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Abstract

“The Future Arrives Late”: Queering the Ladies of Llangollen

Lady Eleanor Butler and Miss Sarah Ponsonby are central figures within the
historiography of female same-sex desire. Butler and Ponsonby eloped together from
Ireland in 1778 and retired to the North Welsh village of Llangollen. Transforming a
small cottage into an elaborately-improved Gothic ‘mansion,’ they shared a home until
Butler’s death in 1829. My thesis examines the figuration of Butler and Ponsonby’s
cultural project from the eighteenth- to the twentieth-centuries, exploring both their own
self-fashioning and how they were represented. Drawing on archival manuscripts, some
of which have been unexamined by previous scholarship, literary texts, and material
culture, the project traces the literary, material and sociable practices through which
Butler and Ponsonby transformed themselves from sexually suspect Irish exiles to
virtuous Welsh indigenes. It describes how their performative assertion of both a
substantive public image and a zone of opacity rendered their relationship a cipher upon
which a protean array of cultural meanings have been projected, allowing them to be
figured as romantic friends, bluestocking scholars, prototypical lesbians, Romantic
domestic archetypes, and feminist modernists. Rejecting attempts to locate them within a
single, historically-legitimated subject position, the project characterizes their definitional
resistance as central to their enduring fascination, their performative self-fashioning and
figurative plasticity marking them as quintessentially queer.

Butler and Ponsonby’s foundational status within the historiography of female
same-sex desire has been subject to limited critical reflection. Redressing this omission,
my thesis contextualizes their figuration as emblems of the romantic friendship paradigm
and traces their alternative depiction as a gender-differentiated masculine-feminine pair.
The project interprets their transformation of their cottage as central to their efforts to
dispel rumors of their sexual intimacy, allowing them to mask the anomalous nature of
their retirement through the material assertion of landed Welsh gentility. Drawing upon
William Cowper’s 1785 The Task, it locates Butler and Ponsonby within eighteenth-
century discourses of bluestocking feminism, illuminating the historical context of their
earliest reception and the broader significance of sociably-integrated retirement to
Bluestocking culture. The project describes the citation of their enduring same-sex
domesticity as a relational ideal in Anna Seward’s 1796 “Llangollen Vale,” the poetry of
William Wordsworth and the letters and life-writings of Lord Byron and Anne Lister. In
so doing, it establishes Butler and Ponsonby’s central place within Romantic cultural
history and the sociable and performative nature of Romantic era self-fashioning. The
project’s final section demonstrates Butler and Ponsonby’s centrality to twentieth-century
queer representations with reference to Mary Louisa Gordon’s 1936 novel Chase of the
Wild Goose, in which Butler and Ponsonby are figured as the proleptic embodiments of
queer modernity. Gordon’s portrayal of Butler and Ponsonby as ghostly revenants whose
lives engender their self-appointed “spiritual descendents” thus offers a fitting figure for
the enduring significance of their cultural project, their performative self-fashioning
enabling both their own queer narrative and those of a protean array of successors.
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Introduction

Casting Butler and Ponsonby: Before ‘the Ladies of Llangollen’

Postcard depicting the Ladies’ triangular tombstone, ¢.1930

The churchyard of St. Collen’s Church, Llangollen, is dominated by a fenced, three-
sided Gothic monument, in which Lady Eleanor Butler and Miss Sarah Ponsonby are
interred with their housemaid of thirty-one years, Mary Caryll. This tombstone stands
with their elaborately improved Gothic cottage, Plas newydd, as a physical testament to
the enduring domesticity established in the years following Butler and Ponsonby’s 1778
elopement from Ireland to North Wales. This apparently straightforward object, bearing
the conventional pieties of an early nineteenth-century gravestone, uncannily thematizes
many of the concerns of the present project. As an inscribed material object, erected in a

carefully staged public performance, the tombstone attests to the textual, material and
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performative practices through which Butler and Ponsonby crafted their public personas
throughout their lives and beyond. As this thesis explores, Butler and Ponsonby’s
decision to settle in Wales was influenced by the region’s prominence within the
discourses of the picturesque into which they were later incorporated. In order to
ameliorate the stigma of their status as unmarried and sexually-suspect exﬂes, they
established a place within the networks of the local Welsh gentry through carefully
orchestrated sociable and epistolary practices. These included cladding their cottage in
Welsh oak that recalled the timber that marked the class and wealth of local landowners.
Their establishment of a carefully selected and displayed private library was similarly
strategic, locating them within the literary and sociable networks linking local landed
estates, and distancing themselves from the social and sexual mobility associated with
public circulating libraries. They also cultivated friendships with prominent literary,
cultural and political figures of late eighteenth-century Britain including Anna Seward,
Edmund Burke, Hester Thrale Piozzi, and William Wordsworth, thereby ensuring that

accounts of their inscrutable intimacy circulated widely in print and epistolary form.

Butler and Ponsonby’s defiant assertions of their geographical and class-bound
social fixity — of their very identity as ‘the Ladies of Llangollen’ — protected their Welsh
ménage by distancing them from the putatively metropolitan vice of sapphism.
Throughout their fifty-one year retirement, Butler and Ponsonby were unable to escape
persistent insinuations that their relationship was sexual in nature, manifest in newspaper
reportage, travel writings, epistolary accounts and life-writings. Their sociable and

material assertions of landed Welsh gentility nonetheless allowed them to deflect the



overt assertions of such suspicions that were levelled at contemporaries including the
rakish Yorkshire heiress, Anne Lister (1791-1840), and prominent sculptor and Whig
socialite, Anne Damer (1749-1828). As the Ladies were transformed over the course of
their retirement into central, and increasingly eccentric, features of the Welsh cultural
landscape, they also came to embody the productive slippage between fame and
notoriety, rendering their corporate identity a form of the commodified cultural

production that Clara Tuite terms “scandalous celebrity.”!

