosophers of art we have 
looked at? This is something of an enigma. Of all these women, Dilke referred 
least often to any of the others. Her reticence concerning Anna Jameson, her cen-
tral precursor as a woman doing large-scale art theory, stands out. The reticence 
probably reflected Dilke’s desire to carve out a niche independent of Jameson, 
as  well as her substantial disagreement with Jameson about art (explored in 
Section 8.7). As regards Dilke’s broader reluctance to reference other women, it is 
worth noting that she only began to use a female signature herself once she was 
well established. Before this, she favoured anonymity or gender-neutrality, and so 
she minimized references to other women which might have exposed her gender.

Dilke used a changing array of names and signatures, as a brief review of her 
life and career can bring out. Born Emily Francis Strong, she was always called 
Francis, and grew up in Oxford in an artistically well-connected family, knowing 
John Ruskin and the Pre-Raphaelites (she rejected Holman Hunt’s marriage 
offer). With Ruskin’s encouragement she studied art from 1859–61 at the National 
Art Training School in London, before returning to Oxford to marry the much 
older humanist rector of Lincoln College, Mark Pattison. She thereby became 
Emily Francis Strong Pattison. The couple’s marriage was unhappy. It was widely 
seen as the model for Dorothea and Casaubon in Eliot’s Middlemarch (Mark 
Pattison wrote about the historical Casaubon and was notorious for struggling to 
complete his scholarly projects).3

Francis Pattison (as Dilke then was called) began publishing in the periodicals 
in the 1860s. According to her second husband, Charles Dilke: ‘The subjects 
upon which she wrote largely in her early days were in the main philosophical. . . . 
The dominant interest [in aesthetics] soon came to the front . . . in a series of 
reviews of German books developing theories of aesthetics’ (Dilke 1905: 28), and 
English and French books as well. These 1860s pieces appeared anonymously in 
the Saturday Review, from which she progressed to publish in the prestigious 
Westminster Review from 1869–73, again anonymously, and then from 1870 in The 
Academy, for which she became the art editor in 1873. In The Academy, she 

3  Eliot knew about Dilke’s marital woes as they were good friends and corresponded regularly (see 
Israel 1999: 299, n. 41).
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published as ‘E. F. S. Pattison’, retaining the ‘S’ for ‘Strong’ in opposition to coverture. 
By then she was also reviewing numerous art exhibitions, making the turn to art 
history that culminated in her 1879 book The Renaissance of Art in France, signed 
‘Mrs Mark Pattison’. Meanwhile, she had privately changed her first name to the 
more cosmopolitan and literary ‘Emilia’. After Mark Pattison died in 1884, she 
married Sir Charles Dilke in 1885, becoming Emilia Dilke—‘Dilke’, as I call her 
for simplicity. She then published her books on French art signed ‘Lady Dilke’.

By that point, Dilke had come to see artworks not merely as aesthetic creations 
but as material products, contributing to the economy, and shaped by political 
arrangements. This materialist standpoint convinced her of the importance of 
production and the political necessity for improved working conditions for all 
producers, particularly women (see Fraser 2014: ch. 4 and 2019). She became 
immersed in the movement to unionize women workers, assuming the Presidency 
of the Women’s Trade Union League from 1886–1904. We can now follow the 
journey that led Dilke to this materialist outlook.

8.2  Dilke’s Historicism

Dilke began writing for the Saturday Review in 1863. Although it was a conserva-
tive and acerbic journal—Frances Power Cobbe said that it ‘squirted its venom 
each week like a toad by the roadside’ (Mitchell 2004: 153)—its strict policy of 
anonymity offered Dilke a safe space to develop her ideas and criticize other art 
theorists.4 She used these critical reviews to work out her own approach to art 
which, at first, was positivist and historicist.

In ‘The Art-Idea’, Dilke reviewed James Jackson Jarves’s book The Art-Idea: 
Sculpture, Painting, and Architecture in America. Jarves, she complained, offered 
‘fine speculations’ and a ‘philosophy that wants but one thing—bottom’ (Dilke 
1864: 219). His theory had not faced ‘the test of facts’. Against speculation, she 
recommended the ‘far more reasoned system of Comte’, which derives theory 
from facts. As well as supporting empiricism and positivism Dilke was somewhat 
sceptical about theory and metaphysics. This would be a leading refrain in her 
work. It chimed with what Charles Dilke called ‘her invariable straightforward-
ness, often “brutality”, of intellect’ (C. Dilke 1905: 12)

Given her positivist sympathies, in 1865 she favourably reviewed the Philosophy 
of Art by the French theorist Hippolyte Taine, whose blend of positivism and his-
toricism influenced her considerably. For Taine, one understands an artwork by 
explaining it with reference to the artist’s whole oeuvre, in turn explained by his 
school, in turn explained by the ‘moral, social and . . . political condition of the 

4  The Saturday Review had an exceptionally strong corporate voice, which left its authors free to be 
quite vitriolic (see Craig and Antonia 2015: 67–86).
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world around’, a world in constant historical evolution (Dilke 1865: 520). Thus 
for Taine, artworks were ultimately products of the artist’s historical environ-
ment. To understand artworks, we must explain how external factors have pro-
duced and shaped them.

Dilke agreed that we have to explain artworks by tracing the causes acting on 
them and working out the natural laws of art’s evolution. ‘No work of art, then, 
is . . . isolated. The starting-point of a true philosophy must necessarily be that of 
the ensemble which surrounds the work, and of which it forms a part’ (520). She 
also enthused over Taine’s practical recommendations:

We find, in the principles here laid down, the clue to all true and healthy pro-
gress. Taking nature as the standard . . . in the depth and breadth of organic 
life—we shall no longer be subject to the complaint that art is dead, or remain 
enslaved to the . . . conventions of the past. (520)

More specifically, good art must draw inspiration from the present day, for ‘the 
art of an age is the presentation . . . of its reality’ (520). Art invariably reflects its 
age anyway, so artists should recognize and embrace this reality; rather than 
hearkening back to earlier eras, they should aim to channel and mirror the 
dynamics of the social world around them. Then the artist could depict individ
uals who embodied the vital tendencies of the time, raising these characters into 
representative archetypes.

In short, Dilke took from Taine the following views. Artworks must be 
explained by the causal factors shaping them. These causal factors come from the 
historically evolving social environment, which must be analysed empirically. 
Good art distils the trends of its time in exemplary types and, by pursuing this 
path, nineteenth-century art can become both modern and vital.

This belief in the importance of history led Dilke to distinguish moral from 
aesthetic value in her 1868 review of John Tyrwhitt’s Handbook of Pictorial Art. 
He proposed that modern art should be didactic and educate people by depicting 
real historical events. Dilke (1868a) objected that it only made sense for art to be 
instructive in past eras when most people were illiterate. Nowadays, art should be 
free to pursue properly aesthetic ends. Tyrwhitt’s strictures would impose:

an unnecessary and unreasonable tyranny. In the kingdom of art, imagination is 
not the handmaid, but the mistress, of the understanding; and work which is 
not done for its own sake, in which the chief place is claimed for the historical or 
the moral . . . in which the contents form the weightiest part, loses its aesthetic 
character, and cannot possess those poetic elements which fire the fancy and 
rouse the emotions. (262)

Didactic works might have been good art in the Middle Ages, but they could be 
so no longer, because didacticism was out of place in the modern world.
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These points led into Dilke’s 1868 piece ‘Religious Art in the Nineteenth 
Century’, which was not a review but an independent essay. Formerly, art and 
religion were ‘knit compactly in unity of organic life’ (1868b: 361). That unity was 
now lost: ‘Religious art is now severed from the world’s art’. Yet there was no way 
back: ‘One reason why most religious art in the nineteenth century has been a 
failure is that it does not belong to the century’.

Dilke proposed an alternative way for modern art to regain a serious and 
meaningful purpose. ‘Painters wrongly suppose that religious art means a per-
petual reproduction of Saints and Holy Families’—presumably a jibe at Jameson—
whereas ‘the subjects arising out of daily experience’ would be more suitable 
(361). Artists should take everyday modern individuals and raise them into types 
exemplifying the age. This would yield a new ‘ideal realism’: not mere naturalism, 
and not finding the supernatural in the natural, but finding the typical in the 
individual, and so giving daily realities profound meaning.

Dilke seemed to allude to Jameson, again, when she said: ‘There was a breadth, 
simplicity, picturesqueness . . . emotion, in early popular belief . . . When teachers 
spoke in parables, church walls were covered in ancient panoramas, for an artist 
can paint a parable, but not a creed’ (361). Yet Dilke was tacitly criticizing 
Jameson, first, for wrongly restricting religious art to art that depicted explicitly 
religious themes; second, because in any case art and religion had now parted 
ways irrevocably. We should not go back to religious art. A new, secular way for-
ward was needed, which Dilke found in her Tainian conception of ideal types.

In sum, Dilke opposed any subordination of art to education, religion, or 
morality, on the grounds that art had necessarily separated from these other vari-
ables over the course of history. Instead of looking backwards, artists should 
make art that was of its time and so pursued independent aesthetic goals. The 
motivation for Dilke’s aestheticism thus came from her historicist view that art 
had become independent from other aspects of social life in the modern era, and 
that art should reflect this fact and disclose the direction of secular modernity.

8.3  Dilke’s Aestheticism

Dilke’s next major piece was the anonymous 1869 article ‘Art and Morality’ in the 
Westminster Review. Ostensibly a review of two books by the French spiritualist-
cum-eclectic Victor Laprade, this 16,000-word piece made a sustained argument 
for aestheticism. Unfortunately, this important argument seems to have been uni-
versally missed, possibly because Dilke buried it under the guise of a review.

The argument is complex, and we may divide it into the following stages:
Critique of Laprade, moralism, and idealism (Dilke 1869: 149–160). Overtly 

situating herself in the British empiricist tradition, Dilke objects to Laprade’s 
demand that art should provide ‘moral instruction and moral advancement’ 
(184). Indeed, she remarks that there is too much art theorizing altogether, to the 
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detriment of our immediate sensory responses to art. Yet despite her ‘preference 
for artistic produce over artistic theory’, she has been forced to theorize in order 
to combat the undesirable moralist theories of Laprade and other idealists (149). 
These idealists distinguish ideal beauty from mere sensory reality by combining 
Plato, Descartes, and Thomas Reid (as the French eclectics did) to postulate an 
idea of moral beauty, perceived by God, of which physical beauty is merely the 
symbol. Dilke replies that if real beauty is ideal and grasped by reason and not 
the senses, then it is so far removed from ordinary sensory beauty that it is not 
properly called ‘beauty’ at all. These theorists have simply replaced (sensory) 
beauty with (ideal) morality.5

Sensualist account of beauty (160–168). Rejecting defective theories is easy, but 
it behoves us to put a better account in place. ‘If we have satisfied ourselves that it 
is idle to identify that which we call beauty with a real transcendental perfection 
cognizable by reason, this is the place to indicate . . . what we in fact mean by the 
word’ (160). She proposes ‘to explain the nature and growth of the sentiment of 
beauty on a basis of sensation’ (161). She subdivides sensations as follows:

	(1)	 Simple sensations are produced in the body by single colours, sounds, 
shapes, and so on. Some of these give us pleasure: certain colours, curved 
lines, musical notes. ‘That certain simple sensations . . . are attended by an 
organic pleasure, must be accepted as a primitive part of our nature’ (162). 
These simple pleasures are independent of any further associations and 
meanings we may attach to the qualities being sensed.

	(2)	 Compound or cognitive sense-impressions occur when one sensed quality 
recalls others we associate with it, as when a sound suggests a waterfall or 
a smell suggests a rose. This is ‘the stage when sensation acquires an intel-
lectual character’ (164). Some of these associations also produce pleasure, 
as when a smell evokes the idea of an attractive rose. These associative 
pleasures are distinct from simple pleasures (162).

The nucleus of beauty is in simple and compound sensations agreeable to sight 
and hearing. Sight and hearing are fundamental here, not the other senses, for 
several reasons. Sight and hearing are unexclusive: sounds and sights are avail
able to many people at the same time, whereas tastes and smells are more private. 
Sight and hearing are more intellectual: they are the most cognitive senses, the 
richest in associations. And they are sources of disinterested pleasure: we find 
certain sounds and sights pleasing irrespective of how useful they are to us. One 

5  Dilke does not say so explicitly, but this is clearly also a critique of Ruskin, because in Modern 
Painters Volume 2 he held that beauty, truth, and goodness were one, and that one was grasped theor
etically, not with mere ‘animal’ sense-perception (see Ruskin 1846: 11).
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can find the sight and sound of a raging torrent pleasing, despite knowing it is 
dangerous (165).

The pleasures produced by the other senses only become ‘artistic’ when they 
are joined to pleasurable sights and sounds. For example, viewing a painting of a 
country scene may produce simple visual pleasures (from its colours and shapes), 
associative visual pleasures (in the scene depicted), and by extension associative 
olfactory or gustatory pleasures (if one associates the scene depicted with pleas-
ing smells of fresh grass and tasty picnics). The pleasures of smell and taste can 
thus be made unexclusive, intellectual, and disinterested by being attached to 
pleasures of sight and sound. In that case, the former pleasures become artis-
tic (166).

Further qualities can become ‘ingredients of the Beautiful’ as well: harmony, 
utility, fitness (suitability of means to ends), power, and completeness (167). 
These qualities become beautiful when we contemplate them in real-life events in 
a disinterested way or when they are present in fictional events within literary 
works; or, again, when they are associatively suggested to us by the look of real-
life visible things or when they are present in depicted objects in pictures. So 
these qualities become aesthetic by being attached to other more basic sensory 
qualities and associations that are already aesthetic. Finally, novelty, variety, unity, 
and successful imitation are further components of beauty, and become so on the 
same, ultimately sensory, basis.

Dilke therefore traces the various ingredients of beauty back to a basis in the 
senses, along the following route:

	1.	 We naturally feel simple and associative pleasures in some qualities pre-
sented to our sight and hearing—these qualities are beautiful;

	2.	 When other pleasurable qualities (for example, smells) become attached to 
these pleasurable sensory and auditory qualities, they become ‘artistic’ or 
beautiful too;

	3.	 The above visual and auditory qualities are public, intellectual (rich in 
associations), and give disinterested pleasure;

	4.	 When real or artistically depicted events or objects share in those three 
qualities, they become beautiful as well.

Dilke is building on a long-standing British tradition in approaching beauty in 
associationist terms, but she claims to put a distinctive weight on simple, organic 
pleasures. Although associative pleasures become joined to simple pleasures, the 
latter are fundamental and comprise the nucleus of beauty, out of which its other 
constituents radiate. For Dilke it is by being joined to simple pleasures that asso-
ciative pleasures become beautiful (and the other qualities in turn). She differen-
tiates herself from Archibald Alison, for whom simple and pleasurable ideas only 
become beautiful when further associations are joined to them; this, Dilke says, 
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‘begins at the wrong end’ (162).6 More positively, Dilke acknowledges her prox-
imity to Alexander Bain. Like Dilke, he stresses that we take organic pleasure in 
certain simple qualities, to which further associations are superadded (Bain 1865 
211–112).

Dilke criticizes Thomas Reid on similar grounds to Alison. For Reid, material 
things are beautiful when they express admirable mental and intellectual qualities 
of the artist (Dilke 1869: 162–164). He too ‘begins at the wrong end’; to start at the 
right end is to treat sensory qualities as the basis of beauty, and build its other 
components up from there. Simple sense-impressions—of colours, tones, 
shapes—produce ‘a particular and homogeneous kind of pleasure in virtue of 
which, and not in virtue, as Reid would have it, of intellectual approval con-
sciously bestowed, the object causing it is called beautiful’ (164; and see Reid 
1973: 41–42).

We may wonder whether Dilke sees beauty as an objective property of certain 
phenomena (where our feelings of pleasure register the beauty in the object) or a 
relational property (where the object is beautiful in virtue of inducing certain 
pleasurable feelings in us). This is not entirely clear, since her concern is not with 
these clarifications but with the anti-moralist implications of her theory, to which 
she moves on immediately:

From an account of beauty such as the foregoing it is easy to deduce conse-
quences subversive of . . . all theories that would make moral improvement the 
end of fine art. If the differential character of fine art is its power to produce a 
certain kind of pleasure, it will be guilty of foregoing this character if it aims at 
producing something else. On the great principle of the separation of functions, 
let moral and intellectual agencies be applied to further the ends of virtue, artis-
tic agencies to further the ends of beauty. The relations of beauty to virtue are 
these: virtue is beautiful because it pleases; not, beauty pleases because it is 
virtuous. (Dilke 1869: 167)

Art’s progressive historical separation from religion and morality (168–175). The 
anti-moralist conclusion needs to be ‘fortified by a reference to the history of the 
fine arts, and to the part which the ethical or didactic element has actually played 
in them’ (168). Dilke concentrates on two eras: classical Greece and medieval 
Italy. Initially Greek crafts entirely served religion, both with temples and statues 
of the gods. But to make worship appealing, craftspeople began to follow artistic 
motives: exploring combinations of colours, adding decoration, deploying con-
trasts of light and shade. This properly artistic element was explored more and 

6  See Alison (1790: 413); Dilke partially quotes his emphatic statement ‘the beauty and sublim-
ity of the qualities of matter, arise from their being the signs or expressions of such 
qualities as are fitted by the constitution of our nature, to produce emotion.’
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more: ‘the artistic motive, the love of beauty for beauty’s sake’ (172). Art thereby 
became art properly speaking, as distinct from handicraft (168–169). For a time 
now art and religion cooperated. But eventually religion became subordinate, 
with artists only using religious subjects as pretexts.

Italian Christian art followed the same course. At first, painters and sculptors 
exalted the saints, angels, Christ, and Mary. But in time ‘the pleasure which such 
things are found to give becomes a motive of itself, and supplants the glory of God’ 
(174). Artists became interested in colour itself, in sensory details; religious and 
artistic motives now coexisted. But in time the artistic motives prevailed, and so, in 
the Renaissance, artists turned to secular subjects as well as religious ones, increas-
ingly reducing the religious subjects to mere pretexts for exploring sensory beauty.

Crucially, art’s separation from religion has been not mere change but progress:

We can trace a progressive evolution [in Italian art] entirely analogous to that 
traceable in the case of Greek art. . . . That which is depicted by mature art is not 
‘man as a moral being . . .’ so much as man as a physical being—man in posses-
sion of bodily perfection. . . . The progress of art, in short, consists in its passage 
from the representation of spirit to the representation of body. (175–177)

For its time, this statement is astonishing. The best art does not realize spirit or 
the ideal but allows the body and its sensory pleasures to escape the dominance 
of moral ideas.

This sensualist conclusion is informed by Dilke’s positivism. Herbert Spencer 
([1862] 1937), to whom she refers, maintained that everything undergoes evolu-
tion, defined as the ‘change from an incoherent homogeneity to coherent hetero-
geneity’ (325). For Dilke, as applied to art this means that over time art becomes 
heterogeneous from the religious and moral motives with which it used to be 
incoherently mixed. At first, we had only an incoherent mélange of religion and 
handicraft. Then, in the service of religion, artistic motives (sensory beauty) 
emerged. Then these motives become a force in their own right, then artistic 
motives reduced religion to a mere pretext, and, finally, art and religion 
separated—coherent heterogeneity.

Three aspects of Dilke’s argument are worth pointing out. First, she treats the 
artistic, the aesthetic, and the beautiful as coextensive. People begin to make art 
qua art when they begin to pursue the motive of beauty, and what is beautiful 
is  what gives ‘artistic’ pleasure (Dilke 1869: 167) or ‘aesthetic pleasure’ (181). 
‘Aesthetic’ means ‘artistic’ means ‘beautiful’.

Second, despite her stress on historical progress, Dilke’s accounts of both beauty 
and art have an ahistorical aspect. What we find beautiful depends purely on the 
senses and is specifiable independently of history. Art’s historical separation from 
religion is progressive, because previously art was mixed with religious motives that 
are intrinsically different from properly artistic ones (the production of sensory 
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beauty). The separation from religion has allowed art to become itself, to realize 
what was always its essential nature as art.

Third, although Dilke sets out to trace what part the ‘ethical or didactic ele-
ment’ played in art’s history, she actually focuses on religion. This is because the 
Victorians often assumed that religion and morality were coextensive. 
Consequently, Dilke takes it that in extricating itself from religion, art shakes off 
moral restrictions at the same time: ‘the moment of art’s culmination was pre-
cisely also the moment of its divorce from morality’ (178).

The anti-moralist case concluded (176–178). Dilke now ties in some further 
claims. Good artists are not necessarily good people, and great artistic epochs are 
not necessarily epochs of great public virtue. Ruskin says they are, ‘but inexorable 
history says No’ (177). Classical Greece and Renaissance Italy produced great art, 
but endless wars amongst the city-states and independent cities. Putting all this 
together, art and morals are ‘mutually independent’ (179):

We do not believe that art is in any way able, directly, either to make or to mar in 
the momentous work of moral instruction and moral advancement. Indirectly, 
she may perhaps contribute something, by filling men’s lives with innocent and 
refined enjoyment . . . Even thus much she cannot do until she is allowed to go 
her natural way in the unswerving search for beauty. (184)

Against decadence (179–184). Dilke preemptively defends herself against the 
charge of immoralism by stressing that she does not support decadence, which 
she associates with George Sand, Honoré de Balzac, and Gustave Flaubert and 
defines as the view that modern art should delve into selfishness, cruelty, lust, and 
vice. She concedes that some immoral subjects can be suitable for art if they are 
depicted in aesthetically pleasing ways (167–168). But there are limits to this. 
Crucially, these are aesthetic and not moral limits. ‘Extreme and exclusive bodily 
pains and pleasures’ naturally arouse our aversion and disgust (182). What is dis-
gusting always arouses displeasure, like clashing colours or dissonant chords, and 
as such it is ugly, the opposite of beauty (182–183). Indecency is therefore inad-
missible in art, on grounds of its necessary ugliness. We might see these restric-
tions on art’s proper scope as disappointing backpedalling from a consistently 
aestheticist position. Yet Dilke is attempting to condemn immoral art from a con-
sistently aestheticist standpoint, rather than condemning it morally.

Sadly, Dilke’s powerful defence of aestheticism has been utterly ignored in the 
extensive literature on the Aesthetic Movement, which makes at most passing ref-
erence to Dilke.7 Instead, scholars locate aestheticism’s central statement in Pater’s 

7  Livesey (2007: 54–5), for instance, refers only very briefly to Dilke’s political activism; while 
Bristow (2018), Johnson (1969), Maltz (2006), Schaffer (2000), and Schaffer and Psomiades (1999) 
don’t mention Dilke at all. A rare acknowledgement that Dilke’s writings were ‘formative of aestheti-
cism in the 1860s and 1870s’ comes from Cherry (1993: 72).
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Conclusion to Studies in the History of the Renaissance, published in 1873. Yet ‘Art 
and Morality’ came out in 1869, preceding Studies by four years. Having said that, 
Pater’s Conclusion to Studies drew on his 1868 review-essay of William Morris’s 
poetry. Here Pater (1868) extolled ‘art for art’s sake’ under that description (312). 
However, the phrase was already in use well before Pater: the Oxford English 
Dictionary dates its first usage to 1824. Its French forerunner, l’art pour l’art, was 
in use too, as we saw with Cobbe (1865: 320, 322)).8

So who influenced whom? I suspect that Dilke and Pater influenced one 
another: they knew each other well in 1860s Oxford. Dilke, then married to Mark 
Pattison whilst he was rector of Lincoln College, hosted a ‘salon at the Rector’s 
lodgings, to which gravitated most of the liberal and rationalist element of the 
University. Pater was often a guest’ (Evans 1970: xxxiv). Charles Dilke also noted 
her longstanding friendly relations with Pater (C.  Dilke 1905: 29–31). They 
remained friends even after Dilke unfavourably reviewed Pater’s Studies, making 
criticisms that led him to rename the book The Renaissance: Studies in Art 
and Poetry.9

Even though Dilke and Pater influenced one another, their statements of aes-
theticism were very different. His was intentionally impressionistic and subject
ive, unlike Dilke’s step-by-step case that art must pursue ‘the unswerving search 
for beauty’. This makes the different afterlives of Pater’s and Dilke’s statements 
especially revealing. Men can write subjectively, poetically, and allusively, but 
will still be heard as making theoretical claims. In contrast, however rigorously 
women make philosophical arguments, if they are heard at all it will probably 
only be once they are relocated in a literary register.

Across their stylistic differences, Pater and Dilke agreed that the Renaissance 
brought in a healthful liberation of the body and the senses from religious stric-
tures, a point of departure from another unmentioned interlocutor of Dilke’s: 
Jameson. Dilke described a key moment in the Italian Renaissance when pleasure 
in artistic creation became independent of religious motives:

The transition, the advance in the direction of naturalism . . . is . . . the consequence 
of such a change of motives. The names of Masaccio and Fra Filippo Lippi are 
two of the most prominent at this turning-point in artistic history . . . [but] the 
departure of such men as these from the antiquated types was at first distasteful 
to the Italian priests . . . (Dilke 1869: 174)

8  See ‘art, n.1.’ OED Online.
9  On the name-change, see Evans (1970: 27); and on Dilke and Pater, see Fraser (2016) and 

Østermark-Johansen (2015). The name-change shows that Pater took Dilke’s views seriously; he kept 
up with them, for example commenting that she was ‘writing well’ in her latest work (Pater to 
Edmund Gosse, 10 September 1877, in Evans 1970: 38–9).
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Compare Jameson (1845):

We now find, on the one side, a race of painters . . . without any other aspiration 
than the representation of beauty for its own sake. On the other hand . . . painters 
to whom the cultivation of art was a sacred vocation—the representation of 
beauty a means, not an end. . . . The two classes of painters [were] . . . the 
Naturalists and the Idealists . . . (vol. 1: 110–111)

Taking Fra Filippo to represent the naturalist current, Jameson continues:

In the representation of sacred incidents he was sometimes fantastic and some-
times vulgar; and he was the first who desecrated such subjects by introducing 
the portraits of women who happened to be the objects of his preference at the 
moment. (114)

For Jameson, Fra Filippo took a wrong turn, away from the truly religious 
approach which balances material details with spiritual meaning (111). He strayed 
towards undue attachment to sensory beauty in its own right. For Dilke, it was in 
this very turn to naturalism that Fra Filippo made a key advance.

Dilke reinterpreted the Renaissance in opposition to Jameson—and, for that 
matter, to Ruskin. As we saw in Chapter 6, for Jameson the Renaissance at its 
peak reconciled aesthetic and religious motives. For Ruskin, on the contrary, the 
high Renaissance deteriorated away from religion, and Jameson had misinter-
preted Raphael and others as balancing the aesthetic and the religious when they 
actually privileged the aesthetic and reduced religion to a mere pretext, and 
undesirably so. Dilke’s (and Pater’s) third alternative was that the Renaissance did 
indeed pursue sensory beauty in its own right (with Ruskin, pace Jameson), but 
that this was positive and progressive (pace Ruskin). The Renaissance became 
this battleground as it served as a barometer of attitudes to art and religion. The 
Renaissance either consummately balanced art and religion (Jameson), or fell 
away from religiosity (Ruskin), or set art healthfully free from religious fetters 
(Dilke, Pater).10

10  This is not the only reason why the Italian Renaissance was important to the Victorians. Earlier 
in the nineteenth century the Renaissance had been eulogized as the model for good art; conse-
quently, any changes in art theory and practice had to reappraise it. In addition, Hilary Fraser (1992) 
argues, the Renaissance stood as a part of the past that could be appropriated in the present (42), and 
it seemed to model the same sort of cultural rebirth through which the Victorians felt they were living 
(257). Thus, the Victorians felt they were the natural heirs of the Renaissance (a view explicitly taken 
by Elizabeth Eastlake; see Lochhead 1961: 115–16). Finally, women like Dilke and Vernon Lee were 
drawn to the Renaissance, Fraser (2014) argues, because this ‘foreign’ context allowed them to 
imagine alternative ways of living, beyond gendered restrictions (104, 135; see also Zorn’s discussion 
with regard to Lee, in Zorn 2003: 29–38).
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8.4  Aestheticism and Historicism in Tension

Initially, Dilke’s historicism motivated her to adopt aestheticism. But by the time 
of ‘Art and Morality’, her earlier historicist views were left largely behind. She no 
longer maintained that the best art distils its age and embodies the era’s historical 
tendencies in ideal types. She now rejected all appeal to ideal types and held that 
the best art simply pursues beauty, which depends on the artwork’s sensory 
qualities.

Dilke still endeavoured to combine aestheticism and historicism by claiming 
that art had undergone a progressive historical separation from other factors such 
as religion and morality. But this constituted progress because art was always 
intrinsically separate from such factors. Art’s purpose qua art is just to be beauti-
ful, so that art improved the more that intrinsic separateness was realized histor
ically. In contrast, Dilke’s earlier historicist view had been that art was never 
intrinsically separate from society or history but was only ever an expression of 
historical forces, where art was better the more overtly it channelled these forces. 
On that view, medieval religious art was good because it channelled the domin
ant religious ethos, and modern secular art was good because it expressed art’s 
modern separation from religion—because it reflected modern causal forces, not 
because it had escaped all extraneous influences. In ‘Art and Morality’, instead, 
Dilke maintained that art was better the more it extricated itself from all external 
factors to pursue beauty alone.

Yet Dilke was not yet ready to abandon historicism entirely. Its tension with her 
aestheticism broke out in a set of essays she now published on Ruskin, Pater, and 
Hermann Grimm. This began in September 1870 with a harsh review of Ruskin’s 
recent Lectures on Art (Ruskin 1870). Dilke’s review was in the newly established 
liberal periodical The Academy, which had a policy of signature, so that she pub-
lished here as ‘E. F. S. Pattison’. She held that although Ruskin was a perceptive 
observer of colour and line, his ‘moralizing zeal’ had led him into the ‘unsafe and 
dangerous ground’ of claiming that great art must either enforce religion, perfect 
our ethical state, or do us material service (Dilke 1870b: 305). She protested:

Art itself is neither religious, nor irreligious; moral, nor immoral; useful, nor use-
less; if she is interpreted in any one of these senses by the beholder, is she to bear 
the blame? Not one of these qualities are essential to fine art, and as to perfecting 
the ethical state, that by means of art comes to pass, not by ‘direction of purpose’, 
but by her constant presence indirectly refining our perceptions. (305)

Reiterating her arguments in ‘Art and Morality’, she insisted that there was no 
fixed correlation between good art and a just society. Refined art and social cor-
ruption could go together, as in sixteenth-century Paris. Nor did an artist have to 
be a morally sound character to have genius.
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In fairness, Ruskin was more equivocal about art and morality than Dilke 
makes out. Not only did his views change over time, but more generally he sought 
to unite and balance beauty and goodness (see Guyer 2014: esp. 195–214; Landow 
1971). For Dilke any such balancing act necessarily subordinated beauty to extra-
neous goals. Art beauty was intrinsically separate from morality and had to go its 
own way, otherwise it would necessarily be curtailed.

Dilke swiftly followed this criticism of Ruskin with another highly critical (and 
anonymous) review of Pater’s Studies in the Westminster Review.

The historical element is . . . wanting, and its absence makes the weak place 
of  the whole book . . . Instead of approaching his subject, whether in Art or 
Literature, by the true scientific method, through the life of the time of which 
it was an outcome, Mr Pater prefers in each instance to detach it wholly from 
its surroundings, to suspend it isolated before him, as if it were indeed a 
kind of air-plant independent of the ordinary sources of nourishment. (Dilke 
1873a: 639–640)

Consequently, Pater missed the meaning of the art-objects he studies. Dilke con-
ceded that he was sensitive to aesthetic qualities and nuances (like Ruskin), yet 
Pater’s studies were ‘not history, nor are they . . . to be relied on for accurate state-
ment of . . . matters of fact’ (640). Her objection to Pater thus came from a histori-
cist standpoint, on which we must study art by starting with observed facts 
regarding the artwork’s context and connecting these facts into the ensemble of 
conditions shaping the work. By treating artworks as causal outcomes of these 
wholes, we explain the works and thereby access their meanings. Causal explan
ation is needed for successful interpretation.

