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T he Romantic Period was less an age of 
fee l ing than the reaction against an age 
of fee l i ng . By 1790 the case for 

s e n s i b i l i t y had been made a l l too w e l l . The 
Romantics may have talked about poetry as "the 
spontaneous overflow of powerful fee l ing" and 
"the lava of the imagination whose eruption 
prevents an earth-quake," and they may have dreamt 
of "a L i fe of Sensations rather than Thoughts," 
but what they did was turn back from the heart to 
the mind. The masterpieces of the f i r s t quarter 
of the nineteenth century—rTze Prelude and Don 
Juan, Pride and Prejudice and Waverley—speak to 
people who think as deeply as they f e e l . Perhaps 
the Imagination i t s e l f appealed to the Romantics 
because with i t they could close up the r i f t that 
had opened in the eighteenth century between 
i n t e l l e c t and emotion: the Imagination was pre­
eminently a facu l ty of the ac t i ve , creat ive mind. 

In the las t decades of the eighteenth century, 
already d i ssa t i s f i ed or j u s t bored wi th the cu l t of 
f ee l i ng , wr i te rs of d i f f e r i n g intent ions and 
sympathies struggled with the problem that the 
Romantics l a te r solved tr iumphantly. The sentimental 
had reached a kind of apogee in Fanny Burney's 
Evelina (1778): reunited with the father who had 
deserted her and her mother when she was an i n f a n t , 
Evelina f a l l s weeping to her knees f i ve times in a 
single conversation, and her repentant fa ther , also 
in tears , kneels three times and stays down longer. 
A few minutes of crying can atone fo r sixteen years 
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of  neglect .  I n Northanger Abbey an d Sense and 
Sensibility Jan e Auste n attack s thi s kin d o f  absur d 
sentimenta l  ism ,  an d i n The Prelude Wordswort h 
acknowledge s th e temporar y attractio n o f  a  syste m o f 
value s tha t  resemble s Austen' s a t  it s  simplest : 
"th e philosoph y /  Tha t  promise d t o abstrac t  th e hope s 
of  man /  Ou t  o f  hi s  feelings "  (180 5 text ,  X.807-09 ) 
appeale d becaus e i t  substitute d reaso n fo r  emotion . 
The writer s o f  Gothi c fiction--"Monk "  Lewi s an d An n 
Radcliffe ,  i n particular—foun d a  differen t  escap e 
fro m sensibility ;  the y gav e thei r  reader s th e 
horror s o f  Catholicis m an d superstition ,  bu t  create d 
character s wit h enlightene d Protestan t  intelligence s 
t o experience ,  analyze ,  an d ofte n eve n explai n th e 
terrors .  Anothe r  grou p o f  novelists ,  th e Englis h 
Jacobins ,  wrot e fictio n wit h sensationa l  plot s i n 
orde r  t o reac h thei r  readers '  head s throug h thei r 
hearts . 

We mus t  se e Mar y Wollstonecraf t  i n thi s context , 
as a  write r  an d thinke r  tryin g t o patc h u p th e spli t 
betwee n min d an d heart ,  an d succeeding ,  lik e mos t 
of  he r  contemporaries ,  onl y partially .  Neithe r  he r 
characte r  no r  he r  backgroun d di d a s muc h t o shap e he r 
idea s an d he r  wor k a s th e intellectua l  climat e sh e 
live d in .  I t  i s  no t  a  criticis m t o sa y tha t  sh e wa s 
a creatur e o f  he r  age ;  s o wer e Fann y Burne y an d 
Ann Radcliffe ,  Willia m Godwi n an d Willia m Blake . 
Lik e them ,  Wollstonecraf t  wa s challenge d b y th e 
artificia l  separatio n o f  though t  an d feeling .  Th e 
new edition s o f  he r  wor k revea l  bot h wha t  sh e 
achieve d an d wha t  sh e struggle d against .  Th e 
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R e v i e w e d b y M a r c i a T i l lo tson 

confusions of her less successful e f fo r t s make them 
in teres t ing even in f a i l u r e . 

Mary, A Fiction (1788)--actual ly a glamorized 
autobiography--was Wol lstonecraft 's second 
pub l ica t ion . (The f i r s t was Thoughts on the 
Education of Daughters, published in 1787.) With no 
real in teres t in character izat ion or s e t t i n g , 
dialogue or ac t ion , she pushes her story along in 
short chapters of f l a t , undeveloped nar ra t ion . The 
heroine is supposed to have " th ink ing powers" 
(p. x x x i ) , but a f te r every e f f o r t to act according 
to considered pr inc ip les of v i r tue and humanity, 
she collapses into s e l f - p i t y i n g g r i e f . Separated 
from a despised husband, deprived by death of the 
woman and man she most loves, Mary set t les in the 
country to pract ice "benevolence and r e l i g i o n , " 
and to take comfort in the knowledge that " [h ]e r 
del icate state of health did not promise long l i f e " 
(p. 68). Having inher i ted the values of her age, 
Wollstonecraft may have feared that Mary would lose 
the reader's sympathy i f she thought a l i t t l e more 
and f e l t a l i t t l e less. 