Butler and Ponsonby’s elaborate tombstone not only thematizes the material and
séciable practices through which they maintained their Welsh ménage, but the
performative practices that ensured their cultural afterlives. Their assertion of social
fixity, class status and sexual virtue epitomizes the “audience-oriented privacy” that
Jirgen Habermas dates as emerging in the early eighteenth-century, in which forms of
intimacy are elaborated for public consumption.” In light of Judith Butler’s influential
theory of performativity, these acts may be seen to incorporate both agentive acts of self-
stylization, and the compulsory repetition of norms through which subjectivity is
instantiated.’ The material éualities of Butler and Ponsonby’s memorial — an obdurate
surface upon which particular meanings have been inscribed — reflect the determined
nature of their assertions of virtuous, landed gentility, as it does their Romantic

preoccupation with the production of their own posterity.* The plastic possibilities of the

! Clara Tuite, "Tainted Love and Romantic Literary Celebrity," ELH 74 (2007): 59-88. 78.

? Jurgen Habermas, The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere: An Enquiry into a Category of
Bourgeois Society, trans. Thomas Burger with Frederick Lawrence (Cambridge MA: MIT Press, 1989) 51.
3 Judith Butler, Bodies That Matter: On the Discursive Limits of 'Sex' (New York and London: Routledge,
1993) 95.

* As Andrew Bennett describes, Romanticism describes a mode of literary production in which the poet
“writes so that his identity, transformed and transliterated, disseminated in the endless act of reading, will
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stone mason’s art further anticipate the Ladies’ historiographic status as the emblems of a
frequently disparate range of desires and identities, the lush proliferation of such
possibilities enabled by the ontological hollowness of their purportedly originary
personas. The performatively-constituted figure of the “real” Ladies of Llangollen can be
described as a form of cipher-like space upon which Butler and Ponsonby were only the
first to project a protean array of cultural meanings. This project explorés the way in
which the impossibility of reducing Butler and Ponsonby’s cultural project to a single,
stable signification constitutes their ‘queerness,’ or their productive resistance to
identitarian containment that is imbricated within, yet not reducible to, their same-sex
attachment. While their ceaseless soci’ability offers an unlikely corollary to Greta Garbo’s
fabled reclusiveness (itself a paradigmatically queer performance), this project thus
explores the way in which their performative self-fashioning constitutes a penumbra of
possibility, upon which a complex and contradictory array of meanings have been

projected from the eighteenth- to the twentieth-centuries.

While rarely subject to sustained analysis, Butler and Ponsonby feature centrally in
accounts of same-sex desire in the long eighteenth-century. In recent scholarship, the
corporate entity ‘the Ladies of Llangollen’ operates as convenient shorthand for the
presence and putative impunity of female same-sex desire throughout this period. In his

2000 Blake and Homosexuality, for example, Christopher Z. Hobson argues that female

same-sex intimacy was a cultural commonplace within eighteenth-century Britain, citing

Butler and Ponsonby’s celebrated Welsh ménage alongside the scenes of “foolery from

survive. [...] Romanticism might itself be described in terms of a certain value accorded the theory and
practice of writing for posterity.” (Andrew Bennett, Romantic Poets and the Culture of Posterity
(Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1999) 2.)
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woman to woman” depicted in John Cleland’s 1749 Memoirs of a Woman of Pleasure.’

Fiona MacCarthy’s 2002 biography, Byron: Life and Legend, similarly employs the
Ladies as exemplars of Romantic sapphism, suggesting that the pageboy costume in
which Lady Caroline Lamb called upon Lord Byron may have reflected the ‘lesbian
tendency’ she shared with her Bessborough cousin, Sarah Ponsonby.® These texts employ
Butler and Ponsonby as convenient shorthand for female same-sex desire. The familiarity
upon which they rely, however, derives paradoxically from their depiction as chaste
romantic friends in Elizabeth Mavor’s 1971 biography The Ladies of Llangollen: A
Study in Romantic Friendship;7 and Lillian Faderman’s 1981 Surpassing the Love of

Men: Romantic Friendship and Love Between Women from the Renaissance to the

Present.® The romantic friendship model is also invoked in the opening lines of Eva Mary

(G.H.) Bell’s 1930 The Hamwood Papers of the Ladies of Llangollen and Caroline

Hamilton, a text that crucially underpins much twentieth-century interest in the Ladies.’
Bell was a novelist, travel writer, and educator, who came into possession of the Ladies’
papers through her cousin and brother-in-law, Charles Hamilton, the great-grandson of

Ponsonby’s niece, Caroline Hamilton.'® The volume, priced at one guinea, included a

3 John Cleland, Memoirs of a Woman of Pleasure, ed. Peter Sabor (Oxford and New York: Oxford UP,
1985) 152.

® Fiona MacCarthy, Byron: Life and Legend (London: John Murray, 2002) 170.

7 Elizabeth Mavor, The Ladies of Llangollen: A Study in Romantic Friendship (Harmondsworth,
Middlesex: Penguin, 1973).

8 Lillian Faderman, Surpassing the Love of Men: Romantic Friendship and Love between Women from the
Renaissance to the Present (New York: William Morrow and Co., 1981).

° G.H. Bell, ed., The Hamwood Papers of the Ladies of Llangollen and Caroline Hamilton (London:
MacMillan, 1930).