This was a sudden revival of Dilke’s earlier historicism and positivism. It con-
flicted with her view that the aesthetic qualities of artworks have a sensory basis 
and so can be appreciated independently of any historical explanations. It also 
conflicted with her critique of Ruskin, in which she insisted that art’s aesthetic 
qualities did not correlate with its social conditions. By implication, those qual
ities were independent of social conditions, precisely what Dilke now denied 
apropos of Pater. After all, if an artwork is the product of its time, then one would 
expect social and ethical conditions to correlate with the qualities of artworks.11 
Dilke later admitted as much: ‘All fertile movements . . . bear in their breasts the 
seed of renewed ethical impulse. The Renaissance is no exception; it had not only 
its artists, . . . it showed, like all great moments, the signs of spiritual life’ (Dilke 
1879b: 29). Her criticism of Pater was thus symptomatic of the underlying tension 
between her historicism and aestheticism.

11  As Kali Israel (1999) points out too (254).
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However, between her critiques of Ruskin and Pater, Dilke had developed the 
seeds of a resolution in an 1872 Academy review of an essay collection by the late 
German Romantic art historian Hermann Grimm (specifically his Zehn aus-
gewählte Essays zur Einführung in das Studium der modernen Kunst). As ever, 
Dilke (1872) used the review to present her own latest thinking. The aesthetic 
relation to an artwork, she stated, is to its form; the poetic or literary relation is to 
its content. Only the best artworks have a universal content: they ‘develop some 
simple strain of passion, eternal in human nature, which, as such, speaks straight 
to the heart of all time in spite of unaccustomed mode of manifestation’ (124). We 
can all relate to such works directly and immediately, responding to their univer-
sal human interest across differences of time and place. However, most works 
have only time-bound interest and appeal. A work of the latter kind

cannot have the full significance which attached to it in its own place and 
day. . . . It is impossible for us to thrill with the emotions which quickened the 
pulse of past life. . . . The crowning beauty of that which is handed down to us 
from the Past is fled. The surroundings are gone, the people are no more who 
girt about the master and his work—that work in which he shadowed forth his 
secret, which was one and the same as the secret of his people and his day. (124)

We must therefore mentally reconstruct the conditions surrounding these works 
to appreciate their significance. The meaning is not immediately accessible; dis-
interring it requires explanatory and historical work.

So where there is temporal or contextual distance between artwork and 
observer, and where the work is one of the large majority of lesser-quality art-
works, historical reconstruction is needed to fill in its content and understand it. 
This is not the case with the best works, which transcend their circumstances and 
embody content that has a universal appeal. Moreover, historical explanation is 
only ever needed to reconstruct content, not form. The properly aesthetic qual
ities of artworks are formal and can be directly apprehended with the senses, 
independently of history.

Here Dilke began to demarcate the historical and the aesthetic. Beauty, per-
ceived with our senses and bodies, stands essentially apart from the workings of 
history. Conversely, historical explanation is needed for the meaningful elements 
in artworks that are not aesthetic and are harder to get at.

8.5  The Uses of Pictures

Dilke (1873b) refines these distinctions in her last major philosophical essay on 
art, ‘The Use of Looking at Pictures’, another anonymous Westminster Review 
piece. ‘Matter-of-fact people sometimes ask what good is to be got by looking at 
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pictures’, she begins, assuming a similarly matter-of-fact tone herself (415). 
Looking at pictures has many uses, she replies, including moral, scientific, and 
practical ones. But the principal uses are aesthetic. Looking at pictures is good 
aesthetically, as it gratifies and educates our sensitivity to aesthetic qualities, prin-
cipally beauty. ‘The first thing, then, that a picture does for us is that it makes us 
see a certain good thing [beauty], which without it we should see either not at all, 
or less wisely and less well’ (415). Beauty—subdivided into that of human beings, 
landscapes, and animals—is more readily seen in stationary pictures than real 
life, where it may be hard to access, fleeting, defective or mixed up with other 
features. By helping us to see beauty, pictures train our senses and capacity to see 
beauty outside the gallery.

It is the beauty which a seeing eye can trace in beast, bird, flower, and thing, that 
a picture shows us, and shows us better than anything else can show us. To 
interpret therefore this beauty is the main end of the art of painting, and the 
right enjoyment of this beauty is the main end of the act of picture-seeing. Such 
enjoyment is not the main good of life, but it is the good which we go to a pic-
ture to get. We call it the aesthetic good as contrasted with the moral or scientific 
or utilitarian good to be got from things. (416)

‘Now, what do we mean when we talk of beauty?’ Dilke asks (416). It is a com-
posite quality, and its components are:

	(1)	 visible qualities of brightness and harmony of colour;
	(2)	 gracefulness of form (constituted by economy of means to end);
	(3)	 symmetry of parts;
	(4)	 marks of health, goodness, and intelligence.

‘It will be clear from this that the conception of beauty is . . . of singular complex-
ity, and that in the use of the term there is great danger of equivocation.’ To dis-
ambiguate it, Dilke claims that landscapes can only ever be beautiful in respect 
(1); animals in (1), (2), and (3); and human beings in all four respects. A human 
form that has all four components is perfectly beautiful, crossing over the ‘line of 
ideal beauty’ (417). A human form that satisfies only most of (1) to (4) merely 
passes the ‘mean line of beauty’. People whose beauty crosses at least the mean 
line will look pleasing to everyone: not only to some people, depending on con-
tingent associations and personal feelings, but universally. They ‘satisfy the aes-
thetic sense of mankind’.

As before, then, Dilke thinks that humanity has a natural propensity to take 
pleasure in certain qualities, those enumerated under (1) to (4). Her account of 
beauty is more clearly objectivist than before. When objects exhibit enough of 
qualities (1) to (4), they have the property of beauty, and they please us because 
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we have an ‘aesthetic sense’, a natural responsiveness to the qualities that make 
for beauty.

Pictures’ primary use is to present us with beauty, but things depicted can only 
pass the mean line of beauty if they are in repose, exhibiting ‘a certain statuesque 
immobility’ (417). This is because pictures should present beauty more clearly 
than in real life, isolated from contingent fluctuations. Thus, to be beautiful, pic-
tures must also be picturesque, defined by statuesque immobility. The picturesque 
is aesthetically pleasing in itself (417–418). So a second aesthetic purpose of 
pictures is to present us with, and gratify our sense for, the picturesque.

However, Dilke admits, many modern painters, especially the Dutch, depict 
people who fall short of the mean line of beauty or, as in Michelangelo’s Last 
Judgment, portray dramatic, agitated scenes that fall short of being picturesque. 
‘We thus arrive at the large class of pictures which violate one or both of the aes-
thetic canons proposed, and we ask what good can be got by looking at them?’ 
(418). They may instead present us with interesting scenes and people, characters 
influenced by strong and conflicting motives. Such pictures have ‘poetical value’: 
they reveal the human interest in subjects who are not beautiful and may even be 
ugly, arousing our sympathy for these individuals. The poetic, for Dilke, is only 
partly aesthetic. On the one hand, pictures that are merely poetic and not also 
beautiful or picturesque ‘violate the aesthetic canons’. On the other hand, they 
show us ‘the soul of beauty that may exist in things ugly’. All told, a work that has 
(only) poetic value has a degree of aesthetic value but less than one that is beauti-
ful and/or picturesque (419).

Yet most poetically interesting pictures have interest only for people who 
belong the same time-period as the pictures. For example, devotional pictures of 
saints held great poetic (sympathetic) interest for people in a religious age but 
hold little live interest today. This leads Dilke to draw a further distinction. The 
greatest poetic pictures have universal interest, depicting individuals who appeal 
to everyone’s sympathies at all times. But most poetic pictures fall short of this 
and so lose their poetic interest over time. They retain a different use: the psycho-
logical and historical value of showing us how people in other times and places 
thought and felt. This is ‘indirect’ rather than direct poetic value. In short, as 
times change, most poetic artworks migrate from having direct poetic use to hav-
ing merely historical use. ‘Hence the historical value of a work of art is in some 
sort a value for all time and almost all minds, while its poetical value varies 
directly with its absolute or relative distance from the age which contemplates 
it’ (419).

Is historical value a grade of aesthetic value? On the one hand, Dilke equates it 
with indirect poetic value, where poetic value is a (diminished) grade of aesthetic 
value, which suggests that historical value is a still more diminished grade of aes-
thetic value. On the other hand, Dilke says, over time the poetic value of most 
works becomes increasingly indirect until it evaporates altogether. Historical 

Stone_9780198917977_8.indd   189 6/3/2024   2:34:28 PM

C8P88

C8P89

C8P90

C8P91



OUP UNCORRECTED AUTOPAGE PROOFS – REVISES, 03/06/24, SPi

Dictionary: 

190  Women on Philosophy of Art

value, then, is such a low grade of aesthetic value that it marks the line where the 
value ceases to be aesthetic at all.

Having outlined these central ‘uses’ of pictures—(1) to be beautiful, (2) to be 
picturesque, (3) to hold (universal or direct) poetic interest, and (4) to have 
historical interest—Dilke canvasses some subordinate uses: (5) illustrative, (6) comic, 
(7) didactic or utilitarian (for example, scientific or commercial illustrations), 
and finally (8) mere displays of technical skill, which are worthless. Aside from 
(8), then, every picture ‘ought to offer us one of these things’ (419).

Dilke has thus categorized the different ‘uses’—valuable qualities and effects— 
of pictures and by extension artworks generally. Her argument has several inter-
esting and important features.

She remains an aestheticist: didactic works come low in her scale of value 
and  the best works are those whose value is most aesthetic. She also remains 
an  empiricist: beauty is a compound quality, composed from several sensory 
sources. But is Dilke still a historicist? In the 1860s she thought that the ideal art-
work channels its time. Now, she thinks that the ideal artwork transcends its time, 
by possessing either aesthetic qualities that please universally or universal human 
interest. The more an artwork’s value is aesthetic, the more it stands apart from 
history. Conversely, the more historically bound it is, the more its value falls short 
of being aesthetic.

Yet Dilke remains a historicist in other respects. She believes that all artworks 
are products of their historical locations, so that even works that fall short aes-
thetically retain historical interest. Historicity is, she says, a constant (419). 
Moreover, most artworks have merely historical value, and these works must be 
located and explained historically so that we can sympathetically understand the 
thoughts and feelings they express. Historical explanation is the right approach 
for most artworks, and explaining artworks historically means looking empiric
ally at their social, political, cultural, and geographical surroundings and tracing 
how these causal factors shaped the artworks.

Thus, Dilke has found a way to combine aestheticism and historicism—by 
bifurcating them. The artworks with most aesthetic value transcend history and 
do so just in respect of their aesthetic value: beauty, picturesqueness, universal 
poetic interest, or all of these. Conversely, the artworks that require historical 
explanation have lesser or no aesthetic value. Their value instead resides in their 
historical interest, which is why they must be explained and understood 
historically.

This makes sense of Dilke’s (1883) later statement when reviewing the Royal 
Academy exhibition of 1883:

The march of science and democracy will force us to see things other than we 
did, as surely as the Christian ethos transmuted pagan art. . . . The social changes 
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which are the effect of moral change are only effected by a lengthy process; and 
the full expression of these changes in . . . art is necessarily preceded by . . . a strug-
gle, out of which must eventually issue, not new canons of art—for the canons of 
art . . . are immutable . . . but new modes in their application. (373–374)

Thus: our whole mode of understanding and making art must necessarily change 
along with social changes (historicism), yet the canons of good art are immutable 
(because beauty is based in the senses). Again, what is properly aesthetic tran-
scends history, although historical change completely explains the vast majority 
of artworks in any period.

In disentangling the aesthetic and historical ‘uses’ or values of artworks, Dilke 
has gone some way to distinguishing the artistic from the aesthetic. In her new 
scheme, art has several kinds of value, only some of them aesthetic.12 Moral value 
is one of the other kinds of value that artworks can have, although Dilke deems 
moral value a low grade of artistic value. This low ranking shows that she has not 
entirely separated the artistic from the aesthetic. For she ranks the aesthetic val-
ues of art most highly: the most valuable quality an artwork can have is beauty, 
followed by picturesqueness, then poetic interest, historical interest, and so on. 
These higher-value qualities are aesthetic to diminishing degrees, with historical 
value marking the point where the value passes out of being aesthetic. Dilke 
thinks that an artwork is better the more its value is aesthetic because she con
tinues to connect the concepts artistic and aesthetic, such that an artwork is better 
as art the greater its aesthetic value.

Something similar goes for the concepts of the aesthetic and the beautiful. 
Dilke has begun to pull them apart, insofar as she now recognizes that there are 
several kinds of artistic and aesthetic value, of which beauty is only one. Yet she 
still ranks the beautiful as the highest grade of aesthetic value, since it is the value 
that is most properly aesthetic.

Still, in starting to distinguish art, the aesthetic, and the beautiful, Dilke’s essay 
marks a major step forward in conceptual clarification. The earlier assimilation of 
these three concepts had led to difficulties, as we saw regarding Cobbe in Chapter 7. 
Cobbe equated art, the aesthetic, and the beautiful, which forced her to classify 
even aesthetic experience of nature as ‘tertiary art’. By distinguishing art value 
from aesthetic value and aesthetic value from beauty, Dilke starts to prise open 
the space for nature to be recognized as having aesthetic value, for art to be recog-
nized as having other values besides aesthetic ones, and for other aesthetic qual
ities to be recognized besides beauty.

12  For a similar contemporary view that artworks have several kinds of value, of which the aesthetic 
is only one, see Stecker (2019: ch. 3).
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8.6  History and Aesthetics Part Company

Having divided aesthetic value from history, Dilke gravitated to the historical side 
and concentrated on art-historical studies. According to Charles Dilke, she was 
following Mark Pattison’s advice to become a historical specialist, against her own 
aspirations to do large-scale philosophy of art (C. Dilke 1905 41). In a letter to 
her  niece, Emilia portrayed matters differently: ‘What I did was to stick to the 
Renaissance/France/and art generally, but I made myself acquainted with phil
osophy as far as bearing on my “subject”.’ ‘Some day I will show you my list of 
articles and work and explain how it all developed’, she added (ED to Gertrude 
Tuckwell, n.d., in Dilke 1868–92: 87). She thus conveyed that her art-historical 
turn was driven not by her former husband’s dictates but her own theoretical 
commitments. She first clarified how philosophy bore on art, and so what her 
philosophy of art was. Her conclusions led her to move sideways to concentrate 
on the art of Renaissance France.

Indeed, in part, this move was driven by her anti-theoretical commitments. 
Scepticism about theory was an abiding refrain in Dilke’s thought. She repeatedly 
complained that speculation and excessive systematization compromised our 
ability to observe facts and to appreciate artworks’ sensory qualities (see, e.g., 
Dilke 1869: 149). She spelt out her hostility to metaphysics most fully in another 
letter to her niece:

I know infinitesimally little of metaphysics and am quite sure I’ll not correctly 
give a definition of the ‘absolute’ (could you?) and even then it might take some 
months to arrive at a definition of ‘existence’. . . . [Of ] metaphysical truths . . . I 
only know enough to know that they cannot be laid hold of as you lay hold of a 
walnut and cracked by mere native force. (ED to Tuckwell, 27 February 1882, in 
Dilke 1868–92: 61)

For Dilke, even trying to define ‘the absolute’, so that we all know what we are 
talking about, is hopeless and the whole enterprise is beyond our powers. But 
fortunately, we do not need metaphysical theory to appreciate the beautiful, since 
it is built from sensory qualities to which we are organically responsive. Our 
powers of response are best cultivated by looking at pictures, not reading treatises. 
Nor do we need theory to appreciate the timeless human interest in great works, 
for this speaks universally to our human sympathies. The more aesthetic value an 
artwork has, the less we need theory to appreciate it.

Accordingly, Dilke saw no need to write books on artworks qua aesthetic 
objects. On the other hand, with the majority of artworks which possess only 
historical interest, research and explanation were needed. In their case, theory 
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was useful, for these works lack beauty or universal poetic appeal, and we could 
miss their significance without knowledge of their historical context. Dilke said 
as much to open and motivate her Renaissance of Art in France, the book that 
crystallized her abandonment of aesthetics for art history:

The art of the French Renaissance depends for its charm on . . . the . . . motive by 
which it is animated. It is . . . the expression . . . of a period when the life of the few 
had become exceedingly rich and complex. It cannot, therefore, be appreciated 
by a wide public, and requires perhaps more than the art of any other time a 
knowledge of the conditions under which it was produced in order to arrive at 
an appreciation of its excellence. Art is the speech of the people only in its most 
abstract forms. When it presents, for example, a type of physical beauty 
unaffected by any moral agent—as in the Antinous—or when it renders a phys
ical ideal in which is embodied a conception of moral beauty—as in the Niobe, 
or the Sistine Madonna . . . art is universally intelligible. It is a tongue which 
knows no accent. . . . The work of the French Renaissance scarcely, however, 
affords any instance of this . . . but it is, on the other hand, rich in local colour, 
and contains . . . an abundant source of interest for those who read it in the signs 
of the time at which it was produced. (Dilke 1879b: 1–2)

Where art realizes sensory qualities of beauty or presents universal human inter-
est, it transcends history, and everyone can relate to this kind of art immediately. 
But most art does not achieve this and remains historically bound, as with French 
Renaissance art. To appreciate such art, we need historical knowledge.

To shed genuine light, this historical knowledge must be of a certain kind. It 
must be empirical knowledge about the ‘conditions under which it [i.e., an art-
work] was produced’. The correct explanatory route is from facts to meanings. 
The reason why this is the right approach flows out of Dilke’s distinction between 
poetic and historical value. Artworks have poetic value either when they come 
from the same era as the viewer or interpreter and so elicit their immediate sym-
pathies, or when the artworks have universal, timeless interest. Poetic value calls 
for poetic interpretation, a sympathetic reading of the spirit of a work, which is 
possible because the reader shares that spirit. This cannot apply to artworks that 
have only historical value, for the reader no longer shares their spirit. The form of 
life that shaped these artworks has disappeared, and so poetic interpretation can-
not work here. In its place we need objective explanation: a detailed, patient, 
documentary accounting of causal forces and sources.

This turn away from ‘poetic’ interpretation was, I believe, another of Dilke’s 
departures from Jameson, so let me reflect on Dilke’s differences from Jameson as 
a whole.
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8.7  Dilke versus Jameson

Dilke complained that Pater’s interpretations hung free of nourishment like an 
air-plant, but when it comes to female interlocutors one might turn the same 
charge against Dilke. References to women’s writings on art were sparse in Dilke’s 
publications and even her private correspondence.13 The only reference I have 
found her make to Jameson is in Dilke’s critical review of a three-volume book by 
François-Anatole Gruyer on the iconography of the Virgin Mary. Compared to 
Gruyer’s previous work, Dilke (1870a) says, ‘This is a more important and ambi-
tious work, that may in some sense rank . . . (since its character is sentimental and 
not scientific) beside Mrs Jameson’s “History of Our Lord” ’ (636). Though brief, 
the comment is telling. Dilke knew Jameson’s Sacred Art book series—it would 
have been a rather glaring gap in knowledge if she had not. Dilke respected 
Jameson’s importance and ambition, but she found Jameson’s approach senti-
mental and not scientific.

Given that Dilke inevitably knew Jameson’s later work, we may justifiably read 
Dilke’s silence about Jameson as reflecting her rejection of Jameson’s theory of 
art. Dilke probably avoided stating this explicitly because she respected Jameson 
and, knowing Jameson’s authority in many quarters, judged it wisest not to chal-
lenge her directly. We can see that her rejection of Jameson had the following 
strands.

Explanation versus interpretation. Dilke and Jameson shared a commitment to 
meticulous research. But for Jameson facts should always facilitate sympathetic 
interpretation, whereas for Dilke facts enabled us to explain the artworks that our 
sympathies could not reach. For such works science, not sympathy or ‘sentiment’, 
was needed.

The Renaissance. Dilke and Jameson agreed that it was a great period for art, 
but for Jameson it excelled by combining art and religion, for Dilke by separat-
ing them.

Art and religion. For Dilke, art’s separation from religion was historically inev
itable, positive, and progressive. The religious art of the past could not remain 
spiritually alive for people today. Jameson instead interpreted that art poetically, 
and she believed that a poetic interpretation was possible because our spirit today 
remained connected to that of the Christian past. The wider circle of modern 
spirit encompassed the narrower spirit of earlier times. Dilke considered this mis-
taken. The past artworks that survived and appealed, like the Niobe and the 
Sistine Madonna, lived on due to their universal human content and not their 
religiosity, whereas the truly religious artworks of the past were dead to us.

13  For instance, she never referred to Cobbe, although Charles Dilke knew and admired Cobbe’s 
work and corresponded with her in 1874 (see Mitchell 2004: 226–7), so that Emilia would have 
known of Cobbe.
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Anyone who knows Jameson’s (1846) essay ‘The House of Titian’ may wonder 
here about her claim:

Those who would resuscitate the forms of art of the past ages, might as well 
think to make Attic Greek once more the language of our herb-women . . . and as 
it has been with the classical languages, so it is with the arts of the middle ages; 
they live and are immortal—but for all present purposes they are dead. (29–30)

Jameson added the cryptic observation: ‘Piety in art—poetry in art—Puseyism in 
art—let us be careful how we confound them.’ Doesn’t this mean that Jameson 
agrees with Dilke?

I think not, because I understand Jameson’s claims as follows. Protestants 
could not go back to Catholic belief and should not try to; the belief is dead (con-
trary to Puseyism, i.e., the Catholic revival). But Protestants could still relate to 
the poetry (meaning) of Catholic art and do so with piety, i.e., sympathy with the 
common core of Christianity that remained alive and immortal. Thus, Jameson’s 
claims tied in with her belief in the viability of a poetic interpretation of earlier 
religious art. Dilke, in contrast, denied that this was viable.

French versus Italian Renaissance. From the 1870s onwards Dilke increasingly 
focused on French art, especially that of the Renaissance. Jameson had focused 
on the Italian Renaissance. By turning to France, Dilke claimed a field free from 
Jameson’s shadow and one that had suitably different connotations. Jameson had 
affiliated herself with the heartland of the Catholic church, whereas Dilke aligned 
herself with the land of the Enlightenment and French Revolution.

Different historicisms. Both Dilke and Jameson were historicists, but Dilke 
was  a materialist historicist whereas Jameson was an idealist. For Jameson, art 
expressed the ideas of an epoch of civilization. For Dilke, art was the product of 
material developments, political institutions and policies, and social changes.

In sum, Dilke’s approach to art history, unlike Jameson’s, centred on France, 
eschewed moral judgements on art, and was causal-explanatory, materialist, and 
secular.14

Once she had fully worked out this approach, Dilke’s transition from philoso
phy to art history was complete. She made that transition on philosophical 
grounds, so that ironically her philosophical standpoint led her to abandon phil
osophy in favour of art history. Her journey away from philosophy towards 
empirical science is interesting both in respect of her reasoning for it, and as part 
of a wider later nineteenth-century intellectual movement away from idealism 
towards materialism and empiricism. In Germany, there was a widespread 
migration of later-century philosophers away from idealism towards scientific 

14  As Kali Israel has pointed out, this secular orientation is reflected in Dilke’s attention to ‘minor’ 
arts: furniture, coins, tapestries, miniatures, porcelain, etc. (personal communication).
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naturalism and materialism, which was paralleled within Britain in the growing 
popularity of evolutionary accounts of all kinds of phenomena.15 The migration 
took place, most famously, in the thought of Karl Marx, when he claimed to aban-
don philosophy in favour of a materialist, empiricist, and causal-explanatory 
approach to history. Elizabeth Mansfield (2000) has therefore stated that Dilke 
was influenced by Marx: ‘Dilke’s familiarity with Marx’s writings is certain’ (139). 
I am not so sure. As Mansfield admits, ‘None of her papers or correspondence 
include direct references to his work’, and his most relevant work, The German 
Ideology, where he and Engels announced that they were renouncing philosophy 
for historical materialism, was not published until 1932. Moreover, Dilke had her 
own reasons for side-stepping from philosophy to art history. We need not see 
her development as having been powered by a male influence. Rather, Dilke was 
an independent contributor to the broader later-nineteenth-century theoretical 
migration towards scientific materialism.

Dilke may have left the philosophy of art behind, but we need not follow her. 
I hope I have shown that her account of art is still of interest in its own right. Like 
the other women discussed in this book, Dilke deserves a place in our narrative 
about the history of philosophical thinking on art.

Women on Philosophy of Art: Britain 1770–1900. Alison Stone, Oxford University Press. © Alison Stone 2024. 
DOI: 10.1093/9780198918004.003.0008

15  In later-nineteenth-century Britain, Kantian and Hegelian idealism also gained in popularity, in 
the British idealism of Thomas Hill Green and others. But this was against a background where the 
evolutionary naturalism of figures like Thomas Henry Huxley and Herbert Spencer was becoming 
ever more mainstream and dominant.
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Vernon Lee, Art-Philosophy, 

and True Aestheticism

9.1  Introduction

Vernon Lee authored fifty books, and many more journal articles, over a long 
career that lasted from the 1870s right into the 1930s.1 Her vast, experimental body 
of work ranged from fiction to non-fiction, from abstract theory to more personal 
life and travel writing, from art criticism to cultural studies, from the playful and 
exploratory to the earnest and apocalyptic.2 She wrote on many topics besides art: 
ethics, animal welfare, social and political philosophy, intelligence, war and inter-
national affairs, religion and secularism, amongst others. But art was her central 
interest and the subject of at least fourteen of her non-fiction books.

Lee’s work quickly met with a wide and largely favourable reception, so that by 
1891 the Athenaeum judged that Oscar Wilde had just become the third most sig-
nificant writer on art after John Ruskin and Vernon Lee:

In speaking of writers about art Mr. Ruskin must, of course, be left in the place 
which he incontestably occupies by himself. But speaking of lesser people, after 
‘Vernon Lee’ hardly anyone has a better claim than Mr. Wilde to be named as a 
contributor of something fresh . . . (Anonymous 1891: 731)

Thus the reviewer ranked Lee beneath Ruskin, but above everyone else including 
Wilde—and, presumably, Walter Pater.

Twentieth-century philosophers, in contrast, have almost wholly ignored Lee’s 
work. Her name is barely even known to contemporary aestheticians.3 Her liter-
ary writings, particularly her supernatural fiction, have received analysis and 
interpretation. But fiction and theory were not watertight categories for Lee, 
whose writing often interwove the literary and the philosophical. She claimed to 
be doing ‘a sort of art-philosophy’ (1881: 9)—at once a philosophy of art and an 
artistic kind of philosophy. Lee’s somewhat disingenuous label conveys that she 

1  Simply cataloguing Lee’s work is a challenge, but see Mannocchi (1983) and https://thesibylblog.
com/bibliography.

2  The last is a feature of her anti-war writings. Lee bravely and publicly opposed the First World 
War (see Gagel 2019 and Kandola 2010: 69–79).

3  Exceptions are Blackburn-Daniels (2023), Garza (2009), Guyer (2014: 426–37), and Small (1977).
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wrote in the same spirit as the other women we’ve looked at. She produced philo-
sophical criticism of the arts, informed by extensive engagement with specific 
art-works, and blending into her own artistic production.

A glance at Lee’s journal publications just from the mid-1870s to mid-1880s 
clarifies this: see Table 9.1.

Table 9.1  Lee’s British periodical contributions, 1775–85 (includes essays, review-
essays, dialogues, travel writing, semi-fictions)

Year Titles and journals

1877 ‘Contemporary Italian Poets’, Quarterly Review
‘Musical Expression and the Composers of the Eighteenth Century’, New 
Quarterly
‘Tuscan Peasant Plays’, Fraser’s Magazine

1878 ‘Orpheus and Eurydice’, Cornhill
‘Taine’s Philosophy of Art’, British Quarterly Review
‘The Academy of the Arcadi’ parts 1–3, ‘Studies of Italian Musical Life in the 
Eighteenth Century’, parts 1–3, ‘Hoffmann’s Kreisler: The First of Musical 
Romanticists’, Fraser’s Magazine

1879 ‘Metastasio and the Opera of the Eighteenth Century’, parts 1–3, Fraser’s 
Magazine
‘The Anomaly of the Renaissance’, ‘Artistic Dualism of the Renaissance’, 
Contemporary Review

1880 ‘Comparative Aesthetics’, Contemporary Review
‘Faustus and Helena’, Cornhill
‘The Art of Singing, Past and Present’, British Quarterly Review

1881 ‘A Dialogue on Poetic Morality’, Contemporary Review
‘Cherubino: A Psychological Art Fantasy’, Cornhill
‘Culture-Ghost’, ‘In Umbria: A Study of Artistic Personality’, Fraser’s Magazine

1882 ‘Apollo the Fiddler’, Fraser’s Magazine
‘Art Notes from Italy’, ‘A History of the Papacy during the Period of the 
Reformation’, Athenaeum
‘Botticelli at the Villa Lemmi’, Cornhill
‘Mozart: A Study of Artistic Nationality’, Blackwood’s Magazine
‘The Influence of the Italian Renaissance on the Elizabethan Stage’, British 
Quarterly Review
‘Vivisection’, ‘Impersonality and Evolution in Music’, Contemporary Review

1883 ‘Metastasio’s Letters’, ‘The Little Schoolmaster Mark’, ‘Italian Fiction’, Academy
‘Niccolo Machiavelli e i suoi tempi’, Athenaeum
‘Portrait Art of the Renaissance’, Cornhill
‘The Responsibilities of Unbelief ’, Contemporary Review
‘The Transformations of Chivalric Poetry’, National Review
‘Youth of Raphael’, Art-Journal
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Aside from revealing Lee’s tremendous productivity, Table 9.1 illuminates the 
character of her art-philosophy. She was not building up a comprehensive aes-
thetic system. Instead, she wrote essays on the arts in the full sense of ‘essays’: 
attempts, forays, explorations, provocations. As she explained herself (1881): 
‘While dreading beyond all things to cramp my still growing, and therefore 
altering, ideas in the limits of a system, I . . . have evolved for myself . . . an art-
philosophy entirely unabstract, unsystematic, essentially personal’ (9). She would 
broach a theme in one essay, then explore it again under a slight variation in 
another essay, and so on repeatedly, until successive variations added up to sub-
stantive changes of position over time. British periodical culture was ideal for 
such writing and made it possible.4 Lee’s titles show her moving freely between 
criticism of specific artists (Mozart, Shakespeare, Hoffmann) and general philo-
sophical reflection (on comparative aesthetics, art and morality, the novel, the 
ideal). She moved with equal fluidity between reflection on the arts and writing 
that was artistic, partially so in the case of her many dialogues, or more com-
pletely in fictional writings like ‘Culture-Ghost’. Reflecting the specificities of 
Victorian periodical culture, Lee signed almost all these essays, like her subse-
quent work, with her pseudonym, with a very few exceptions that were either 
anonymous or signed ‘V. Paget’.

Table 9.1 also makes apparent the challenge of making sense of Lee’s vast 
oeuvre. Its scale means that no single chapter can possibly offer a synoptic view. 
Instead, I will model a possible way of approaching Lee philosophically, by con-
centrating on her thought about aestheticism. This is one of the areas of her 
thought that has already received most attention. However, interpreters have 
mainly looked either at her engagement with aestheticism as an artistic and 

4  On how deeply Lee belonged to Victorian periodical culture, despite living in Italy, see Hughes 
(2022b).

1884 ‘Lombard Colour Studies’, Art-Journal
‘North Tuscan Notes’, Magazine of Art
‘Shakespeare’s Predecessors in the English Drama’, ‘Human 
Intercourse’, Academy
‘The Outdoor Poetry of the Middle Ages and the Renaissance’, 
Contemporary Review

1885 ‘A Dialogue on Novels’, Contemporary Review
‘The Value of the Ideal’, National Review
‘The Wish to Believe’, Academy

Note: This list is not necessarily exhaustive; it is informed by Mannocchi (1983), supplemented by 
Demoor (2000). Linda Hughes (2022b) helpfully explains which books these periodical essays 
subsequently went into (Appendix).
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cultural movement, or at her fictional treatments of aestheticism, such as her cri-
tique of decadence in the 1884 novel Miss Brown (Lee 1884). There has been less 
scrutiny of her philosophical engagement with the idea of art for art’s sake.5

Some might interject here that aestheticism should not be reduced to art’s for 
art’s sake. Diana Maltz (2006) argues that aestheticism always contained compet-
ing ‘missionary’ and ‘decadent’ strands, with the missionary strand being more 
socially engaged (20–25). Ruth Livesey (2007), though, argues that ‘art for art’s 
sake’ remained the core of aestheticism, even though it was contested and taken 
in more socialist directions (14). Livesey’s view helps us to keep a clear handle on 
what counts as aestheticism. One can transform and qualify and socialize aes-
theticism, but the further one goes in these directions, the more questions will 
arise about whether one remains an aestheticist at all.