The same weakness damages The Wrongs of Woman: 
or, Maria, the novel that Wollstonecraft was working 
on when she died and that her husband Wil l iam Godwin 
published in her Posthumous Works (1798). Mary 
had been wr i t ten j us t before she los t her posi t ion 
as a governess and began to support hersel f by 
w r i t i n g ; The Wrongs of Woman was wr i t ten nine years 
l a t e r , at the end of her career. Maria is stronger, 

braver, and wiser than the miserable Mary. The 
wr i t i ng is more s k i l l f u l , too, wi th a group of f i r s t -
person narrat ives giv ing some l i f e to the s ing le-
minded pursui t o f d idact ic points . And the novel 's 
scheme is fa r more ambitious: drawing not only on 
her own experiences and her fami ly 's but also on a 
wide range of reading, Wollstonecraft shows how men 
lega l ly rob women, tyrannize over them, force them 
into p r o s t i t u t i o n , take away t he i r ch i ld ren. She 
t r i e s to shock her audience, and to a cer ta in extent 
she succeeds. The heroine defends her lover when 
he is t r i e d fo r having seduced her; she argues that 
no adultery took place because her husband by his 
c rue l t y , degeneracy, and greed had fo r fe i t ed his 
r i gh t to her l oya l t y . But there are suggestions 
that Maria's passion for her lover is not the 
virtuous impulse of a generous heart but only 
sentimental se l f -de lus ion : " . . . p i t y , sorrow, and 
sol i tude a l l conspired to soften her mind, and 
nourish romantic wishes, and, from a natural 
progress, romantic expectations" (p. 98). One 
version of the notes for completing th i s unfinished 
work reads: "Divorced by her husband--Her lover 
unfai thful--Pregnancy--Miscarr iage--Suicide" 
(p. 202). But a conclusion along these l ines would 
have made Maria en t i r e l y the v ic t im of men's decei t . 
Wollstonecraft was too much a product of the Age of 
Sens ib i l i t y to create a heroine who was blameable fo r 
l e t t i n g her heart control her head. Maria's 
emotional suscep t i b i l i t y was, l i k e Mary's, an 
essential part of her v i r t ue . In her f i c t i o n 
Wollstonecraft could not f i nd a subst i tu te for the 
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sentimenta l  belie f  i n th e valu e o f  feelin g fo r  it s 
own sake .  Mary an d The Wrongs of Woman thu s hav e 
les s interes t  fo r  reader s o f  fictio n tha n fo r 
student s o f  th e socia l  an d intellectua l  histor y o f 
th e lat e eighteent h century .  What  i s  strikin g abou t 
bot h work s i s  th e wa y i n whic h Wollstonecraf t 
willingl y sink s he r  heroine s i n a  moras s o f  feeling . 

Letters Written during a Short Residence in 
Sweden, Norway, and Denmark (1796 )  i s similarl y 
interestin g fo r  wha t  i t  i s  not .  Th e mos t  impressiv e 
thin g abou t  th e volum e i s  probabl y it s  origi n i n th e 
journe y t o Scandinavi a tha t  Wollstonecraf t  made , 
accompanie d onl y b y he r  one-year-ol d daughte r  an d a 
Frenc h nursemaid .  Sh e wen t  o n busines s fo r  he r 
America n lover ,  Gilber t  Imlay ,  th e baby' s father . 
Hi s infidelit y ha d drive n he r  t o attemp t  suicid e i n 
th e sprin g o f  1795 ,  an d h e sen t  he r  t o Scandinavi a 
tha t  summer  a s a  distraction .  Hi s  pla n didn' t  work , 
fo r  soo n afte r  he r  retur n sh e mad e a  secon d attemp t 
and very nearl y succeeded . 