10 Eva Mary Bell née Hamilton (OBE), d. 1949, was the daughter of Robert Graigie Hamilton and the
widow of Lt-Col George Henry Bell (d. 1916). She lived for thirteen years in India, where she studied the
women of the ‘martial classes,” a pseudo-ethnographic term employed by the British to describe the
supposedly warlike inhabitants of North West India. Under the pen-name ‘John Travers,” Bell published
several novels in the first decades of the twentieth-century set in British India (Sahib Log (1910); The
Mortimers; Safe Conduct; The Foreigner), as well as a teaching textbook for use in Indian schools,
accounts of Indian life, and The Hamwood Papers. In 1949, she lived as a widow in Hampton Court as
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biographical account of Butler and Ponsonby’s initial elopement, letters from Ponsonby’s
guardians, extracts from Butler’s journal, and Hamilton’s nineteenth-century diary. Bell
declares, “Prince Puckler Muskau termed Lady Eleanor Butler and Miss Sarah Ponsonby
the ‘most celebrated virgins in Europe’. And a hundred fifty years later the question,
‘why celebrated?’ is not to be answered with any glib certainty.”'! Bell offers an answer
to her own rhetorical puzzle, suggesting that Butler and Ponsonby offer hermeneutic
access to an otherwise alien past: “Here is the riddle of personality, the mystery of the
spirit of an age other than our own.”'? Bell figures the Ladies as bringing disparate eras
into proximity. She thus anticipates my account of their trans-temporality, or the way in
which they move across temporal designations without erasing them. Her language of
ambiguity and uncertainty also gestures towards the conceptual elusiveness that I identify
as emanating from the Ladies themselves. While the hypostatized entity ‘the Ladies of
Llangollen’ masquerades as immediately and unproblematically legible, its incoherent
operations are more accurately identified with the critical modality described as queer —
an oppositional relationship to heteronormativity that may include same-sex object
choice, but is nonetheless irreducible to a single meaning or identity position.'> Upon
such a reading, the zone of opacity or undecidibility that surrounds their relationship may
be seen to constitute, rather than confound, their scholarly significance, their

performative self-fashioning initiating an abundant array of historical iterations.

“grace and favour” tenant, a privilege extended by the Crown to those who had offered distinguished public
service to Great Britain. See Sarah E. Parker, Grace and Favour: A Handbook of Who Lived Where in
Hampton Court Palace 1750 to 1850 (Surrey: Historic Royal Palaces, 2005) 134.

11 Bel, ed., Hamwood 1.

" Bell, ed., Hamwood 1.

13 Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, "Queer and Now," Tendencies (Durham: Duke UP, 1993): 1-22. 8.
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Butler and Ponsonby’s cultural mobility is revealed by their invocation in contexts
ranging from nineteenth-century American newspaper accounts of “le.sbian love-
murderers” to 1930s British advertisements for domestic tourism endorsed by the Shell
0il Company.'* Throughout the 1960s and 1970, the Ladies were hailed as the historical
antecedents of members of both the American lesbian organisation the Daughters of
Bilitis, and the international genealogical association, The Butler Society.'® In 1982,
Karen M. Keener identified them amongst the closeted lesbians of eras past, describing
them as “referring to one another in terms usually reserved for sexual endearment but
insist[ing] that their mutual affection was Platonic.”'® By May 2004, however, they were
being celebrated in the Australian lesbian magazine, LOTL, as “two remarkable women
who openly pioneered single sex relationships” alongside articles on lesbian parenting,
Leather Pride Week, and the importance of physical activities for the over-fifties.'” In his

2004 monograph, Strangers: Same Sex Love in the Nineteenth Century, Graham Robb

cites Butler and Ponsonby to evidence his assertion that same-sex relationships were
neither excoriated nor publicly avowed in nineteenth-century Europe, leading a reviewer
in Britain’s Telegraph to observe, “The Ladies of Llangollen were not campaigning for
Gay Pride - indeed, they threatened to sue a newspaper which insinuated that they lived

as husband and wife.”!®

' Lisa Duggan, Sapphic Slashers: Sex, Violence and American Modernity (Durham and London: Duke
UP, 2000) 9-11.; Anon., Drive Britain (Shell Oil); Visual Display, Plas newydd, Denbighshire County
Council, Llangollen.

!5 Marian Evans, "The Ladies of Llangollen,"” The Ladder 7-8. May (1963): 4-7.; Sara Pugh Jones, "Plas
Newydd and the Ladies of Llangollen," Journal of the Butler Society 1 (1977): 530-33.

16 Karen M. Keener, "Out of the Archives and into the Academy: Opportunities for Research and
Publication in Lesbian Literature," College English 44.3 (1982): 301-13. 304.

17 Anon., "Lesbian Legends," LOTL 15:5.173 (2004): 9. 9.

18 Noel Malcolm, "The Gay Past Was a Bit Sad," Telegraph 10 Nov. 2003.
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The enduringly protean nature of Butler and Ponsonby’s public personas is
demonstrated by the range of critical responses to the 1930 publication of The Hamwood
Papers. Bell’s volume was reviewed widely in newspapers and periodicals throughout the
British Commonwealth, its high textual profile contributing to the growth of interest in
Butler and Ponsonby in the first decades of the twentieth century. In its review of the

volume, the English News Chronicle described the Ladies as having “Spent fifty years in

Llangollen reading, knitting, gardening, visiting, and, in fact, leading as humdrum an
existence as if they had been heroines of Jane Austen — with no Wickhams or Darcys to
distract them,” thereby erasing the engagement with the politicized discourses of
sensibility, domesticity and female sexuality apparent throughout both the Ladies’ lives
and Austen’s fiction.'® In sharp contrast, the Leeds Mercury mused, “[Butler and
Ponsonby] were given a pension by the British Government. Why? What services, secret
or other, did they render to this country?”?° While not going as far as to suggest that the
Ladies had been employed in espionage, the Church of England Newspaper was not
impervious to their charms, remarking, “after a century and a half, this correspondence
presents them so intimately to us that we feel almost as if we would like to take a ticket
and see them in their cottage there.”*' The sculptural metaphors suggested by the St.
Collen’s tomb thus convey the plasticity of Butler and Ponsonby’s cultural presence,
anticipating their identification as models of strikingly disparate forms of intimacy,

identity and activism, including romantic friends, sapphists, radical suffragettes,

¥ E.E. Kellet, "Review of the Hamwood Papers,” The News Chronicle 20 Nov. 1930: (clipping located
NLW ex 1364).

% Anon., "Review of the Hamwood Papers,” Leeds Mercury 23 Nov. 1930: (clipping located NLW
ex1364).