Such questions arise with respect to Lee, as we will see when we trace her 
engagement with aestheticism over fifteen years from 1881 to 1896. This carries us 
from her strongest statement of ‘art for beauty’s sake’ (Lee 1881: 250), through 
successive qualifications over the 1880s, up to her advocacy of ‘art for life’s sake’ in 
‘Art and Life’ of 1896. She continued to explore ‘art for life’s sake’ in, amongst 
others, ‘Art and Usefulness’ (Lee 1901a, 1901b) and Laurus Nobilis: Chapters on 
Art and Life (1909), but I stop the clock in 1896. This makes the discussion man
ageable and makes intellectual sense because 1897 signalled a transition in Lee’s 
work, when she published the major essay ‘Beauty and Ugliness’ with Clementina 
Anstruther-Thomson. That essay distilled a new direction towards which Lee’s 
thought had been building ever since she met Anstruther-Thomson in 1887 and 
they began studying our physiological and psychological responses to artworks. 
In ‘Beauty and Ugliness’, they drew on William James’ view that bodily changes, 
in which we react to stimuli by (for instance) crying, trembling, or lashing out at 
someone, are felt as emotions of sadness, fear, and anger. ‘The bodily changes fol-
low directly the perception of the exciting fact, and . . . our feeling of the same 
changes as they occur is the emotion’, James contended (1884: 189–190). Applied to 
our aesthetic enjoyment of ‘certain arrangements of sounds, of lines, of colours’, 
James’ thesis entailed that the basis of that enjoyment was particular bodily sen-
sations, but he did not elaborate in detail (189). Lee and Anstruther-Thomson 
(1897a, 1897b) did: they traced aesthetic pleasure back to certain bodily reactions 
to art-works, such as alterations in breathing, balance, and levels of muscular 

5  To date, most Lee scholarship is on (i) empathy—see, inter alia, Burdett (2011), Lanzoni (2009), 
Mahoney (2016), Martin (2013), and Morgan (2017: ch. 5)—or (ii) aestheticism—see Agnew (1999), 
Burdett (2016), Colby (1970), Evangelista (2009: ch. 2), Horrocks (2013), Kandola (2010: ch. 1), 
Mahoney (2016), Maxwell and Pulham (2006), Schaffer (2000), Schaffer and Psomiades (1999: chs. 
11 and 13), Townley (2011), and Zorn (2003: esp. ch. 5)—or, heavily overlapping with the latter, (iii) 
Lee’s relations with Pater—Burdett (2016), Evangelista (2009: ch. 2), Maxwell and Pulham (2006), 
Valentine (2023), Zorn (2003: ch. 2). Other areas that would repay examination are Lee on beauty 
(e.g., Lee 1913), on music (e.g., Lee 1932), and on literature (e.g., Lee 1923, 1926).
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tension. As Lee pursued this line of thought, developing the related concepts of 
empathy and psychological aesthetics, she moved into a twentieth-century 
register. Indeed, some of her post-1900 works like The Beautiful (1913) adopted a 
precision and step-by-step argumentation which placed Lee in the neighbourhood 
of analytic philosophy. As Kristin Mahoney (2016) observes, Lee was ‘a transitional 
figure between the moral criticism of the Victorians and the formalist criticism of 
early twentieth-century practitioners’ (551). Her pre-1896 period shows her con
tinuity with the nineteenth-century debates about art and morality that have 
occupied this book.

To bring this continuity into view, I will begin with Lee’s separation of art from 
religion in the 1880 essay ‘Faustus and Helena: Notes on the Supernatural in Art’. 
Here she argued that art could not possibly be both beautiful and religious, in 
implicit opposition to Jameson, amongst others (Section 9.2). Next, in ‘Ruskinism’ 
of 1881, Lee separated beauty from morality, explicitly arguing against Ruskin that 
beauty and goodness were essentially different (Section 9.3). However, doubling 
back on herself, she began to reconnect beauty and goodness on the grounds that 
pleasure is good and the goal of moral action is to increase overall pleasure, while 
beautiful art gives pleasure and therefore has moral value. This was the first of a 
series of qualifications to her aestheticism; more qualifications followed in the 
‘Dialogue on Poetic Morality’ (1881), ‘On Novels’ (1885), and ‘Orpheus in Rome: 
Irrelevant Talks on the Uses of the Beautiful’ (1889) (Section 9.4). The combined 
force of these qualifications led Lee (1896b) to reconceive her position as ‘true 
aestheticism’ (Section 9.5). This was not art for art’s sake, nor art for beauty’s 
sake, but art for life’s sake—art for the sake of bettering and enriching everyone’s 
lives (815). How far this remains aestheticism at all, and what kind of aestheticism 
it may be, I will consider at the end.

9.2  Art Beauty versus Religion and the Supernatural

‘Faustus and Helena’ first appeared in the journal Cornhill in 1880 and was then 
included in Lee’s 1881 collection Belcaro: Being Essays on Sundry Aesthetical 
Questions. Its central thesis is that figurative art and the supernatural are at odds. 
This is because we find something supernatural just when we only vaguely, fleet-
ingly, imagine it. Something given to our senses—a churchyard, a shadow, the 
sound of a footstep—arouses our imagination, which reaches beyond the given to 
grasp at its possible meanings (Lee 1881: 76–77). If we pin down these ‘vague, 
fluctuating impressions’, the sense of the supernatural is lost (80). For us to retain 
a sense of the supernatural, what we imagine must remain indefinite. The super
natural, therefore, always hovers on the edge of our awareness, but as soon as it is 
fully, directly presented, it becomes natural, an ordinary phenomenon subject 
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to the laws of nature. Yet what art does is present things to the senses in a harmo-
nious, pleasing, complete form. So ‘the hostility between the supernatural and 
the artistic is well-nigh as great as the hostility between the supernatural and the 
logical’ (74).

Lee’s thesis bears on religion, because she argues that religion and the super
natural are intrinsically connected, although in two different senses (75). In the 
first sense, religion used to serve as a primitive form of science, explaining natural 
events by appeal to supernatural agencies such as divine powers (75–76). 
Christian theology continued this enterprise, building up a systematic explan
ation of the world with God at its centre (78). Yet these were only defective modes 
of explanation—naturalism that had not yet found its way—rather than the 
supernatural proper.6 Second, and quite different, is ‘the genuine supernatural’ 
(78). Here people have a vital sense of mysterious and ineffable powers that they 
cannot quite fathom, hovering on the fringes of everyday life (78–80). This sense 
of the supernatural was part of Christianity too. It was present, for instance, in 
people’s beliefs in the powers of saintly relics, in the abilities of angels or the 
Madonna to intercede into daily affairs, and in the ever-threatening presence of 
the devil. Lee thus distinguishes popular Christianity, with its heartfelt belief in 
supernatural forces, from theological doctrines. The former was what Christian-
era artists sought to depict, trying to make perceptible this mysterious and 
enticing aspect of the world. ‘Gods and demons, saints and spectres, have afforded 
at least one-half of the subjects for art’ (74).

So far, Lee may seem surprisingly close to her bête noire Jameson—as we know, 
Lee adopted her pseudonym to be unlike ‘miserable Mrs Jameson’ (see Chapter 1, 
Section 1.6). Jameson likewise held that Christian art dealt with these figures of 
popular legend. For Lee, however, artists could not render the liminal supernat
ural powers visible. They tried to portray mythic and religious figures in their 
mysterious and other-worldly characters. But, just by presenting these figures, art-
ists inevitably reduced them to being merely human (82–83). Christian art was 
‘reverent in intention, but . . . desecrating in practice; even the Giottesques 
turned . . . the Virgin, and the Saints, into mere Florentine men and women’ (85). 
This seems to be a critical allusion to Jameson, for whom, we remember, Raphael’s 
Sistine Madonna was no mere work of imagination, it was revelation. For 
Jameson, Raphael had elevated an ordinary woman into a sacred figure. For Lee, 
the reverse is true: he reduced the Madonna to a merely human woman just by 
presenting her. The only time when art expresses a genuine sense of the religious 
supernatural is when it contains undeveloped elements that are not fully 

6  Seeing religion and myth as primitive forms of science was popular in Lee’s time, a view 
expressed, for example, in Edward Burnett Tylor’s 1871 work Primitive Culture and J. G. Frazer’s 1890 
work The Golden Bough.
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presented. This is true, Lee suggests, with the confused shapes in the reeds in 
Raphael’s Il Stregozzo (The Witches’ Procession) (90). Thus whereas Jameson 
thought that Christian art had perfectly balanced the aesthetic and the religious, 
for Lee these aspects have been in constant tension, each tending to repel 
the other.

For Lee, just as religious significance and artistic presentation oppose one 
another, so do religious meaning and beauty. Lee speaks of our ‘clear and calm 
enjoyment of the beautiful’ (96). Art is beautiful when it presents our senses with 
something that pleases us by its clarity, calmness, and harmonious form (a very 
Raphaelite view of beauty). To be beautiful, art must drive out the vagueness, sug-
gestiveness, and confusion of religious meaning. Or, if art does have a truly reli-
gious meaning, it must be aesthetically deficient. Lee refers, for example, to a 
‘very ugly, stupid, and unattractive’, clumsily drawn sixteenth-century landscape 
over which a demon hovers, with ‘frightful suggestiveness’. ‘This nameless 
smearer succeeded where Raphael has failed . . . because he is not an artist, and 
because Raphael is’ (91–92). So, as art matures and becomes more beautiful, in 
the Renaissance, its religious content necessarily drops away and becomes a mere 
‘pretext’ (87). Art’s inherent purpose of being beautiful requires it to separate 
from religion, as it has over the course of history.

Lee’s views overlap considerably with those of Emilia Dilke. For both women, 
art’s intrinsic purpose is to be beautiful, art must break from religion to fulfil this 
purpose, and this break happened in the Renaissance. But Lee’s account of why 
art must break from religion is even stronger than Dilke’s. For Lee, to be beautiful 
is to present a harmonious form to the senses, which precludes any sense of the 
liminal, wavering, not-fully-present supernatural. The supernatural pulls artists 
to try to present it, but they cannot. They can have either presentation or the 
supernatural, art or religion, beauty or the indefinite, but not both. ‘The more 
complete the artistic work, the less remains of the ghost’ (94).

How persuasive is Lee’s argument? It seems to overreach itself, entailing that 
good art cannot possibly be horrifying or frightening and that if art is frighten-
ing then it cannot be good art. This jars with the fact that Lee wrote some com-
pelling supernatural fiction, presumably without intending to make bad art. 
Indeed, she was partly interested in the supernatural because she wrote ghost 
stories and wanted to think about the genre and the principles underpinning 
her practice.

We might think the solution must be that ‘Faustus and Helena’ concerns ‘art’ 
only in the sense of visual or plastic art, not literature. In that case, ghost stories 
could be genuinely frightening and still be good art, although paintings and 
sculptures could not. But this solution cannot be right, because Lee opens 
‘Faustus and Helena’ with an example from Goethe’s Faust, in which Faust brings 
back the form of Helen of Troy, the personification of beauty. This appearance of 
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the ghostly Helen is not frightening, Lee argues, precisely because Faust is good 
art and Helen is beautiful (72). This shows that her thesis covers all art, including 
literature.

Perhaps a more constructive reading is that given the tension between beauty 
(presentation) and mystery (imagination), the challenge for the would-be super
natural artist is to provide enough of both to satisfy their competing demands.7 
The artist should be sparing enough with presentation for their work to be fright-
ening, yet supply enough presentation to achieve beauty. For example, 
M. R. James’ terrifying 1904 story ‘Oh, Whistle, and I’ll Come to You, My Lad’ 
climaxes with the momentary revelation of the ghost—its ‘horrible . . . intensely 
horrible face of crumpled linen’—but even this description is brief and thin 
enough to leave the imagination running over plenty of horrifying possibilities 
(James 1986: 105). Since the story reaches its high point with this revelation, there 
is enough presentation for the story to count as good art.

Even read this way Lee’s argument still overreaches. The problem is that she 
takes it that art must be beautiful to be good art, but beauty entails presentation. 
If Lee instead were to recognize that beauty is only one of the values artworks can 
have, then she could acknowledge that some art is good qua beautiful and other 
art is good in other respects—by being frightening, terrifying, horrifying, and so 
on. Some artworks can be good by presenting (and being beautiful), others by 
suggesting. But if artworks can have other values besides beauty, then some art-
works could have value by sincerely expressing religious faith, even if this stops 
them being beautiful. That is, if art can be good in multiple ways, then this would 
undermine the sharp demarcation of art from religion that Lee wants (and which 
was meant to set her writing apart from that of ‘Mrs Jameson’, the standard-bearer 
for sacred and legendary art).

However, something that remains interesting about Lee’s division of art from 
religion is that she makes it on grounds that her religious contemporaries would 
have had to accept. Most of them, like Lee, equated artistic and aesthetic value 
with beauty, while they also equated beauty with religious value. We saw this with 
Cobbe; the same applies to Ruskin ([1846] 1851), for whom ‘beauty . . . is in all 
cases something Divine’ (130); and the same applies for the later Jameson, for 
whom art is beautiful just when it authentically expresses spiritual content. Lee 
throws down a challenge. Beauty (presentation) opposes religious meaning 
(beyond presentation). So, if art is good art just when it is beautiful, then good 
art cannot be religious. Lee’s contemporaries thought that art could unite beauty 
and religion, when really—according to Lee—they could have beauty or religion, 
but not both.

7  On how Lee attempted this in her supernatural tales, see inter alia Maxwell (2009: 142–9).
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9.3  Lee’s Anti-Ruskinism

Lee continued to assault the assumptions of her contemporaries in ‘Ruskinism’, 
another essay in Belcaro. Lee wrote it in November 1880, drawing upon an earlier 
plan (VL to Mary Robinson, 20 November 1880, in Lee 2017: 275). Her critical 
target was both Ruskin and the broader view, Ruskinism, for which he stood, on 
which art must be morally good to be beautiful. In opposition to this view, Lee 
sought to drive a wedge between beauty and morality.

This essay is the place where Lee most fully embraces the idea of art for beau-
ty’s sake. This reflects Pater’s influence, for, as we saw in Chapter 8, Pater was a 
key exponent of art for art’s sake. Moreover, Pater pitched his aesthetic against 
Ruskin, so that Pater is a background presence behind Lee’s anti-Ruskinism.8 
I don’t want to discuss Lee’s relations with Pater at any great length, for they have 
been extensively analysed elsewhere (see footnote 5), to a degree that sometimes 
obscures Lee’s independent arguments and ideas. Nevertheless, Pater influenced 
Lee so heavily that it would be misleading not to bring him in at all.9

Lee and Pater met in 1881 and remained in dialogue until his death in 1894. But 
she knew his work well before 1881, and at first was hugely enthusiastic about it, 
calling Pater ‘the subtlest thinker and most artistic writer in present-day England’ 
(Lee [1885] 2023: 296). She found Pater’s work enabling and empowering. For 
one, Pater’s approach was deliberately impressionistic and subjective, and Lee 
drew from this, for example, when beginning her 1885 (Italian-language) review 
of Pater’s novel Marius the Epicurean: ‘It was one of the first days of spring when 
I read the book’s first chapters. On the farms, fennel, mint, and the yellow daisies 
we call “Maria’s gold” were starting to emerge . . .’ (296).

Over time, Lee became critical of Pater’s perceived hedonism and amoralism, 
but certain of his ideas never ceased to influence her. In particular, in Studies in 
the History of the Renaissance Pater (1873) valorized classical Greek culture as ‘the 
ideal’ (e.g., 146, 154, 170), far superior to the Gothic art that Ruskin favoured. For 
Pater, the classical ideal was one of ‘earthly passion, in its intimacy, its freedom, its 
variety—the liberty of the heart’ (4). The antithesis of high Victorian moral stern-
ness and repression, he links this ideal with ‘the free play of human intelligence’ 

8  As Timothy Costelloe (2013) remarks, ‘Pater read Ruskin’s writings as a young man and, in 
almost every way possible, appears to contradict and reject everything he found there’ (242).

9  Maxwell and Pulham (2006) describe Pater as ‘the dominant influence on Lee’ (6) while Stefano 
Evangelista (2009) says that ‘Vernon Lee’s debut into aestheticism takes place in the shadow of Pater’s 
discipleship’ (55). To be sure, as I argued in Chapter 8, Emilia Dilke had theorized aestheticism more 
rigorously than Pater and had done so prior to Studies in the History of the Renaissance. But Lee seems 
not to have known of Dilke’s work. In 1881 Lee told her mother that she had just met Mark Pattison, 
‘a sort of eminent Oxford humanist’ (VL to Matilda Paget, 7–10 July 1881, in Lee 2017: 308). If that 
was all she knew of Pattison, Dilke’s husband at the time, then Lee very probably did not know 
of Dilke, or E. F. S. Pattison as she then was. Alternatively, Lee may have known of Dilke but disliked 
Dilke’s severe critique of Pater. Either way, the result was that Pater’s version of aestheticism, 
not Dilke’s, was important for Lee.
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(4), ‘health or animation, with its gratitude, its effusion, and eloquence’ (64). On 
the one hand, Pater operated with a classicist conception of beauty: ‘There is . . . a 
standard of taste . . . This standard takes its rise in Greece at a definite historical 
period. A tradition of all succeeding generations, it originates in a spontaneous 
growth out of the influences of Greek society’ (170). On the other hand, Pater was 
reluctant to define beauty in the abstract (vii–viii), preferring to say only that it is 
the power of objects to produce pleasurable sensations in us (ix). They are sensa-
tions of a special kind, but he did not wish to define this kind further, seeing the 
effort to define beauty as an instance of the serious spirit weighing down our sen-
sitivities with constricting stipulations. Instead, for Pater, the critic should have 
the sensitive temperament to receive impressions of beauty and be ‘deeply moved 
by the presence of beautiful objects’ (x). All these ideas would have a long afterlife 
in Lee’s thought. Indeed, the contrast between the Gothic (supernatural, reli-
gious, Ruskinian) and the classical (beauty, secular, Paterian) already tacitly 
organized ‘Faustus and Helena’.

Despite her debts to Pater, Lee rather surprisingly begins ‘Ruskinism’ by grant-
ing Ruskin unparalleled importance among art theorists. This is on the grounds 
that he considers not merely the value of art or of different kinds of art, but art’s 
value compared to the value of non-artistic aspects of life, especially morality. He 
investigates ‘the legitimacy not of one kind of artistic enjoyment more than 
another, but of the enjoyment of art at all’ (Lee 1881: 199). How can anyone rightly 
spend time on art when the world is full of poverty and misery? For instance, 
Ruskin (1856b) tells of one occasion when he was enjoying a country walk only to 
be jolted into realizing how much poverty and misery underpinned the pictur-
esque scenes. ‘I could not help feeling how many suffering persons must pay for 
my picturesque subject and happy walk’, he comments (11). Lee does not mention 
this particular anecdote, but it epitomizes the side of Ruskin she has in mind.

Ruskin’s moral worries lead him to see art as a dangerous distraction from 
duty. Yet he cannot bring himself to abandon art, and remains torn between ‘the 
creation of beauty and the destruction of evil’ (Lee 1881: 201). Where he goes 
wrong is in determining to resolve the conflict and force beauty and goodness 
into an artificial unity, under which:

the basis of art is moral . . . art cannot be merely pleasant or unpleasant, but must 
be lawful or unlawful . . . every legitimate artistic enjoyment is due to the percep-
tion of moral propriety . . . every artistic excellence is a moral virtue, every artis-
tic fault is a moral vice . . . the whole system of the beautiful is a system of moral 
emotions, moral selections, and moral appreciation . . . (205)

On the resulting view—Ruskinism—only artworks that embody moral virtues are 
artistically excellent, and art may only legitimately be enjoyed when it is mor-
ally good.
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This systematic equation of beauty with virtue rests on a false premise, accord-
ing to Lee, for beauty and goodness are fundamentally different and can always 
conflict. ‘The world of the physically beautiful is isolated from the world of the 
morally excellent’ (Lee 1881: 207). The two may coincide at times, but this is only 
ever accidental, not necessary. As Lee puts it in one of her best-known state-
ments: ‘Beauty, in itself, is neither morally good nor morally bad; it is aesthetic
ally good, even as virtue is neither aesthetically good nor aesthetically bad, but 
morally good’ (1881: 210).

She explains the difference as follows: right and wrong differ from beauty and 
ugliness, and we perceive these two sets of qualities with different parts of our 
natures (208). Our moral instincts are products of evolution, following Darwin. 
These instincts lead us to judge as right or wrong things that have no direct phys
ical or sensory existence: actions, feelings, and characters. Conversely, we find 
certain artworks beautiful in virtue of their physical qualities, such as colours and 
sounds, which have pleasing effects on our senses, again because of how we have 
evolved. Pater’s influence is at work here: beauty is a matter of certain sensory 
impressions and the pleasures they arouse. Admittedly, there are non-physical 
elements in our ideas of beauty—Lee refers to the ‘idea of inherited habits and 
love of proportion’ (209). But even so, proportion depends on the object’s lower-
level material and perceptible qualities, and habits are formed on a bodily basis. 
So ‘beauty is a physical quality, as goodness is a moral quality’ (210).

Aren’t judgements about someone’s actions or character likewise based on the 
sense-perception of the physical actions that the person has performed? Lee 
would reply, I think, that the basic entity to which a moral judgement refers is the 
spiritual quality of certain physical actions. In contrast, judgements of beauty 
basically refer to the sensory properties of certain objects and their effects on our 
bodies. In the former case, the physical is only a vehicle for the spiritual. In the 
latter case, the spiritual (e.g., proportion) is secondary to what is physical and 
perceptible with the senses.

For Lee, these sensory qualities make certain objects beautiful because these 
qualities please us. This suggests that beauty is a relational property of certain 
objects, a property they have in virtue of their relation to us. But elsewhere, as in 
the Belcaro essay ‘The Child in the Vatican’, Lee suggests that beauty is an object
ive property of certain objects, specifically artworks. We can learn:

To see clearly a form isolated from any extraneous interest of expressiveness, 
resemblance or utility . . . That highest intrinsic quality of form is beauty, and the 
highest merit of the artist . . . is to make form which is beautiful. (41)

On this view, certain forms or shapes are beautiful independently of any ‘extrane-
ous’ relations these forms may bear to us. Lee’s formulations on beauty are thus 
ambiguous between objective and relational conceptions. On the objective view, 
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certain artworks please us when we appreciate the beauty that they have, inde-
pendently of us; on the relational view, it is only because these artworks have 
qualities that tend to give us pleasure that they count as beautiful.

For Lee, beauty is primarily a property, whether relational or objective, of 
some art. Pater (1873) had spoken of the beauty of ‘works of art and the fairer 
forms of nature and human life’ (ix; my emphasis), and in ‘Ruskinism’ Lee 
acknowledges that Ruskin reveals ‘the beauty of physical nature’ (1881: 200), but 
it is a passing acknowledgement, disconnected from her theorizing. Without 
explicitly denying that nature can be beautiful, Lee is always focused on art. 
Considerably later, in her book The Beautiful (Lee 1913), she would change her 
mind and claim that ‘the distinction between Beautiful and Ugly does not belong 
either solely or necessarily to what we call Art’ (98). In that work Lee would argue 
that beauty is a property of certain shapes that give us contemplative, i.e., disin-
terested, pleasure. These shapes can be found anywhere, not only in art. But that 
would be thirty years after Belcaro, which remained art-oriented.

For Lee (1881) in ‘Ruskinism’, beauty differs from morality:

That beauty is in itself physical, is a point which few have denied: that beautiful 
curves and harmonies are moral qualities very few have asserted. But few have 
as yet been willing to admit that beauty is a quality independent of goodness, 
independent sometimes to the extent of hostility: that it is as independent of 
moral excellence as is logical correctness. Yet thus it is . . . (210)

Because beauty and goodness are mutually independent, they can diverge, and 
sometimes we may have to give moral values precedence. But we should not 
deceive ourselves that the two sets of values are united, as Ruskin does. Instead, 
we should admit that the disunity is real. This shows that Lee’s anti-Ruskinism 
rests ultimately on value pluralism. There is more than one kind of good, differ-
ent kinds of good can conflict, and they are not reducible to any higher-level 
unity. Consequently conflict is inescapable, and the world can never be made 
entirely good (206).

Having identified the false premise on which Ruskinism rests, Lee now 
argues that Ruskin’s entire aesthetic system is a tissue of lies. Under the guise of 
doing justice to art and morality, he privileges morality everywhere. For 
instance, he claims that every period of artistic decline must reflect moral decay 
(218). He takes what is ugly but morally edifying, like pictures of emaciated 
hermits and saints, to be artistically better than what is beautiful but non-
moral, such as classical sculptures of athletic bodies (222). A system intended to 
vindicate art has ended up subordinating and destroying it. This is inevitable, 
for Lee, because beauty and goodness differ, and forcing beauty into alignment 
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with goodness must lead to the loss of the large part of beauty that is not so 
aligned.

Is Lee fair to Ruskin? I think she overstates her criticisms, but she does so 
deliberately, using Ruskin as a shorthand for aesthetic moralism generally. 
Moreover, if we compare Lee with Dilke, who also criticized Ruskin sharply and 
treated him as a pure and simple moralist, Lee does more to acknowledge both 
Ruskin’s importance and his complexities and changes of mind. Lee recognizes 
that he is drawn to beauty as well as the good and that he does try to reconcile the 
two, misguided as this is.

But to muddy the waters further, Lee does not completely decouple art and 
morality herself either. Her argument veers in a different direction at the end of 
her essay. She says that Ruskin cannot allow any innocent pleasures of artistic 
creation and enjoyment. For him, innocence is not enough: art must be positively 
for morality, otherwise art is against it. Ruskin loses sight of the fact that just in 
affording innocent (harmless) pleasure, beauty is moral. There is a morality of 
beauty independent of the morality of spirit.

All that which is innocent is moral . . . the morality of art is an independent qual-
ity equivalent to, but separate from, the morality of action . . . beauty is the moral-
ity of the physical, as morality is the morality of the spiritual. (227)

Immediately afterwards Lee reverts to her main thesis that beauty and morality 
are categorically different. ‘Only morality is really moral, and only virtue really 
virtuous . . . physical beauty intrinsically possesses but an aesthetic value quite 
separate from all moral value’ (228; my emphasis). But having started down the 
line of thought that beauty has its own morality, she cannot shake it off.

Lee states that having differentiated morality and aesthetics, we now see that 
beauty and its enjoyment have a moral value of their own (229). This value comes 
about because beauty gives people pleasure or, more precisely, certain artworks 
have perceptible qualities that affect our senses in ways that give us pleasure. But 
the goal of moral action, for Lee, is to increase the overall amount of pleasure or 
happiness in the world. So she says in her ethical essays of the 1880s; Lee is, at this 
point, a utilitarian, for whom the good is human welfare or the general happi-
ness, and moral rules tell us how best to increase that happiness. As Lee’s (1886) 
spokesman Baldwin declares, in a dialogue originally from 1883:

The school of philosophy to which I adhere has traced all the distinctions of 
right and wrong to the perceptions, enforced upon man by mankind . . . of the 
difference between such courses as are conducive to the higher development 
and greater happiness of men. (78)
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Beautiful artworks give pleasure, and the goal of moral action is to increase the 
overall amount of pleasure in the world, so beautiful artworks and their creation 
have moral value:

Physical beauty and its egotistic enjoyment have yet a moral value of their own: 
the value of being, in the lives of others, absolute pleasure, the giving of which is 
positive good. . . . For, though art has no moral meaning, it has a moral value; art 
is happiness, and to bestow happiness is to create good. (Lee 1881: 229)

By making beautiful art, artists increase the overall happiness.10 Making art is 
therefore not only morally permissible, it is morally desirable and obligatory, at 
least for those gifted with the power of creating beautiful art. Far from being a 
frivolous distraction from social duties, art-making is a social duty.11

Realizing that she has undercut her own sharp distinction between the aes-
thetic and the moral, Lee (1881) finally tries to salvage it by claiming that moral 
action aims merely to reduce evils (or to reduce unhappiness) whereas the ‘moral-
ity of beauty’ creates positive goods (pleasure) (228–229). She stresses this point 
in a long letter too (VL to Mary Robinson, 20 November 1880, in Lee 2017: 273). 
But this distinction does not help. It contradicts Lee’s claim, quoted above, that 
actions are morally right when they bring about greater happiness (not only when 
they diminish unhappiness). And anyway it is hard to see how art can increase 
our happiness without reducing unhappiness, by distracting us from real-life 
troubles or soothing feelings of distress.

In short, by the end of ‘Ruskinism’, Lee’s views have undergone a reversal. 
Initially, she insists that beauty and goodness are categorically distinct and so can 
and often do conflict. By the end, she maintains instead that in creating beautiful 
art one does something morally right, because beautiful art gives pleasure, and 
this is what moral action aims to increase.

We may wonder whether Lee’s final position remains a form of aestheticism. In 
some respects it is. For her, art is morally valuable just when it is beautiful, i.e., 
gives sensory pleasure. The artist should aim strictly for beauty if they are to 
increase happiness and therefore make a moral contribution. In principle, this 
might seem compatible with the artist attempting to impart moral content, as 
long as they also produce beauty. However, as we’ve seen, Lee thinks that beauty 
is a physical quality whereas moral content is a spiritual quality. From her per-
spective, pursuing spiritual qualities inevitably distracts and detracts from the 
pursuit of beauty. Only by refraining from any attempt to impart moral content 
can the artist achieve a morally desirable effect. So Lee is, at least, an aestheticist 

10  I am running together ‘pleasure’ and ‘happiness’ because Lee does the same, as we see from the 
above quotation: she says that art bestows pleasure and happiness, treating them as synonyms.

11  Lee (1886) says that art gives us ‘unutilitarian pleasure’, which may confuse us (202). But she 
means that the pleasure that art gives us is valuable in itself, not merely as a means to some other non-
aesthetic kind of pleasure. Aesthetic pleasures contribute directly to overall pleasure.
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in affirming that artworks should not be vehicles of moral instruction, and that 
works made for moral instruction will be bad (unbeautiful) art.

In other respects, Lee seems to end up no aestheticist at all. Early on in 
‘Ruskinism’, she declared that beauty was independent of goodness—her strong-
est statement of aestheticism, made in Pater’s wake. Yet it turns out that beauty 
and goodness are not independent. The good is happiness, and beauty contrib-
utes to it; the enjoyment of beauty is a part of the good life, probably a necessary 
part. In saying this, however, Lee has drawn out what was already part of Pater’s 
position—that beauty is connected with the values of health, playfulness, liberty, 
and life. His celebration of classical culture and its renewal in the Renaissance 
was, after all, ‘expressed . . . in a language of life and flourishing’ (Costelloe 2013: 
244). Perhaps art was always for the sake of a flourishing life. That was the con-
clusion Lee would ultimately reach, but she did so in stages over the 1880s and 
1890s, as I will now trace.

9.4  Lee’s Qualified Aestheticism

Lee qualified her aestheticism further in two dialogues on poetic literature. She 
often used the dialogue form because, as she explained, ‘everyone tells me that it 
makes those somewhat dry subjects more readable, and . . . it enables myself 
to take a much fairer view of my subject’ by accommodating objections (VL to 
Thomas Escott, 27 August 1883, in Lee 2017: 450). Besides, the dialogue had a 
pedigree going back to Plato’s Phaedrus and Symposium for discussions of art 
and  beauty. Like Plato, Lee set her dialogues in imaginary scenarios, regularly 
interspersing the characters’ conversations with breaks or pauses in which they 
responded to their surroundings or to artworks, or digested one another’s claims. 
Thus her dialogues hybridized fiction and philosophy. These fictional stagings 
allowed Lee to depict her characters as being, like herself, not mere abstract 
theorizers but people whose aesthetic activities and experiences shaped their 
reflections (Maxwell 2018: 286).

