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Ideasof property, history, and subjectivity convermeFrances SheridanBhe Memoirs of
Miss Sidney Bidulpil761) and Elizabeth Griffith'$he History of Lady Barto(l.771). Both
novels exploreghe centrality of property in the creationatiable identity- one that lends
authorityto history andthe law asculturally andindividually determiningharrativesAt the
level of form and content, these texts demonstrate the connectioveseln textual authority
and women’s lived experiendeorthe novel's protagonistsSidneyBidulphand Louisa
Barton—theact of writing preservemdividuality separate fronthese dominant narratives
Their continuednscriptionof their own experiences works a form of witnessing or
testimony that refusdbe erasure imposed by legal and historical models. Sidney’s
“memoirs” and Louisa’s “history” problematize the relationship betwherassumed
subjectivity of fiction and thassumedlarity and objectivity of historical writing/Vritten in
the same period that produced Blacksto@ssmmentaries on the Laws of Englqad64-
1769)andnational histories by David Hume (173463) and Catharine Macaulay (1763
1783), these novetshallengeagendered separation between culturally valuable literary
production and excessive, wasteful products of ‘feminized’ genrdsasithe novel and
romance The concern in both novels is not the historicallgduced subject but the process
by which historiography flattens and erases alternatives to dominaativastThis essay
argues that these novels reveal the ways in whsthry and the laywvhile seeming to
occupy goosition beyond manipulation, exist as narratives vulnerabéxtodl
misunderstanding, misinterpretation, and misreading. By crefdtisigpries” and “memoirs”
through romantic, Gothic, and sentimental conventions, Sheridan dhth@se the generic
authority of history to evaluate the cost of women’s exclusiom fegal and historical
lineages of subjectivity and personhood.

The History of Lady Bartonncludes letters to and from Louisa Barton and her sister, Fanny
Cleveland, as well as other exchanges between various characters.im hamagive
concerns Louisa’s growing affection for the worthy Lord Lucanh laer dissatisfaction with
her husband, Sir William BartolVhile Lord Lucan returns her affections, Louisa remains
faithful to Sir William but allows her guilt to eat away at her psyche and her h&alth.
William suspects much and accuses Louisa of orchestrating a miscarrédgg@it@ him of a
legitimate heir Confined to her house, Louisa becomes William’s prisoner until her
innocenced proven through the confessions of the dastardly Colonel Waltean who has
imprisoned and deserted his own wife and daughter. Repentant, SinwWeékarns to
Louisa, whose delicate decline is irreversible: she dies, havingmeedder love for $i
William, in the presence of her husband and si3tet, the ‘history of Lady Barton’ is not
justthe history olLouisa BartonThe text includes other exchangkeatdetail Fanny’s own
courtship and eventual marriage, a kidnap plot involving their bratfinacée, a woman
escaping from unjust imprisonment, and the experiences of a fmglighman abroad’he
letters concern courtship and marriage, family responsibilliiesature, and morality. They
also illustrate the many and varied functions of letter writihg letters communicate,
inform, entreat, and make explicit demands on the reader; théy jbs writer’s position
and decisions and enable dialogue between characters divided by sitodtgattang.This
plurality of “historie$, similar to Sidney Bidulph’s layeredrfemoif’, is crucial to the ways
in which this text enacts a resistanceh® normalizing force of historical and legal
narratives.

The Memoirs of Miss Sidney Bidulparries the distinction of having caused Samuel Johnson
to enquire whether Sheridan had thght, upon moral principles, to make .readers suffer

so much (qtd. in Boswell 1: 210)A paragon of sentimental virtue, Sidney Bidulph begins
her memoirs on the cusp of a sound and happy marriage to Orlando f@utidabrother’s
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best friend Whenan anonymous tip revedlsat Faulklandchas ruined a young woman named
Miss Burchel] Sidney’s mother calls off the engagement and takes Sidney awayhigom t
city. In the countryside, she meets and marries Mr Arnold. Themagaris content and
Sidney has two daughters before Arnold is seduct® an affair by a Mrs GerragdPatient

to the last, Sidney removes from her marital home and lives wicteesonomywith her two
girls until the affair is resolved, through Faulkland’s effoats] Mr Arnold returns.

Forgiven, Mr Arnold dies but ndoefore a claim on his family’s estate is decided against his
favour and Sidney is left with two children in dire straltse appearance of an uncle, Ned
Warner, earns Sidney an inheritance that enables her to demonstrate elebere
Faulkland hasin the meanwhile, married Miss Burchell to prove his character tepida
testament to his unchanging love for her. The new couple go told&alikestate in Ireland.
Eventually,Miss Burchell reveals her ‘true’ character and intentions: she takesraalod is
discovered with him by Faulkland, who Kills both by accidentufng to Sidney,

Faulkland demands her hand in marriage, to which she assewtar¢hmarried, but
Faulkland departs the country to avoid the law almost immediatdtiek arives that
informs Sidney that Miss Burchell (Mrs Faulklandha dead. When Faulkland hears the
news, he commits suicide. Sidney’s narrative, picked up by her coroesgand friend,
Ceclilia Rivers, winds down the main story before ending byeptiog further misfortunes
and breakingff suddenlyln spite of the single narrative voice, Sidney’s memoirs actually
contain, through reported speech and action as well as through intdttdesifrom various
characters, the stories of a wide variety ofrabters including Sidney’s mother, Faulkland,
Miss Burchell, and Mrs Gerrarde.