2! Anon., "Review of the Hamwood Papers," Church of England Newspaper 26 Sept. 1930: (clipping
located NLW ex1364).
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repressed bourgeoisie, butch-femme pioneers, English gardeners, Irish aristocrats, Welsh
indigenes and globalized lesbian icons. It is this plasticity that leads me to term them
queer, reframing the undecidability that shrouds the precise content of their legacy as
constituting their continuing fascination, rather than their resistance to productive critical
consideration. No definitive set of empirical facts may be fully extricated from such
saturation of signification. Rejecting this Sisyphisian endeavour, this project instead
offers a literary and cultural history of representations of Butler and Ponsonby from the
late eighteenth-century to the early twentieth-century, tracing the textual, sociable, and
material elements of Butler and Ponsonby’s self-fashioning, as well as the patterns of
desire, idenfiﬁcation, repudiation and mythologization through which they have been

variously construed.

The interdisciplinary designation “literary and cultural history” reflects the
capacious boundaries of my archive, which incorporates manuscript letters, life-writings,
literary texts, newspaper reportage, material culture, sociable practices and
historiographic representations. It also reflects the hybrid nature of my analytic method,
in which literary works are read as textual traces of historically specific times and spaces,
and historical materials are read as figurative representations as well as documentary
sources. This methodology is particularly useful in relation to Butler and Ponsonby,
whose textual output is as much constituted by sociable and material practices és it is by
more traditionally defined literary works. My methodology thereby draws upon the work
of scholars such as Ann Cvetkovich, who describes the contents of the queer archive as

incorporating traditionally devalued texts such as material culture and ephemera, as well
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as the affective investments manifest by the production and reception of such
collections.?” It also draws upon the account of sociability as a form of cultural
production, rather than contextual backdrop, outlined by Gillian Russell and Clara Tuite,
thereby challenging both the text-based definition of the Romantic public sphere, and the
putative ‘authenticity’ of the solitary (and implicitly male) Romantic self.” In
commencing my discussion at the end of Butler and Ponsonby’s life, I seek to resist the
biographical framework within which their story has been traditionally situated. While
this project is crucially informed by the expansion and reappraisal of Butler and
Ponsonby’s vast archive, I do not aim to offer a new or revised biography of the Ladies.
Indeed, I am less interested in offering alternati?e readings or an augmented biography
than I am in exploring the performative practices that have rendered their relationship a
peculiarly charged site on which a protean array of cultural meanings, such as the ones
already sketched here, have been projected. This is not to suggest that one may easily
escape engaging with their archival legacy or biographical representations, a series of
engagements with which animate key parts of the ensuing work. In so doing, however, 1
seek to read such representations as elements of Butler and Ponsonby’s continuing
cultural project, rather than competing sources of biographical data from which a

definitive life story may be distilled.

My first chapter, “‘Sketched by Many Hands’: Narrating Butler and Ponsonby”,
offers a prehistory of the Ladies, focussing on the biographical methodology through

which they have been considered for over thirty-five years. Having offered an overview

22 Ann Cvetkovich, An Archive of Feelings (Durham and London: Duke UP, 2003) 7.
3 Gillian Russell and Clara Tuite, "Introducing Romantic Sociability," Romantic Sociability, eds. Gillian
Russell and Clara Tuite (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 2002): 1-23. 4.
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of their archive and its history, I turn to Elizabeth Mavor’s 1971 biography, The Ladies

of Llangollen: A Study in Romantic Friendship. Mavor’s biography serves as a principal

source for most scholarly examinations of the Ladies, and has played a central role in
popularizing their narrative throughout the late-twentieth and early twenty-first centuries.
Examining its operation as a textual artefact, I situate Mavor’s depiction of the Ladies
within the cultural context of the 1970s, at which time both Ireland and issues of gender
were culturally prominent. I trace the textual strategies through which it constitutes its
culturally literate audience, and its role in disseminating the romantic friendship thesis to
which Butler and Ponsonby remain emphatically tied. Drawing on Eve Kosofsky
Sedgwick’s concept of ‘unknowing,’ I describe its deployment of strategically assefted
forms of sexual innocence, allowing it to cultivate its prurient fascination with the same

‘lesbian’ possibilities it ostensibly denies.

Chapter two “Engendering the Ladies: Romantic Friendship, Gender Difference and
Queer Critical Practice”, explores the conceptual frameworks within which the Ladies
have been situated from their elopement until to the present day. Offering a genealogy of
female same-sex desire, I analyse their function as a historiographic test case, the
evidence of their experience cited in support of a widely divergent range of
historiographic and political positions. In particular, I trace critical responses to the
publication of the diaries of Anne Lister, whose embodied sexual practices have led the
Ladies to be figured since the late 1980s as the passé prudes of the long eighteenth-
century. Tracing the critical emergence of the romantic friendship thesis, I demonstrate

that their figuration as chastely feminine friends elides an equally compelling tradition in
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which they are represented as a gender differentiated and sexually transgressive pair.
Setting aside attempts to specify their sexual practices, I instead identify their
indeterminacy as constitutive of their continuing fascination, their resistance to stable

signification revealing them to be quintessentially queer.

My third chapter, “Ladies/of/Llangollen” takes seriously the primacy of place
asserted by their designation as ‘the Ladies of Llangollen.” I examine the manuscript
journal in which Ponsonby’s detailed their first Welsh tour, situating their tour within the
literary picturesque, and exploring the textual strategies through which Ponsonby asserted
their corporate identity. I analyze the way in which eighteenth-century travel narratives
present Llangollen Vale as the epitome of the picturesque, eliding the humble town in
order to celebrate its surrounding landscape. I suggest that Butler and Ponsonby echoed
this same elision in settling a quarter of a mile beyond the village’s eighteenth-century
limits. Accordingly, I contend that their presence nonetheless worked to define the village
of Llangollen in relation to its romantic periphery, in turn rendering themselves

synonymous with this newly resonant name.