At least, that was Lee’s dialogues at their best. In practice, just as Plato’s dia-
logues often deteriorated into near-monologues on the part of Socrates, Lee’s 
early dialogues frequently descended into monologues delivered by her mouth-
piece, Baldwin. This is true of the ‘Dialogue on Poetic Morality’, published in the 
Contemporary Review in 1881 and then included in Belcaro. The conversation, 
which takes place between Baldwin and his interlocutor Cyril, falls into two 
halves. The first half reprises ground from ‘Ruskinism’; the second moves on to 
literature.12

12  Lee said that this dialogue, written in March 1881, was ‘the first time I write on poetry in general’ 
(VL to Mary Robinson 21–3 March, in Lee 2017: 285)—a remark that also illustrates the ongoing 
tendency to use ‘poetry’ to mean the whole of literature.
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The endearing character Cyril, modelled on Lee’s partner of the time 
A. Mary F. Robinson, is tempted to give up writing poetry. Drawn towards the 
Ruskinist position, Cyril feels that writing poetry is futile and selfish in a social 
world full of evil.13 He has tried to ‘believe in Art for Art’s sake—Goetheianism’, 
but he feels it is the creed of ‘intellectual Sybarites, shutting themselves out, with 
their abominable artistic religion, from all crude real life’ (Lee 1881: 233–234). He 
accuses Baldwin of having pressed on him a self-contradictory doctrine—that he 
must increase the amount of good in the world, and that ‘the sole duty of the art-
ist is to produce good art, and that good art is art which has no aim beyond its 
own perfection’ (239).

This is, evidently, an objection to Lee’s aestheticism in ‘Ruskinism’. Baldwin/
Lee defend themselves by restating the argument that removing evil is different 
from creating positive good, and that only the artist can do the latter (241–243). 
Cyril protests that while the artist’s work may give people pleasure, this is mere 
selfish gratification and there is no moral value in conferring it. Baldwin replies 
that there is, because the morally right thing to do is just to increase pleasure 
(244–245). So far we are still on the same ground as ‘Ruskinism’, but things take a 
new turn when Cyril replies that Baldwin’s theory may apply to music, which 
works with notes and sounds, and painting, which uses forms and colours. But 
the theory does not apply to poetic literature, which addresses many issues of 
moral significance and has to deal with evil and injustice (248–249).

Baldwin agrees that literature differs from the other arts in one key respect. At 
least half of the writer’s material is ideas, including moral ideas. A novelist cannot 
depict human interactions over time without having ‘a correct sense of what, in 
such feelings and doings, is right and wrong’ (250). Literature therefore cannot 
simply give sensory pleasure or displeasure, as painting and music can. Dissonant 
sounds and jagged lines harm our sensory nerves, but wrongdoing and injustice 
in novels offend our moral sense (251). This does not mean that the novelist or 
poet cannot depict any bad actions or people—they are needed for dynamic ten-
sion. But what matters is ‘not only the actors and the actions, but the manner in 
which they are regarded by the author’ (252). Bad actions and people must be 
shown to be bad (265). In addition, Baldwin claims, certain unspecified offences 
against decency may not be represented at all, even if they are portrayed as offen-
sive and degrading (262–263). The writer needs a keen moral sense to steer 
through these treacherous waters (274).

Lee’s manoeuvres recall the pains Dilke took to distance herself from deca-
dence and put forward an aestheticism that did not offend against morality. Dilke 
opposed decadent art on the aesthetic grounds that it was necessarily ugly. In 

13  In real life, Robinson was tempted to abandon writing poetry in order to do something morally 
useful. Lee urged her to stick to poetry, insisting that by making art Robinson would be creating posi-
tive good, as only the artist can (VL to Mary Robinson 20 November 1880, in Lee 2017: 273).
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contrast, Lee opposes literary decadence on the grounds that literature should 
not be judged by the same purely aesthetic and sensory standards as painting and 
music. Literature is an art of ideas that speaks to our higher, evolved moral nature, 
so it must be judged primarily by directly ethical standards and only secondarily 
by aesthetic ones.

Lee’s commitment to ‘art for beauty’s sake’ is now doubly qualified. First, the 
pursuit of sensory beauty in painting and music makes a moral contribution by 
increasing overall happiness. Second, poetic literature makes a moral contribu-
tion in a different and more direct way, as an art of ideas which educates our 
moral sense. That sense motivates us to increase the general happiness, so the 
several arts all contribute to the good but in different ways. Painting and music 
contribute purely by their pleasurable effects, literature largely by its edifying 
content.

It is very clear here how Lee came out of nineteenth-century debates about art 
and morality, and how she was drawn to moralism and aestheticism, pulled in 
both directions.14 She was closer to Ruskin than she maintained. Perhaps she 
would reply that Ruskin resolved the aesthetic/moral tension with an artificial 
unity, while she accommodates the difference by apportioning moralism to litera-
ture and aestheticism to the non-literary arts. However, since both kinds of art 
contribute to the good, the difference appears ultimately to be a unity, and aes-
thetic value (the pleasure of certain sensory qualities) to be a part of moral value 
(the overall happiness, which morality aims to increase).

This is confirmed by Lee’s dialogue ‘On Novels’, published in the Contemporary 
Review in 1885, and then in her 1886 dialogue collection Baldwin. ‘On Novels’ 
was the ‘companion piece’ of the ‘Dialogue on Poetic Morality’ (VL to Percy 
Bunting, 30 December 1884, in Lee 2017: 615). In ‘On Novels’, different characters 
voice their opinions on the novel, but the core is an extended statement from 
Baldwin.

Painting, sculpture, music, and architecture each give a particular species 
of  pleasure, Baldwin says. All these are modes of aesthetic pleasure, which is 
(as Pater had maintained) a unique kind of pleasure overall:

The aim of art is the production of something which shall give us the particular 
kind of pleasure associated with the word beautiful, pleasure given to our aes-
thetic faculties, which have a mode of action and necessities as special and as 
impossible to translate into the mode of action and necessities of our logical and 

14  Vineta Colby understandably called Lee ‘the puritan aesthete’ (Colby 1970)—the suggestion that 
Lee was puritanical having first been tentatively mooted by Pater (1887). But ‘puritan aestheticism’ 
sounds pejorative. Perhaps a better description is that Lee was an ‘engaged’, as distinct from a ‘deca-
dent’, aesthete, following Christa Zorn (2003: 79), who takes this engaged/decadent distinction from 
Regenia Gagnier (1994). Still, the problem remains of how Lee can consistently be morally engaged 
and an aestheticist.
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animal faculties as it is impossible to translate the impressions of sight into the 
impressions of hearing. (Lee 1886: 200)

Artworks of all four forms give pleasure by being beautiful: ‘all real art addresses 
itself mainly, however unconsciously, to a desire for beauty’ (202).

The novel, on the other hand, deals principally with human emotions and 
actions and its aim is to portray virtue. Unlike other kinds of art, the novel may 
contain some beautiful elements, but beauty ‘has a far smaller share in the poem, 
novel, or the drama than in painting, sculpture, or music’ (204). We might 
describe certain characters or their actions as ‘beautiful’, but really we mean ‘vir-
tuous’, which is beautiful only by analogy (a residue of the idea that moral good-
ness and aesthetic beauty are categorically distinct). However, morally vicious 
actions and characters are needed for dramatic tension, which again differentiates 
the novel from the other arts. Artworks of other kinds must aim to be entirely 
beautiful and contain nothing ugly, whereas the novel has to contain vice, i.e., the 
moral equivalent of ugliness. None of this makes literature an inferior art-form. 
What literature lacks in beauty it makes up for ethically—by expanding our sym-
pathies, reinforcing our sense of right and wrong, and providing moral education 
(207–209). Novels are less beautiful than artworks of other kinds, but they make 
up for it in direct moral value.

Lee is no aestheticist at all when it comes to literature. As she says: ‘My thesis is 
that the novel is only partially liable to artistic laws, being mainly a factor of moral 
improvement or the reverse’ (VL to Percy Bunting, 30 December 1884, in Lee 
2017: 615). Ironically, ‘mainly a factor’ makes Lee a stronger moralist about litera-
ture than Jameson, who sought an equal balance between the aesthetic and the 
moral, in literature as in other arts. For Lee, in contrast, the novel is primarily a 
vehicle of moral reflection and education.

Lee’s aestheticism was leaning so heavily in a moral direction that it threatened 
not to remain aestheticism at all. As a result, Lee rethought her views in an effort 
to make them coherent. Her new position emerged in ‘Orpheus in Rome’, another 
Contemporary Review dialogue from 1889, later included in her 1893 collec-
tion Althea.

‘Orpheus’ departs formally from the two dialogues just considered. It is a multi
way conversation between three characters, rather than Baldwin instructing the 
others. His interlocutors are Maria, who finds modern art decadent and pessimis-
tic, and her opposite pole Carlo, who only likes modern art and cannot relate to 
the art of the ancients. Baldwin, we learn, has been ill, taken up with social prob-
lems and disengaged from art, with which he is now reconnecting in Rome. 
Perhaps this illness is a metaphor for the collapse of Lee’s initial aestheticism, and 
Baldwin’s reunion with art stands for her effort to reconceive her position.

Maria extols the healthiness, symmetry, and balance of classical sculpture, 
against our present diseased era—a version of Pater’s classicist ideal of health and 
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vitality. Coming around to this view, Carlo agrees that ‘the classic is . . . hygienic 
beauty. It’s things as they should be, bodies as they should be’ (Lee 1889: 839). Yet 
modern art shows us the people we are, not those we ought to be, and so Maria in 
turn admits that modern art can appeal to us. But, she maintains, it does so only 
by drawing on our savage instincts, which is bad for our moral health. Baldwin 
agrees: some art appeals to our older, brutal instincts rather than our more 
recently acquired, softer, more refined and civilized feelings. Only art that touches 
the latter ‘has a morally sane effect’, whereas art that conjures up brute passions is 
‘morally detrimental’ (841). Maria expands further on this theme: some music 
expresses our deep-seated, savage, powerful passions; other music is beautiful, 
classical, suggesting bodily calmness and moderation. Baldwin calls this latter 
type: ‘The ideal, the desired, the desirable of our less selfish instincts’ (843). Such 
art, he admits, offers the ideal rather than unalloyed reality. Although this involves 
a deception, its moral effect is beneficial:

We are so made that nobility drags out nobility. We feel good in the presence of 
great bodily perfection. Beauty, as it seems to me, is not merely, as Rossetti has it 
somewhere, genius; beauty is goodness. We are the nobler for the delusion, nay, 
rather the great reality of association we feel. (843)

We are deluded when we perceive an artwork as a unity embodying ideal 
perfection, because reality is not like that. Yet such artworks concentrate our 
senses and vitality, so that we come to perceive life everywhere as more of a 
whole—‘the single work, the single art . . . intermeshing . . . with all life’s nerves and 
arteries’ (849). Great art makes us feel the world to be better, more whole and 
complete, alive and healthy than it is. Since these feelings are part of reality, art 
thereby actually makes reality more complete and whole than it would otherwise 
be. The ideal becomes reality, and reality is better for it.

We note Baldwin’s crucial statement along the way—beauty is goodness, and 
not merely by analogy. Rather, perceiving beauty has direct moral effects. It forti-
fies our health and vitality and draws out our softer, sympathetic feelings, calm-
ing our savage passions. It leads us to experience life as more of an interconnected 
whole, which makes life become more unified.

Earlier, Lee thought that literature acted on our moral judgements and motiv
ations directly, steering us as moral agents, whereas the other arts gave sensory 
pleasure, affecting us as the moral patients whose happiness ought to be increased. 
Now, instead, Lee thinks that all beautiful art affects us in a way that is at once 
bodily, vital, emotional, and moral, feeding off one another. The difference 
between literature and other arts becomes less significant, because all the arts 
operate on us as beings who are both moral and physical. Literature may affect us 
more spiritually, through ideas, and painting and music may affect us more phys
ically, through beauty, but these are only differences within the same overarching 
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way that art improves our lives—as whole beings. Insofar as art of all forms 
improves our lives, by modelling wholeness and calm rather than decadent sav-
agery, that art makes a moral contribution, increasing the good. The nature of 
that good has subtly changed. Lee now understands happiness in an expanded 
sense, in terms of vitality, health, and organic unity rather than simple pleasure. 
Moreover, our happiness in this sense is only part of the vitality, health, and 
organic unity of the world. By increasing our unity, good art increases the world’s 
unity. It literally makes the world a better place.

9.5  Lee’s True Aestheticism in ‘Art and Life’

What kind of aestheticism Lee now believes in, if it remains aestheticism at all, we 
can investigate by looking at her elaboration in the long three-part essay ‘Art and 
Life’, published in the Contemporary Review in 1896.

At first sight, Lee (1896a) goes back to demarcating beauty and goodness. She 
says near the start that beauty, goodness, and truth are distinct, and that we 
perceive, respond to, and desire each of them with different instincts.

Beauty, save by a metaphorical application of the word, is not in the least the 
same thing as goodness, any more than beauty . . . is the same thing as truth. 
These three objects of the soul’s eternal pursuit have different objects, different 
laws, and fundamentally different origins. (659)

But though they are different they are necessarily interrelated, because we are liv-
ing beings, organic wholes, all of whose instincts interconnect and act upon one 
another. Lee therefore repudiates the ‘spurious aestheticism and . . . shortsighted 
utilitarianism which have cast doubts upon the intimate and vital connection 
between beauty and every other noble object of our living’ (659–660). She pro-
poses to show how the instinct for beauty acts on our other instincts so that 
experiences of beauty (or aesthetic experiences) increase our sense of harmony, 
strengthen our altruism, and foster our individual spiritual development.

She tackles each in turn, starting with individual spiritual development in the 
first part of ‘Art and Life’. We find certain artworks beautiful, she argues, because 
of how their visible and audible forms affect our nervous and vital functions. Our 
propensity to be so affected has been established by evolution.15 The artworks 
that affect us in this way are organic, harmonious wholes. They promote our 
organic vigour and harmony, because the artwork’s organic form resonates with 
and reinforces the organic wholeness of our bodies. This ‘aesthetic heightening of 

15  Lee was picking up on discussions of the 1870s and 1880s about how evolution has selected for 
the sense of beauty (see, e.g., Allen 1877, Anonymous 1878a, Naden [1884] 1891).
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our vitality’ is not narrowly physical (661). It is also an expansion and enlivening 
of our consciousness, for, after all, as living bodies we are sensing, experiencing, 
and conscious. So ‘all Beauty, and particularly Beauty in art, tends to fortify and 
refine the spiritual life of the individual’ (662).

In part, all of this constitutes a continued engagement with Pater. For him, 
art was beautiful when it conferred pleasurable sensations and he understood 
beauty in the classicist terms of harmonious perceptible form. Lee has now 
found a way to integrate these ideas with one another and with Pater’s wider 
classical ideal of health and vitality. In addition, she now integrates all these 
ideas with the Paterian ideal of the critic as someone with a developed sensitiv-
ity to aesthetic qualities.

To get art’s full spiritual benefit, Lee maintains, we need to train and cultivate 
our powers to respond to it with attention, patience, reverence, intelligence, and 
sympathy. Without this ‘special training’, we will likely only have lower-grade 
immediate reactions to the poorest, most ephemeral and sensual art, Lee con
tinues (662–663). Cultivating our aesthetic powers thus makes us more spiritual, 
and it makes all of our experience more spiritual, because our accumulated store 
of aesthetic experiences subtly infuses and enriches our entire everyday life. 
Consequently: ‘The habit of aesthetic enjoyment makes this epicurean into an 
ascetic’ (668). Because the aesthete enjoys things of the spirit, she can endure 
hardships, illness, and setbacks, and can exercise self-restraint when tempted by 
mere immediate physical pleasures.

The intimate and continuous intercourse with the Beautiful teaches us, there-
fore, the renunciation of the unnecessary for the sake of the possible; it teaches 
asceticism leading not to indifference and Nirvana, but to higher complexities 
of vitalisation, to a more complete and harmonious rhythm of individual exist-
ence. (669)

In short, the aesthete is ‘active, self-restrained, and indifferent to lower pleasures 
and interests’ (Lee 1896b: 813).

This leads to the second part of the essay, on how aesthetic experiences and 
pleasures foster altruism:

	 (i)	 Ordinarily, people waste a lot of time on merely physical, destructive 
pleasures. Their attractions can be much reduced by cultivating one’s 
aesthetic responsiveness.

	(ii)	 Aesthetic pleasures are heightened by being shared, due to the contagion 
of emotion. Therefore we necessarily want to share these pleasures. They 
are intrinsically unselfish and social (815).

	(iii)	 Aesthetic pleasures do not depend on possession of the art-object being 
enjoyed. Spiritual communion, not legal or physical ownership, is what 
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matters: ‘the deeper our enjoyment of beauty, the freer shall we become 
of the dreadful delusion of exclusive appropriation’ (818).

	(iv)	 Aesthetic pleasure expands the soul, so the more we cultivate our aes-
thetic powers the greater will be our ‘spiritual activity . . . readiness to per-
ceive small hints, to connect different items, to reject the lesser good for 
the greater’ (819). The aesthete perceives more harmonies and connec-
tions, takes a broader view of things.

	(v)	 The more aesthetically cultivated we are, the more we must want every-
one to share in aesthetic pleasures and not be dragged down by want, 
boredom, drudgery, dirt, and ugliness. This is, again, because aesthetic 
pleasure is unexclusive—if this pleasure is good for me, then I must see it 
as good for everyone else too, and want them to share in it. Consequently, 
‘aestheticism can help to bring about a better distribution of the world’s 
riches’ (822)—contrary to the ‘pensée of Pascal’s to the effect that a fop 
carries on his person the evidence of . . . many people devoted to his ser-
vice’ (820). Lee is combating the stereotype of the decadent aesthete, lux-
uriating in a private mansion of sensual delights while the world around 
them burns. The true aesthete, Lee replies, is unselfish, egalitarian, and 
virtually a socialist. She is active, not indolent; attuned to things of the 
spirit, not a selfish voluptuary.

The third part is on how aesthetic experience increases one’s sense of harmony.16 
There is mere art, and there is great art, not made merely for fame, money, or to 
comply with a formula (Lee 1896c: 63). To be great, art must be made for its own 
sake, and it must have a certain quality: style, defined as ‘organic correspondence 
between the various parts’ (62). The work’s style makes it beautiful, so that it 
pleases us. For we are organic wholes too, and so great art expresses the whole-
ness of our living bodies, and we find it suited to our organic nature. ‘The great 
work of art is vitally connected with the habits and wants, the whole causality and 
rhythm of mankind; it has been adapted thereto as the boat to the sea, as the 
sea itself to its rocky bed’ (64). Art that embodies wholeness confirms and 
fortifies our own life. In contrast, fragmented, dissonant, disjointed art strikes us as 
threatening, disturbing, and damaging. Great art counters the lack of harmony 
elsewhere in our lives, so that such art is ‘ideal’. It conforms ‘to Man’s inborn and 
peremptory demand for greater harmony, for more perfect co-ordination and 
congruity in his feelings’ (63).

Lee continues: ‘In this manner can we learn from art the chief secret of life . . . of 
action and reaction, of causal connection, of suitability of part to part, of organ-
ism, interchange, and growth’ (64). Art teaches us this not merely intellectually 

16  On the importance of the concept of harmony for Lee, see also Garza (2009: ch. 2).
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but as we feel it in our bodies, in the expansion of our vitality and spirit as we 
respond to an artwork that has style. In this organic sense, art educates us to 
apprehend and enjoy wholeness, and to select for it in our experience by remov-
ing dissonant elements and making things around us more whole (66).

The true aesthete thus pursues congruence, and not merely in trivial matters 
like the arrangement of their furniture. Necessarily, the aesthete seeks congru-
ence in ever wider circles of life; otherwise, there remains an incongruity between 
things that are closer and further away from her (68–69). The aesthete pursues 
ever greater harmony in the universe—and this includes her seeking ever greater 
happiness for other people (70). This is because the aesthete must seek congru-
ence between their happiness and the experiences of others, and so they must 
want to raise the happiness of others. In this way, aesthetic experience is ‘morally 
elevating’ and motivates us to pursue an equal distribution of happiness.

Lee’s position now depends on her conception of life. Human beings are 
organic wholes, and it is as living beings that we respond to the unified forms of 
certain artworks and find them beautiful. For Lee, this appeal to physiology is the 
hallmark of modern aesthetics. She comments that aesthetic theories today, in 
which ‘beauty is a complex physical, or mainly physical, quality’ may seem far 
removed from Plato (59). But Plato’s character Diotima was essentially right: by 
contemplating beauty we purify ourselves and become more spiritual and more 
moral. Diotima, though, understood this in a merely vague, intuitive, mystical 
way. The true explanation must be physiological and scientific: artworks with 
style reinforce and speak to the harmony of our living bodies.17

In connecting art and life, Lee has moved into the same territory as Kant 
([1790] 1987) in the Critique of Judgement. For Kant, there is an inherent link 
between the unity we find in living organisms and the harmonious play of our 
faculties that underwrites our judgements of beauty. How exactly Kant under-
stands the nature of this link remains debated. But in any case, Lee seems to have 
had no great interest in Kant (though she could read German and had read his 
First Critique, Prolegomena, and Metaphysical Foundations of Natural Science in 
translation).18 Lee and Kant differ fundamentally, for Lee’s understanding of real-
ity and its organic wholeness is realist. To be sure, she thinks the more we are 
organically unified in our bodies and spirit, the more we will experience the 
world as being organic. To that extent, our form of experience affects how the 
world presents itself to us. But still, this is a matter of our being more or less 

17  The theoretical influences on Lee’s conception of life can be discerned from the list of books 
donated from her library to the British Institute in Florence. By 1896, her reading on biology and life 
included Darwin’s Origin of Species and Descent of Man, August Weismann on heredity, Jean de 
Lanessan on the evolutionary transformation of matter, and Grant Allen’s physiological aesthetics. 
Lee read Bergson, but only after 1898. For Lee’s donation, see: www.britishinstitute.it/en/library/the-
archive/vernon-lee-collection.

18  Judging, again, by her book donation to the British Institute in Florence.
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sensitive to organic harmonies that really exist in the world, and of our acting to 
draw out more of these harmonies. Moreover, the organic unity of our bodies, in 
which these sensitivities and actions are grounded, is a reality, for Lee—a reality 
identified and understood by the natural sciences, which describe and explain the 
world as it is mind-independently.

Lee’s is not a crude, reductive scientism, however. Properly understood, life 
contains room for spirit, and the soul is part of the natural universe (Lee 1896c: 71). 
Life as a unity of parts—as ‘interchange . . . diastole–systole . . . rhythm and har
mony’ (62)—is not simply physical but a higher-order spiritual relation amongst 
lower-level physical parts. This is why the expansion and heightening of our 
organic life in response to art is a spiritual expansion as well, a broadening-out of 
consciousness.

Because we are these organic wholes, our instincts to find harmonious forms 
beautiful and to find an equal distribution of happiness good are integrally con-
nected. They are different forms of the urge towards harmony which stems from 
the organic oneness of our bodies. What we find morally good is harmony in peo-
ple’s quality of life; what we find aesthetically good is harmony in the form or 
style of artworks. Both the good and the beautiful are forms of harmony, and so 
each one stimulates the other. They are connected organically, as are all the parts 
of life.

Finally, is Lee’s position still a form of aestheticism? It is certainly a kind of 
organicism. Both equal happiness (the moral good) and our enjoyment of art-
works with style (the aesthetic good) are forms of organic harmony, and organic 
harmony is the ultimate good. It is not a unity beyond the world but a living unity 
that runs through the world, and more so if the world can be improved morally 
and enriched aesthetically in ways that enhance its unity. Although Lee still says 
that morality and beauty are distinct but connected, really their relations are even 
closer than that, for they are two versions of the same good: harmony. Moreover, 
Lee has moved further away from her earlier moralist leanings, because she no 
longer primarily understands the good as the happiness that is the object and aim 
of morality. The good has moved out of a primarily moral register, and she now 
thinks of it more expansively. Organic harmony is at once aesthetic and moral 
and the ultimate nature of life and reality. The good is aesthetic, moral, and onto-
logical at once.

With respect to aestheticism, I am torn between two answers. On the first, 
Lee’s position is no longer a version of art for art’s sake, or rather of art for beau-
ty’s sake—after all, she now speaks of art for life’s sake. Art should be made for its 
effects in fostering a life that is morally good, aesthetically beautiful, and vitally 
real. The only sense in which this is aestheticism is residual: Lee has reached this 
organicist position through the gradual transformation of her earlier aestheti-
cism, and her organicism still owes things to that earlier aestheticism and incorp
orates elements of it. One element that she retains is that artworks must have style 
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and be beautiful to have positive vitalizing effects on us, and artworks cannot 
have style if they are made to fit formulae, including moral formulae. Artworks 
must be made to be beautiful wholes, not to impart moral content.

But I prefer a second answer, although it involves slightly more stretching of 
Lee’s claims. On this reading, the organic harmony of the world is ultimately aes-
thetic. After all, harmony is an aesthetic value—and Lee thought so, having always 
equated harmony, beauty, and aesthetic value. Admittedly, I have just described 
harmony as the organic unity of the moral, aesthetic, and ontological forms of 
harmony, so it may seem one-sided to construe that highest-order harmony solely 
as aesthetic. Yet, equally, we can say that the organic unity of all these dimensions 
remains an organic unity, and that organic unity or harmony is beauty, for Lee. 
Beauty goes all the way up the universe, so to speak.

Interpreted this way, Lee’s position remains a form of aestheticism, on which 
art must be made for beauty’s sake. But unlike in standard aestheticism, the 
beauty for which art is to be made is not that of the artwork alone, but rather the 
beautiful harmony of the world and all its contents. Read this way, Lee offers a 
novel and expanded metaphysical aestheticism: beautiful art should be made 
because it makes the world more of a beautiful, organic whole.

Women on Philosophy of Art: Britain 1770–1900. Alison Stone, Oxford University Press. © Alison Stone 2024. 
DOI: 10.1093/9780198918004.003.0009
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The Fate of Nineteenth-Century 

Women Philosophers of Art

10.1  Introduction

I have argued that women made crucial contributions to shaping nineteenth-
century British philosophy of art. This area was not the all-male domain we have 
assumed it was. Recognizing women’s interventions broadens our sense not only 
of who wrote and thought about art but also of what was thought and how this 
thinking was done. The standard story of aesthetics in this period begins with 
such Romantics as William Wordsworth, Samuel Taylor Coleridge, and Percy 
Shelley. By including Anna Barbauld and Joanna Baillie, we see how British 
Romanticism encompassed a rethinking of tragic drama and the new aesthetic 
category of devotion. The usual story then proceeds to John Ruskin and his 
efforts to negotiate between the aesthetic and the ethical. We can enrich this story 
by feeding in Harriet Martineau’s moralism and Anna Jameson’s endeavours to 
balance artworks’ aesthetic and moral sides, by way first of her concept of charac-
ter and then of religion. In scale and ambition, Jameson produced a body of work 
parallel to that of Ruskin. Frances Power Cobbe’s attempt to balance beauty and 
goodness deserves inclusion in this story as well. Finally, when the standard nar-
rative proceeds to the aestheticist turn taken by Walter Pater and Oscar Wilde, we 
can profitably add Emilia Dilke and Vernon Lee into the picture, both for their 
strong statements of art for beauty’s sake and for their subsequent moves in dif-
ferent directions.

When we include women, we find that concepts and movements traditionally 
linked to men alone were actually co-created by their female contemporaries. 
This comes out very clearly from the fact that Jameson discussed the Gothic 
almost simultaneously with Ruskin, and that Dilke’s defence of aestheticism pre-
ceded Pater’s. Who got there first does not matter in itself; such questions are 
bound to be murky. But these cases are important because they show how wom-
en’s writings, alongside men’s, defined the central issues and debates around art in 
this period.

Looking at the internal movement of women’s thinking on art over time, we 
have seen that their shared central concerns were the relations between art, 
morality, and religion. Their views on these relations followed two largely over-
lapping arcs.
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Along the art–morality arc, Barbauld initially held the two in balance. Novels 
had to entertain and give aesthetic pleasure, but their entertainment value 
depended on inbuilt moral features, such as narrative closure in which the virtu-
ous were rewarded. Again, to give aesthetic pleasure, fiction had to refine and 
cultivate our sympathies, but it also had to be realistic enough for these sympa-
thies to transfer into real-life morality. Barbauld also balanced art and religion; 
she argued that religion had an aesthetic aspect—that of feeling and imagination—
but reciprocally that every exercise of imagination was inherently religious, rais-
ing our minds beyond the sensory world.

After Barbauld, the balance tilted towards morality. Baillie ([1798] 1806) char-
acterized the theatre as ‘a school in which much good or evil can be learned’ (57). 
Martineau took the even stronger view that art’s purpose was to impart moral 
lessons, instilling these lessons effectively by making use of the aesthetic vividity 
of sensory impressions. Art’s link to religion tightened simultaneously, since 
Baillie’s religious convictions underpinned her belief in our free will to act well or 
badly, and Martineau’s early religious convictions (later abandoned) informed 
her conception of moral principles.

The art–morality arc then began to tip back towards greater balance with 
Jameson, yet in her later work she balanced art and morality by further tightening 
art’s link with religion. In Sacred Art, she proposed that art was good as art when 
it was poetically meaningful and expressive of the religious beliefs of a given stage 
of civilization. Since those beliefs enshrined the moral hope for a better world, art 
had to be morally good to be good as art. Reciprocally, artworks could not be 
morally good (enshrining people’s moral hopes) without being aesthetically good 
(truly poetically expressive of people’s lived beliefs).

In other words, the art–morality link peaked before the art–religion link, 
and the latter peaked as a way of tilting art–and–morality back towards greater 
balance. This applies to Cobbe’s work also, for she appealed to the divine origin 
of beauty to argue that all true beauty was necessarily good as it came from God. 
Consequently, artists could freely pursue art for art’s sake anyway; as long as they 
pursued true beauty, no immoral consequences would follow.

The next step was that both Dilke and the earlier Lee severed the art–religion 
and art–morality links. They both saw beauty as a property of certain sensory 
qualities which give us pleasure, or perhaps as the power of these qualities to give 
us pleasure. To produce art for beauty’s sake, the artist must focus solely on pro-
ducing artworks embodying these sensory qualities, setting aside any concerns 
with morality or religion. Lee even argued that religious significance transcends 
the sensory world, whereas beauty is sensory and physical, so that art cannot be 
both genuinely religiously expressive and beautiful, a reversal of Jameson’s earlier 
position.

The final move was for the arc to begin curving back towards a more moderate 
art–morality link. Dilke acknowledged that moral value was one kind of value 
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artworks could have, and Lee espoused art for life’s sake, art for the sake of the 
greater harmony of the universe—a move back into more spiritual terrain. The 
net result was not simply a return to Barbauld’s balance, but a push towards 
greater conceptual clarification on Dilke’s part and towards a new metaphysical 
form of aestheticism on Lee’s part.

Having explored what these seven women wrote about, I now want to consider 
two sets of issues that these women did not significantly discuss. First, Barbauld 
excepted, they tended to run together the categories of the artistic, the aesthetic, 
and the beautiful, consequently giving little attention either to the aesthetic qual
ities of nature or to the sublime. Second, and again with the partial exception of 
Barbauld, these women did not subject the canon or the hierarchy of the arts to 
much critical scrutiny. I will suggest, however, that these omissions do not give us 
reason to dismiss or devalue these women’s ideas. On the contrary, their different 
interests and priorities raise critical questions about our preferences today.

10.2  The Aesthetic, the Beautiful, and Art Hierarchies

Collectively, these women spent relatively little time asking, ‘what is art?’ and ‘is 
there anything that all art has in common?’ Two of the most explicit answers 
came from Cobbe and Lee. For Cobbe, art results from creative making (poiesis) 
in which we recapitulate God’s creation of nature; for Lee in ‘Art and Life’, great 
art results from the infusion of style into materials which binds them into organic 
wholes. Other women’s answers were more implicit: for the earlier Jameson, art-
works are imaginative creations that have a wholeness akin to organic nature; for 
the later Jameson, artworks are poetic expressions of a civilization’s core beliefs. 
But on the whole, defining art was not a pressing concern for these women. This 
is probably because they lived (or, in Lee’s case, formed many of her ideas) before 
modernist experimentation gave us works like Duchamp’s Fountain which desta-
bilized the concept of art.