The Letters from Sweden wer e addresse d t o Imla y 
but  writte n fo r  publication .  Th e boo k reveal s 
Wollstonecraf t  a t  he r  worst ,  tryin g t o impres s tw o 
differen t  audiences--he r  love r  an d th e book' s 
buyers--wit h tw o differen t  things ,  he r  sensibilit y 
and he r  intelligence .  Sh e struggle s t o sho w ho w 
seriousl y sh e think s an d ho w tenderl y sh e feels : 
"Amongs t  th e peasantry ,  ther e i s .  . .  s o muc h o f 
th e simplicit y o f  th e golde n ag e i n thi s lan d o f 
flint--s o muc h overflowin g o f  heart ,  an d fellow -
feeling ,  tha t  onl y benevolence ,  an d th e hones t 
sympath y o f  nature ,  diffuse d smile s ove r  my 
countenanc e whe n the y kep t  me standing ,  regardles s 
of  my fatigue ,  whils t  the y droppe d courtes y afte r 
courtesy "  (p .  12) .  Thi s letter ,  writte n th e da y 
afte r  he r  landing ,  show s he r  strainin g t o utte r 
universa l  truth s abou t  th e "peasantry" ;  a t  th e sam e 
tim e sh e expresse s th e warmt h o f  he r  disposition , 
thu s lettin g Imla y kno w wha t  a  lovin g hear t  h e i s 
throwin g away .  A t  on e poin t  sh e announces ,  " I  a m 
persuade d tha t  I  hav e forme d a  very jus t  opinio n o f 
th e characte r  o f  th e Norwegians ,  withou t  bein g abl e 
t o hol d convers e wit h them "  (p .  78) ,  an d sh e smugl y 
console s hersel f  fo r  no t  knowin g th e language :  "A s 
thei r  mind s wer e totall y uncultivated ,  I  di d no t  los e 
much,  perhap s gained ,  b y no t  bein g abl e t o understan d 
them "  (p .  79) .  Sh e seem s t o b e a  combinatio n o f 
Mariann e Dashwoo d an d Elizabet h Bennet' s priggis h 
piano-playin g siste r  Mary .  On th e occasion s whe n sh e 
forget s t o b e a t  onc e a n unusua l  woman,  wh o reason s 
vigorously ,  an d a n idea l  woman,  wh o feel s strongly , 
she write s better :  " A mistake n tendernes s .  .  .  fo r 
thei r  children ,  make s them ,  eve n i n summer ,  loa d the m 
wit h flannels ;  and ,  havin g a  sor t  o f  natura l 
antipath y t o col d water ,  th e squali d appearanc e o f 
th e poo r  babes ,  no t  t o spea k o f  th e noxiou s smel l 
whic h flanne l  an d rug s retain ,  seem s a  repl y t o a 
questio n I  ha d ofte n asked--Wh y I  di d no t  se e mor e 
childre n i n th e village s I  passe d through "  (p .  33) . 
But  th e letter s d o no t  ofte n giv e u s wha t  the y giv e 
us here ,  a  vivi d impressio n eithe r  o f  wha t  sh e sa w 
i n Scandinavi a o r  o f  th e perso n wh o sa w it . 

A mor e interestin g woman emerge s fro m th e 
privat e an d unpretentiou s correspondenc e publishe d 
i n Godwin & Mary O f  th e 15 1 letters--10 6 publishe d 
whol e o r  i n par t  fo r  th e firs t  tim e i n thi s edition , 

Mary Wollstonecraft 

LETTERS 
Written during .i Short Residence in 

Sweden, Norway, and Denmark 

EDITED Wi l l i W l \ rRODUCTION in 
( \K()1 11 POSTON 

(opposite) Ti t l e page of Godwin's Memoirs of the 
Author of a Vindication of the Rights of Woman, 
1798. Collection of Claire Tomalin ( i l l us. 19 in 
The Life and Death of Mary Wollstonecraft). 

(p. 62, top l e f t ) Por t ra i t of Mary by John Opie. 
National Gallery. ( I l l u s . 20 in Tomalin, Life and 
Death). 

(p. 62, top r i gh t ) Etching of Mary a f te r Opie's 
p o r t r a i t . B r i t i sh Museum. ( I l l u s . 21 in Tomalin.) 

(p. 63, top) Por t ra i t of Mary, a r t i s t unknown. 
Col lect ion of Claire Tomalin ( i l l u s . 6 in Life and 
Death). 