The differencéoetween the titles of these two texts is vildle history of Lady Barton
immediately presentfie protagonist as a legal subject and inscribes her with a legatyident
that fits a broader historical narrative. Themoirsof Sidney Bidulph, on the other hand,
insist on the protagonist’s biriame, though she becomes Mrs Arnold very earlyHstory
and law construct women’s roles chronologically and linearly as@pson from daughter

to wife to mother to widow; memory, howevegyealshe disjointed psychic trauma that
such narratives perpetrate on the bodies of wol@msa Baton is an llustrative example:
unhappily married and in love with another man, Louisa migsar8ir William, distraught
and already suspicious of Louisa’s affections, accuses her ohgltdtdeprive him of an

heir, of deliberately miscarrying. Perversely, Silllm reads Louisa’s body as resistant to
the narrative- her miscarriage signals her “refus&d’progress from wife to mother, a move
which also confirms her status as propergr death, which occurs shortly after the
miscarriage (from which she does not recover), follows as a consequehtserefusal: her
only remainingoption is to abdicate her role entirelyn act thatenders her value a
abstradbn and admits the impossibility of narrating the physical, mdtexraains of her
existenceln Sidney Bidulphthe text manifests the trauma experienced by the protagonist:
the title only initially correlates with the heroine, but her maesgMr Arnold distanceker
from her own storyNeither the law nor history can gess memory, whichdhers precisely
wheresuch objectivanarratives lose traction and fall away: the bbdgomedhe irreducible
and unutterablsite of individual subjectivity.

The same discourses that would celebrate this emancipatory ptyssitithe flesh, however,
are also brought to face with the bealyobject. Thus, the question of subjectivity becomes
oddly located in a discourse of objectification as the site of confligtiassures of history
and memory. Louisa’s particular history is subsumed into nhesalising abstract role of
“wife”; as Lady Barton, she has a hist without memory; as Louisa, her memories are
excessive, unnecessaextraneous to the position of widfered as choice but presented as
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destiny.The lineage of legalractice based oarecord of precedent and chronology provide
both history and law with form and structutiee folds of personal memory are more
appropriate to the creative heterogeneity of ‘fictidfdorm andcontent, story and stottgller:
Louisa and Sidnelpecome metaymic oftheir own narratives, creating a deeply embodied
and multifaceteaniseen-abyme By disrupting and disregarding linearity, both novels
threaten the sanctity of lineage and inheritance crucial to the autbbhiistory and law.

This same disruptin also enables moments whose affective paeeresfrom transience
rather than permanencehus,where the traditional sentimental narrative spends its energy in
making the moment of marriage a symbolic climax, these texts disgtsforce and
examinethe effects of this event. Both Sidney and Louisa insist on thestestsreturn of a
complex subject that extends beyond the available ideological corf@irfernfe”. Memory
locates the origin of experience in the body, lastevidenced by these hes,participation
in history requires a traumatic disembodiment.

This tension between the material and the abstract location of exjgeisegvident in Sir
William Blackstone’s fowvolumeCommentaries on the Laws of Englamdhichmade its
first appearance in the decade between the publicatid®isimdy BidulptandLady Barton
Blackstone’s«Commentariegrants women a body in order to demonstrate the extent of the
law’s power over the material world@he first volume treats th&Rights of Persorisand
places the chapter “On Husband and Wife” between chapters detailing theaaailutes
of masters and servants, and of parents and children. This syntaasit@inung reflects the
uncertainties and convictions of regntury legal representationswives as subjects to the
authority of men in relationships determined by commercial amdtprties.” Servant,
“wife”, and“child” in the same position in each chapter title display through a cemmadof
grammar the perception of the analogous state of dependency of eachtdBlask
discussion of the laws pertaining to wives is the most explicinpl@of how the
Commentariesome dangerously close to undermining the authority of the law byiryirig
within the authority of text. While history iiies and confirms law, it also threatens to
subject he law to its own processe&amilarly, the legal position of wife shows thiavour’
shown to English women, but that position is immediately taken bacle the wife is
“subsumed by the husband tbugh marriageThe creation of legal subjects requires the
erasure of individuals; women, as already only tenudustiividual’, enable the law to
disguise violence as preference. Women are recognized as subjects of thly kobe
removedactiveagentsaltogetherlt is the second voluméRights of Things, that Gothic
scholars have particularly claimed for their own, particularly teeaphor of England’s
constitution as ahold Gothic castle(Blackstone 2:221)While it has become standard for
Gothic criticism to point out Blackstone’s structural metaphotHe law,less attention has
been paid to how Blackstone conceptualizes the law as inhenitéthces own lineage

The interest ircreatinggrandscale histories of the nation, of th@ation’s laws, of the
nation’s literature-is an important feature of the ideological landscape in which Strerid
and Griffith wrote and published. This period of natmnlding is bracketed by tHgear of
victories (1759) and the first decade of the nineteenth century which saw the Acioof U
with Irelandandthe end ofthe French Revolutionary Wars. Success on the world stage (with
the notable exception of the American colonies) translated into optinitslightenment
versions of history as evidea of the ongoing process by which society would arrive at
perfection. As Harriet Guest and Devoney Looser have discussed, wignrenfifequently
as an index of progress in eighteeaémtury histories: they are the necessary victims of
barbarian societies and a luxuryesflightenectivilization. The role of womem history,
however, remains marginal. They are largely absent (except when agpesagueens) from
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bothHume’s and Macaulay’kistories both of which perform a similar feat to Blackstone’s
work on the law: ordering history into a linear narrative of cultpragress. While the origin
of national history is, perhaps, less fraught than thivefHume’s history suggests the same
desireto establish the nation through difference by positing the origin daBdgutside of

and antecedent to the history of the nation itself. Thus, hizrhisegins with the invasion of
Julius Caesar and ends with the Glorious Revolution of 1688: wheatlyex&ngland
emerges, or what precisely constitutésigland, remains ambiguous.