Chapter four attends to Butler and Ponsonby’s extensive improvements of their
Llangollen home, particularly those undertaken in the wake of a hostile newspaper report
that appeared in the General Evening Post in 1790. Turning from the analysis of written
to material texts, I read their modification of their built environment as a crucial element
of their public self-fashioning. In particular, I contend that their Gothic motifs, oak

panels, and extensive private library allowed them to identify with the social and
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geographical fixity of the local Welsh gentry, thereby attending to Edmund Burke’s
advice to “keep yourselves in your own persons, where you are.” In so doing, I suggest
that they masked their stigmatized status as unmarried and sexually suspect Irish exiles,
while their performance of local fixity also served to distance them from the social and

sexual mobility of rumoured metropolitan sapphists.

My fifth chapter poses the question of whether Butler and Ponsonby may be
considered Bluestockings. Although they did not participate in the metropolitan salons of
hostesses including Elizabeth Vesey and Elizabeth Robinson Montagu, accounts of their
literary and sociable activities emphasized characteristics closely associated with these
cosmopolitan circles. From the 1790s onwards, their social and epistolary networks came
to incorporate friendships with second generation Bluestockings including Mrs. Piozzi
and Hannah More, while their provincial ‘salon’ recalled that of Montagu’s sister, Sarah
Robinson Scott. Citing the model of domestic sociability lauded in William Cowper’s
The Task (1785), I defend Butler and Ponsonby against disgruntled accounts of their
highly sociable ‘retirement.” I moreover suggest that their ‘retired’ fame gestures towards
a broader conception of Bluestocking sociability, this queered category incorporating

both Montagu’s fashionable display and Scott’s provincial charity.

In chapter six, “Love, above the reach of time”: Butler and Ponsonby and the
Performance of Romanticism,” I consider the Ladies’ place within the Romantic canon.
Describing their thematization of the Romantic trope of temporality, I explore the way in

which the longevity of their relationship led them to be characterized in the 1820s as

XX1i



anachronistic eccentrics by Romantic commentators including Sir Walter Scott, Thomas
de Quincey and the comic actor Charles Mathews. Rather than merely marking their
datedness, I suggest that their ability to appear as caricatures of themselves may be seen
to mark the success of their earlier efforts to rehabilitate their compromised reputations.
The latter section of the chapter turns to figurations of their relationship in the works of
William Wordsworth, Anna Seward, Lord Byron and Anne Lister. Seward’s 1796 poem
“Llangollen Vale” figures the Ladies as instantiating the enduring domesticity she was
unable to share with her foster-sister, Honora Sneyd. Seward’s poem textually
distinguishes Butler and Ponsonby from the sexualized associations of exile, the
metropolis and Catholic ‘superstition’ by means of a Welsh pastoral masquerade, thus
disclosing, by way of a queer analysis, the same threats it seeks to foreclose. Turning to
Wordsworth’s 1824 sonnet, “To the Lady E.B. and the Hon. Miss P,” I examine the way
in which Wordsworth’s poem recalls Seward’s “Llangollen Vale” in both symbolizing
and screening the Ladies’ relationship, revealing the cottage to be a central prop through
which they staged their ‘authentic’ Romantic selves.* Butler and Ponsonby’s domestic
self-fashioning may thus be seen to underpin the Romantic nexus between the
construction of domesticity and subjectivity.?> Their relationship to Plas newydd further
emphasizes the material means through which the deep Romantic self was publicly
constituted, as domestic spaces came to stand as symbolic instantiations of the ‘authentic’

Romantic subject.

24 Judith Pascoe, Romantic Theatricality: Gender, Poetry. and Spectatorship (Ithaca and London: Cornell
UP, 1997) 189. )

%% Kurt Heinzelman, "The Cult of Domesticity: Dorothy and William Wordsworth at Grasmere,"
Romanticism and Feminism, ed. Anne K. Mellor (Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana UP, 1988): 52-
78. 53.
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Moving to twentieth-century figurations of the Ladies, the final chapter of this
thesis, “‘The Future Arrives Late’: Butler and Ponsonby and their ‘Spiritual
Descendents,” 1928-37” demonstrates their centrality to forms of articulations of queer
modernity throughout the period 1928-37. It traces the anxieties that were attached to
female same-sex desire throughout a maelstrom of social changes including the campaign
for women’s suffrage, the emergence of the ‘New Woman,’ the dissemination of

sexology, and the prominence of texts such as Radclyffe Hall’s The Well of Loneliness.

It then turns to reconfigurations of Butler and Ponsonby’s narrative in Woolf’s 1928

Orlando and Mary Louisa Gordon’s fictional biography Chase of the Wild Goose,

published by the Hogérth Press in 1936. Within these texts, Butler and Ponsonby are
figured as spectral presences, their trace-like persistence allowing same-sex desire
between women to be articulated in the first decades of the twentieth-century. Gordon
figures Butler and Ponsonby as having anticipated and enabled the lives of the women

Gordon termed their “spiritual descendents,”26

thereby anticipating recent critical calls to
queer the heteronormative logic of linear temporality. Depicting Butler and Ponsonby as
ghostly revanents who literally reappear in the present day, Gordon further literalizes
recent calls to attend to the affective bonds that place historians and their objects of
enquiry in emotional continguity, thereby troubling any account of the absolute alterity of
the past. Gordon’s portrayal of Butler and Ponsonby as spectral presences whose lives
engender a ‘queerer’ future thus offers a fitting figure for the enduring significance of

their cultural project, their performative self-fashioning enabling both their own queer

narrative, and those of a protean array of successors.