(p. 63, bottom) Por t ra i t of Joseph Johnson the 
p r in te r . B r i t i sh Museum. ( I l l u s . 7 in Tomalin.) 
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women shoul d exercis e thei r  mind s an d bodie s i n 
yout h a s boy s do ,  an d shoul d shar e responsibilit y 
fo r  th e managemen t  o f  thei r  home s i n adulthood . 
The latte r  argumen t  i s no t  unliberated ,  fo r  sh e 
believe d domesti c occupation s offere d men a s wel l  a s 
women th e bes t  chanc e t o b e happ y an d virtuous .  Sh e 
trie d no t  "t o leav e th e lin e o f  mediocrity "  (p .  138 ) 
and therefor e talke d abou t  th e live s o f  ordinar y 
people ,  believin g tha t  th e talente d o f  bot h sexe s 
woul d see k othe r  kind s o f  achievemen t  i f  the y wer e 
fre e t o d o so .  I n The Rights of Woman sh e doe s no t 
over-simplif y a s sh e doe s i n The Wrongs of Woman: 
i f  women ar e th e victim s o f  men ,  whos e ba d laws , 
bad education ,  an d ba d religio n stifl e them ,  women 
ar e als o mor e o r  les s willin g collaborator s i n thei r 
own degradation . 

Onl y nea r  th e en d o f  th e wor k doe s Wollstone ­
craf t  mentio n politica l  equality :  " I  may excit e 
laughter ,  b y droppin g a  hint ,  whic h I  mea n t o pursue , 
some futur e time ,  fo r  I  reall y thin k tha t  women 
ough t  t o hav e representatives ,  instea d o f  bein g 
arbitraril y  governe d withou t  an y direc t  shar e allowe d 
the m i n th e deliberatio n o f  government "  (pp .  259 -
60) .  Energeti c an d confiden t  i n developin g th e 
argument s tha t  interes t  her ,  sh e sound s uncharacter ­
isticall y weak ,  hesitant ,  an d apologeti c here ,  i n 
fact ,  sh e wa s mor e concerne d tha t  women shoul d lear n 
tha n tha t  the y shoul d vote ,  an d sh e wa s mor e eage r 
t o se e the m increas e thei r  powe r  i n th e famil y tha n 
i n th e state .  Sh e wa s wise r  tha n sh e coul d hav e 
known,  fo r  th e equalit y sh e care d abou t  turn s ou t  t o 
be th e equalit y tha t  matters ,  an d th e righ t  t o vot e 
has no t  bee n th e answe r  tha t  women hope d i t  woul d be . 

The Vindication remain s readabl e becaus e Wollstone ­
craf t  sa w th e proble m s o clearly ;  sh e recognize d 
tha t  politica l  inequalit y oppresse d women les s tha n 
th e belie f  i n wha t  sh e calle d "sexua l  virtues " 
(p .  139)--qualities ,  lik e delicac y o r  courage ,  tha t 
ar e considere d merit s i n on e se x bu t  fault s i n th e 
other .  Virgini a Woolf' s  opinio n o f  th e Vindication- -
tha t  it s "originalit y ha s becom e ou r  commonplace " 
(Th e Secon d Common Reader ,  pp .  143-44)--i s probabl y 
wrong .  Th e wor k retain s th e freshnes s o f  a n activ e 
mind' s enthusiasti c encounte r  wit h a  brand-ne w idea ; 
th e chanc e t o sa y somethin g trul y origina l  free d 
Wollstonecraf t  fro m sensibility ,  a t  leas t  temporarily . 

The Vindication i s wort h reading ,  an d thi s ne w 
editio n i s welcome .  Miria m Brod y Kramnic k provide s 
a helpfu l  introductio n tha t  place s Wollstonecraft' s 
achievemen t  i n it s variou s historica l  contexts ;  th e 
notes ,  b y contrast ,  ar e onl y adequate .  Gar y Kelly , 
editin g th e tw o piece s o f  fictio n fo r  th e Oxfor d 
Englis h Novels ,  supplie s th e ful l  an d enlightenin g 
note s w e hav e com e t o expec t  fro m tha t  series ,  an d 
hi s introductio n make s th e bes t  possibl e cas e fo r 
bot h works .  Withou t  minimizin g thei r  limitations , 
he see s wha t  Wollstonecraft' s  intention s probabl y 
wer e an d suggest s tha t  th e storie s hav e a  coherenc y 
of  purpose ,  whateve r  the y lac k i n execution .  Th e 
edito r  o f  Godwin & Mary* Ralp h M.  Wardle ,  publishe d 
a biograph y o f  Wollstonecraf t  i n 1951 .  Hi s beauti ­
full y  meticulou s handlin g o f  th e letter s transform s 
thes e fragmentar y material s int o a  satisfying , 
readabl e whole ;  ther e i s a n excellent ,  brie f 
introductor y essa y a s wel l  a s ful l  an d enlightenin g 
note s an d eve n a  fin e index .  Th e Scandinavia n 



l e t t e r s are not so well edi ted. Carol H. Poston's 
introduct ion exaggerates the merits of the l e t te rs 
themselves, and her notes are more often gratuitous 
than usefu l . She includes a map of the i t i ne ra ry 
but makes no fur ther e f f o r t to sort out the jumble 
that Wol lstonecraft 's topographical and chronological 
vagueness creates. While the book is nicely 
i l l u s t r a t e d with engravings that were not in the 
or ig ina l e d i t i o n , these are not i d e n t i f i e d . 