As Sue Chaplin argue&he law must be grounded in some certain printiplerder to
beget d'legitimate chain of successiof23). To speak of the lineage of the laswto engage
in precisely the work that Blackstone set out inGeenmentariesand more broadly the kind
of work done by national and literary historians in ltteer half of the centurylLocating the
present incarnation of law as simultaneously an@adtmodern, Blackstone comes
precariously close to exposing the foundational myth of authoritg wiich the law
dependsCrucially, the law does not exist his Commentarieswhich are supplemental; the
law can only be demonstratddough its affective regulation of material bodies. To speak of
the law as textdeprives it of its origin in the spoken ward.the paternal principle. .
meant to guarantee its transcendence, rationality, and distancenfitbin{Chaplin 28). In
Blackstone’s introduction, oral tradition imparts an almostlfahmtimacy between the law
and its subjects; it ishanded down by tradition, use, and experiénaawritten and
therefore immemorial and universalXT).

The connectiosl wish to drawarebetweerthe physicality of the law as expressed through
the bodies ofistenersthe proximity demanded kysystem based in oralitgnd the
paradoxical abstraction created through materialising language.ii bexoral nature of
Common Law creates a linguistic community that establishes its Batidre limits of
language: “foreign clergy” did not “relish” English Common Law lasytwere “utter
strangers to our constituti@s well as our languag€1:17, my emphasis). Establishing
juridical lineage as protected from “strangers” by the natural phenomenon of comewrhsp
ensures that the lineages produced by law are similarly protected. Ttog Blackstone is
the battleground between the private and the public, where “private” is urmdknst®
broader context of the national and domestic versus a “foreign” (i.estPegntinental
interest.For Sidney and Louisa, correspondence providestarnative, textual, location that
never attempts to usurp the authority of the spoken (paternal) Wuedl histories and
memoirs are not records of reporggzeectbut, written from the point of view of a subject
silenced culturally by gender and legallydoverture are instead records of embodied
experience that caomly be traced through tegnd haveno “paternal principle” based in
speechFurthermore, the careful presentation of both texts through @netifriends and
family ensures that the texts continually construct the reldtipngith the reader as intimate
and private. Their ‘listeners’ are always sympathetic and the dangeabesaiity of their
bodies is protected by their discretion and veiled appearance in text.

Sidney and Louisa appear resolutely domestic: both shun pubhtisits and are most

secure (if not content) in their gogal homes. Their containment within male properties
represents thefrcontainmerit within safely conventional female roles. Yet the creation of
“authenti¢ texts made up of private journals and intimate letters challenges tinettis
between the prate and the public, between the objectified objects and the active subjects of
the legal discourses of possession and marridge Memoirs of Miss Sidney Bidulpteates

an intradiegeticetwork of concerned friends, culminating in the reader, who are engaged
bearing witness to Sidney’s misfortunes. Correspondence, in Ssdreese, emphasises the

http://scholarcommons.usf.edu/abo/vol2/iss1/4
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distance between herself, a wiféhus a‘privatised property—and her audienc&he
History of Lady Bartonon the other hand, plays with the possibility of correspondesce
action Unlike Sidney BidulphLouisa’s story occurs as the narrative unfeldatsis not
already an historical artefact. As novels, the texts participate in anregariditerature as
commodity, earning both material and cultural property for Franoexsdain and Elizabeth
Griffith. Both authors rely explicitly on the public/private dynamof reading. Readers as
participants, a model encouraged and sustained limeeigthcentury periodical literature,
inform the structure of both texts. Cecilia Rivers, while unabtiirectly assist Sidney (as a
married woman with her own family concerns, one assumes), collectsemsivyas the
memoirs, enabling more sympathetic readers by providing the necesséext for Sidney’s
story. Lady Barton’s primary correspondent is her sister, Fanngfése soldor most of
the novel, Fanny illustrates the confinement@ferturethrough helcomparative freedom in
responding todtters with direct actior most notablyher ability to go toDelia Colville’s

aid and to resolve the situation hersélér action complicates the assumed passivity of
reading and demonstrates the active virtue inspired by textame; Fanny is notMiss
Howe. . .content. . .with poorly lamenting the unhappiness of my friefldB 3:251).

Critics of women’s reading habits, particularly women’s percefasdination with novels,
focus often on the threatening continuity between character and readag feardamage to
“useful and modest women through their consumption of sentimentédigtang literature.
Edward Gibbon, David Hume, and James Boswell particularly despseenis
demonstration offalse tastéin reading materials, as well as women'’s rush to skip past
prefaces to get to“icturesque scene, or a tender léttarhich, tothem, implied a defiance
of the authority of the author’s choice in setting out a text in a centdar @earson 5)
These three critics are also historians; reading directed by the readetismsteskipping
randomly through a narrative, violates the chronology of progress &ednareighteenth
century historiegPearson 5)Womenwriting demonstrated, on a material level, the radical
potential for symbolic or cultural capital to become material wealtén for those excluded
by juridical processeof property inheritance. While moral authority pretended to an analogy
with real property, the transition from abstract possession (edog#&bi physical property in
the literary marketplace was far more certain, in some Wdgsambiguity of how
“literaturé could be defined and regulateslalegal property, or what part oflaooK’ could
be controlled by law, allowed a space in which women could explore aavige of
discourses. Commentators from the margins, women could read and wrtiextan
subversivey (Pearson 6). By creating credible characters of public authority (lawprésts,
fathers, and husbands, for example), women could explore throtigh fiee real exercise
and effects of power. Its commitment‘t@alisni granted the novel a privileged place from
which to launch critiques of social, political, and legakalties’ by calling attention to the
narrative foundations of patriarchal powenamely, history.