% Mary Louisa Gordon, Chase of the Wild Goose: The Story of Lady Eleanor Butler and Miss Sarah
Ponsonby, Known as the Ladies of Llangollen (London: Leonard and Virginia Woolf at the Hogarth Press,
1936) 17.
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Chapter One
“Sketched by many hands”: Narrating Butler and Ponsonby
Biographers and historians have told Butler and Ponsonby’s story in a variety of

contexts, their twentieth century ‘rediscovery’ initiated by the 1930 publication of The

Hamwood Papers. Several textual memorials to Butler and Ponsonby were produced

throughout the nineteenth-century, including Charles Hicklin’s 1847 amalgam of various

published accounts, The Ladies of Llangollen, as sketched by many hands;' the Rev. J.

Pritchard’s 1887 An Account of the Ladies of Llangollen; and articles in periodicals

including Britain’s Long Ago (1876)” and the American digest publication, Littell’s
Living Age (1895).2 Ponsonby’s descendent, Arthur Ponsonby, included extracts from

Butler’s journal in his 1923 English Diaries: A Review of English Diaries from the

Sixteenth to the Twentieth Century, identifying her as a ‘minor’ eighteenth-century life-

writer, a designation belied by the inclusion of her writing alongside that of Byron, Fanny

Burney and Samuel Pepys.* The Hamwood Papers was nonetheless the first volume

offering substantial extracts from Butler’s record of daily life at Plas newydd. It served as
a point of reference and departure for the twentieth-century literary representations of
‘Butler and Ponsonby discussed in my final chapter, which exist as textual traces within
Virginia Woolf’s 1928 Orlando, are extended by the Ladies’ appearance in Colette’s

1932 account of the Parisian erotic demi-monde, Le pur et I'impur, and reach their

! Charles Hicklin, The Ladies of Llangollen, as Sketched by Many Hands, with Notices of Other Objects of
Interest in 'That Sweetest of Vales' (Chester: Thomas Catherall, 1847).

2 Anon., "The Ladies of Llangollen," Long Ago (1876): 239-40.

3 Anon., "The Ladies of Llangollen: Lady Eleanor Butler and Miss Sarah Ponsonby," Littell's Living Age
1895.

4 Arthur Ponsonby, English Diaries from the 16th to the 20th Century (London: Methuen, 1923).




imaginative zenith in Mary Louisa Gordon’s 1936 ‘biography’ of Butler and Ponsonby,

Chase of the Wild Goose.’

The Hamwood Papers constituted the first significant publication of Butler and
Ponsonby’s textual archive. This archive was nonetheless rendered significantly more
accessible over the course of the twentieth-century. The most readily available scholarly
source of Butler and Ponsonby’s papers remains the 1997 microfilm collection, Ladies of

Llangollen: letters and journals of Lady Eleanor Butler (1739-1829) and Sarah Ponsonby
(1755-1831) from the National Library of Wales.® This collection, published by Adam

Matthew Publications, includes the six volumes of Butler’s journal held by the National
Library of Wales (1788-91; 1799; 1802; 1807; 1821; and her diary for 1784); Ponsonby’s

account of the Ladies’ first Welsh Tour (A Journey Performed in Wales by Two Fugitive

Ladies); five volumes of correspondence; Ponsonby’s 1792 Library Catalogue;
manuscript poetry by authors including Mary Tighe and William Wordsworth; and

accounts including lists of books read and visitors received at Plas newydd.”

3 Gordon, Chase.

¢ Lady Eleanor Butler and Sarah Ponsonby, Ladies of Llangollen: Letters and Journals of Lady Eleanor
Butler (1739-1829) and Sarah Ponsonby (1755-1831) from the National Library of Wales (Marlborough,
Wiltshire: Adam Matthews Publications, 1997).

7 Significant holdings of Butler and Ponsonby’s letters and papers are located at the National Library of
Ireland (including accounts of their initial elopement, correspondence with Hester Thrale Piozzi and Anna
Seward, and diaries and commonplace books from 1806 and 1819); the National Library of Wales
(including Ponsonby’s Account Book 1788-90 and correspondence with the Myddletons of Chirk Castle
and the Lloyds of Aston Hall); the Denbighshire Record Office, Ruthin (including Ponsonby’s
correspondence with the Parkers of Oswestry; original watercolours of Plas newydd, and the legal wills of
Butler, Ponsonby, and their housemaid Mary Caryll); the Bodleian Library, Oxford University
(correspondence between Butler and Harriet Pigott; Pigott’s recollections of the Ladies); and the John
Rylands Library, University of Manchester (correspondence with Hester Thrale Piozzi). Individual letters
and documents are also held in collections including the Beinecke Collection, Yale University; the
Fitzwilliam Museum, Cambridge University; the Essex Record Office, Chelmsford; and the Houghton
Library, Harvard University.




In spite of this range of material, scholarship on Butler and Ponsonby has been
determined over the last three decades by Elizabeth Mavor’s 1971 biographical study,
The Ladies of Llangollen: A Study in Romantic Friendship.® First published by Michael
Joseph, Mavor’s biography was reprinted by Penguin in 1973, and promoted in 2001 to
the matte-gold covered ranks of Penguin’s ‘Classic Biography’ series, alongside texts
such as Lytton Strachey’s 1928 Elizabeth and Essex. Born in Glasgow in 1927, Mavor
first achieved prominence as a novelist, publishing Summer in the Greenhouse in 1959.
In 1964, she produced a biography of the bigamous Duchess of Kingston, The Virgin
Mistress: A Study in Survival: The Life of the Duchess of Kingston, describing her
interest in cultural history of the long eighteenth-century as arising from her reading of
the correspondence of Horace Walpole.” Her continuing interest in this period is further
demonstrated by her publication of edited collections of the travel narratives of Fanny
Kemble and William Beckford, as well as early nineteenth-century travellers Katherine
Wilmot and Maria Graham.'® Mavor’s keen eye for the sexually scandalous is
demonstrated by her interest in Beckford and Kingston. In relation to the latter,
eighteenth-century scholarship and tabloid rhetoric collide in comments such as: “What
had she really been like? Was she the good-time girl, the gold digger that everyone
su ggested‘?”ll Mavor’s shrewd identification of historical figures likely to incite reader

cathexis appears grounded in her own sense of affective investment in her subjects. Of

8 Mavor, Ladies.

° Elizabeth Mavor, The Virgin Mistress: A Study in Survival: The Life of the Duchess of Kingston
(London: Chatto and Windus, 1964) 12.