Moreover, as we have repeatedly seen, most of these women associated the aes-
thetic domain with that of the arts. Barbauld was the exception, for she believed 
that aesthetic experiences of God in nature and the everyday world occurred 
independently of art. Nevertheless, she gave literature and art central roles in cul-
tivating our aesthetic sensitivities. Subsequently, from Baillie through Martineau 
and Jameson, art’s educative powers took more and more priority, and the arts 
moved into centre stage. The resulting elision of aesthetic and artistic even led 
Cobbe to classify our aesthetic experience of nature as ‘tertiary art’. Tellingly, 
Dilke (1869) soon afterwards defined aesthetics as ‘a general theory explaining 
the place in human nature of the emotions of art, and in the objects of art their 
character and causes’ (148; my emphasis).
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Even so, it was Dilke who subsequently began to disentangle artistic from 
aesthetic value, arguing that aesthetic value was only one of the kinds of value 
found in pictures and other artworks. Lee ultimately developed a similar line of 
thought after 1900. She argued in The Beautiful (1913) that beauty is a quality of 
certain harmonious forms, whether these forms are of natural objects, human 
beings, artefacts, or artworks. Similarly, in The Handling of Words (Lee 1923), 
she clarified: ‘By aesthetic I do not mean artistic. I mean . . . that which relates to 
the contemplation of such aspects as we call “beautiful”, whether in art or nature’ 
(79). We find no such aesthetic/artistic demarcation in Lee’s pre-1900 work, 
although she did foreshadow the distinction in ‘Beauty and Ugliness’ (Lee 1897a) 
when rejecting ‘the usual confusion between the aesthetic phenomenon and that 
special ramification and complication thereof which should properly be called 
the phenomenon of art’ (555). Yet her examples of non-art aesthetic phenomena 
were jars, mats, vessels, tables, garments, ceremonies, and the metrical properties 
of words—all craft artefacts. Lee described them as rude and elementary antici-
pations of art (556). That is, artefacts counted as being aesthetic because they 
foreshadowed art, so that Lee continued, despite herself, to run together the aes-
thetic and the artistic.

The aesthetic/artistic elision meant that these women did not really theorize 
natural beauty, sensitive though they were to nature’s aesthetic qualities. For 
instance, Jameson (1826) evoked natural beauty in her Diary of an Ennuyée:

Are there not times when we turn with indifference from the finest picture or 
statue—the most improving book—the most amusing poem; and when the very 
commonest, and every-day beauties of nature, a soft evening, a lovely landscape, 
the moon riding in her glory through a clouded sky, without forcing or asking 
attention, sink into our hearts? (29)

But for Jameson art remained the paradigmatic aesthetic phenomenon, and her 
diarist continued that she only found these aesthetic qualities in nature because 
she was viewing it with an artistic spirit, as if it was art. ‘I look’, admitted the diar
ist, ‘upon the glorious scenes with which I am surrounded . . . with the eye of the 
painter, and the feeling of the poet’ (310). Accordingly, the diarist described much 
that she was seeing on her travels as picturesque: wild landscapes and ruined cas-
tles (136), massed armies on a mountainside (243), ‘fervid skies . . . sunsets . . . 
pine-clad mountains . . . azure seas’ (361). All these scenes were observed as if in a 
picture, and this rendered them aesthetic.

Like Jameson, Lee regularly evoked natural beauty: ‘the particular curve of the 
hill here, the particular effect of a clump of trees there; the trunk of an olive; the 
stones in the water; the tips of the cypresses and their beautiful compactly fibrous 
greyish boles’ (Lee 1886: 10). But natural beauty was not integrated into her 
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pre-1900 theorizing. Dilke acknowledged that ‘The distinction . . . between beauty 
in nature and beauty in art . . . is a most important distinction, and of which both 
the educated and the ignorant are generally unaware’ (Dilke 1879a: 236). But she 
did not enlarge on the distinction either. Overall, nature’s aesthetic qualities 
hovered, untheorized, on the fringes of these women’s frameworks. Cobbe this 
time was the partial exception, since she regarded natural beauty as the proper 
source of all artistic beauty. However, even for Cobbe, nature was beautiful as the 
expression and manifestation of God’s creativity—as God’s creative product, the 
original artwork.

As Lee’s (1923) above-quoted remark makes explicit, ‘By aesthetic . . . I mean . . . that 
which relates to the contemplation of such aspects as we call “beautiful” ’ (79), 
the aesthetic and the beautiful tended to be amalgamated too. These women 
did reflect on other aesthetic categories—the devotional (Barbauld), the tragic 
(Baillie), the picturesque (Jameson, Dilke), the horrific (Lee)—but they were 
secondary to beauty, which remained central and paradigmatic. We see this most 
clearly in the aestheticism of Dilke and Lee, for whom art’s purpose was to be 
beautiful, beauty gave us aesthetic pleasure, and the pursuit of beauty defined art 
as art. If anything, then, beauty’s pre-eminence only grew over the period from 
1773 to 1896. After all, for Barbauld devotional taste united the sublime and the 
beautiful, while Baillie’s primary categories were the tragic and the comic; but as 
the century went on, beauty became ever more predominant.

Barbauld aside, the sublime was conspicuously absent from these women’s 
theories. For Jameson (1826), the beautiful was much more salient, and her 
second-place aesthetic category was not the sublime but the picturesque. She 
often invoked the picturesque where we might have expected to find the sublime, 
as when she wrote: ‘Let us recall that it is not alone the visible picturesque . . . which 
thus intoxicates . . . but it is something more than these, something beyond, and 
over all’ (361).1 She occasionally described the immense Canadian landscapes 
that she visited in the 1830s as ‘sublime’, but her much-preferred term was ‘pictur-
esque’. As Lorraine York (1986) and Wendy Roy (2003) both observe, in Winter 
Studies and Summer Rambles Jameson repeatedly described Canadian scenery as 
picturesque, applying ‘artistic criteria of form and symmetry to a wild, recalci-
trant landscape’ (Roy 2003: 51). Jameson’s guide Henry Schoolcraft commented 
that she ‘appeared to regard our vast woods, and wilds, and lakes, as a magnifi-
cent panorama, a painting in oil’ (quoted in Thomas 1967: 135). Elsewhere 
Jameson (1826) even used the language of the picturesque to describe her climb 
of Vesuvius while it hissed and spat out fiery stones (236–249).2 Where she could 

1  This shading of the picturesque into the sublime (and the beautiful) was widespread in writing on 
the topic; see Costelloe (2013: ch. 4).

2  Alessa Johns has identified a gendered pattern for men to find Vesuvius sublime, women to find it 
picturesque; see Johns (2014: ch. 3).
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not render landscapes picturesque, she found them merely desolate and not awe-
inspiringly vast—not sublime, but devoid of aesthetic qualities altogether.

We see a similar preference for the picturesque over the sublime in Baillie 
([1798] 1806), who sought to bring the minds of troubled heroes and heroines 
close to us. She said that this was like homing in on the ‘roughened sides shaded 
with heath and brushwood’ of a mountain, that seen from a distance had been a 
mere outline (28). As Jane Stabler remarks, ‘Here, Baillie uses a picturesque ana
logy . . . whereas [Ann] Radcliffe always accords more value to the sublime, the 
indefinite . . . Baillie [prefers] detail and nuance’ (Stabler 2002: 53). After all, Baillie 
wanted to bring the passions of heroes within our sympathetic understanding. 
Hers was an art of psychological intimacy, not distant grandeur.

Cobbe ([1862] 1863) saw sculpture as an art of power, which meant that out of 
all the arts sculpture was ‘when perfected . . . the most sublime’ (82). Here Cobbe 
followed the entrenched connection of the sublime with power and grandeur, 
which came down especially from Edmund Burke. Yet she placed sculpture 
within the overarching heading of ‘woman’s pursuit of the Beautiful’ (89): one 
way women could pursue the beautiful was to make sublime art. Cobbe thus 
treated the sublime as a form of beautiful art. So did Jameson, who described 
artworks as sublime when they most powerfully raised our minds to God. For 
example, she said that Titian’s angel heads had ‘something sublime and spiritual, 
as well as simple and natural’ (Jameson 1848: vol. 1: 44).3 Such cases of sublime 
art, for Jameson, fell within the overarching category of beautiful art: art that was 
poetically meaningful and expressive.

Cobbe often used ‘sublime’ in a similar way to Jameson, to mean ‘raising our 
minds to God’ (Cobbe 1865: 132, 134, 300, 438). This had a precursor in Barbauld’s 
sublime side of devotion, the mind’s upward movement from finite things towards 
God. Thus, one line of thought running through these women’s writings con-
nected the sublime with religion. The mind’s ascending movement towards God 
and things of the spirit was sublime; so were the elements of artworks that 
prompted this movement; and one way that artworks could be beautiful was by 
being sublime, that is, evoking religious awareness.

The link with religion partly explains why Dilke and Lee privileged beauty 
more strongly than ever as the central aesthetic category. They separated art from 
religion, and so they set aside the sublime too, presuming it to have religious con-
notations. Dilke (1873b) warned of the ‘danger’ of confusing the beautiful with 
‘the really distinct terms, grandeur and sublimity’ (416), and gave the latter no 
place in her account of the values of artworks. However, we might wonder 
whether the sublime survives into Lee’s thought in the guise of the supernatural, 
which hovers beyond presentation. For instance, Catherine Maxwell (2009) not 

3  For similar uses, see Jameson (1848: vol. 1: 17, 27, 96, 107).
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unreasonably describes Lee’s supernatural as sublime (145–149). But it is reveal-
ing that Lee herself did not use the word ‘sublime’ in connection with the super-
natural. The sublime was not a significant concept for her, and even when it 
would have made sense for her to refer to it, she did not.

In some recent art theory, the sublime is seen as a transgressive, radical force, 
expressing a world that exceeds our understanding and mastery.4 From this per-
spective, beauty corresponds to the world tamed, domesticated to suit our facul-
ties and please us. Thus whereas the sublime is exciting and destabilizing, the 
beautiful is rather staid and uninteresting. One might then see these women’s 
inclination towards the beautiful as a sign of their aesthetic conservatism. But 
there are other possibilities. Plausibly, these women steered away from the sub-
lime, and reduced it to a subordinate form of the beautiful, due to the gendered 
connotations of these aesthetic values. For the equations masculine–sublime and 
feminine–beautiful were well established by their time. In siding with the beauti-
ful, perhaps these women were indirectly speaking for and from feminine values, 
and raising a subtle protest against masculine power. By emphasizing the femin
ine value of beauty, they implicitly underscored their suitability to write about art 
as women. In this light, we might wonder whether the current interest in the sub-
lime accidentally imparts a bias against nineteenth-century women philosophers 
of art, who had understandable reasons to downplay the sublime in favour of 
beauty.5

The issue of aesthetic conservatism surfaces again insofar as these women 
essentially accepted the hierarchy of the arts. Between them, they reflected on all 
the five ‘major’ arts, poetry, music, painting, sculpture, and architecture. 
Literature received the most attention in the earlier half of the century and paint-
ing the most in the later half, reflecting the wider visual turn in later-century 
British culture. But these women accepted that these five arts were the major arts 
and were the proper focus of reflection on art. They worked with a system of the 
arts that had become fixed in the eighteenth century, along with the divide 
between fine art and mere craft (Kristeller 1951).

4  For example: the sublime ‘has successfully resisted being theorized, or comprehended . . . It is 
precisely as space outside theoretical or discursive mastery’ (Guerlac 1991: 895); ‘Under the aegis of 
the sublime . . . [are] moments of mute encounter with all that exceeds our comprehension . . . being 
taken to the limits. The sublime experience is fundamentally transformative, about . . . the disruption 
of the stable coordinates of time and space’ (Morley 2010: 12). A key influence on such views is 
Lyotard (1982).

5  For instance, in the ‘Late Modern’ section of Robert Clewis’s Sublime Reader, the only woman 
included is Mary Shelley, with an excerpt from Frankenstein (Clewis 2019). Clewis includes many 
women from earlier and later periods. Of course, the criticism that the sublime is a masculine value 
has been made by feminist aestheticians before (e.g., Freeman 1987), but my point is slightly different: 
nineteenth-century women philosophers of art themselves seem to have seen the sublime as masculine 
and steered towards beauty instead. Hence the lack of sources on the sublime by nineteenth-century 
women, reflected in Clewis’s anthology despite his inclusive intentions.
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Cobbe, for instance, emphatically privileged these five arts and scorned popu-
lar arts like street music:

Music is peculiarly an art which cannot thus bear to be vulgarized . . . [and] an air 
of music . . . is forever desecrated once it has become the spoil of every strum-
ming piano-player in our drawing-rooms, and organ-grinder in the streets. . . . No 
other bad art is half so obnoxious and intrusive, nor half so injurious, as bad 
music . . . (Cobbe 1865: 318)

Dilke did take note of female craftspeople, both practically in her union work and 
theoretically in her French art books, where she looked at minor and major arts, 
treating both alike as expressions of their historical eras. Yet this rested on her 
premise that all these arts were merely historical and not properly aesthetic, while 
her canon of truly beautiful artworks remained familiar: the Sistine Madonna, 
the Niobe, and so on. Lee, too, focused overwhelmingly on canonical or high art, 
as we can see by turning back to the titles of her early writings in Table 9.1. She 
extolled ‘great’ art that had style, setting it apart from popular ephemera like 
music hall and mimeographs. The latter, for Lee, offered merely immediate, tran-
sient, physical pleasures to people too exhausted and depleted by work to engage 
with beautiful art (Lee 1896a: 663).6

These women’s acceptance of the system of the arts thus went along with their 
acceptance of the canon. Barbauld’s case was the most ambiguous. On the one 
hand she helped to establish the canon of the novel, but on the other hand she 
included many women novelists, and she suggested a picture of canons as tem
porary and provisional constructions from which I have taken inspiration. But 
after Barbauld, views on the canon seem to have hardened. In particular, Jameson 
was a gifted interpreter and consolidator of the existing literary and visual canon. 
Although she was a feminist and highlighted positive representations of women, 
these were almost entirely ones made by canonical male artists, and Jameson did 
not fully develop her thoughts on female artists or see their work as posing ques-
tions to the canon. Instead, she primarily aimed to make the male-centred canon 
accessible and intelligible to the public. As we saw in Chapter 6, her acceptance of 
the canon set her apart from Ruskin, who was prepared to be more iconoclastic 
and who pointed out that Jameson’s own criteria of aesthetic value should have 
prompted her to raise critical questions about some of the artworks and art trad
itions that she praised.

6  Lee (1901a, 1901b) revised her views, maintaining in ‘Art and Usefulness’ that great art necessar-
ily grows from craft. Craft objects have both practical and aesthetic qualities, and the latter are the 
source of the beautiful forms that art draws out: without craft, no art. Nonetheless, Lee (1901b) con-
tinued to believe in ‘artistic genius’ and ‘great art’ (517, 518). She valued craft on the grounds that its 
aesthetic elements paved the way for great art.
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These features of nineteenth-century women’s art writing can be frustrating 
to feminists today. For example, Deborah Cherry (1993) has argued that 
nineteenth-century women’s inattention to female artists ‘contributed to the 
structural exclusion of women artists in the history and the public collections 
of the early twentieth century’ (72). This inattention to female artists arguably 
flowed out of these women’s acceptance of the canon of male artists and of a 
system of the arts under which such arts as decoration, flower painting, and 
embroidery were consigned to craft status. These were all arts in which women 
had long been expected to engage and which had feminine connotations. 
Recent feminist art theorists have instead taken women’s exclusion from the 
canon as a starting-point for thinking both about the social conditions of artis-
tic production (e.g., Wolff 1993) and about what counts as fine art at all (Parker 
and Pollock 1981: ch. 2). Why not treat decoration, flower painting, and embroi-
dery as major arts?

These were not questions that our seven women pursued. Two other women, 
Mary Merrifield and Elizabeth Eastlake, came closer to doing so, but they still 
stopped short. Merrifield (1854) argued that dress could be elevated into a fine art 
by the application of principles of harmonious form which were known from 
painting and sculpture. But Merrifield did not so much question fashion’s exclu-
sion from the fine arts as extend the category of fine art to encompass dress. And 
while Eastlake defended photography, she did so on the grounds that photog
raphy was not a fine art, but that it could relieve art of the mechanical side of 
reproduction, liberating art proper to become more truly creative and imagina-
tive (Eastlake 1857). Eastlake vindicated photography within the terms of the 
accepted art/craft hierarchy (see Chapter 11).

The irony is that these women were active participants in and beneficiaries of 
mass circulation culture. Martineau’s Illustrations were a publishing sensation. 
Jameson introduced a pioneering series of prints in the Art-Journal and enthused 
that people could now have reproductions of artworks in their homes and local 
towns, with ‘every beautiful work of art . . . multiplied and diffused by hundreds and 
thousands of copies’ (1845: vol. 1: 168). Martineau, Jameson, Cobbe, Dilke, and Lee 
were adept at turning out essays and reviews to the fast rhythms of periodical 
culture. Yet this did not prompt them to revalue mass culture compared to fine art.

It might be objected that I am overstating these women’s conservatism. Hilary 
Fraser (2014) argues that they did challenge conventions, methods, and received 
assumptions in particular ways. I agree: witness Baillie’s grand plan for a concept-
driven drama, Martineau’s visionary programme of literary realism, Jameson’s 
ambitious Sacred Art project, Cobbe’s hierarchy of the arts, Dilke’s bold defence 
of aestheticism, and Lee’s strong argument that beauty and religion cannot mix. 
But one thing these women did not greatly challenge was art’s canon and hier
archy or their gender implications. Rather than criticizing them on this score 
(with Cherry) or reading them for places where they do anticipate modern crit
ical theories (with Fraser), perhaps we can simply accept that their concerns were 
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not always the same as ours. These women came to art from a different place 
from modern feminists, and their work is no worse, and is in many ways more 
interesting, for this difference.

Indeed, there is a risk that if we insist that past theorists must be iconoclasts 
and radical critics of artistic hierarchies, we will devalue women philosophers of 
art. We see this, for example, when Linda Nochlin commends the bold feminist 
critique of John Stuart Mill, while condemning the political and aesthetic caution 
and conservatism of Sarah Stickney Ellis (Nochlin 1971: 487, 498–499). The pat-
tern that Elise Garritzen (2020) has analysed in nineteenth-century women his
torians is relevant here. Having less authority than men, women ‘borrowed 
authority from renowned male historians to sanction their scholarly competence’ 
(650). Similarly, Jameson established her credentials by engaging with canonical 
artists like Shakespeare and Raphael, as Martineau did with Scott, Dilke with 
Poussin, Lee with Goethe, and so on. These engagements had their subversive 
elements. Jameson foregrounded Shakespeare’s female characters, and Lee used 
her reading of Goethe to show that good art had no room for the supernatural or 
religious. But still, these remained subversive readings of canonical men. 
Garritzen shows that women had to focus on canonical men to amplify their 
authority, whereas men such as Ruskin or Mill could afford to be more adversarial 
towards received opinion. Contemporary preferences for radical critique, like the 
contemporary orientation towards the sublime, may inadvertently create a bias 
against nineteenth-century women philosophers of art.

10.3  How These Women Disappeared

The women discussed in this book were not marginal or minor figures. In their 
time they were respected, renowned, and in some cases famous. Only later were 
they forgotten and left out of historical narratives, so that our accumulated schol-
arship says little or nothing about them. This makes these women appear mar-
ginal and minor, but this appearance is only a distorting effect of our one-sided 
historical accounts.

The fact that these women were once well known shows that patriarchy hasn’t 
worked in the way we have often believed. Patriarchal constraints did not prevent 
nineteenth-century women from writing philosophy of art. Rather, these con-
straints have impeded women’s philosophical writings from being heard, 
received, and taken up into historiography. The problem has been with reception, 
not production. As Roszika Parker and Griselda Pollock (1981) wrote forty years 
ago of women artists, the right question is not ‘why have there been no great 
women artists?’:

There have always been women artists. The issues thus have to be reformu-
lated . . . feminist art history . . . [needs] to analyse why modern art history ignores 
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the existence of women artists, why it has become silent about them, why it has 
consistently dismissed as insignificant those it did acknowledge. (49)

Similarly, there have always been women philosophers of art. The question is, 
how have they become left out of the history of aesthetics so comprehensively 
that it is difficult for contemporary historians to appreciate their role in shaping 
British philosophy of art? A complex of factors has brought this situation about.

Citations, followers, and authority. Nineteenth-century citation practice was to 
reference women sparingly or not at all. Unfortunately, when authors are not ref-
erenced, they quickly become forgotten. This is especially so when these authors 
published anonymously or under hard-to-decipher initials, pseudonyms, and 
changing surnames. Moreover, women writing on art, as on other areas of phil
osophy, did not acquire male disciples and followers who carried their work for-
ward. Men might praise women’s writing, but it would have been a rare man who 
placed his published work under a woman’s tutelary authority. Men might admit 
their indebtedness to women in correspondence,7 but published work was 
another matter.

Professional specialization. As I have explained elsewhere (see Stone 2023: 
ch. 1), late in the British nineteenth century a wave of academic specialization and 
professionalization took place. The earlier, deliberately amateur and generalist 
culture was transformed into one of specialist expertise. To make credible intel-
lectual contributions one now had to belong to the right networks and forums 
and, in the end, to work as a university academic. Women could study at some 
universities by then, but the legacy of their exclusion from higher education 
meant that at first very few women could become professional academics. Thus, 
the credentials that were now required for credibility were largely out of women’s 
reach. In contrast, the earlier generalist culture had not required these credentials 
and had been more open to female participation.

The same cultural shift negatively affected the reception and reputation of earl
ier thinkers, most of whom were in hindsight classed as mere amateurs. 
Admittedly, art history was somewhat exceptional, only becoming a specialized 
discipline well into the twentieth century (see Pollock 2012). But this meant that 
art history as a whole tended to be derided as amateur. This applied to past prac-
titioners like Jameson and Dilke, even though they had tried to ‘professionalize’ 
art history (relatively speaking) by carefully researching art-historical facts and 
avoiding sweeping pronouncements à la Carlyle or Ruskin (Holcomb 1983; 
Kanwit 2013). In any case, being pre-professional, these women were not simply 
art historians. Their work also ranged over art criticism and evaluation, 

7  As the religious philosopher James Martineau did with Cobbe, for instance; see Mitchell 
(2004: 151).
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philosophy of art, literary criticism, and other genres. This range set these women 
apart from twentieth-century academia with its sharpened disciplinary 
boundaries.

Literature. Literature was the one area in which women’s historical contribu-
tions were valued and retained in collective memory. As I have pointed out before 
(Stone 2023: 45–46), a telling indicator is the selection of books from Mark 
Pattison’s library which was donated to Somerville College in Oxford in 1884. 
These were the books deemed useful models for students of ‘the best that has 
been thought and said’, in Matthew Arnold’s phrase. The few items by women 
were almost all literary: travel writing (Sarah Austin), novels (Jane Austen), 
poetry (the anthology ‘The Female Poets’), and correspondence (the letters of 
Madeleine de Sablé and Marie de Sévigné). The sole exception is Dilke’s 
Renaissance of Art in France, which was only included because she had been 
Pattison’s wife. As Judith Johnston (1997) has observed, although nineteenth-
century women ‘were enormously productive and successful, as translators, bio
graphers, historians, philosophers, critics and editors’, ‘women’s fiction writing 
has been . . . privileged over non-fiction’ (17).

In part, fiction was privileged in a defensive reaction to the rise of specializa-
tion. Take the words of Richard Garnett (writer, encyclopaedist, and Keeper of 
Books at the British Museum), prefacing Mathilde Blind’s Poetical Works. Blind, 
he says, was ‘attracted by those female writers who have shown that in certain 
fields women can rival men. George Eliot . . . George Sand . . . Mrs Browning’s 
“Aurora Leigh” ’ (Garnett 1900: 19; my emphasis). That is, women could equal 
men in literature, an increasingly plausible claim in a context where women gen-
erally lacked the academic credentials that were now required for non-fiction 
intellectual work but not for being novelists or poets.

For the same reason, first-wave feminists selectively highlighted women’s literary 
contributions, it being much easier to make the case for women’s achievements in 
this domain. A revealing example is the Eminent Women book series of the 
1880s–90s which, under the general editorship of John Ingram, was heavily slanted 
to writing and the arts. Its twenty-two titles covered eight writers: Eliot, Austen, 
Barrett Browning, Emily Brontë, Sand, Mary Lamb, Maria Edgeworth, Mary 
Shelley; two actresses: Rachel Félix, Sarah Siddons; three members of royalty: the 
Countess of Albany, Margaret Queen of Navarre, Queen Victoria; one reformer: 
Elizabeth Fry; and two religious figures: Teresa of Avila, Susanna Wesley. Of the 
other six—Margaret Fuller, Harriet Martineau, Mary Wollstonecraft, Marie-Jeanne 
Roland, Germaine de Staël, and Hannah More—Roland was approached as a 
political actor, and More, Wollstonecraft, Fuller, Martineau, and Staël in terms of 
their lives and literary work. Thus, at least 60% of the featured women were pre-
sented as writers.

Exceptionality. Garnett’s prefatory remarks about Blind illustrate another 
recurring trope for intellectual women to be badged as ‘exceptional’. An 

Stone_9780198917977_10.indd   233 6/3/2024   2:48:06 PM

C10P42

C10P43

C10P44

C10P45



OUP UNCORRECTED AUTOPAGE PROOFS – REVISES, 03/06/24, SPi

Dictionary: 

234  Women on Philosophy of Art

anonymous retrospective essay on Dilke’s work published in the Quarterly Review 
exemplifies the use of this trope:

The small band of Englishwomen who, by their writings, have proved that the 
feminine intellect, in its highest development, is on a par with that of man, have 
had one feature in common. By the bounds which they have imposed on their 
talent . . . they have shown, the less extended the area in which they have worked, 
the greater . . . their achievement. The work of Jane Austen is the produce of a 
very limited horizon. . . . The small production of Charlotte Brontë . . . was like-
wise drawn from a circumscribed area. . . . [Emilia Dilke] was probably the equal 
in intellect of any of these . . . The other women whom we have quoted as display-
ing mental powers equal to those of men won their fame in the realm of the 
imagination. That of Lady Dilke will rest on . . . ‘the philosophy of aesthetics, the 
history of art’ . . . Very rare are the names either of women or of men who could 
have accomplished her work. (Anonymous 1904: 439–443)

In short: it is exceptional for women to excel, but they can if they narrow down 
and specialize; they have excelled most often in literature; but Dilke excelled in 
non-fiction, so she was doubly exceptional. The silence about Jameson speaks 
loudly here: presumably she failed to impose suitable limits on her talents. Yet 
Jameson in turn had been described as being ‘among the small list of illustrious 
women who have done real work in connection with painting and sculpture’ 
(Anonymous 1878: 1470) and as ‘almost unrivalled’ (Anonymous 1860a: 1). When 
woman after woman is described as exceptional and singular, it becomes appar-
ent that these are not statements of fact but repetitions of a trope. That trope, as 
Anne Pollok has acutely shown, implies that since a thinking woman is the excep-
tion, an unthinking woman is the norm (Pollok 2022).8 That is, the trope obscures 
the reality that it was not exceptional for women to think and write, whether on 
art or anything else. The apparent praise of individuals like Dilke and Jameson 
submerges women’s broader intellectual participation and presence.

Modernism. Another crucial factor in the forgetting of these women philo
sophers of art was the rise of modernism. Modernism broke with the past, with 
tradition, and with the perceived failings of the inherited social world. That 
inherited world was Victorian. Lytton Strachey’s irreverent demolition of the 
moral pretensions of the Eminent Victorians was emblematic (Strachey [1918] 
2009). Of course, modernism was born from the womb of Victorian culture, but 
it rejected its parent all the more strongly for that, in order to cut the apron strings 
tying it to the past.

8  See also Israel’s (1999) insightful exploration of the trope of Dilke’s exceptionality.
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Part of what the modernists rejected was Victorian periodicals culture, in 
which literature appeared serialized, not as self-contained great works, and where 
serial instalments rubbed shoulders with essays, reviews, and other miscellanea. 
This context was commercial: journals competed for markets and audiences in a 
fast-paced marketplace, in which critical or positive reviews performed commer-
cial roles.9 Reviews, as Laurel Brake et al. (2022) point out, blended into advert
isements or ‘puffing’ (164–165). The same social world had made visual art much 
more accessible than before, with guidebooks, galleries, print reproductions, 
photography, exhibitions, reviews of exhibitions, illustrated magazines, all busily 
circulating (Cherry 2000: 33–34). The outcome was a ‘picture world’, as Rachel 
Teukolsky (2020) calls it. This realm of commercial exchange amongst pictures, 
words, periodicals, and money was part of what modernism turned against.10 
Championing artistic purity and autonomy, many modernists celebrated the 
great artwork conceived as a self-contained item, held above commercial society 
and its supposed flood of low-quality trash and hack writing (for a critical 
account, see Carroll 1998).11

The modernists did not only repudiate the periodical milieu in which our 
women published because it was contaminated by commerce. In addition, much 
periodical output had been anonymous and part of a collaborative conversation, 
but this made no sense in an outlook on which great artworks resulted from great 
artists viewing the world from their singular perspectives. Furthermore, the mod-
ernists sought to separate art from other extraneous influences such as religion 
and morality. By the same token, modernism rejected theories of art which fore-
grounded religion and morality. This rejection affected men like Ruskin as well as 
women, but it particularly bore on women, who had so often approached art in 
moral terms.

The figure of the prudish, moralistic Victorian woman personified all that the 
modernists sought to leave behind. As William McCarthy (2008) has explained, 
this accounts for Barbauld’s twentieth-century disappearance. Her

oblivion resulted from a literary revolution as thoroughgoing as any political 
revolution. With almost all the literary women of her time, Barbauld was 
dropped from literary history when twentieth-century literary modernism 
repudiated everything that seemed to it ‘Victorian’. The spirit of that repudi
ation, and its association of ‘Victorian’ with women who are presumed elderly, 

9  On these features of nineteenth-century print culture, see Rubery (2010), and on the commer-
cial role of art criticism, Flint (2000: 173–6).

10  On the modernist dichotomy between literature and journalism, see Strychacz (1993).
11  For a key statement of the modernist programme for the arts to achieve purity and raise them-

selves above entertainment and commerce, see Greenberg ([1965] 1982: 5–6).
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repressed, and foolishly high minded, is on display in The Importance of Being 
Earnest. (xiii)12

McCarthy refers to Wilde’s ([1895] 1920) character Miss Prism, ‘a female of repel-
lent aspect’ who enforces the virtuous study of political economy and sums up: 
‘The good ended happily and the bad unhappily. That is what fiction means’ (46). 
This surely sounds like Martineau.

The example of Wilde reminds us that the aestheticists prefigured the modern-
ist turn against Victorianism. Consider Mr Babcock in Henry James’ ([1877] 1879) 
novel The American. Babcock is a representative Victorian moralist, a Unitarian 
minister who carries Jameson’s works everywhere. ‘Poor Mr. Babcock was 
extremely fond of pictures and churches, and carried Mrs. Jameson’s works about 
in his trunk’ (64). Babcock shows his prudishness when he refuses to believe a 
story that a young woman had a love affair with a man without wanting him to 
marry her. ‘Babcock had related this incident to Newman, and our hero [i.e., 
Newman] had applied an epithet of an unflattering sort to the young girl’ (James 
[1877] 1879: 65). Babcock, shocked, defends the woman. His supposedly ‘exqui-
site’ sense of beauty is misguided: he cannot accept that beauty and morality are 
separate, so that beauty and immorality may go together without this vitiating the 
beauty. He refuses to believe that a beautiful exterior may conceal immoral 
behaviour, with women as with art.13 Here James makes a set of symbolic equa-
tions: Victorian culture–aesthetic moralism–sexual repression–religious piety, all 
condensed in Babcock’s idol, ‘Mrs Jameson’.