Novelistic realism presents Sheridan and Griffith with the space torexpelievable

situations and characters, reflecting lived experience through narcativention®orrowed
from both fictional and historical modelgerisimilitude was a critical element of'good

novel; not only did this differentiate it from the romance, @ldad the reader to recognize
the particulars as well as the general. Mastdiously, verisimilitude manipulates readers’
recognition and approval of details into acquiescence to the laggdty’: the general
environment that produces the details is supported throughdecgnition of the symbolic
power of those detail3his same critical preference for verisimilitude produces stratefjies o
resistanceGriffith, while remaining firmly within the boundaries of sernldp in terms of
language and plot, explores female incarceration, emotional andopsgcal blackmailand
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spousal abuse. Her adherence to convention establishes the penhaslisdi of The
History of Lady Bartonbecause she is working with genres already privileged by their
natural resemblance toeality’ (history and the novel), the events of theraiave are
already believable. Theritic for theMonthly Reviewotesthat the novetabounds with
affecting incidents, interesting situations, andrational observations. . expected from a
persorwho converses with, and knows, the wo(ldrt 28" 165, my emphasis)he
mutually supportive relationship between history and the noveldg®ewin process as well
as product: bothgrow out of other forms and methods, [and] make use of them wlteat
cancelling and preserving them but without themselves being contadhoratkanged
(Langbauer 33)Yet, the anxiety caused by possible generic contamination remains ptevale
in these examples of women’s novels.

Ore of the key differences betwe&ndney BidulpfandLady Bartonis thekind of
relationship the eponymous protagomsaginesbetween herself and her text. Baibuisa’'s
“history’ and Sidney’s memoir’ can be understood in terms of (auto)biographg
connotations of each, however, make it impossible to recaheifa to one definition.
Calling the epistolary development of one charactdnsiory’ elevates that character and re
establishes the instrumental purpose of history to reconeilmdividual to a common
narrative. Conductiterature and periodicals obviously recognized tthecational value in
publishing brief biographical sketchetexemplary women as role models for female readers
and fictional biographies assume that edifying pagpbhat a womarmouldhave a history
challenges the virtually absolute erasure of women from leglgpalitical systems in the
eighteenth century. Rather than establishing a private narrativewitthn literary culture
and from therechampion the gmaration of the personal from the political (as perhaps a
“memoif’ might suggest), Griffith’s project at once claims to be r@sahistory and in so
doing,demonstrates the processes through which histamys itsvalidity. Throughits
narrative struatre oflayered testimony and repetitidrady Bartonexplores the potential for
communities of women to create more democratic and vibrant historaenging the basis
of their exclusion from broader narratives. Containing raakhored romances with a
femaleauthored history, Griffith’s text disrupts the traditional gergtanfe hierarchies of
cultural value subsuming masculine narratives within a feminine “histofg’ precedents
and models for behaviour, both male and female characters dn@mance characters and
fables, illustrating the rich, open discourse of cultural prodac¢hat embraces both
historical“fact” and romanti¢fable’. The rage of secondary material cited in the various
correspondences gestures towards the cultural education of the charac@néfiimd own
command of a wide range of literary and historical matérial.

In Griffith’'s novel several different voiceske up seltdirected, internal correspondences
within Louisa’s historyLouisa has access to onlynse ofthese.The History of Lady Barton
recognize competing and conflicting interpretations of history aneates a space for several
“version$. Thus, Fanny and Louisa’s disagreements over wives’ duties ansaloonduct
emerge as the products of particular situations. Fanny’s advice osteeissionjugal woes
can be read as the product of her particular social position as an iddefieme soleThis

is certainly how Louisa herself reads them, noting early in thehlakFanny iSvery
differently situated; mistress of leisure, and youfgglB 1:75). Similarly, Louisa’s letters
reveal a specific set of circumstances that she uses to justify her acticassa model for
other women but as the result of her partictitastory’. After avowing herdve to Lord
Lucan, Louisa inadvertently admits the limits of romance andriisbcadequately describe
her own experiences. Interrupted by Colonel Walter, who jokinglyineg whether Lucan
has“been relating the melancholy story of Eloise and Abelartheomore disastrous loves
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of Hero and Leandgr Louisa rejects such historical literary modéise need not go so far
back, for melancholy tales; for. .| was acquainted with some persons now living, whose
sufferings far exceeded those of the unfoate ladies [Colonel Walter] had mentioh¢dB
2:103) Louisa’s own experiences, her awareness of her friends’ histogimsne more
relevant than those of recognizeafficial” histories. In denying the power of history to
express and contain women'’s stories, Louisa exercises a momentesfqu@r Colonel
Walter. Knowledge of women'’s real history (in this case, Mrs Walisdry, but later Fanny
exercises the same authority with her knowledge of Delia Colville’s capeyer for
women in Griffith’'s text. The ability to deny masculine repreagoi in favour of women'’s
accounts of their own experience enables Louisa to (albeit briefly)igxewnership of
history.