10 Fanny Kemble, Fanny Kemble: The American Journals, ed. Elizabeth Mavor (London: Weidenfeld and
Nicholson, 1980)., William Beckford, The Grand Tour of William Beckford, ed. Elizabeth Mavor
(Harmondsworth, Middlesex: Penguin, 1986)., Katherine Wilmot, The Grand Tours of Katherine Wilmot,
ed. Elizabeth Mavor (London: Weidenfeld and Nicholson, 1992)., Maria Graham, The Captain's Wife: The
South American Journals of Maria Graham, ed. Elizabeth Mavor (London: Weidenfeld and Nicholson,
1993).

" Mavor, Virgin 14.




Kingston she writes: “I must stop looking for her, otherwise I should never lead my own
life again. [...] I might even table tap her, and this would not do. I have written this book |
instead.”"? This desire to establish a spiritualist connection with her subject echoes Mary
Louisa Gordon’s 1936 description of her encounter with a reanimated Butler and

Ponsonby, discussed in chapter six.

Mavor’s biography appealed to a wide academic and general audience, her
accessible style and vivid historical tableau lent gravitas by her impressive archive, much
of which was held privately during the period of her research. Mavor’s text was central to
the twentieth-century diffusion of the romantic friendship thesis, which characterized
eighteenth-century women’s same-sex relationships as affectively intense, yet sexually
chaste. Rejecting “enterprising” efforts to distinguish “between the homo-erotic and the
homo-sexual” she declares, “I have nevertheless chosen to portray the relationship
between the two women in terms other than Freud’s. I have preferred the terms of
romantic friendship (a once flourishing but now lost relationship) as more liberal and
inclusive and better suited to the diffuse feminine nature.”'> Leaving romantic friendship
to be considered in detail in the following chapter, one cannot overstate the extent to
which Mavor’s text has been reified as the definitive account of the Ladies’ shared life.

The Ladies of Llangollen has been extensively employed by ensuing scholars, including

those committed to challenging the chaste underpinnings of its romantic friendship
model. Its utility as a biographical source is evidenced by my own employment of it at

points of the present study, despite referring to original materials whenever practicable.

12 Mavor, Virgin 19-20.
13 Mavor, Ladies xvii.



Mavor’s status as the keeper of Butler and Ponsonby’s legacy was reinforced by her
authorship of the revised entry on the Ladies in the 2004 edition of the Oxford Dictionary
of National Biography.'* Indeed, her persistence throughout more than thirty years of
scholarship upon Butler and Ponsonby might lead her to be considered a kind of ghostly

revenant who has ‘table tapped’ her way into their Llangollen home.

Mavor’s text is distinguished by its evocation of a class-specific and culturally
literate readership, its alignment with the conservative values of a “green England”15
indicated by its prefatory acknowledgment of “All those who so kindly responded to my
letter in Country Life.”'® Mavor describes Butler and Ponsonby’s cultivation of Plas
newydd as a ferme ornée as reflecting the style that “which the poet, William Shenstone,
had made famous at his farmhouse, the Leasowes.”!” Knowledge of eighteenth-century
history is similarly presumed by her introduction of figures such as “General Hervey” via
apparently self-evident footnotes: “Brother of Frederick Augustus, 4™ Earl of Bristol and
Bishop of Derry.”'® Mavor orients her readers less possessed of such cultural literacy
with the grace of a seasoned hostess, glossing a reference to “the heady if inauthentic
wine of Ossian” with a discreet note detailing James Macpherson’s celebrated forgery.'
In retelling Butler and Ponsonby’s narrative, she thereby offers a Burkean invocation of
eighteenth-century Britain as a place warmly familiar to a select class of latter-day

descendents, who are both identified and constituted through their reading of her text.

1 Elizabeth Mavor, Butler, L.ady Eleanor (1739-1829), 2004, Oxford UP, Available:
<http://www.oxforddnb.com.virtual.anu.edu.au/view/article/41827>, 12 Dec. 2005.

15 Clara Tuite, Romantic Austen: Sexual Politics and the Literary Canon (Cambridge: Cambridge UP,
2002) 100.

16 Mavor, Ladies xix.

7 Mavor, Ladies 105.

18 Mavor, Ladies 59.

1 Mavor, Ladies 40.




The initial popularity of Mavor’s biography reflects the complex political and
cultural contexts of the early 1970s. While its celebration of a cultivated upper class
stood in tension with the race- and class-based coalition movements of the period,
Mavor’s reclamation of ‘lost’” women’s lives resonated with the project of second-wave
feminism. Interest in the eighteenth-century roots of the feminist movement was
heightened in this period by Claire Tomalin’s 1974 biography The Life and Death of

Mary Wollstonecraft.”’ Mavor’s account of Butler and Ponsonby’s same-sex attachment

also coincided with the burgeoning of the North American gay and lesbian liberation
movement: in June 1969, transgender, lesbian and gay patrons of the West Village
Stonewall Bar fought back against police brutality; Del Martin and Phyllis Lyon’s

Lesbian/Woman was published in 1971; and homosexuality was removed from the U.S.

Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders in 1973. Mavor’s narrative
attracted the attention of gay and lesbian readers with its detailed rendering of “A love
affair that triumphantly defied convention”,*'its prima facie denial of the sexual
suggestiveness of Butler and Ponsonby’s narrative encouraging a range of determinedly

contrary readings.