This sheds light on why Barbauld, Baillie, Jameson, and Cobbe were not 
covered in the Eminent Women series. The contributing authors were in an aes-
theticist social network that centred on the Rossettis (see Macleod 2016), whereas 
Jameson and the others embodied the older moral and religious outlook that was 
being rejected. Lee, on the other hand, was part of the Eminent Women network, 
authoring its volume on the historical figure the Countess of Albany. Lee’s mem-
bership in these aestheticist circles is probably another factor in her determin
ation to separate herself from ‘Mrs Jameson’. After all, she admired Henry James 
greatly, dedicating her novel Miss Brown to him.14 Yet Lee went on to fall foul of 
anti-Victorianism herself. By the 1920s, as Vineta Colby (2003) writes: ‘Reviewers 

12  Christa Zorn (2003) concurs: ‘When modernism . . . became the dominant literary trend, women 
writers of the previous era were snubbed for their moral tone . . . or their lack of disinterestedness’ (xv).

13  Of course, this imaginary woman’s behaviour is not really immoral, but James assumes it is.
14  I suspect that the above passages from James’s American, together with Lee’s admiration for 

James, explain her remark that women’s art-writing was held in contempt (mentioned in Chapter 1, 
note 34). As I observed earlier, this remark is prima facie puzzling because Jameson’s work was widely 
respected. But it was not respected by James or the other aestheticists, hence Lee’s remark. Not sur-
prisingly, James was not keen on Lee’s Miss Brown either, for though she dedicated the book to him, it 
criticized the men of the Aesthetic movement. James and Lee became friends anyway, only to fall out 
again over Lee’s portrayal of James in her 1892 story ‘Lady Tal’ (see Colby 2003: 190–9).
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and the reading public alike had relegated her to the Victorian age, which . . .  
carried the stigma of obsolescence and irrelevance’ (310). Lee internalized this 
stigma, fearing that her work on art-philosophy had been ‘utterly wasted’ and that 
her books were merely ‘those of an amateur and jack of all trades’, the joint forces 
of specialization and modernism having left her behind (VL to Roger Fry, 31 
January 1933, in Lee n.d.).

Compounding and augmenting one another, these factors meant that by the 
1920s people barely knew of such women writers on art as Baillie, Jameson, 
Cobbe, and Dilke. This laid the ground for critical analyses like Virginia Woolf ’s. 
Writing when women’s earlier intellectual work had been eclipsed, she mistakenly 
argued that women had been prevented from speaking in the first place, and that 
genius in women had ‘certainly never got itself onto paper’ (Woolf [1929] 2014: 
40). Some of Woolf ’s claims belied her analysis. She spoke of ‘Buckles, Taines, 
Paynes, Tuppers, Jamesons—all vocal, clamorous, prominent, and requiring as 
much attention as anybody else’ (Woolf [1928] 1995: 143). Jameson had been 
vocal, clamorous, and prominent, as Woolf almost recognized—but not quite.15

The situation deteriorated further by the later twentieth century. By that time, 
on the rare occasions when these women were mentioned at all, the mentions 
tended to be disparaging and patronizing: e.g., ‘Anna Jameson . . . offered a fairly 
orthodox, if inaccurate reading of Raphael’s cartoon’ (Wheeler 1999: 98); Charles 
Dilke ‘carried on a very strange correspondence about the . . . soul . . . with a Miss 
Cobbe, the author of a little book entitled Hopes of the Human Heart’, actually 
Race (Jenkins 1958: 91); ‘Unlike Ruskin, who possessed wide knowledge . . . Lee 
had no single area of expertise . . . Her knowledge and her style . . . were emotional, 
intuitive, and impressionistic’ (Feldman 2002: 198).

Or consider Phyllis Grosskurth on Clara Thomas’s important biography of 
Jameson. Having dispatched Thomas’s book—‘not a work of art’—Grosskurth 
(1967) offers her own résumé of the salient facts about Jameson:

A suitable suitor did not come along. . . . While still a young woman she 
created  quite a flurry of welcome attention with Diary of an Ennuyée and 
Characteristics of Women. These books opened up . . . fascinating connections 
for her . . . a suitor did eventually turn up . . . She probably could not have made 
a worse choice . . . she left her husband forever . . . scraped along . . . She also 
enjoyed a degree of increasing fame for a series of art books. . . . The person 
who emerges from this biography is a self-willed, impulsive, chubby little 
woman, not entirely likable. But that was the sort of person an emancipated 
Victorian female had to be. (279)

15  Nor did Woolf acknowledge any women of letters in the eighty years before her. This accentuated 
her own originality, as Schaffer (2000: 194–6) and Zorn (2003: xiii–xv) suggest.
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Grosskurth judged this major female intellectual on her life, marriage, physique, 
famous connections—anything but her theories, dismissively passed over as ‘a 
series of art books’. This contrasts sharply with the respectful tone of earlier work 
on Jameson (e.g., Erskine 1915; Needler 1934). In a slightly different vein, again in 
the 1960s, the critic Eli Siegel highlighted Jameson’s alleged lifelong bitterness, 
pain, and loneliness due to her failed marriage. It failed, Siegel says, for ‘it was 
very hard for the men of 1800 to 1900 to think that a person whose body they 
went after could have any mind’ (Siegel 1969). This rather anachronistically 
makes Robert Jameson sound like a man of the sexual revolution, though he 
actually supported Anna’s intellectual interests and arranged for the publication 
of her first book (Thomas 1967: 27–28). Siegel has more sympathy for Jameson 
than Grosskurth, but again he privileges Jameson’s life and feelings over her ideas.

One might object that I am cherry-picking the worst of the twentieth century 
and the best of the nineteenth, but if I am, it is in the service of a broader thesis. 
The nineteenth century was not always as bad as we like to think it was, and we 
are not always as good as we like to think we are. After all, the twentieth century, 
not the nineteenth, is when these women philosophers of art were consigned to 
oblivion, a thesis that I hope this book has substantiated.16

This is not to deny that in their own time, nineteenth-century women faced 
serious obstacles and encountered a good deal of sexism. One case that is often 
mentioned is Ruskin’s remark in a letter to his father that Jameson ‘knows as 
much of art as the cat’. I have deliberately postponed discussing this remark, 
which cultural historians frequently quote.17 In my view, it is over-amplified. 
Though merely a private remark, it is constantly referenced, whereas the dozens 
of laudatory and often lengthy published reviews of Jameson’s work are rarely 
mentioned or examined. After all, we see the Victorians as peculiarly sexist, so 
statements like Ruskin’s, which confirm our expectations, stand out to us as 
salient.

Ruskin’s remark is amplified with good intentions, namely to highlight and 
criticize his sexism. But we should be cautious about assuming that Ruskin typi-
fies prevailing views of Jameson. His remark is perhaps better seen in the way that 
McCarthy views Coleridge’s snipes at Barbauld. He used these snipes to get ahead 
of a key female competitor and assert his greater authority (McCarthy 2008: 
145–150). Similarly, when Ruskin made his remark in 1845, he must have viewed 
Jameson, who had been internationally renowned since the early 1830s, as a rival. 

16  My thesis chimes with Paula Feldman’s (2002) argument that the obscurity of women Romantic 
poets ‘has been due not to silencing in their own time but largely to their erasure by literary histor
ians . . . from the early part of the twentieth century’ (284). Scholars persist in thinking that the erasure 
must have happened in the Romantic era, but Feldman insists it did not, and ‘says more about the 
twentieth century than the nineteenth’.

17  See, e.g., Anderson (2020: 40), Clarke (2019), Ludley (1991: 33), Wheeler (1999: 71), Fraser 
(2014: 2), Johnston (1997: 175). It can be quite hard to find work on Jameson that does not mention 
Ruskin’s remark.
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In the same letter to his father that disparaged Jameson’s knowledge of art, Ruskin 
went on to describe overhearing a woman who was sitting near him and Jameson 
say—about Jameson—‘Look at that woman my dear. She’s an authoress. I’m cer-
tain of it’ (Ruskin to his father, 28 September 1845, in Ruskin 1972: 215–216). 
Jameson was more recognizable than Ruskin, and suffering from status anxiety 
he reasserted his superior knowledge. Or so I would suggest; even if my interpret
ation of Ruskin seems unpersuasive, his letter inadvertently shows that Jameson 
was once so famous that a random stranger in a hotel could recognize her as a 
renowned author on sight.

Jameson fell from international fame into twentieth-century invisibility due to 
the historical dynamics I have traced in this section. These dynamics had a simi-
larly negative effect on the posthumous reputations of the other six women philo
sophers of art discussed in this book. Telling the story of these dynamics has been 
rather depressing, but I hope that the overall message of this book is a positive 
one. There were many women philosophers of art in nineteenth-century Britain, 
and they had interesting and original things to say. They pursued ambitious pro-
jects and advanced some compelling arguments. We can still enjoy reading their 
work and thinking with them about art. I hope that we are ready to rewrite our 
narratives about the history of aesthetics, and take these significant women 
thinkers into account.

Women on Philosophy of Art: Britain 1770–1900. Alison Stone, Oxford University Press. © Alison Stone 2024. 
DOI: 10.1093/9780198918004.003.0010
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Beyond the Frame

11.1  Introduction

This book has not covered all the women who wrote philosophically about art in 
nineteenth-century Britain, for there were many more such women than I could 
fit into a manageable narrative. I faced difficult choices about whom to include 
and omit. Barbauld (1810) admitted, regarding her canon of British novelists, that 
‘No two people probably would make the same choice, nor indeed the same per-
son at any distance of time . . . the list was not completed without frequent hesita-
tion’ (61). This suggests a view of canons as partial, provisional, contingent 
constructions, guided by particular interests and agendas. Canons do not simply 
track the objective truth of what is best. They reflect judgements and choices 
that others may always challenge, and Barbauld suggests that we should openly 
acknowledge as much.

In this Barbauldian spirit, I have focused on a line of seven interconnected 
women philosophers of art in this book, conscious that we could instead bring 
forward different women, and our narrative would change. To use my meta-
phor from an earlier chapter, we could twist the cell of our kaleidoscope and a 
fresh configuration would come into view. I cannot here provide that alterna-
tive configuration, but I do want to point to a handful of the women whom I left 
out, as a gesture towards the rich wider world of women’s art-thought beyond 
the frame imposed by this book. After all, I have taken issue with scholars who 
have omitted women from the canon of aesthetics and philosophy of art, so it 
would be inconsistent to present my seven women as a new canon without 
acknowledging that this presentation inevitably creates omissions and silences 
of its own.

11.2  Callcott and Merrifield

I begin with two women who perhaps qualify more as art critics than art philo
sophers, fuzzy though this divide is: Maria Callcott, née Dundas (1785–1842), 
and Mary Merrifield (1804–89). Widely travelled, Callcott produced travel 

Stone_9780198917977_11.indd   240 6/3/2024   2:57:20 PM

C11

C11S1

C11P1

C11P2

C11S2

C11P3



OUP UNCORRECTED AUTOPAGE PROOFS – REVISES, 03/06/24, SPi

Dictionary: 

Additional Women Philosophers of Art: Beyond the Frame  241

writings, contributions in geology, and—in terms of art—a guide to Giotto’s 
chapel in Padua,1 and the signed Essays Towards the History of Painting of 1836.2

These Essays were part-historical, part-systematic. On the systematic side, 
Callcott put forward a taxonomy of types of paintings: ethical or didactic; epic; 
historical; and dramatic (Callcott 1836: 175). Roughly speaking, these types 
exhibit a progression from more allegorical and indirect to more realistic. 
Presumably Callcott intended this to map onto her historical progression, though 
she did not make the links explicit. On this historical side, she traced art from the 
indigenous peoples of North and South America through China, India, Chaldea, 
and Egypt into ancient Italy and Greece. As each civilization rose and fell, so did 
its art (9–10). The overall movement was progressive, for Native American and 
Māori painting were merely ‘savage’ (9), Chinese painting was ‘insensible to that 
standard of taste which all the rest of the world acknowledges’ (17), and Hindu 
painting was ‘florid’ and ‘exaggerated’ (21). Callcott’s account, in short, was 
Eurocentric, leading up to ancient Greek art. But her history stopped, rather 
abruptly, with the decline of ancient Greece. After then, she claimed, European 
painting had languished until its ‘first faint revival’ in the Renaissance (168–169). 
She intended to write a Continuation of the Essays on the History of Painting tra
cing art’s development in Europe, but this was never finished due to ill-health. 
(Callcott shared a draft with Joanna Baillie, who sadly remarked: ‘She gave me 
a copy of her last Essay on the history of Painting which she expects to be the 
last  thing she shall ever write’; JB to Miss Montgomery, 1836, in Baillie 1999:  
vol. 2: 872).

Callcott’s taxonomy of kinds of painting drew on her considerable knowledge 
of the technical side of painting, and this last forms a point of commonality with 
Merrifield, who wrote primarily on the technical and practical side of art, having 
undertaken scientific research into topics such as the chemical composition of 
paint.3 But Merrifield also wrote some more philosophical essays, including ‘The 
Harmony of Colours’ (1851) and Dress as a Fine Art (1854), both signed. In the 
latter she argued that dress need not be merely frivolous and trivial but could, by 

1  Jameson knew and was influenced by Callcott’s book on Giotto’s chapel. In Memoirs of the Early 
Italian Painters, Jameson admired and copied one of the illustrations that Callcott’s husband had con-
tributed to the book. Compare his sketch of one of Giotto’s women (in Callcott 1835: 6) with 
Jameson’s (1845: vol. 1: 37).

2  On Callcott’s art writing, see Collier (2012), Lloyd (2001), and Palmer (2019). Her second hus-
band, Augustus Callcott, was a painter whose reputation rivalled Turner’s at the time. Unfortunately, 
Ruskin ([1843] 1848) savaged him in Modern Painters: ‘On the works of Callcott, high as his reputa-
tion stands, I should look with far less respect . . . He painted everything tolerably, and nothing excel-
lently: he has given us no gift, struck for us no light, and though he has produced one or two valuable 
works . . . they will, I believe, in future have no place’ (93). Ruskin’s authority meant that his attack 
became a self-fulfilling prophecy.

3  On Merrifield’s writings on art, see Bomford (2017, 2019), Loske (2017), and Palmer (2013).
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the application of principles of proportion and harmony of colour, become an 
art-form in its own right.

Merrifield criticized the fashions of her day:

What pains we take to distort and disfigure the beautiful form that nature has 
bestowed upon the human race! . . . confining the body in a case of whalebone, 
and compressing it at the waist like an hour glass . . . till the outline of the figure is 
so altered, that a person can scarcely recognize her own shadow as that of a 
human being. (82–83)

Merrifield was objecting not only that prevailing fashions harmed women but 
also that they disfigured the body’s naturally harmonious form. Instead, dress 
should improve and build on nature, based on a sound grasp of the principles 
that make it beautiful (106–108). If dress was put on a sound basis in that way, it 
could provide a useful everyday source of education in beauty (82). Merrifield 
thus neatly tied her feminist concerns into her philosophical view that art could 
achieve beauty by drawing on the same principles that give rise to natural beauty.

11.3  Ellis

The idea that art beauty must draw out natural beauty was developed more sys-
tematically by Sarah Stickney Ellis (1799–1872) in The Beautiful in Nature and Art 
(1866). This was not her only text on philosophy of art; others were ‘An Apology 
for Fiction’, the preface to her Pictures of Private Life (1833), and The Poetry of Life 
(1835), in which she classified different kinds of poetry. The Beautiful, Pictures, 
and Poetry were all signed and, moreover, formed just one branch of Ellis’s large 
oeuvre. But The Beautiful was her most substantial work on aesthetics, so I shall 
focus on it here.4

Ellis (1866) defines aesthetics as ‘the science which treats of the perception of 
the beautiful in nature, in art, and in literature’ (76). The beautiful in nature is 
fundamental and underpins the beauty of art and literature. There are five fixed 
principles, Ellis argues, that make certain natural objects beautiful (173, 205). 
These are: (1) Symmetry and proportion of form; and (2) Harmony and balance 
of colours. (3) An object’s form gives it a character, certain essential qualities or 
defining characteristics that mark it as the individual object it is (157). (4) An 
object’s character has an ‘ideal’ or ‘spiritual’ dimension, the meaning or signifi-
cance it embodies (9)—such as the nobility of a horse, the gracefulness of a face, 
or the brooding quality of a mountain range. (5) Through all these features, 

4  There is remarkably little interpretive work on Ellis’s aesthetics; I have only found Carlson (2011).
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certain objects please us by affording ‘refreshment’—relief from care and pres-
sures, invigoration, expanded horizons—and by elevating us to perceive spiritual 
significance in material things (11–12). The more of features 1 to 5 a natural object 
has, the more beautiful it will be.

To achieve beauty, art must be based on observation of natural beauty and its 
component qualities. By observing nature closely enough, the artist can make a 
beautiful artwork.5 In particular, the artist must draw out the spiritual meanings 
of natural things by carefully observing the physical features (characters) that 
embody them. ‘The higher the reach of art, the more it is dependent upon char-
acter, and the more it embodies and develops character in its operations’, where 
‘character is the ideal—the spiritual essence of art’ (256). Ellis means the charac-
ter of the natural objects depicted, but she also believes that viewing and making 
art develops our virtues of character, particularly truthfulness (5, 21, 190). The 
attempt to capture the character and spiritual meaning of natural objects fosters 
virtues of character in the artist.

Art draws out the meaning of objects, and so art relates closely to symbolism, 
and objects depicted in art tend inevitably to acquire symbolic significance 
(61–63). However, a danger arises for art here: once established, symbolic mean-
ings can harden over time and become merely conventional. Then artists may 
begin to depict objects that are not in themselves beautiful—they may have dis-
proportionate shapes or clashing colours—but which artists portray anyway on 
account of their symbolic connotations (67). But from Ellis’ perspective the 
resulting artworks cannot be genuinely beautiful, and really their value is only to 
reveal the ideas, values, and associations of their historical periods (79).

To avoid art veering in this overly symbolic direction, artists need to strike a 
balance between nature and ideal. Art should delineate natural objects as they 
are, with their inherent characters and meanings, drawing out their ideal elem
ent, perhaps through symbolism. Yet this meaningful and symbolic element 
should not come to outweigh what nature supplies. This can be avoided if the 
artist takes care to be truthful to nature and starts with close observation. Hence 
the importance of artists developing the virtue of truthfulness, which enables 
them to keep their art properly anchored in nature.

Ellis discusses other issues, for instance providing a narrative of art’s history 
over the different world civilizations (akin to Callcott). One interesting feature of 
Ellis’ history is her appreciation for ancient Egyptian art. For her, the Egyptians 
initiated art properly speaking, as we see from the pervasively symbolic nature of 
their art (ch. 6). Ellis treats ancient Greek art and culture as deriving completely 
from Egypt, and she acknowledges that Egyptian art derived from earlier art 

5  Ellis admits that her theory really only applies to visual art—drawing, painting, sculpture, and 
architecture. She brackets music, saying that music neither leads us to observe nature nor derives 
from observation of nature. Music is instead a self-contained sphere (13–18).
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traditions in sub-Saharan Africa (61). This was a departure from the view that 
classical Greece originated Western art and culture in a radical break from the 
civilizations before it, a view that was becoming increasingly standard in Ellis’ 
time. Ellis instead placed Africa at the origin.

Ellis’ book has very few references: only around six citations altogether, largely 
to John Ruskin and, likewise approvingly, to Anna Jameson. In some ways, Ellis’ 
foregrounding of natural beauty sets her apart from the seven women philo
sophers studied in this book, who were overwhelmingly concerned with the arts. 
When nature and its aesthetic qualities came into these women’s thinking it usu-
ally crept in around the margins. Cobbe gave the greatest role to nature, and Ellis’ 
position is closest to Cobbe’s (their accounts came out near-simultaneously). For 
Cobbe, art was beautiful when it copied natural beauty, God’s self-revelation in 
created nature. Yet, as we saw, Cobbe regarded nature as the primary artwork, the 
product of God’s artistic creativity, in line with the tendency to assimilate the aes-
thetic domain to that of art. Ellis reverses things, making art beauty dependent 
on the beauty that nature has independently.

However, in two important ways Ellis’ work remains continuous with our 
other seven women. First, her central category is the beautiful, and she includes 
the sublime only as a form of the beautiful, not a category in its own right (259). 
For Ellis, many natural objects are beautiful—they are harmoniously formed, 
meaningful, and pleasing—and we get no sense from The Beautiful of a nature 
that is chaotic, disturbing, and exceeds our capacities to make sense of it. Second, 
even though Ellis grounds art beauty in natural beauty, her principal concern is 
with how the artist can produce beautiful works by starting from close observa-
tion of nature. Her focus is quite practical, perhaps because she wrote primarily 
for young women, intending to guide them in their artistic practice. Given this 
focus, Ellis is still ultimately interested in nature as it bears on the making and 
appreciation of art, rather than in theorizing natural beauty in its own right.

11.4  Eastlake

Elizabeth Eastlake, née Rigby (1809–1893), is the woman I have had most qualms 
about omitting. She was very renowned, a close second to Jameson, for her exten-
sive body of writing on art. She produced literary criticism and travel writing, 
translated German works on art, ventured searing critical evaluations of Ruskin 
and Charlotte Brontë, completed the final two volumes of Jameson’s Sacred and 
Legendary Art series as The History of Our Lord as Exemplified in Works of Art 
(Jameson and Eastlake 1864), and authored a stream of journal articles spanning 
several decades on topics such as ‘Music’ (1848), ‘Madame de Staël’ (1881), and Five 
Great Painters (1883). Many of these articles appeared anonymously in the con-
servative Quarterly Review, one of the most prestigious Victorian periodicals. Her 
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husband Charles Eastlake was President of the Royal Academy and the first 
Director of the National Gallery, so that the two formed a powerhouse couple at the 
heart of the British art establishment. Eastlake’s interests, like Jameson’s, ranged 
widely, but art was her abiding concern, and one often finds Eastlake described as 
an art historian. This should not obscure the philosophical relevance of some of her 
work. Two cases in point are long essays on Ruskin and photography, from 1856 
and 1857, respectively, and both anonymous Quarterly Review pieces.6

Ostensibly reviewing the first three volumes of Ruskin’s Modern Painters, 
Eastlake makes some harsh criticisms of Ruskin through which she also advances 
her own conception of painting. She rejects his ‘first fundamental false principle’ 
that ‘the language of painting is . . . invaluable as the vehicle of thought, but by 
itself nothing’ (quoting Ruskin [1843] 1848: 8). Eastlake counters: ‘The only way 
to arrive at the true end for which an art is valuable . . . is by determining those 
qualities which no other art but itself can express’ (Eastlake 1856: 388). Painting’s 
purpose is to do what only painting can do.

This being accepted as a law, we suspect that wherever an art admits of marriage 
with another art, or another faculty, the union can only be effected by diverting 
the field between them; or in other words, that the more of art the less of super-
added thought will a picture be found capable of containing, and vice versa. (392)

In treating painting as a vehicle of thought, Ruskin has confused painting and 
poetry, but they are fundamentally different arts. Poetry’s medium is words, 
which are arbitrary signs invested with thought. In contrast the medium of paint-
ing is ‘things’—‘form, colour, and shadow and expression . . . the great and sole 
constituents of every natural object’ (394–395). Painting is pictorial; it depicts—a 
key distinction between linguistic description and depiction that would only be 
thematized by analytic philosophers a hundred years later (see Hyman and 
Bantinaki 2021).

Eastlake understands depiction in terms of resemblance. She maintains that by 
copying the forms, colours, shadows, and expressive qualities of natural objects, 
the painter produces a depiction that resembles these objects. But crucially, for 
her, this is all the painter should be doing, because depicting the sensory world is 
proper to painting. Painting should be representational, and only representa-
tional. If the painter instead tries to ‘teach . . . religion and morality’ (Eastlake 
1856: 404), investing her work with ‘superadded thought’, then the art will suffer 
for it. By imbuing ‘superadded’ meanings into her depictions, the artist will dis-
tort her work and incorrectly hybridize it with poetry.

6  The most comprehensive bibliography of Eastlake’s writings is Sheldon (2009). On Eastlake, see 
inter alia Anderson (2020), Ernstrom (2012), Lochhead (1961), Kanwit (2013), Miles (2008), Mitchell 
(2008), Palmer (2017), and Robinson (2003). Eastlake’s memoirs (1895) are informative too.
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On this last point, it may seem that Eastlake differed from many of the women 
on whom this book has focused. Baillie saw drama and the theatre as vehicles of 
moral instruction, and Harriet Martineau took a similar view of literature, in 
even stronger terms. To be sure, they were concerned with writing, not painting. 
But Jameson, after her pictorial turn, thought that the majority of European art 
instilled morality through its religious iconography. Eastlake, in contrast, singled 
out some of the same art—especially the Sistine Madonna—as being supremely 
good because it dispensed with superadded thought and only depicted the sen-
sory world (396). Evidently Jameson’s and Eastlake’s close friendship, and 
Eastlake’s deep admiration for Jameson, coexisted with serious differences of 
opinion. In her Ruskin essay at least, Eastlake drew near to the aestheticism 
overtly defended a decade later by Emilia Dilke and Walter Pater.

Eastlake’s Ruskin essay, it must be said, does not entirely fit together with her 
argument regarding photography. To complicate things further, this argument 
itself has been widely misunderstood, or so I believe. Eastlake (1857) argues that 
photography is deficient as art because it reproduces the minute details of every-
thing, placing them all on a par without discrimination or selection. Photography 
conveys these details simply as they present themselves, with no exercise of 
judgement. It performs ‘all that requires mere manual correctness, manual slav-
ery, without any employment of the artistic feeling’ (465). These critical remarks 
have led to the widespread view that Eastlake is a conservative critic of photog
raphy who denies it the status of an art.7

However, we should note that Eastlake says positive things about photography 
too. It captures ephemera that might have escaped human notice, and it brings a 
precision and exactitude far beyond the powers of the human eye. ‘Here, there-
fore, the much-lauded and much-abused agent called Photography takes her 
legitimate stand. Her business is to give evidence of facts, as minutely and as 
impartially as, to our shame, only an unreasoning machine can give’ (466).

Still, putting these points together, Eastlake does deny that photography is an 
art, on the grounds that it involves no creative freedom or judgement.

The power of selection and rejection, the living application of that language 
which lies dead in his paint-box, the marriage of his own mind with the object 
before him, and the offspring, half stamped with his own features, half with 
those of Nature, which is born of the union—whatever appertains to the free-
will of the intelligent being, as opposed to the obedience of the machine—
this . . . constitutes that mystery called Art. (466)

7  Rachel Teukolsky (2020), for instance, treats Eastlake as a critic of photography (278). She also 
criticizes Eastlake for employing a gendered divide between feminine devalued photography and 
masculine valued art—but Eastlake (1857) uses ‘she’ of both art and photography as abstract concepts 
(e.g., 464).

Stone_9780198917977_11.indd   246 6/3/2024   2:57:20 PM

C11P22

C11P23

C11P24

C11P25

C11P26



OUP UNCORRECTED AUTOPAGE PROOFS – REVISES, 03/06/24, SPi

Dictionary: 

Additional Women Philosophers of Art: Beyond the Frame  247

Importantly however, Eastlake does not think that photography is worthless. On 
the contrary, the very same features that prevent photography from being an art 
give it legitimacy, including the legitimate value of service to art. Responding to 
those who proclaim that photography is destined to supersede art, she replies 
that photography cannot and will not supersede art proper. But it will supersede 
the nine-tenths of artistic effort currently expended on making bad art that 
merely reproduces material reality in slavish manner. ‘For everything for which 
Art . . . has hitherto been the means, but not the end, photography is the allotted 
agent’ (465). By taking this menial work off our hands—which ‘relieves the artist 
of a burden’—photography will liberate artists to make genuine art. Thus, in the 
post-photographic era much less art will be made, and photographs will become 
numerically more prevalent than artworks. Yet the art remaining will be far more 
genuinely artistic. It will be better art, properly concentrated on creativity. As 
such, we should welcome the advent of photography. By taking over the mechan
ical part of art, photography will liberate art’s full creativity at last (466–467).

We now see the tension with Eastlake’s critique of Ruskin. Previously, she 
argued that depiction was particular to painting. Now, only a year later, she sug-
gests that accurate depiction can be parcelled out to photography, freeing art up 
to express the artist’s creative vision in which their mind and the object fuse 
together. Perhaps Eastlake has revised her understanding of pictorial depiction. 
‘Correctness of drawing, truth of detail . . . literal, unreasoning imitation’—none of 
these truly belong to painting, she now claims (466). Rather, painting employs 
form, colour, shadow, and expression to depict objects as they appear to us—
hence the marriage of the artist’s mind with the object. Painting’s task is to depict 
objects in the way they visibly look to the human eye and mind, not in their exact 
mind-independent detail. Yet if this is now Eastlake’s understanding of painting, 
it pushes her back significantly closer to Ruskin and to the view that painting is 
always about things invested with thought and infused with meaning.

One thing we can certainly say is that Eastlake was prescient about how paint-
ing would reinvent itself in photography’s wake. Effectively relinquishing realistic 
reproduction to photography, the Impressionists and subsequent generations of 
modernists adopted new techniques that moved painting further and further 
away from straightforward representation. This chimes with Eastlake’s prediction 
that photography would release art from the essentially extraneous task of accur
ately representing the objective details of the world.

11.5  Anstruther-Thomson and Naden

My final two figures, Clementina Anstruther-Thomson (1857–1921) and Constance 
Naden (1858–89) are later-century writers united in approaching art in relation 
to our bodies as living organisms.
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Anstruther-Thomson’s work has tended to be incorporated under that of 
Vernon Lee, her partner and intellectual collaborator for ten years after they met 
in 1888. Lee may not have had the interpretive attention she deserves, but she has 
at least had more attention than Anstruther-Thomson. Indeed, disentangling 
Anstruther-Thomson’s thought from Lee’s is difficult because Lee’s editorial hand 
weighs so heavily upon their joint productions.8 The two co-wrote the signed, 
multipart, Contemporary Review essay ‘Beauty and Ugliness’ (1897a, 1897b), with 
Anstruther-Thomson providing the parts describing the first-person bodily 
impact of certain encounters with art-works, and Lee supplying the philosoph
ical theory. Considerably later, Lee edited a posthumous collection of Anstruther-
Thomson’s writings, Art and Man (Anstruther-Thomson 1924).

Even viewed through Lee’s editorial prism, these writings make clear that 
Anstruther-Thomson was independently interested in the physicality of our aes-
thetic responses—nerve-stimulations, respiratory changes, muscular reactions. 
As Lee narrates matters, on their gallery visits Anstruther-Thomson would ‘com-
pare how the various works of art made her feel’, transforming the question ‘What 
is a work of art?’ to ‘What does it do for us, or rather with us?’ (Lee 1924: 28). She 
reconceived artworks not so much as objects but more as powers to affect us in 
variable ways, depending on what our bodies bring to the encounter. Reciprocally, 
Anstruther-Thomson saw our judgements about and emotional responses to art-
works as being rooted in and constituted of bodily reactions, most of which occur 
below the threshold of awareness, although we can train ourselves to notice them. 
Artworks are bundles of powers rather than objects, and our responses to these 
works are bundles of physical reactions rather than anything spiritually exalted. 
Stimulation and respiration replaced detached contemplation.

Lee became Anstruther-Thomson’s pupil, she reports, venturing out of the rar-
efied atmosphere of literature and theory to feel her own corporeal aesthetic 
responses and pay attention to her physical sensations (28–29). She tried out an 
empirical method of asking individuals to observe and record their aesthetic feel-
ings as registered in their bodies.9 Lee eventually came to think that Anstruther-
Thomson had over-emphasized the strictly physical side of our aesthetic 
responses (34). Yet Lee remained convinced that Anstruther-Thomson had rec-
ognized something important that much art criticism missed out.