Controlof history briefly collapses into a struggle for origins whenikawaccuses Fanny of
forgetting details of family history due to her youth and ineigoee. In this sense, Griffith’s
sense of history resists closure and ownership because the lihbe@mdaries cannot be
known. Each character understands each other, and history, througédib&éng lens of

their own experiences. Though George and Fanny Cleveland make applppsatimental
marriages, taking their lessons from Louisa’s history, nliestigation of a married woman’s
historydenies these sytlots definite closureSidney Bidulphon the other hand, reveals the
authorial impulse towards control and ownership of history. Told thinbugh Sidney’s

voice and letterdylemoirscondenses vaus interpretations and experiences into one
individual’'s history. Sidney acts asediator gathering anecdotes and resources and
repositioning them in relation to her own experiences. Faulldanoahancehistory (an
interpretation of events) absorbs MBsrrarde’s letter (a malmediated example of female
selfexpression) and is, in turn, absorbed by Sidney’s lettersfirsion, eg-witness
accounts of personahistory’). Only Cecilia, whose letters do not appear in the text, exists
outside of Sidneg memoirs. All of the other characters suffer the same fate as women in
traditional patriarchal histories: their experiences are prasgsethe service of one dominant
narrative and they are silencdthe Memoirs of Miss Sidney Biduliibstrates theliusion of
history as an object with clear and identifiable boundaries.i3 e same point at which
Lady Bartoncrumbles into fragments: what part of the narrative comprises LadyrBar
What parts are separate? As an excess of narratives and lettr&artonrefuses to fit into
one interpretation; it is impossible to represerd asherenwhole.

The same illusion of wholeness allows both authors to questionfidiedanvalue of
masculine cultural property compared with other, equally reprasenticcounts of
experience and expressidnis crucial that_ady Bartoncontains no datesthe letters are
organised in order of writing and receiving (with some overlap) andharked only by
wherethey were written. In this sense, Griffith’s text resists tradgidistorical narration in
favour of a more embodied representation of the writer; that is, a dataataeflect

anything about the writer whereas a location contains the writer aghi@ts the physical
context for their writing. As the story progresses, this methogasingly measures place
through property and ultimately divests itself of either. Tinetvolume separates the letters
by the order of their appearancédtter LXXI”) and the writer and receiver’'s names.
Significantly, the first letter in the novel is written from Bangerrly. Implicating both
Louisa’s uneasy identity as Sir William'’s wife, and the projeavommen’s historyThe

History of Lady Bartorbegins in aiminal space. The space Louisa inhabits throughout the
text remains geographically and politically marginal, placingifméne position of constantly
writing from the physical margin to the centre (Fanny in Lond®hjs spatial relation finds a
correlaton in Griffith’s project of presenting the life of a fictionabman as dHistory’. The
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recipients and writers of each letter suggest the play between madgeatre: Fanny

moves increasingly out of the centre position as she takes on moieapiystive roles in
discovering women obscured by history (actually travelling to Franfied Delia Colville,
Maria, Mrs. N-). As Fanny moves clearly outside of the socially acceptable position o
female philanthropist (sentimentalizing a moraidlued firancial transaction) into a more
direct engagement with oppressive systems of law and politicshghiealy moves away
from the geographical capital, London. OrganizingHigtory according to space also allows
the temporal trajectory to remain produety obscure. Rather than obey a diachronic model
of history, Louisa Barton and her felldverstorians create a sense of synchronicity: all of the
stories are happening at once. This denial of historical progresechgainst linear time
denies historany transformative power. Because of their isolation from authwoeitat
progressive, patriarchal history, women repeat the same narragigéngra text that
constantly doubles back on itself and begins again and again.

Interfering with the linear caasand-effect progression of history affects other narratives that
rely on strict chronological accumulation as a fundamental suggladkstone’suse of
familial metaphos for the relationship between lineage and law also suits the process b
which the law comes into beinbn both texts, th@rotagonists are the result of political,
juridical, and personal lineages, but gender causes an irreparedtd vhere otherwise
these narratives should produce a continuous, viable subject. Juaittigaoliticallineage
creates the space into which thesiredsubject fits Authoritativehistory, for example
Hume’sThe History of Englancculminates in the triumph of the (Protestant, male, white,
Tory) citizen, andentity with a known ancestry and a known futurbus, political lineage
stretches in both directions from the zgaint of the presenharratives that do not fit the
teleological structure of patriarchal history fall away asewaht, excessiveandpersona)
therefore cannot be universal, applieg or instrumental. Denied a public ral®uisa
Bartonsuffers from a lack of legal and historical subjectivity and an excesshjéstivity:
herlegal self is‘'subsumet by coverture yet she remainstubbornly, a separate beirg.its
legal definifon, marriage is an unbalanced equation and the remainder cannot be
satisfactorily abstracted away. The law requires wives only insofar aetiserre lineage, in
order that property, position, and power continue down establishadedbaf inheritance.
Women, however, extend the parameters of lineage well beygaldaled political
functionality. The affective kinship creatdzroughreading letters extends outwards,
laterally, and disseminates cultural capital widely. Sidney amishts personal experiences
are beyond the “control” of any ownevhetherthe writer, the editor, or the author.

At the level of form, these texenactexchange and reciprocation between available literary
models in the late eighteentientury marketplacéooth works also engage questions of
property, ownership, and belonging at the level of contentah\rplots involving poperty
and law in both texs equallyreflect the authors’ engagement wihitistoriography and legal
writing. Thus the models of resistance enacted at the level of text resonaelecisions
taken by the characters in reaction to their particular situatgusey, for examplas
explicitly family property, bartered on the marriage market tdtgkest buyerSidney’s
brother, George, ensures the preservation of family lineage, sigoyfidae already
determined inheritance of family proper§idney’s passivity, she haso will of her owr,
should negate the emphatic sepression within her memoirs, yet it is through her careful
circumspection of her own and other women'’s storiasghe attains a sdtibod(SB85).
Sidney also carefully maintains her marginality within a sysbé legal property inheritance:
her family’s property- that is, her husband’s propertylows smoothly down family lines
through conventionally legal channels. It is liquid wealth and lmabattels that Sidney

http://scholarcommons.usf.edu/abo/vol2/iss1/4
DOT: http://dx.doi.org/10.5038/2157-7129.2.1.3



Kramer: The Limits of Genre

moves outside of linear, consanguineal family inheritance toabraetwork of friends and
philanthropic causes. The only time she accepts wealth in her own h@aasthe result of
seltdenial and her properly sympatheticpesse to Ned Warner’s plea for assistance. Thus,
Sidney’s“memoir$, her private history, are an extensiorhef desire to keep property
(including herself) private.