While apparently welcoming a broad readership, Mavor’s biography is firmly
located in a latter-day gentry milieu. Mavor’s class position is asserted by the standards
of cultural literary demanded by the text, as it is by the sociable networks indicated by

her acknowledgements: “The journal for 1785 is in possession of Lady Eleanor Butler’s

20 Claire Tomalin, The Life and Death of Mary Wollstonecraft (London: Weidenfeld and Nicholson, 1974).
21 Mavor, Ladies Back Matter.




kinsman, the Marquis of Ormonde, and I must thank him for his true kindness in
entrusting me with that precious possession, and also for his‘ and the late Lady Ormonde’s
kind hospitality.”** Her commitment to a social order preceding the modern welfare state
is also apparent; while acknowledging that Butler and Ponsonby’s reliance upon
governmental support indicates that “the notion of pensions was not invented by modern
radicals,” she quotes Lord Hardwicke: “I look upon such pensions as a kind of obligation
upon the Crown for the support of ancient noble families, whose peerages continue after
their estates are worn out.”> Notes of wistful elegy and genteel distaste are struck by her
description of the former residence of Ponsonby’s guardians, Sir William and Lady Betty
Fownes: “The Fownes had an elegant property in the most fashionable part of Dublin.
The houses in Dominick Street are now slum property: the beautiful fanlights have lost
their glass, and in what is reputedly 37 Dominick Street, where the Fownes lived, the
drawing-room is divided across by grimy screens to make two rooms for the lodger who
now lives there.”* Mavor’s text may thus be seen as continuing the process, which
reached its zenith in the 1930s, of reclaiming derelict Ascendency properties such as
Dublin’s Powyscourt. The melancholic nature of Mavor’s evocation of an idealized Irish
past was further underscored by the political context of the early 1970s, with 1968 .
witnessing the re-emergence of political violence in Northern Ireland. Events of the
following years, including the 1969 formation of the Provisional IRA and the 1972

civilian massacre of Bloody Sunday inspired interest in the genre of the elegiac

22 Mavor, Ladies xviii.
2 Mavor, Ladies 57.
24 Mavor, Ladies 20.




Ascendancy memoir.”> Mavor’s text echoes this contrasting of an idealized Irish past
with a turbulent present, its first page describing Ponsonby’s Irish home of Woodstock as

having “burned down in the Troubles.”*®

Central to the popular appeal of Mavor’s text is its preoccupation with the same
queer possibilities it pointedly disavows. While declaring herself to have “chosen to
portray the relationship between the two women” in non-sexual terms, Mavor’s narrative
remains preoccupied with this unchosen, rather than conceptually dismissed, possibility.
Her narrative thus embodies the strenuously maintained ignorance that Eve Kosofsky
Sedgwick terms “the privilege of unknowing,” in which the disavowal of sexual
knowledge allows desire to be sated with moral and epistemic impunity.”” Mavor
characterizes romantic friendships as encompassing “a dimension of sympathy that would
now not be possible outside of an avowedly lesbian connection,” declaring that the
absence of binary sexual taxonomies rendered such relationships “idealistic” and
“blissfully free.”*® She thereby presents the political advances with which her text
historically coincides as narrowing, rather than expanding, the range of women’s sexual
and emotional possibilities. Although denouncing the language of sexual orientation as
giving rise “to that false Duessa of categorization”, Mavor does not shy away from
evoking the most stigmatizing of medical taxonomies. Describing, from the vantage point

of the 1960s, the ruined site of Ponsonby’s former home outside the village of Inistiogue,

%5 Examples of this genre include Elizabeth Bowen, Bowen's Court (London: Longmans, 1964)., and David
Thomson, Woodbrook (London: Barrie & Jenkins, 1974).

% Mavor, Ladies 1.

?7 Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, "The Privilege of Unknowing," Tendencies (Durham and London: Duke UP,
1993): 23-51. 38.
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she observes, “In July spotted orchids of a freakish inverted variety spring from the
crumbling walls of the neglected offices.”” Ponsonby is thus implied to manifest a
similar form of enduringly perverse fecundity, her sexual object choice as misdirected as

are the symbolically laden blooms.

Mavor makes much of the most overt threat to Butler and Ponsonby’s domestic
felicity, that is the July 1790 publication of an article describing their relationship an
“Extraordinary Female Affection.”*® Drawing a chapter title from the “Impossibilities...”
Hester Thrale Piozzi declares in 1795 to be “common to suspect [...] whenever two
Ladies live too much together”,>! Mavor devotes a lengthy discussion to such improbable
events, her fusion of pious denial and knowing prurience rivalling that of Piozzi herself.
It is thus unsurprising that Lisa Duggan describes Butler and Ponsonby as representing
“an aristocratic British tradition at the intersection of ‘female husbands’ and ‘romantic

29

friends’”, citing Mavor as evidence of this ambivalent positioning.* As is explored in
more detail in chapter four, the General Evening Post article described Butler and
Ponsoﬁby’s relationship in terms reinforcing the sexual innuendo of the title. Their
relationship is characterized as chosen in explicit opposition to heteronormative union:
“Miss Butler, who is of the Ormonde family had several offers of marriage, all of which

she rejected. Miss Ponsonby, her particular friend and companion, was supposed to be the

bar to all matrimonial union...”* The Ladies are further figured as perverse parasites on

» Mavor, Ladies 1.

30 Anon., "Extraordinary Female Affection,” General Evening Post July 20-22 1790.
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the national purse: “In Mr. Secretary Steel’s list of Pensions for 1788, there are the names
of Elinor [sic] Butler and Sarah Ponsonby, for annuities of fifty pounds each.” As the
article continues, anticipating the aggrieved tone of tabloid investigative journalism, “We
have reason to believe that these are the Ladies of the Vale.” The scene closes with the

34 thereby evoking a tantalizing scene

observation, “Two females are their only servants,
of cross-class sapphic polyamory. Attempting to clarify’the context of this account,
Mavor describes the separate gender spheres of the eighteenth-century as rendering
companionate marriage impossible. Rather, she declares, “what we would now associate
solely with a sexual relationship; tenderness, sensibility, shared tastes, coquetry; were
then very lar<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>