Rather like the way that Anstruther-Thomson shifted focus from the artwork 
to the embodied experiencing subject, Naden argued that beauty was nothing 
objective but rather that we have naturally evolved to sense certain phenomena to 
be beautiful. Naden ([1884] 1991) accordingly turned to evolution to explain why 
we find certain phenomena beautiful (78). This was in her main paper on 

8  However, Maltz (1999) has done fine disentangling work.
9  On Anstruther-Thomson and Lee’s relationship and its bearing on their aesthetics, see Psomiades 

(1999); and on their theory of empathy, see Morgan (2012).
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aesthetics, ‘The Evolution of the Sense of Beauty’, given as a talk in 1884 and pub-
lished in her posthumous collection Further Reliques in 1891.10

Focusing first on the sense of visual beauty, Naden argues that certain colours 
and forms give us sensory pleasure. The exercise of any bodily function is pleas-
urable, so long as it is not over-exercised—any animal that did not enjoy the nor-
mal exercise of its functions would soon perish (82). ‘The greatest pleasure 
is . . . derived from the maximum of activity with the minimum of fatigue’ (83). 
This requires varied stimuli (to avoid both over-exertion and inertia), and 
smooth transitions between stimulation and rest. On this basis we can explain 
pleasure in strong colours, and especially, complementary contrasts, in which 
each set of optic nerves—e.g., those sensitive, respectively, to red and bluish-
green waves—is alternately rested and stimulated, in easy transition (86). Pleasure 
in certain forms can be explained along similar lines, Naden proposes. Curved 
lines ‘afford an exercise more varied than that given by straight lines, and less 
fatiguing than that given by angles’ (91); likewise for symmetrical arrangements. 
And so, like birds, we enjoy ‘contrasts of bright colour and . . . varieties of curved 
form’ (94). We feel these phenomena to be beautiful just because we take this 
organic sense of pleasure in them.

As Dilke had done, and as Lee too had done in places, Naden grounds the 
sense of beauty in certain organic, bodily, sensory pleasures. But unlike Dilke and 
Lee, Naden is an avowed subjectivist, for whom the sense of beauty derives from 
our pleasure in exercising our sensory powers, not directly from any properties of 
objects, even though these properties occasion the exercise of our powers. 
Moreover, Naden adds a further strand of argument that moves things away from 
the body. Given our evolutionary history, she says, we can understand why ‘sav-
ages’ enjoy brilliant colours and sharp contrasts. But as civilization progresses, 
people tire of the obvious and seek out more subtle and subdued contrasts and 
balances, causing the senses to become more sensitive (95). People come to prefer 
human forms that express not physical strength but intelligence, and that embody 
abstract ideals, so that we prefer faces and figures that appear ideal and generic 
(96–99). Christianity has then influenced people to prefer forms expressive of 
tender emotions (100). Civilization thus completely reshapes what people find 
beautiful, even altering the workings of the senses.

So when Naden says that our sense of beauty ‘is a growing organism, sprung 
from simple germs, always evolving into more complex forms’ (100), it is organic 
in two senses. It is rooted in our natural evolution, but this has been overwritten 
by a civilizational history that is ‘organic’ in having progressed from simple to 
complex. In the end, Naden’s ‘evolution’ of the sense of beauty is social as much as 
natural.

10  Naden engaged heavily with Grant Allen’s (1877) physiological aesthetics, though noting that 
she had already formed her views before encountering his book. She was also heavily influenced by 
Herbert Spencer’s conception of evolution as a progression from simple to complex.
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11.6  Final Remarks

To think art through fully with these six women would yield a new configuration 
and a new narrative. But on certain points, even this brief review of additional 
women thinkers confirms my overarching perspective. Once again, we see that 
women found ample opportunities to publish their views on art in books and 
journals, and that Victorian print culture was the material background making 
possible women’s philosophical interventions in this period. Certain women, 
such as Eastlake, acquired considerable authority and intellectual power within 
this milieu. And these women, even Ellis in the end, were not engaged so much in 
systematic aesthetic theorizing as in a kind of philosophical reflection on the arts 
which blended into art and literary criticism and, at times, art history.

Taking note of Callcott, Merrifield, Ellis, Eastlake, Anstruther-Thomson, and 
Naden confirms, once more, the huge scale of women’s neglected philosophical 
writing about art. Women have been omitted from our narratives not because 
they didn’t write much on philosophy of art, but despite writing a great deal on 
philosophy of art. Omitting their writings has left us with diminished narratives 
about philosophy of art and has fostered a mistaken sense that women were 
totally excluded from nineteenth-century intellectual life. As I have stressed, the 
exclusion is from twentieth-century narratives, not nineteenth-century culture. 
In the nineteenth century, women made key interventions that helped to shape 
both debates about art and the whole character of British philosophy of the arts 
in this period.

Women on Philosophy of Art: Britain 1770–1900. Alison Stone, Oxford University Press. © Alison Stone 2024. 
DOI: 10.1093/9780198918004.003.0011
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Blackwood’s Magazine  101
Blind, Mathilde  233–4
Bonheur, Rosa  22

as genius  152 n.5, 153–5
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Baillie and  72 n.22
Barbauld and  24, 47, 72 n.22
masculine sublime/feminine beautiful 
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Barbauld’s relationships (and influences) (cont.)
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Continuation of the Essays on the History of 

Painting  241
Essays Towards the History of Painting  240–1
knowledge on technical side of painting   

241–2
writings  240–1

Campbell, Thomas  73, 75–6
Candido, Joseph  103–4
canons  229–30

aesthetic conservatism  228, 230–1
Barbauld: canon of British novelists  22, 50–1, 

55–7, 60–1, 224, 229, 240
British Romanticism: canon  60–1
Dilke and  22, 229
exclusion of women from  56, 60–1, 230, 240
female canons  144, 229
female credentials and canonical artists  231
feminist aestheticians on  55–6, 230
flexibility of  57
importance of  56
Jameson’s Sacred Art  22, 144–7, 229
Lee and  229
male canons  22, 55–6, 60–1, 144, 229
novel: canons of  50–1, 55–6, 60–1, 229
as provisional formations for particular 

purposes  56–7, 229, 240
as structurally exclusive  56

Carlson, Ashley  32 n.40
Carlyle, Thomas  20, 49, 232–3
Channing, William Ellery  120 n.29
Chapman, Maria Weston  149–50
Cherry, Deborah  160, 230
Child, Lydia Maria  158–9
Clarke, Meaghan  13 n.15, 20
Clayton, Eleanor Creathorne  22, 144
Clewis, Robert  228 n.5
Cobbe, Frances Power

artworks viewing  11–12
birth (Ireland)  12
cosmopolitan intellectual culture  12
fame  148
feminism  22, 22 n.22, 33–4, 148
as moral philosopher  148
as philosopher of the arts  148–9, 222
physical appearance  10
on secularism  30–1
travelling  11–12, 153
twentieth-century disappearance  148, 237

see also Cobbe on art, religion and 
morality; Cobbe on art-forms; Cobbe on 
female genius; Cobbe on hierarchy of the 
arts; Cobbe’s relationships; Cobbe’s 
writings

Cobbe on art, religion and morality  169–72, 223
art for art’s sake  1, 14, 167, 169, 171–2, 

182–3, 223
‘art for morality’s sake’  169
art as pursuit of beauty  169–70
art as religious art  162–3, 172
beauty and goodness  14, 170, 222
Darwin’s theory of evolution and  171–2
God as source of beauty  14–15, 161–2, 164–5, 

169–70, 223, 244
God as source of goodness  14–15, 161–2
God as ultimate artist  162
human/natural evils as neither beautiful nor 

fit subject-matter for art  170
middle way between moralism and 

aestheticism  1, 169, 172
moral limits on the subject-matters  171
poiesis (creative art-making)  162, 224
relations among God, nature, beauty, and 

art  163, 244
on the sublime  227

Cobbe on art-forms  165–9, 166t
architecture  161, 167–9
hierarchy of the arts and  166t
music  161, 165–7, 169
painting  161, 168–9
poetry  161, 165–6
poetry as highest-ranked art-form   

165–6, 169
primary creative art  165, 167–9
sculpture  161, 168–9
secondary reproductive art  165, 167–9
tertiary receptive art  15, 166–9
unstable hierarchy  169

Cobbe on female genius  1, 22, 148, 151–61
Barrett Browning, Elizabeth as  

genius  153–5
Bonheur, Rosa as genius  152 n.5, 153–5
Coleridge’s idea of genius and  152, 155, 161
Hosmer, Harriet as genius  153–8, 160
Jameson/Cobbe comparison  157
originality  152, 155
power and strength  152–8, 160
Romantic idea of genius  152, 155
‘What Shall We Do With Our Old 

Maids?’  148–9, 161–2
women as prevented from achieving 

genius  152–3
see also female genius
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Cobbe on hierarchy of the arts  1, 148,  
161–5, 229–31

architecture  167–8
art, the aesthetic, and the beautiful  191
art as ‘man’s copy’ of God’s works  162
gendered hierarchy  164
‘Hierarchy of Art, The’  148–9, 161
hierarchy of arts and art-forms and  166t
Italics  164
music  165, 167
painting  168–9
poetry  165
primary creative art  161–5, 168–9
primary creative art: standards for 

evaluation of  163
sculpture  168, 227
secondary reproductive art  161,  

163–5, 167–9
tertiary receptive art (aesthetic experience)   

15, 161, 164–9, 191, 224
unstable hierarchy  164–5, 169

Cobbe’s relationships (and influences)
Cobbe/Barbauld relationship  50
Cobbe/Jameson relationship  1, 14, 30, 156, 172
Cobbe/Lee relationship  30–1
Coleridge, Samuel Taylor and Cobbe  152, 155, 

161, 165–6
Darwin, Charles and Cobbe  171–2
Hegel, G. W. F. and Cobbe  148, 161–2
influences on Cobbe  152
Kant, Immanuel and Cobbe  18, 152, 161

Cobbe’s writings  16, 148
anonymity  28–9
Daily News (newspaper)  12
Echo (newspaper)  7–8
Essay on Intuitive Morals  28–9
Fraser’s Magazine  148–9
‘Hierarchy of Art, The’  148–9, 161, 169
journal contributions  6–7, 148
‘Morals of Literature, The’  171
on philosophy of art  148–9
Pursuits of Women, The  148–9
signed works  8, 24–5, 28–9, 148–9
Studies New and Old of Ethical and Social 

Subjects  148–9
‘What Shall We Do With Our Old 

Maids?’  148–9, 161–2
Cohen, Paula Marantz  6
Colby, Vineta  216 n.15, 236–7
Coleridge, Samuel Taylor  17, 60–2, 222

Barbauld and  238–9
Cobbe and  152, 155, 161, 165–6
Principles of Genial Criticism Concerning the 

Fine Arts  161

Collins, Wilkie  3, 96
Woman in White, The  96–9

Collins, William  38 n.8
Colón, Christine  63, 67–8
Conrad, Joseph  60–1
Contemporary Review (journal)  3, 9–10

Lee’s contributions  211, 213–14, 216, 248
Cooper Willis, Irene  29 n.30
Corman, Brian  54–5
Cornhill Magazine  3, 5–6, 201–2
Cory, Annie  19
Costelloe, Timothy M.  17–19, 40, 205 n.9, 211
Courtemanche, Eleanor  92 n.14
Cousin, Victor  169

Dabby, Benjamin  7, 103 n.3, 109 n.8
Daily News (newspaper)  12
Danto, Arthur  20–1
Darwin, Charles  171–2, 207, 219 n.18
David, Deirdre  91
De Staël, Germaine  108 n.7
Demoor, Marysa  5
Descartes, René  23, 66–7, 177–8
Devereaux, Mary  2
Dickens, Charles  38 n.8, 78, 94

Daily News (newspaper) and  12
Little Dorrit  98–9
moral virtue of fiction  43
Sketches from Boz  6–7

Dilke, Charles (Dilke’s second husband)  30, 
174–5, 183, 192

Dilke, Charles Wentworth  30, 113–14, 123–5
Dilke, Emilia

on aesthetic moralism  173
anti-theoretical stance  175, 192–3
artworks viewing  11–12
canons and  22, 229
cosmopolitan intellectual culture  12
death  173
Dilke, Charles (second husband)  30, 174–5
fame  173, 234
French art and  173, 195, 229
library  12
metaphysics: hostility to  175, 192
as most qualified art critic and judge of 

her time  13
names and signatures  174–5
National Art Training School  11, 174
Pattison, Mark (first husband)  174–5,  

183, 192
as philosopher of art  173–5, 192, 195–6, 

222, 234
Presidency of the Women’s Trade Union 

League  174–5
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Royal Academy and  11, 11 n.11
secular orientation  177, 195
travelling  11–12
twentieth-century disappearance  173, 237
see also Dilke/Jameson relationship; Dilke on 

uses of pictures; Dilke’s aestheticism; 
Dilke’s aestheticism/historicism 
relationship; Dilke’s historicism; Dilke’s 
relationships; Dilke’s writings

Dilke/Jameson relationship  1, 30, 174, 177,  
194–6

art and religion  194–5
different historicisms  195
Dilke’s critique of Jameson  30, 177, 194
explanation vs interpretation  194
French vs Italian Renaissance  195
Renaissance  183–4, 194
see also Dilke’s relationships

Dilke on uses of pictures  187–91
beauty and pictures  187–9
central uses of pictures  190
picturesque, the  189
poetical value/the poetic  189–90
subordinate uses of pictures  190
‘Use of Looking at Pictures, The’   

173–4, 187–91
Dilke’s aestheticism  1, 15, 25, 30–1, 177–84, 

222–3, 230–1
aestheticism, distinguished from 

decadence  30–1, 182, 212–13
ahistorical aspect of beauty and art  181–2
anti-moralist case concluded  182
‘Art and Morality’  173, 177–83, 185
art and religion  14–15, 177, 181–4, 194–5, 203
art’s progressive historical separation from 

religion and morality  180–2, 185
associationism  179–80
on beauty  177–82, 188–9
beauty: components of  188–9
beauty: sensualist account of  178–82, 185, 

187, 223
beauty as art’s purpose  185
beauty’s pre-eminence  226
conceptual clarification: distinction between 

art, the aesthetic, and the beautiful   
191, 223–5

critique of Laprade, moralism, and idealism   
177–8

German/continental influences and  18
ideal beauty  177–8, 188
as ignored in literature on Aesthetic 

Movement  182–3
Lee/Dilke comparison  30–1, 203,  

209, 212–13

moral/aesthetic value distinction  176–7, 180, 
185–6, 191

on naturalism  183–4
nucleus of beauty  178–80
Pater/Dilke comparison  183
Pater, Walter and  23–4, 173, 182–3, 183 n.9, 

210 n.10, 222
positivism  181, 184
on Renaissance  30–1, 181–4, 184 n.10, 186, 

192, 203
restrictions  182
secular modernity  177
sensory beauty  177–8, 181–2, 184, 213
shift from moralism towards 

aestheticism  14, 173
on the sublime  227–8
virtue and beauty  180
see also Dilke’s aestheticism/historicism 

relationship
Dilke’s aestheticism/historicism relationship  185

combining aestheticism and 
historicism  190–1

distinction between the historical and the 
aesthetic  187–91

Grimm, Hermann and  187
historicism as motivation for aestheticism   

177, 185
Pater, Walter and  186
Ruskin, John and  185–7
tensions between  174, 185–7
‘Use of Looking at Pictures, The’  174, 187–90 
see also Dilke’s aestheticism; Dilke’s historicism

Dilke’s art history  1, 173–4, 192–3, 232–4
distinction between poetic and historical 

value  193
Renaissance of Art in France, The   

174–5, 192–3
transition from philosophy to art history   

192, 195–6
Dilke’s historicism  173, 175–7, 186, 229

‘Art-Idea, The’  175
empiricism  175–6
‘ideal realism’  177
materialist historicism  1, 174–5, 195
positivism  175–6, 186
right approach to art as historical and 

explanatory  174, 194
Taine, Hippolyte and  175–7
see also Dilke’s aestheticism/historicism 

relationship
Dilke’s relationships (and influences)

Dilke/Eliot relationship  174
Dilke/Lee relationship  30–1
Dilke’s references to other women  30, 174, 194
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Grimm, Hermann and Dilke  187
influences on Dilke  175–6, 195–6
Marx, Karl and Dilke  195–6
Pater, Walter and Dilke  23–4, 173, 182–3, 

183 n.9, 210 n.10, 222
Ruskin, John and Dilke  174, 178 n.5, 

182, 184–7
Taine, Hippolyte and Dilke  175–7
see also Dilke/Jameson relationship

Dilke’s writings  6 n.4
Academy, ( journal)  174–5, 185, 187
anonymity, pseudonymity, and initials  28–9, 

174–5, 185
art exhibitions, reviews on  12–13, 174–5, 190
‘Art-Idea, The’  175
Art in the Modern State  173
‘Art and Morality’  173, 177–83, 185
Claude Lorrain  173
devotional essays  16
Dilke Papers (Charles)  6 n.4
gender-neutrality  174
journal contributions  6–7, 174–5
Pattison Papers (Mark)  6 n.4
on philosophy of art  173–5
‘Religious Art in the Nineteenth Century’  177
Renaissance of Art in France, The  173–5, 

192–3, 233
‘review-essay’  4, 174–5, 177, 185–7
Saturday Review (journal)  174–5
short stories  16
signed works  174–5, 185
‘Use of Looking at Pictures, The’  173–4,  

187–91
Westminster Review (journal)  174–5, 

177, 186–8
Dissent  37–8
Duthie, Peter  62, 67–8

Easley, Alexis  5
Eastlake, Charles (Eastlake’s husband)  100, 

145–6, 244–5
Eastlake, Elizabeth (née Rigby)  33–4, 

244–7, 250
artworks and travelling  11–12
essay on Ruskin  244–7
essays  5, 244–5
fame  244–5, 250
Five Great Painters  244–5
Jameson’s Sacred Art: The History of Our 

Lord (co-authored)  33, 123–5,  
145–6, 244–5

journal articles  244–5
‘Madame de Staël’  244–5

‘Music’  244–5
as philosopher of art  244–5
on photography  230, 244–7
politics  33–4, 57
writings  244–5

Edgeworth, Maria  54–5, 80, 233
Edinburgh Review (journal)  3, 101, 150
Eliot, George (Mary Ann Evans)  19–20, 32, 

32 n.38, 233
artworks and travelling  11–12
canon of British novelists and  60–1
‘Clerical Scenes’ (Scenes of Clerical Life)  96
Eliot/Dilke relationship  174
Eliot/Martineau relationship  79, 94–8
Middlemarch  97–8, 174
Mill on the Floss, The  95
moral virtue of fiction  43
‘Natural History of German Life, The’  95
realism  79, 94–8
on sympathy  95–6

Elisabeth of Bohemia  23, 67
Ellet, Elizabeth  22, 120 n.28, 144
Ellis, Sarah Stickney  12 n.14, 33–4, 242–4, 250

‘Apology for Fiction, An’  242
art and symbolism  243
art’s history  243–4
Beautiful in Nature and Art, The  33, 242–4
critique of  231
feminism and  32 n.40
on natural beauty  242–4
as philosopher of art  242
Pictures of Private Life  242
Poetry of Life, The  242
politics  33–4, 57, 231
on the sublime  244

Eminent Women book series  233, 236–7
Enlightenment  1, 195

Barbauld as ‘the voice of the Enlightenment’  36
Scottish Enlightenment  68, 70, 80
Unitarianism and  37

Evangelista, Stefano  19–20
evolution/evolutionary theory  17–18, 195–6

Cobbe and  171–2
Darwin’s theory of evolution  171, 207, 219 n.18
Lee and  207, 216–17, 219 n.18
Naden’s ‘evolution’ of the sense of beauty   

248–9

Feldman, Paula  238 n.16
female genius

Baillie as  59–62, 149–51
Barbauld as  79–80, 149–50
as commonly recognized  22–3
as contested idea  150–1, 161

Dilke’s relationships (and influences) (cont.)
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exclusion of women as geniuses  150–6
feminist critique of ideas of genius  152–3
Hemans, Felicia as  150, 156–7
Jameson as  101, 149, 151
Jameson on  156–7
Landon, Letitia as  150
Lewis, Edmonia as  158–60
Martineau as  149–51
mixed discourse of  150
power and  156–7
power-with-grace as distinct feminine 

genius  157
race and  158–61
Romantic ideology and  150–2
Woolf, Virginia on  237
see also Cobbe on female genius; genius; 

Lewis, Edmonia
Female School of Art  11
Female School of Design  11
feminism  21–2

Cobbe and  22, 22 n.22, 33–4, 148
critique of ideas of genius  152–3
Ellis, Sarah Stickney and  32 n.40
feminist aestheticians/aesthetics  2,  

20–3, 27–8
feminist aestheticians on artistic 

canons  55–6, 230
feminist art history and women artists  231–2
first-wave feminists and women’s literary 

contributions  233
Jameson and  22, 22 n.22, 33–4, 105, 125–6
Merrifield, Mary  242
nineteenth-century women authors and   

20–1, 61–2
twenty-first century feminist perception of the 

nineteenth century  61–2
women philosophers of art and  21–2, 33–4

fiction
Barbauld: paradox of fiction  14, 26, 39–44
Burke: paradox of fiction  41–3
Hume: paradox of fiction  26, 40–1
Jameson: paradox of moral fiction  116
moral limitations of  43–4
moral virtue of  43, 71 n.21
partial sympathy and  43–4
print culture and  7–8
reaction to rise of specialization and  233

Fraser, Hilary  20, 24–5, 25 n.26, 130 n.11, 137,  
148 n.2, 184 n.10, 230–1

Fraser’s Magazine  3, 9–10
Mill’s Utilitarianism  4, 148–9

French Revolution  35–6, 38, 195
Friend, Stacie  2
Fry, Roger  19

Gallagher, Catherine  95 n.16
Garnett, Richard  233–4
Garritzen, Elise  231
Gaskell, Elizabeth

Jameson and  119
Martineau and  94, 95 n.17, 97
moral virtue of fiction  43
North and South  119
Ruth  97

Gaull, Marilyn  61–2
gender

as contested idea in nineteenth century   
22–3

gender neutrality  24–5, 31
sexism  233–4, 238
see also female genius

General Practical School of Art  11
genius

British discourses of  151
as contested idea  22–3, 161
Kant on  150–2
as male preserve  59–60, 150–1
originality and  150–1
race and  160–1
see also female genius

Gentileschi, Artemisia  120, 120 n.28,  
156–7

Gerard, Alexander  151
ghost stories  7–8, 65–6, 75, 203
Gibson, John: bust of Anna Jameson by   

101, 101f
Gillett, Robert  117
Gjesdal, Even Kristin  2–3
Goethe, Johann Wolfgang von  102–3, 231

Faust  203–4
Goethe, Ottilie von  118 n.24, 144
gothic, the

Baillie and  71, 86–7, 112 n.12
Barbauld and  86–7

Gregory, Jessica  6 n.4
Gregory, John  46
Grimm, Hermann  187
Grosskurth, Phyllis  237–8
Grüner, Ludwig  145–6
Gruyer, François-Anatole  194
Guardian (newspaper)  7
Guerlac, Suzanne  228 n.4
Guyer, Paul  19

Hannah, Heather  5 n.3
Harness, William  59–60
Hartley, David  45, 84
Haywood, Eliza  55
Hazlitt, William  17
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Hegel, G. W. F.  58, 111, 196 n.15
on art and religion  132
Cobbe and  148, 161–2
Jameson and  129–30, 132, 138

Hemans, Felicia  60–1, 94 n.15, 151–3
Casabianca  152–3
as genius  150, 156–7

Herford, Laura  11, 11 n.10
Higgins, David  150
Hirschman, Albert  66–7
Hoeckley, Cheryl  105, 117 n.21
Holcomb, Adele  102
Hölderlin, Friedrich  58
Horne, Richard Henry  115
Hosmer, Harriet  22, 153 n.8, 164

as genius  153–8, 160
Jameson and  153 n.8, 155 n.11
Zenobia in Chains (sculpture)  153, 154f,  

155, 157–8
Hughes, Linda  117 n.22
Hume, David  20–1, 21 n.20, 58, 67–8

Martineau and  87 n.8
paradox of fiction  26, 40–1

Hurston, Zora Neale  158–9
Huxley, Thomas Henry  196 n.15
Hypatia (journal)  2

idealism
Dilke’s critique of  177–8
ideal beauty  177–8, 188
shift from idealism towards materialism and 

empiricism  195–6
Ierna, Carlo  2–3
Illustrated London News  153–5
Insch, Audrey  62–3
Israel, Kali  195 n.14

Jacek, Mydla  62
James, Henry  60–1, 236–7

American, The  236, 236 n.14
James, Susan  66–7
James, William  200–1
Jameson, Anna  101f

art and ethics  1, 14, 102–5, 122
art history  232–3
art and religion  14–15, 172, 194–5
artworks viewing and  

travelling  11–12, 123–5
birth (Ireland)  12
Christianity  1, 14–15, 115, 126, 139, 

139 n.14, 195
as connoisseur of art/art-critic  10–13, 26, 102, 

123, 125
cosmopolitan intellectual culture  12

critique of  1, 14, 28, 30–1, 110 n.9, 114–15,  
202–3

death  102, 114–15, 123–5
education  8–9
educational programme on art and culture   

123, 125, 131, 144
fame  100–1, 103–4, 104 n.6, 115, 123–5, 222, 

234, 238–9
on female genius  156–7
on female genius: Jameson/Cobbe 

comparison  157
feminism  22, 22 n.22, 33–4, 105, 125–6
financial instability  34
as genius  101, 149, 151
German Romantic influences  1, 18, 104, 

117–19, 121–2, 130, 132
influence by  100, 103–4, 125, 127, 130
Jameson/Baillie comparison  112–13
Jameson/Martineau comparison  103, 105–6, 

112–13, 115, 122
marriage  31, 31 n.36, 34, 238
moral turn in mid-nineteenth-century British 

aesthetics  79
as most qualified art critic and judge of her 

time  13, 31
as nodal figure  31, 34
obituary  102
as philosopher of art  19, 222
on sacred art  14–15, 28
scholarship on  102
travelling  11–12
twentieth-century disappearance  20, 101–2, 

237, 239
virtue ethics  1, 115
visual arts  123
see also Jameson’s Characteristics of 

Women; Jameson’s relationships; Jameson’s 
Sacred Art; Jameson’s ‘Some Thoughts on 
Art’; Jameson’s writings

Jameson, Robert (Jameson’s husband)  238
Jameson’s Characteristics of Women  103–7, 231

aesthetic wholes and moral examples  115–22
American editions  104
art and ethics  102, 104–5
bad characters/moral badness  120–1
British editions  104
characters of the affections  108–9
characters of intellect  107, 109
characters of passion and imagination  107–9
characters as positive examples and warnings   

105–9
Cleopatra (Antony and Cleopatra)  120–1
critique of  114–15
Desdemona (Othello)  109
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dialogue (introduction)  105–7, 109–10, 116
as first fully developed work of criticism   

103–4
German translations  104, 104 n.6
historical characters  109–10
Imogen (Cymbeline)  108–9, 121
Jameson, Baillie, and Martineau on virtue and 

emotions  110–15
Juliet (Romeo and Juliet)  107–9, 121
Lady Macbeth (Macbeth)  105–6, 109–12, 120
original title ‘Characteristics’  104–6
paradox of moral fiction  116
passions/affections distinction  109
Portia (The Merchant of Venice)  105–7, 109, 

116, 118
moral philosophy  105–6, 122
moral psychology  105–10, 119–20, 122
Romeo and Juliet  108, 121
Shakespeare criticism  100, 103–6, 118–20
as Shakespeare’s Heroines  103–4
on sympathy  110–11
taxonomy of female characters  107–10
women’s virtues  107, 125–6

Jameson’s relationships (and influences)
Aikin, John and Jameson  29
Byron, Annabella and Jameson  111 n.10, 112–13
Gaskell, Elizabeth and Jameson  119
Hegel, G. W. F. and Jameson  129–30, 132, 138
Hosmer, Harriet and Jameson  153 n.8, 155 n.11
influences on Jameson  29, 121, 130, 130 n.11, 

136, 241 n.1
Jameson/Baillie relationship  29, 60, 110–12, 

111 n.10, 112 n.12, 121, 125 n.4, 130
Jameson/Barbauld relationship  29, 136
Jameson/Callcott relationship  241 n.1
Jameson/Cobbe relationship  1, 14, 30, 156, 172
Jameson/Eastlake relationship  33, 123–5, 

145–6, 244–6
Jameson/Lee relationship  1, 31, 202–4,  

236–7
Jameson/Martineau relationship  1, 29–30, 

103–4, 110 n.9, 112–15, 128–30
Ruskin, John and Jameson  28, 100, 102, 126–7, 

130, 144–7, 238–9
Schlegel, August Wilhelm and Jameson  104, 

108, 118–19, 118 n.24, 121, 130
Schlegel, Friedrich and Jameson  127, 129–30
Tieck, Ludwig and Jameson  118–19, 118 n.24 
see also Dilke/Jameson relationship

Jameson’s Sacred Art (Sacred and Legendary 
Art)  14–15, 30, 103–4, 123–7, 223

art, ethics, and religion  126–7, 140–3, 223
art and ‘social civilization’/Religion and 

Civilization  127–8, 131–2, 223

artist’s role  136
artwork’s spiritual content  138, 140, 204
Athenaeum (journal)  30, 123–5
Barbauld’s devotional taste and   

126–7, 136–7
on Bernini’s The Ecstasy of St Teresa  143
canon  22, 144–7, 229
Catholic church/popular religion 

distinction  139
Christianity  126, 139, 139 n.14, 202–3
‘coarseness’ of artworks  142–3
Cobbe on  163
Council of Trent and religious art  133
critique of  28, 30, 125–6, 144–5, 163, 194
devotional/historical distinction  126–7, 

134, 135t
ecumenical approach  140
educational/decoding purpose of  123, 131–7
female figures in Christian art  125–6
female virtue  125–6
German Romantic influences  130, 132, 147
Greek polytheism/mythology  133, 141
Hegel, G. W. F. and  132, 138
historicism  126–7, 139, 142, 146, 195
legends/‘legendary literature’  126, 131–4, 138, 

140–1, 202–3
meaning of artworks  135–6
monasticism and art  141–2
on naturalism  184
organizing framework and taxonomy of   

124t, 126–7
picturesque, the  137, 226–7
popular Christianity  126, 132–3, 138–9, 141–2, 

147, 202–3
on Raphael  139, 143–6, 184, 202–3
religion and aesthetics  137–40, 184, 204
religious art as expressive of meaning  140
on Renaissance  123, 145–7, 184, 194
Ruskin and  28, 126–7, 130, 144–7,  

222, 229
‘secularism’ charge  137–8, 138 n.13
signed work  123–5
‘Some Thoughts on Art’ and  126–7, 131
on the sublime  136–7, 226–7
success  123–5, 147
sympathy with the spiritual in Art  138
theology/religion and official doctrine/

popular spirituality distinctions   
126, 133–4

value of art as a whole  125–6
virtues and the virtuous  125–6, 141–2
Volume 1 (Legendary Art)  123–5
Volume 1: Introduction  126–8, 131–4, 

137–8, 140–1
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Volume 2 (Sacred and Legendary Art)  123–5
Volume 3 (Legends of the Monastic 

Orders)  123–5, 138
Volume 4 (Legends of the Madonna)  123–5
Volumes 5–6 (The History of Our Lord, 

co-authored)  33, 123–5,  
145–6, 244–5

Jameson’s ‘Some Thoughts on Art’  103, 126–30
on aesthetic education  127–9
Art-Journal  127
artwork’s spiritual content  127–8, 130
British moralism  130
Christian art as ‘Gothic’ art  127
Greek and Gothic art  127–8, 130
Greek/Gothic art distinction  129
Jameson’s Sacred Art and  126–7, 131
on Martineau’s moralism  128–30
prints  127
on Schlegel’s ‘finite’ claim  129–30
signed work  127
theoretical influences on  130, 130 n.11

Jameson’s writings  14, 26, 222
anonymity  28–9
art-historical writing  16
Art-Journal (contributions)  12–13, 127, 230
Beauties of the Court of King Charles the 

Second  103 n.3
Commonplace Book  29–30, 102, 112, 112 n.12, 

139 n.14, 156, 172
Companion to the Most Celebrated Private 

Galleries of Art in London  123
Diary of an Ennuyée  16, 28–9, 103 n.3, 

108 n.7, 225
Essays on the Lives of Remarkable Painters  123
fiction/non-fiction blending  16
Handbook to the Public Galleries of Art in or 

near London  123
‘House of Titian, The’  139, 195
journal contributions  6–7
letters  111 n.10
Memoirs of Celebrated Female Sovereigns   

103 n.3, 153 n.8
Memoirs of the Early Italian Painters  123, 

136, 241 n.1
Memoirs and Essays Illustrative of Art, 

Literature and Social Morals  102
Memoirs of the Loves of the Poets  103 n.3
‘Revelation of Childhood, A’  29
signed works  8, 24–5, 28–9, 104, 123–5, 