This desirdor privacymotivates Sidney’s most intense articulation of belongivigch

comes after Mr Arnold’s abandonment of his wife and children, wheris $beced to

maintain herselin property belonging to her mother. Sidney is never happier than when she
is “a queen . .in the house of my nativity SB265). Her subsequent jourratters include a
proud inventory of her’ property —vitally it is hersthrough her own recognition ber

labour:*1 am grown a perfect farmer’s wife, and have got a notable dairy: | am mistress
three cows, | assure yowhich more than supply my family; then | have the best poultry in
the country, and my garden flourishes like Ede3B268) Not only does Sidney proudly
describe the extent of her holdings, she also notes that her managesaétss excess.

Named after her mother’s dower house, Sidney clearly represestraited female

ownership and women'’s frustration at beawned Sidney’s name emphasises her status as
her mother’s property and simultaneously questions the authehigdMrs Bidulph’s
ownership. Ms Bidulph, as a woman and as a wife, can only ever be a surrogate father and
“as such always improper, a substitute, a ustigpece” by the laws of patrimony, a mother
has nothing of her own to pass’@Alliston 116-17). Morbidly, Sidney’s mother’s delatis

the limit of Sidney’s sojourn in her happy home: as her doMrg, Bidulph’s house passes to
her son, as part of the family propeity.a similar waylouisaBarton’sindependence before
marriage- she is described by her sisterggoung, beautiful, rich, and accomplishied

also contrasts sharply with her dependence as auBf@:117). The female possessive self
can only ever be a temporary lease from‘teal’ (male) owner; Mrs Bidulph’s possession

of Sidneycastle and of Sidney herédepends on the (good)will of her dead husband and her
future sonrin-law.

Significantly, Sidney’s first daughter is named for Sidney’shrag Dolly, suggesting
another way of preservirigneagebeneattthe notice of legal conveyanc@peaking of her
daughter, Sidney’s assertion that she tasight to all the duty, all the filial love that this
creature can shew me, in return for my fondhésesqually applicable to the relationship she
has with her motheiSB117). This expression of maternal loagexchangdays bare the
contractual nature of sentimental ties but also reveals the inadezfuaggl language to
cover the contingencies of sentimentalised family relationships transaction is outside of
legally binding contracts but partakes of the same language and sglefsm sentimental
contract, its terms remain unquantifiablet Sidney’s experiences in the marriage market
expose the ease with which sentimental value could translate into inatetla Sidney’s
value as a virtuous, sensible dnérygood girf enables her to demand more thdmare
equivalent in her future husband’s esta®815). Mrs Bidulph recognises Sidney’s virtue
and sensibility as property, with value in excess of Sidnegkfinancial worth (£4,000).
Sidney’s declarations of seffossession, her refusal to obey her brother’s wishes, particularly
once“free’ of both Arnold and her mother, alienate her from her remainingaogaeal
family. Yet, it is only through her insistent refusal to partak®ioGeorge’s wealth and
participate in a purely economic system of exchange that Sidney retagenharental

virtue and, by extension, the reader’s sympathy. By refusing to insigralué as Sir
George’s sister and challenge Lady Sarah’s position in his pegriidney silently
confronts the primacy of the conjugal family unit and her own infgasition as
consanguineal Kkin.
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While Louisa is never under financial stress, @an&y often is, her generosity ‘dsady
Bountiful” is a threat to her husband’s property. The incident she relatesny &s proof of
“the uncouthness of [her] present situation, with regard to [SiraWijll implies the extent to
which female philanthropwas connected to men’s financial resourtdsX:68).As Gillian
Skinner suggestshe limits of sensibility become evident in this clash betweelV8liam'’s
fiscal and managerial practicality and Louisa’s desire for aestional sentimental
experiencg91-116) His hyperbolic projection of the effects of Louisa’s charity, thedill
inspire his tenants ttfire every cottage on his lands, and he should be run into gaolpy [he
generosity, comments on the incompatibility of female sensibility aodnomic
responsibility, but also more generally on the gullibility andigbwiess of sensibilityL8
1:69). Sidney'’s philanthropy is considerably more cautious ltloaisa’s whose
unquestioning generosity with money and property reflects negativehe care for her
husband’s other property: namely, herdédir Sir William, sensibility is an economic
liability in a wife. His own management and assessment of thalasnhount the
impoverished family requires trumps Louisa’s impulsive senttalempulse- his generous
£20 dwarfs her offering of 10 guineas. It also serves to remind Loulss sfation as a wife
and her objeestatus as part of Sir William'’s property, not as an equal sharsr in i
distribution.

Sheridan suggests the same anxiety ov@n@n’s dissemination of family property in Mrs
Bidulph’s negotiation of Sidney’s jointure. Securing an estaétached intirel/from the
rest of Arnold’s property as Sidney’s portion, Mrs Bidulph removespasgibility for
Sidney to spend money propebglonging to her husband’s heB§94)? By controlling his
wife’s dissemination of money, Sir William also reinforcesdastrol of her body and
person; his request that Louigaut up [her] moné€yis accompanied by a physical restraint
that serves to alienate Louisa from her social role as “Lady Barton” byngptoer the
“virtuous pleasure of bestowing charity” proper to the wife of a weddthdowner B 1:68,
69). While Sidney’s sensibility is allowed to shine through her capfilanthropy
(particularly in the case of the aptly named Miss Price) once she is a widdijlEm
stifles Louisa’s attempt to exercise thigtal component of . . so many eighteeh-century
definitions of virtuous femininity because of his anxiety over the potentially unlimited
nature of this generosi(pkinner 95) Like the romances with which her sister and her
husband associate her, Louisa might not know when to stop.