123 n.2, 127
travel writing  16
Visits and Sketches  144, 156

Winter Studies and Summer Rambles  226–7
Writings on Art of Anna Jameson (edited by 

Estelle May Hurll)  125
see also Jameson’s Characteristics of 

Women; Jameson’s Sacred Art; Jameson’s 
‘Some Thoughts on Art’

Jarves, Jackson  175
Jeffrey, Francis  92
Jewsbury, Geraldine  5
Johns, Alessa  117, 226 n.2
Johnson, Maurice  148
Johnston, Judith  29, 102, 107, 137, 233
Johnstone, Christian  82 n.6
Johnstone, John  82 n.6
journals  3–10, 230

anonymity  4–6, 8–9, 38 n.8
art, articles on  9–13
art books, reviews on  9–10
art exhibitions, reviews on  12–13
art journals  12–13
art prints  12–13, 127
book reviews and  4
digitization  5–6
initialled publication  4–6
men’s contributions  5–6, 8, 17
modernist rejection of Victorian periodicals 

culture  235
non-specialist/general nature of  4, 6, 15–17
payment for periodical writing  9
‘personalised criticism’  4–5
post-Victorian reduction in women  

authors  7
pseudonyms/pseudonymity  4–8
research into  5–6
‘review-essay’  4, 82
signature/signed works  4–5, 8
specialism  4–5
women’s contributions  4–11
women’s contributions on philosophy   

6–7, 9, 250
Victorian Periodicals Newsletter  5
Victorian Periodicals Review  5
Wellesley Index to Victorian Periodicals  5–6 
see also print culture

Kant, Immanuel  17–21, 111, 196 n.15
Barbauld and  47 n.14
Cobbe and  18, 152, 161
Critique of Judgement  219–20
on genius  150–2
Lee and  219–20

Keats, John  19, 60–1, 97 n.20
Kemble, Fanny  111–12, 121 n.30, 144
Kemble, John  101

Jameson’s Sacred Art (Sacred and 
Legendary Art) (cont.)
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King, William: Woman: Her Position, Influence, 
and Achievement  26

on Baillie  60
on Jameson  26

Kingsford, Anna  4–5
Knight, Richard Payne  127–8
Korsmeyer, Carolyn  20–1, 21 n.20
Kraft, Elizabeth  61–2
Kravetz, Rachel  19, 102

Landon, Letitia  60–1, 159
as genius  150
Romance and Reality  150

Landseer, Charles  112, 121
Langer, Susanne  2
Laprade, Victor  177–8
Leavis, F. R.  60–1
LeCourt, Sebastian  19
Lee, Vernon

analytic philosophy  200–1
artworks viewing  11–12
birth  12
canons and  229
critique of  6
empathy  200–1
fame  197
gender neutrality  24–5, 31
as philosopher of art  19–20, 197–8, 222
psychological aesthetics  200–1
secularism  30–1
travelling  11–12
twentieth-century disappearance  197–8
‘Vernon Lee’ (pseudonym)  24–5, 28–9, 

29 n.30, 31, 31 n.35, 199
see also Lee’s aestheticism; Lee’s  

anti-Ruskinism; Lee’s qualified 
aestheticism; Lee’s relationships; Lee’s ‘true 
aestheticism’; Lee’s writings

Lee’s aestheticism  14–15, 30–1, 199–200,  
222–3

art beauty vs religion and the supernatural   
14–15, 30–1, 201–4, 223, 230–1

art for art’s sake  199–200, 212
art for beauty’s sake  200–1, 205, 213, 

220–1, 223
art for life’s sake  14, 200–1, 211, 220, 223–4
art and morality  200–1, 205–13, 220
‘art-philosophy’  1, 17, 197–9, 236–7
artistic and aesthetic value, and beauty  204
beauty: objective and relational 

conceptions  207–8
beauty and goodness  201, 206–8,  

210–11, 215–16
beauty’s pre-eminence  226

on decadence  1, 30–1, 199–200, 212–13,  
215–16

Dilke/Lee comparison  30–1, 203, 209,  
212–13

‘Faustus and Helena’  201–4
good/bad art  203–4
Lee as morally engaged and aestheticist   

216 n.15
Pater, Walter and  17, 24, 205, 208, 210 n.10
on Renaissance  30–1, 184 n.10, 203
on the sublime  227–8
utilitarianism  209–10, 211 n.12, 216
see also Lee’s qualified aestheticism; Lee’s ‘true 

aestheticism’
Lee’s anti-Ruskinism  205–11

on aesthetic moralism  209
art and morality  205–11
beauty and goodness  201, 206–8, 210–11
beauty as separated from morality  201, 207–8
beauty and virtue  207
Pater, Walter and  205–7, 211
‘Ruskinism’  201, 205–6, 208, 210–11
value pluralism  208
see also Lee’s aestheticism

Lee’s qualified aestheticism  211–16
aestheticism and non-literary arts   

213, 215–16
art for beauty’s sake  213
beauty and goodness  201, 210–11, 215
‘Dialogue on Poetic Morality’  201, 211–12
happiness: expanded sense of  215–16
moralism and literature  213–16
‘On Novels’  201, 213–14
‘Orpheus in Rome: Irrelevant Talks on the 

Uses of the Beautiful’  201, 214–15
see also Lee’s aestheticism

Lee’s relationships (and influences)
Anstruther-Thomson, Clementina and  248
anti-Victorian aestheticist circles  236–7
influences on Lee  17, 200–1, 205, 219 n.18
Kant, Immanuel and  219–20
Lee/Dilke relationship  30–1
Lee/Jameson relationship  1, 31, 202–4,  

236–7
Lee/Martineau relationship  30–1
Pater, Walter and Lee  17, 24, 205, 207–8, 

210 n.10, 211, 217
Lee’s ‘true aestheticism’  1, 201, 216–21

aesthetic experience and altruism  216–18
aesthetic experience and sense of 

harmony  216, 218–20
aesthetic experience and spiritual 

development  216–17
art for beauty’s sake  221
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art for life’s sake  201, 220
‘Art and Life’  216–17
beauty and goodness  216
human beings are organic wholes  219–20
Kant and  219–20
metaphysical aestheticism  221
organic harmony/organicism  14–15, 220–1
Pater, Walter and  217
physiology and modern aesthetics  219
see also Lee’s aestheticism

Lee’s writings  1, 197
1896  1
Althea  214
anonymity and initials  199
‘Art and Life’  200–1, 216, 224
‘Art and Usefulness’  200–1, 229 n.6
Baldwin (dialogue collection)  213
‘Baldwin’ (Lee’s mouthpiece)  30–1, 

209, 211–15
Beautiful, The  200–1, 208, 225
‘Beauty and Ugliness’ (co-authored)  200–1, 

225, 248
Belcaro: Being Essays on Sundry Aesthetical 

Questions  201–2, 205, 207–8, 211
‘Child in the Vatican, The’  207
Contemporary Review (journal)  211, 213–14, 

216, 248
‘Culture-Ghost’  199
‘Dialogue on Poetic Morality’  211–13, 212 n.13
dialogues  30–1, 211
essays  199
‘Faustus and Helena: Notes on the 

Supernatural in Art’  201–4
fiction  197–8
fiction/non-fiction blending  16, 197–8, 211
ghost stories  203–4
Handling of Words, The  225
journal contributions  6–7, 197, 198t, 199, 229
‘Lady Tal’  236 n.14
Laurus Nobilis: Chapters on Art and Life   

200–1
Miss Brown  199–200, 236–7, 236 n.14
‘On Novels’  201, 213–14
‘Orpheus in Rome: Irrelevant Talks on the 

Uses of the Beautiful’  201, 214–15
pseudonymity  24–5, 28–9, 29 n.30, 31, 

31 n.35, 199
‘Ruskinism’  201, 205–6, 208, 210–12
stories  16
vast oeuvre  197, 199–200

Lew, Kane  144
Lewis, Edmonia (sculptor)

Death of Cleopatra (sculpture)  158–60

Forever Free (sculpture)  158–9
as genius  158–60
Hagar (sculpture)  159
neoclassicism  160

Literary World (American journal)  148
Livesey, Ruth  182 n.7, 200
Lyotard, Jean-François  228 n.4

McCarthy, William  35–6, 43–4, 61–2, 
235–6, 238–9

McHugh, Conor  4–5
Macmillan’s Magazine  3
Macpherson, Geraldine  115 n.20
Magazine of Art  9–10
Maginn, William  150
Mahoney, Kristin  200–1
Maltz, Diana  200
Manley, Delia  55
Mann, Bonnie  21 n.20
Mansfield, Elizabeth  173 n.2, 195–6
Marchand, Leslie  123–5
Martineau, Harriet

associationist theory of mind  84
atheism  30–1, 81, 115, 223
causal determinism  95 n.16
criticism of  95, 128–9
on devotion  49 n.17, 80–1
fame  78, 87, 112–13, 115
female role models for  80
as genius  149–51
influences by  79, 95 n.17
Jameson, Baillie, and Martineau on virtue and 

emotions  110–15
Jameson/Martineau comparison  103, 105–6, 

112–13, 115, 122
moral turn in mid-nineteenth-century British 

aesthetics  79
as philosopher of art  79, 222
on political economy  78, 81
realism  78, 85–8, 97–8
theory of literature and art  78
Unitarianism  79–80
working people: depiction of  94
see also Martineau’s aesthetic 

moralism; Martineau’s Illustrations of 
Political Economy; Martineau’s 
relationships; Martineau’s writings

Martineau, Sarah Meadows (Martineau’s 
grandmother)  79

Martineau, Thomas (Martineau’s father)  79
Martineau’s aesthetic moralism  25, 78, 

115, 222–3
aesthetic as always subordinated to the moral  79
art and religion  14–15, 223

Lee’s ‘true aestheticism’ (cont.)
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art’s moral purpose  1, 14, 16, 78–9, 88, 223
bad art  14, 79, 94–9
good art  79
Illustrations of Political Economy  78, 81, 85, 

88–9, 93, 98–9
Jameson on Martineau’s moralism  128–30
literature and practical moral 

philosophy  83–5
moral purpose of literature  81–5, 88, 98
moral virtue of fiction  43
problem: subordination of the aesthetic to the 

moral  98–9
on sympathy and class boundaries  85–9, 98
theory of art and art practice  79

Martineau’s Illustrations of Political Economy  78, 
82, 87, 112–13, 230

aesthetic moralism  78, 81, 85, 88–9, 93, 98–9
aesthetic moralism: tensions within  79, 92–4
art’s moral purpose  88, 92–3
Barbauld’s devotional aesthetic  80–1
birth control  89
criticism of  91–2, 94 n.15, 99
‘For Each and For All’  85, 90
from Barbauld to Martineau’s Illustrations   

79–81
Life in the Wilds  80–1
Manchester Strike, A  89–94, 92 n.14, 

95 nn.16, 17, 97
moral case for realism and not romance  85, 

88, 92–3
moral exemplification, and general laws as 

moral principles  88, 92–3
‘Moral of Many Fables, The’  90
moral purpose before aesthetic detail  93–4
political economy laws as part of moral laws   

81, 88–9, 92–4
realism  79, 85, 94, 230–1
on sympathy and class boundaries  88–91, 94
sympathy with the virtuous  93–4
wooden characters: criticisms of  92 n.14, 92
as work of practical moral philosophy  85

Martineau’s relationships (and influences)
Gaskell, Elizabeth and Martineau  94, 

95 n.17, 97
Hume, David and Martineau  87 n.8
influences on Martineau  18, 29–30, 81
Martineau/Baillie relationship  1, 29–30, 

59–60, 87
Martineau/Barbauld relationship  1, 29–30, 

38, 45 n.13, 49 n.17, 78–81, 87–8
Martineau/Eliot relationship  79, 94–8
Martineau/Lee relationship  30–1
Martineau/Jameson relationship  1, 29–30, 

103–4, 110 n.9, 112–15, 128–30

Priestley, Joseph and Martineau  81
Scott, Walter and Martineau  78, 81–6, 

98, 105–6
Martineau’s writings  16, 78

‘Achievements of the Genius of Scott’  82–4, 
97, 105–6

anonymity, pseudonymity, and initials   
4–5, 28–9

Athenaeum (journal)  30 n.32, 113–14
Autobiography  30–1, 87, 149–50
Biographical Sketches  114–15
‘Characteristics of the Genius of Scott’  82–3, 

86, 97, 105–6
Deerbrook  78 n.1
Devotional Exercises  45 n.13
‘Female Writers on Practical Divinity’   

29–30, 80, 87
Forest and Game Law Tales  78 n.1
Illustrations of Taxation  78 n.1
journal contributions  4, 6–7
Letters on the Laws of Man’s Nature and 

Development  30–1, 115
‘Letters on Mesmerism’  113–14
Miscellanies  82
Monthly Repository (journal)  80
philosophical essays  80
‘Philosophical Essays’  82
Playfellow  78 n.1
Poor Laws and Paupers Illustrated  78 n.1
‘review-essay’  4, 82
signed works  8, 80
Society in America  87
Tait’s Edinburgh Magazine  82
see also Martineau’s Illustrations of 

Political Economy
Marx, Karl  31 n.37, 141, 195–6
Mason, Emily  10
Maxwell, Catherine  210 n.10, 227–8
Mee, Jon  48 n.16
Mellor, Anne  35 n.4
Melnyk, Julie  49
Merrifield, Mary  32–3, 250

as art critic  240–1
Dress as a Fine Art  10, 230, 241–2
feminism  242
‘Harmony of Colours, The’  241–2
knowledge on technical side of painting   

241–2
as philosopher of art  19, 241–2

methodological issues  23–8
contributions by present study  18–19, 23
methodological divides  23–6
omissions  32–4, 240, 244–5
past-/present-centred approaches  25–8
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past-centred approach  25–8
sources and previous scholarship  18–23
women/men vs inter-women relations  23–5

Meynell, Alice  4–5, 26, 60
‘Michael Field’ (Katherine Bradley and Edith 

Cooper)  19–20
Miles, Alfred  70 n.16
Mill, John Stuart  2, 6, 21 n.21, 231

Utilitarianism  4, 148–9
modernism  1, 224

aestheticists and modernist turn against 
Victorianism  236

disappearance of women philosophers of art 
and  60–1, 234–7

exaltation of artistic purity and autonomy   
60–1, 235

separation of art from religion and morality   
235–6

Victorian periodicals culture: rejection of  235
Victorian world: repudiation of  234–7

Molesworth, Mary  38
Monthly Magazine (journal)  6–7

Aikin, John and  6–7, 38, 38 n.8
Barbauld and  38

Monthly Review (journal)  100
moral philosophy

Cobbe as moral philosopher  148
Jameson on  105–6, 122
Martineau: literature and practical moral 

philosophy  83–5
see also morality

moral psychology
Jameson on  105–10, 119–20, 122

morality
aestheticism/moralism divide  19
Baillie: drama as moral writing  60–3, 

67, 69, 84
Baillie’s theory of tragedy  62–3, 67, 71–2, 

76–7, 223
Baillie’s theory of tragedy as moral theory   

58–9, 76–7
Jameson: art and ethics  1, 14, 102–5, 122
Jameson’s Sacred Art: art, ethics, and 

religion  126–7, 140–3, 223
Lee: art and morality  200–1, 205–13, 220
modernism: separation of art from religion 

and morality  235–6
moral beauty  177–8, 193
moral turn in mid-nineteenth-century British 

aesthetics  79
moral virtue of fiction  43, 71 n.21
novels and  51–4
religion and  13

shift from moralism towards aestheticism  14–15
women philosophers of art on art, morality, 

and religion  13–15, 25, 27–8, 222–4
see also aesthetic moralism; Cobbe on art, 

religion and morality; Dilke’s aestheticism
Morgan, Benjamin  17–20
Morley, Simon  228 n.4
Morris, William  17, 62, 182–3
Mosse, Kate  7
Murdoch, Iris  2, 75 n.24
Myers, Victoria  72

Naden, Constance  19–20, 32–3, 247, 250
beauty: sensualist account of  249
‘Evolution of the Sense of Beauty, The’   

248–9
evolutionary theory and beauty  248–9

Nassar, Dalia  2–3
National Art Training School  11, 174
National Gallery  12
Neal, John  153–5
neo-Stoicism

Barbauld and  71 n.19, 81, 88
New York Times (newspaper)  102, 125
Nietzsche, Friedrich  58, 76
nineteenth century (1790–1914)  1
Nineteenth Century (journal)  3
nineteenth-century Britain

art museums and opening-up of 
collections  12–13

cosmopolitan intellectual culture  12, 18
female artistic achievements  61–2
German culture and  117
intellectual movement away from idealism 

towards materialism and  
empiricism  195–6

moral turn in mid-nineteenth-century British 
aesthetics  79

‘pictorial turn’ in culture  12–13
print culture  3–10, 13
women/arts/beauty associations  10–11
women philosophers of art  2–3, 17, 222, 

239–40, 250
women’s writing on art: context  3–13
see also journals

Nochlin, Linda  152 n.5, 231
novel

anonymity  51 n.18
Barbauld: canon of British novelists  22, 50–1, 

55–7, 60–1, 224, 229, 240
Barbauld on realism  52–4
Barbauld’s theory of novel  39, 42–3,  

50–7, 223
canons of  50–1, 55–6, 60–1, 229

methodological issues (cont.)
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entertainment as end  52–4
history of  50–2, 54–5
low-quality novels  51, 54
male canons  55
morality and  51–4
pseudonymity  51 n.18
rise of  51
women as authors of  51, 55–6
women as novel-readers  51

Nunn, Pamela  10

Oliphant, Margaret  145–6
O’Neill, Eileen  2–3, 21, 25–6
Oražem, Claudia  4

Paley, William  47 n.14
Pall Mall Gazette  60
Palmer, Caroline  13 n.15, 20
paradox

Baillie: paradox of tragedy  70–3
Barbauld: paradox of fiction  14, 26, 

39–44, 70–2
Burke: paradox of fiction  41–3, 72 n.22
Hume: paradox of fiction  26, 40–1
paradox of moral fiction  116
‘paradox of tragedy’  40

Parker, Roszika  231–2
Pater, Walter  17, 19, 197

aestheticism  23–4, 173, 182–3
art for art’s sake  182–3, 205
on beauty  205–6, 208
Dilke and  23–4, 173, 182–3, 183 n.9, 186, 

210 n.10, 222
Lee and  17, 24, 205–8, 210 n.10, 211, 217
Marius the Epicurean  205
Pater/Dilke comparison  183
Ruskin and  205
Studies in the History of Renaissance  17, 173, 

182–3, 186, 205–6
Studies as The Renaissance: Studies in Art and 

Poetry  183
Pattison, Mark (Dilke’s first husband)  174–5, 

183, 192, 210 n.10, 233
Penny Magazine  123, 123 n.2
Petersen, Linda  149–50
Philosophical Review (journal)  7
philosophy

early modern women and  6
journals: women’s contributions on 

philosophy  6–7, 9, 250
as ‘male terrain’  62
nineteenth-century women (Britain)  6, 18
twentieth-century women  6
twenty first-century women  7

women and  21
women and pre-specialist public sphere  6

philosophy of art
avant-garde art criticism: masculine status  7
male-focused art canons  22
men’s contributions  17–21
men’s contributions as co-created by their 

female contemporaries  222
Victorian aesthetic theory as interdisciplinary 

discussion  17–18
‘Victorian critics’  17–18
see also women philosophers of art

picturesque, the
Baillie and  227
Dilke on  189
Jameson on  137, 226–7
preference for the picturesque over the 

sublime  226–7, 226 n.1 
Plato  20–1, 177–8, 211, 219
politics

Barbauld’s political period  38, 38 n.8
Dilke and  175
Eastlake, Elizabeth  33–4, 57
Ellis, Sarah Stickney  33–4, 57, 231

Pollock, Griselda  55–6, 231–2
Pollok, Anne  234
Pre-Raphaelites  100, 144–7, 174
Price, Vladimir  33
Priestley, Joseph

associationist theory of mind  45, 84
Barbauld and  35, 37, 45–6, 47 n.14, 48–9
on devotion  45–6, 66–7, 81
Dissent  37–8
Martineau and  81
‘On Habitual Devotion’ (sermon)  45–6
on passions  66–7

print culture
fiction  7–8
nineteenth-century (Britain)  3–10, 13
non-fiction  7–8
payment for book writing  9
‘pictorial turn’ in culture  12–13
poetry  7–8
women’s contributions  7–9
see also journals

Pugin, Augustus  130 n.10
Pulham, Patricia  210 n.10

Quarterly Review (journal)  3, 33, 233–4,  
244–5

Queen, The (journal)  155

race and genius  158–61
Radcliffe, Ann  55, 227
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Radford, Colin  40
realism

Barbauld: on realism and novel  52–4
Eliot, George on  79, 94–8
Martineau on  78–9, 85–8, 92–4,  

97–8, 230–1
Reid, Thomas  177–8, 180
relationships

female authors/male interlocutors  23–4, 26
hostility  113–14
letters  29–32
nineteenth-century: women’s scholarly 

competence depending on male 
historians  231

public/private writing gap  29
relationships between women  23–5, 27
sources on  31–2
women as referenced less than men  28, 232
women’s intellectual relations  28–32
women’s references to other women  28–32
see also Baillie’s relationships; Barbauld’s 

relationships; Cobbe’s relationships; Dilke’s 
relationships; Jameson’s relationships; Lee’s 
relationships; Martineau’s relationships

religion
Baillie’s theory of tragedy: art and 

religion  14–15, 223
Dilke on art and religion  14–15, 177, 181–4, 

194–5, 203
Hegel on art and religion  132
Jameson and Christianity  1, 14–15, 115, 126, 

139, 139 n.14, 195, 202–3
Lee: art and religion  14–15, 30–1, 201–4, 

223, 230–1
modernism: separation of art from religion 

and morality  235–6
morality and  13
Renaissance: art and religion  184
Ruskin: art and religion  184
women philosophers of art on art, morality, 

and religion  13–15, 25, 27–8, 222–4
see also Barbauld: devotion/devotional 

taste; Cobbe on art, religion and 
morality; Jameson’s Sacred Art

Renaissance
art and religion  184
Dilke on  30–1, 181–4, 184 n.10, 186, 192, 

194, 203
Jameson on  123, 145–7, 184, 194
Lee on  30–1, 184 n.10, 203
Pater on  183
Ruskin on  145, 184
Victorians and  184 n.10

Reynolds, Joshua  143

Richardson, Samuel  41, 54–5
Richetti, John  55
Rio, Alexis-François  130 n.11
Roberts, Caroline  149–50
Robertson, David  146 n.19
Robinson, Ainslie  125 n.5, 137
Robinson, Mary  60–1, 212, 213 n.14
Romanticism

Baillie as Romantic dramatist  1, 61–2, 
66, 69–71

Barbauld: from Enlightenment towards 
Romantic aesthetics  1, 49

British Romanticism  49, 62, 222
British Romanticism: canon  60–1
female Romantic poets and feminine 

gushing  94 n.15
Jameson: German Romantic influences  1, 18, 

104, 117–19, 121–2, 130, 132, 147
Romantic idea of genius  150–2, 155

Ronniger, Jane  9–10
Ross, Stephanie  21 n.20
Rossetti, Dante Gabriel  100, 146 n.19
Roy, Wendy  226–7
Royal Academy

Dilke, Emilia and  11, 11 n.11
life classes  11
women in  11, 11 n.10

Ruskin, John  19, 197, 222
‘art-philosophy’  17
art and religion  184
on beauty  145 n.18, 178 n.5, 204
on Callcott  241 n.2
Dilke and  174, 178 n.5, 182, 184–7
Eastlake’s critique of  244–7
on Gothic art  130
Jameson and  100, 102, 238–9
Jameson’s Sacred Art and  28, 126–7, 130, 

144–7, 222, 229
‘Kata Phusin’ (pseudonym)  4–5
Lectures on Art  185
Modern Painters Volume 2  130, 163 n.16,  

178 n.5
Modern Painters Volume 3  28, 126–7, 144
moral turn in mid-nineteenth-century British 

aesthetics  79
‘Nature of Gothic, The’  130
Pater and  205
on ‘poetic’  140
on poetry  165–6
Pre-Raphaelites  144–5, 147
on Raphael  145
on Renaissance  145, 184
Seven Lamps of Architecture, The  130
sexism  238–9
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Stones of Venice, The  130
see also Lee’s anti-Ruskinism

Russell, Anne  117 n.21
Russell, William Clark  4–5

Sablé, Madeleine de  233
Samalin, Zachary  19
Sand, George (Amantine Lucile Aurore Dupin)   

8, 182, 233
Sanders, Valerie  78, 98
Saturday Review (journal)  3, 174–5
Schaffer, Talia  26
Schiller, Friedrich  18–19
Schlegel, August Wilhelm

Course of Lectures on Dramatic Art and 
Literature  118

Jameson and  104, 108, 118–19, 118 n.24,  
121, 130

Schlegel, Caroline  108, 118, 121
Schlegel, Friedrich  129

Christian art as ‘Gothic’ art  127
Jameson and  127, 129–30
‘On the Limits of the Beautiful’  129 n.9

Schopenhauer, Adele  112–13
Schopenhauer, Arthur  58, 76, 148, 161
Scott, Patrick  5
Scott, Walter  59

Baillie and  87
Martineau and  78, 81–6, 98, 105–6

Sévigné, Marie de  233
Shaftesbury, Anthony Ashley Cooper  47, 67–8

Moralists, The  47 n.15
Shakespeare, William  8–9, 22

Baillie, compared to Shakespeare  59
Jameson: Shakespeare criticism  100, 

103–6, 118–20
‘Schlegel–Tieck’ Shakespeare  118–19

Shelley, Mary  228 n.5, 233
Shelley, Percy  19, 60–1, 222
Siddons, Sarah  111–12, 111 n.11
Sidgwick, Henry  2
Siegel, Eli  238
Siegel, Jonah  19
Slade School of Art  11
Slagle, Judith  70 n.16
slavery

abolition of  158
Barbauld on  38–9
Jameson on  140–1
Landon, Letitia on  159
Lewis, Edmonia on  158–60

Slights, Jessica  117 n.21
Smith, Adam

Baillie and  24, 67–70

on sympathy  68
Theory of Moral Sentiments, The  68

Smith, Charlotte  55, 60–1
Smith, Eleanor  11–12
Spectator (journal)  3, 78, 100
Spencer, Herbert  6, 181, 196 n.15
Spender, Dale  55–6
spheres

art in the public sphere  12–13
masculine ‘public’ sphere  31–2
‘separate spheres’  7, 25
women and pre-specialist public sphere  6

Stabler, Jane  227
Stephen, Leslie  98–9
Strachey, Lytton  234
Strachey, Ray  100
Styler, Jane  137
sublime, the  15, 21 n.20, 231

Barbauld on  35–6, 47–50, 136–7, 226–7
Burke: masculine sublime/feminine beautiful 

dichotomy  150–1, 227
Cobbe on  227
Dilke and  227–8
Ellis on  244
Jameson on  136–7, 226–7
Lee and  227–8
masculine sublime/feminine beautiful 

dichotomy  150–1, 227–8
preference for the picturesque over the 

sublime  226–7, 226 n.1
as transgressive, radical force  228, 228 n.4

sympathy
Baillie on sympathy/sympathetic curiosity  14, 

27–9, 58–9, 68–73, 76, 86–8
Baillie/Barbauld comparison  70–2
Barbauld on  14, 26, 29, 39–45, 53, 70–1, 86–8
Eliot, George on  95–6
imagination and  68
Jameson on  27–8, 110–11
Jameson’s Sacred Art: sympathy with the 

spiritual in Art  138
Martineau: on sympathy and class 

boundaries  85–91, 94, 98
Martineau: on sympathy with the virtuous   

93–4
partial sympathy  43–4
realism and  95
Smith, Adam on  68

Taine, Hippolyte  175–7
Tait, William  82
Tait’s Edinburgh Magazine  82, 82 n.6, 149
Taylor, Jane  50
Taylor Mill, Harriet  21 n.21
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Teukolsky, Rachel  12–13, 19, 161, 235, 246 n.7
Thackeray, William  4–5, 101
Thomas, Clara  102, 237
Thomas, David  19
Tieck, Dorothea  118
Tieck, Ludwig  118–19, 118 n.24

‘Schlegel–Tieck’ Shakespeare  118
tragedy  13

Barbauld on  14
Nietzsche on  76
‘paradox of tragedy’  40
Schopenhauer on  76
see also Baillie’s theory of tragedy

Trimmer, Sarah  50
Tuchman, Gaye  4–5
Tuckwell, Gertrude  11–12
Tumelson, Ronald  103–4
Tyrwhitt, John  176

Underwood, Ted  7–8
Unitarianism  37, 67–8, 79–80, 236

Ventrella, Francesco  13 n.15
Vickery, Amanda  7
Vico, Giambattista  66–7
virtue ethics

Dilke: virtue and beauty  180
Jameson on  1, 115
Jameson’s Sacred Art: virtues and the 

virtuous  125–6, 141–2

Wagner, Adolph  104, 104 n.6
Walker, Alice  158–9
Walpole, Horace  55, 127–8
Watt, Ian  54–5
Westminster Review (journal)  3, 9–10, 95

Dilke’s contributions  174–5, 177, 186–8
Wilde, Oscar  17, 62, 197

Importance of Being Earnest, The  235–6
Wilson, John  3, 59–60, 101
Wollstonecraft, Mary  21 n.21, 32, 36, 62, 83, 233
women

aesthetic objectification of  10
aesthetic sensitivity  10–11
art museums and opening-up of collections   

12–13
as artists  11
canons: exclusion of women from  56, 60–1, 

230, 240
female canons  144, 229
female credentials and canonical artists  231
hampered intellectual participation  8
professional exclusion of  9
social role  25

women/arts/beauty associations  10–11
women as authors of novels  51, 55–6
women as novel-readers  51
writing on art: context  3–13
writings by  9
see also feminism; women philosophers of 

art; women philosophers of art: 
disappearance; women’s education

women philosophers of art  15–18, 21, 250
art, morality, and religion  13–15, 25, 

27–8, 222–4
‘art-philosophy’  17–18, 25, 197–8
art practice and theory of art  16–17, 62–3, 66, 

73, 79, 197–8
character and evolution of women’s thinking 

about art  13–18
cosmopolitan intellectual culture  18
differences between male/female writing 

on art  25 n.26
distinctive kind of philosophy of art   

16–17, 62, 250
female social role and  25
‘feminine voice’  24–5
feminism and  21–2, 33–4
general reflections and particular 

interpretations  17, 82
history of aesthetics and  2
nineteenth century: interdisciplinary 

conversation  3
nineteenth-century Britain  2–3, 17, 222, 

239–40, 250
nineteenth-century Britain: context  3–13
nineteenth-century Germany  2–3
non-specialist manner  15–17, 232
patriarchal constraints and  231
privileged upperclass white women  11–12, 34
twentieth-century women philosophers 

of art  2, 7
see also philosophy; philosophy of art; women 

philosophers of art: disappearance
women philosophers of art: disappearance   

231–9
Baillie’s twentieth-century disappearance   

60–1, 237
Barbauld’s twentieth-century disappearance   

35, 235–6
citations, followers, and authority  232
Cobbe’s twentieth-century disappearance   

148, 237
Dilke’s twentieth-century disappearance   

173, 237
disparaging and patronizing mentions of 

women  237–8
exceptionality  233–4
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Jameson’s twentieth-century 
disappearance  20, 101–2, 237, 239

Lee’s twentieth-century disappearance   
197–8

literature  233–4
modernism  60–1, 234–7
nineteenth-century: ‘pivotal era’ for women’s 

disappearance from philosophy and its 
history  2–3

professional specialization  232–3
sexism  233–4, 238
twentieth-century: forgetting  

nineteenth-century women philosophers 
of art  2–3, 35, 230, 237–8, 238 n.16, 250

women as neglected by philosophers  2, 20, 23
women as ‘unknown unknowns’  20

women’s education
arts  10–13, 25
home education  8, 11
informal education  8–12, 25
languages  10
university education: exclusion of  6, 8,  

10, 232
Woolf, Virginia  7–8, 237
Wordsworth, William  17, 60–1, 222

Baillie’s influence on  66 n.11
Wreford, Henry  160

Yonge, Charlotte  50
York, Lorraine  226–7

Zorn, Christa  216 n.15, 236 n.12
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