As a wife, Sidney’s financial and emotional generosity is propedysed inward, onto her
own conjugal family. Though ostensibly it is her decision toinelslcer control over her
jointure to her husband to repay debts accrued during his affair with Mrardee Sidney is
still arguably“kissed out of property by her husbafd&heridan contrasts Sidney’s wifely
selflessness and explicit disregard for material wealtaviadr of the sanctity of the
sentimental conjugal family with representations of predatmguisitive women outside of
affinal bonds. In both Mrs Gerrarde and the widow Arnold, desirenaiterial property is
linked to sexual impropriety: Mrs Gerrarde is not only involved inlenit sexual affair with
Mr Arnold, she also negotiates thedbaffair between her niece, Miss Burchell, and
Faulkland; the widow Arnold lived separately from her husbandamthes the (possibly
fraudulent) lawsuit with the assistance of her loinge lover. The lawsuit that eventually
ruins Arnold depends on tlgdow establishing her own sexual fidelity to prove the
legitimacy of an heiress boaiter her husband’s death. Because she has not produced an heir
before her husband’s death, the widow Arnold is effectively pustiedfder conjugal

family — she has @ consanguineal tie to naturalize the contractual tie of marriage. Ak of th
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women whose fortunes converge around Mr Arnold serve to illustratews vulnerable
position in terms of family, property, and inheritance: thatesther Mrs Gerrarde noreh
widow Arnold apparently has any consanguineal family to whom theyapply for
assistance. Sidney’s pride keeps her from approaching Sir Georgéslaitident that she
has no claim on any property belonging to her consanguineal fandiheyBmakes aoint of
noting that the few jewels she has were her motherten she was a maidefi The greatest
part of [Mrs Bidulph’s jewels], and by much the finest, warespnted to her by my father;
but those she reserves for Sir George, against the time mahimge, as a present for his
lady; for they are family jewel SB32, my emphasisBidney’s marriage carries her out of
the family, but her right to property belonging to tifemily” is already tenuous given that
Sir George’s future wife has a greater claim to family property than shetlarg time.
Later in her memoirs, her repeated and vocal devotion to Mr Arnold, eéspibpen
adultery, underscores her acceptance of her own status as property and tespsidtg of
her emotional and financial generosity. Mrs Gerrarde and the wAdowld, on the other
hand, demand recognition aanersof property through their command over propertied men.
Women outside of marriage represent a parasitical threat to familjtgend property
inheritance. Even when acting within the law, women attempting tootoeal estate are
trespassing on property belonging, at least in a sentimetti@berving sense, to another
character.

In Griffith’s splintered text, Louisa and Fanny (and Griffith herseliystrate the uncanny
ability for a democratic approach to history to produce unlimited stanesnterpretations.
Women deny their status as property by refusing to be containegarriage, in death, in
convents. Louisa Barton’s history unlocks the silence tradifipnalering these particularly
feminized experiences. Indeed, the boundaries between these experidapss:dobuisa’s
history ends in death; both Delia and Olivia li&aexperience all three in some form or
another; even Fanny Cleveland’s history explores the freedom &atipbfor a young,
wealthy, and virtuous woman outside of parental or conjugal contrabridigs property,
becomes communal and because & pnoduces more histories, mdreealthi. As the first
in a series of narratives collected by Louisa, Mrs Walter’s story sdpayattention by
producing more stories. Rather than béiagove econoniy The History of Lady Barton
participates in a virtuaiconomy of words and storiéSkinner 93 While this metaphor
seems to elevate the novel unproductively above the level of ghtectst or involvement in
social, political, and legal issues, it is importantaverthat these stories arxorded(in
many caseggrecorded) and therefore become material products of labour. Timemtiol
cultural and sentimental commodities for the histegeters and, through inclusion in the
novel, circulate as commercial commodities as well. The formal amctstal challenge
within the text to both capitalist commodification and hegemontoiyi€xists in the
community of historians and the democratic nature of their prdjbetstructure of the text
allows the different voices equal and autonomous space in the nartia¢iweterpolated
narratives are not judged by Fanny and Louisa for historical touttrather for the subject’s
suffering, which is never quantified in the assistance offereceadfihce devoted to the
narrative. The novel as a whole can be seen as a model for Ldpisstsstantmonastery,
performing the essential function of providing a refuge and a commuanitiiich women
“reciprocally vouch for one another’s condudtB 2: 57). Louisa and Fanny constantly
suggest alternative spas for women'’s histories, only to find them essentially flawed (f
practical and ideological reasons). The novel itself offers spacecamehunity for women’s
histories outside of patriarchal models of omission and dominarmegh the cultural
ambiguity of the ternt history’ and exploiting the generic instability of both history and
novel.
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Significantly, Louisa’s history wiltpush Madame de Scuderi from the shelf she has so long
usurped in a lady library’ (LB 1: 38). Fanny’s assessment of her sister’s narrative implicitly
guestions the propriety of women writing history, reflecting tils®@ations between gender
and genreHer concerns for Louisa rest on the disjunctiofiaomarried womdis meeting

with adventures of theovelkind” (LB 1: 171). As the story of a married womaady
Bartonchallenges generic assumptions about the place for wives in romsacgsiental
novels, and historie3.he History of Lady Bartobegins after this gemic story— after that
“most solemn and hazardous’axt marriage- and deals almost entirely with the

relationship between husband and wif8 :294). Unlike typical sentimental novels, the
supporting narratives detail courtship and marriage, whilbehaine’s story explores the
nature of‘wife”. Parents, particularly fathers, are curiously absent in the presemnnof

Lady Barton the narratives of Olivia Walter and Maria feature benignly good nm&tthérile
Delia Colville’s story (told through Fany’s letters) contains the problematic figure of Mrs
Colville who fakes her daughter’s death to take her place as George Clev@l#adThus
mothers, while not completely absent, are ineffective: eitheleddir their adherence (after
their husbandsleaths) td‘chaste connubial loVeor actively perverting their daughters’
progression to wived B 3: 218). None of the women in the text question who their parents
are and the withdrawal of paternal authority makes space for womeréstpobhistory.

As part ofSheridan and Griffith’s critique of property and inheritance, botts teecus on
sibling relationships, suggesting a shiftay from vertical, progressive lineage to a lateral,
synchronous modelady Bartondispenses with the traditional ir@ative to demonstrate
progress as evidence of history; the novel doeSmake progressand there is no epiphany
waiting at the conclusion. For a project‘bfstory’, Lady Bartoncovers the space of only
twenty-five years, including the inset narrattye@nd takes place within no more than two or
three years.This suggests the extent to which women have no access to recordskeéstabli
a historical pattern for female experienca point that brings these sentimental novels closer
to the Gothic model with its circular depiction of time and inbede. Louisg history can
only be the history of her particular moment; lacking a historicaubtic identity, she

cannot participate in the extension of the self into a matrix of belgrigunded in history
and legal narratives. History, for women in Griffithisvel, is a negative sum game: closed
by the death of the historidreroine, the text replaces Louisa’s unhappy marriage to Sir
William with a model of sentimental conjugal felicity in Fannygldrord Hume. Thélessori

of Louisa’s history, like the unravelg narrative ofThe Memoirs of Miss Sidney Bidulph
remains in the continued existence and congtiaasencef the text. Louisa opens her history
with a quotation thatexpressed [her] present feelings, so much better than [she] could
herself; the end dhe novel leaves Fanny witimo words [to] paint the grief and distraction
of her family at Louisa’s death B 1:1, 3:308). This is the silence adverture the
paradoxical experience of women as the centre and the abject frontieribilisgrigstory,

and the law.

Thecritique of the inextricable nature of property from a progrestsbancept of history is
also evident at the end ©he Memoirs of Miss Sidney Bidul@idney’s history culminates
in property ownership and wealth; the reader hasvi@t her from wealth without
autonomy, through autonomy without wealth, to a position of circtibest legal autonomy
(as a widow) accompanied by wealth. The sudden ending, followed biaGdmiief
supplement that falls into incoherence, resists cloasisurely as Lady Barton’s fragmented
narrative. The form and structure of Sidney’s memoirs are ultiynataufficient as an
expression of her experience. Nine years later, the publicatidarafusion of the Memaoirs
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of Miss Sidney BidulpfiL770)illustratesthe extenbf anxietythe original text createid its
readership. The editor’s fruitless investigatioritecover any more of the (original)
manuscript reopens in th€onclusiorwhen he discovers Patty Main’s dauglitier
possession of sonpapers, which contained the whole stof2). In both of Sheridan’s
texts, women'’s history resides with women; it is their particotaperty— a legacy that
Sheridan and Griffith expand by including their readership in thenresion of cultural
captal. The heroines of their works become more than the private prajenme tyrant or
one system; dead, fictional, and silenced, Sidney and Louisagé&sitards an ontological
truth about women’s experience as alwaljgady consumed, already ownedsbyneone
else. Nonetheless, Sheridan and Griffith’s novels are not desosifgtiavomen’s failure to
project themselves into narratives of cultural, social, egdllbelonging, nor are they purely
pessimistic views of women'’s relations with patriarchal poweicaires. As conduct and
antkconduct books, history and romance, these texts encourage strategiesafaesand an
awareness of the limitations of genre.
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Notes

1. Briefly, directed and credited citations include: Poplee( Rape of the LockEloisa
to Abelard, La Rochefoucauld, Swift (“Verses on the Death of Dr. Swift”), Mozart
(The Marriage of Figarp and Milton Paradise Logt characters also drop names
from contemporary British literature, as well as from ancietibhjisand classical
mythology.

2. Mrs Bidulph’s legal cunning is obscured beneath her spoken evas@hs for the
“proper” estate for a widow to inhabit: Sidney’s jointure comemfArnold’s
personal estate, which keeps it from inclusion in thedaitvprepared by the widew
Arnold (Arnold’s sistetin-law) for control of the family estateSB111).

3. See Susan Stavddarried Women’s Separate Property in England, 16833
particularly chapter 5, ‘Pin Money and Separate Property-@iij1

4. Skinner notes that Lady Barton inhabits a space where managemenuotesss
not an issue though this is possibly because Sir William conhelamily’s
finances, believing his wife to be ‘too young’ to be trusted with mo8Skinter 91,
LB 1: 6869). Skinner's comment raises thjeestion of what is being managed. The
text ultimately reveals Louisa’s careful economy of histories amddie and Fanny
are able to turn these virtual economies into material products anchentiural
economy of ideology and identity.

5. This estimas takes into consideration the ages of Louisa Barton and Fannyadigvel
and the fact that all of the women in the text seem to be of an age. No stogsreach
further back than the birth of its narrator and the end of each natangs it to the
preseh moment of Louisa’s writing.
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