Wol lstonecraft 's l i f e was eventful enough to be 
in teres t ing i f she had wr i t ten nothing. She 
rescued—or kidnapped--her s is te r from the s i s t e r ' s 
husband, leaving behind a f ive-month-old baby that 
died wi th in the year. She traveled alone across 
winter seas to Lisbon to be with her f r iend Fanny 
Blood at the childbed that turned into a deathbed, 
then sai led back to London in worse weather, 
compelling the captain to rescue the crew from a 
foundering French ship. She f e l l in love wi th the 
painter Henry Fuseli but was turned down when she 
t r i e d to persuade his wife to l e t her l i v e wi th them, 
so she went to France in December 1792, in time for 
the King's t r i a l and execution, and stayed on through 
the Terror, an enemy a l ien but Imlay's mistress 
f i n a l l y returning to London in Apr i l 1795. She 
struggled from the age of eighteen on to support, 
at d i f f e ren t t imes, her two s i s t e r s , her younger 
brothers, Fanny Blood, and Fanny's fami ly ; her 
eldest brother, a lawyer who had inher i ted property 
from the i r grandfather, did almost nothing for any 
of them. At twenty-f ive she started a g i r l s ' school 
in which she, her s i s t e r s , and Fannv worked, and 
when i t f a i l e d , she went to Ireland as a governess 
in an a r i s toc ra t i c Anglo- I r ish fami ly , before she 
f i a n l l y set t led in London, w r i t i n g , reviewing, 
and t rans la t ing . She did not always l i v e by the 
pr inc ip les of sense, d i s c i p l i n e , and duty that she 
l a i d down in the Vindication', her two attempts to 
k i l l hersel f when she had a baby who was dependent 
on her v io lated the rules that she said women 
should l i v e by i f they were to act l i k e rat ional 
creatures. 

Claire Tomalin had a good story to t e l l , and she 
t e l l s i t sympathetically but c r i t i c a l l y in The Life 
and Death of Mavr Wollstoneoraft. I t has been to ld 
before—several times qui te recently—but th is l i f e 
is the most comprehensive. Tomalin t e l l s us a great 
deal about the people who surrounded Wollstonecraft 
in England and France, f i l l s in the p o l i t i c a l and 
social background f u l l y and v i v i d l y , and discusses 
Wol lstonecraft 's inf luence a f te r her death. This 
breadth allows Tomalin to give convincing factual 
explanations of Wol lstonecraft 's actions and 
fee l ings , and to avoid psychologizing. Tomalin seems 
to t e l l a l l that can be known about Wol lstonecraf t 's 
l i f e . There is one issue that Tomalin does not 
discuss, however: the suggestion made by Robert R. 
Hare that Wollstonecraft and not Imlay wrote the two 
books published as h i s . 1 I f the works were actual ly 
hers or col laborat ions between her and Imlay, that 
would not only a f fec t the chronology of t he i r 
re la t ion but also a l t e r our view of both of them, 
making him a s t i l l less s ign i f i can t character and 
her the author of a t h i r d novel and a successful 
t ravel book. Hare's arguments deserve to be 
answered, and Tomalin's opinion would be worth 
having. 
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Wollstonecraf t  wa s thirty-eigh t  whe n sh e died . 
Tomali n make s u s fee l  th e los s o f  thi s woman wh o wa s 
importan t  no t  simpl y a s th e mothe r  o f  feminis m o r  o f 
Mary Shelle y bu t  als o a s a  writer ,  thinker ,  an d 
observer .  Sh e was ,  afte r  all ,  th e frien d a s wel l  a s 
th e wif e o f  Willia m Godwin ;  sh e ha d bee n encourage d 
and helpe d b y Dr .  Richar d Price ,  th e Dissentin g 
ministe r  whos e sermo n o n th e Frenc h Revolutio n 
provoke d Burk e t o begi n hi s Reflections', sh e wa s th e 
protege e o f  Josep h Johnson ,  th e Radica l  publisher , 
who go t  Blak e t o illustrat e tw o o f  he r  works ;  sh e 
was rea d b y Blak e an d Southey ,  an d he r  conversatio n 
impresse d Coleridg e an d Lamb .  Sh e achieve d a  grea t 
deal  i n a  workin g lif e tha t  wa s shortene d a t  on e en d 
by povert y an d lac k o f  educatio n a s wel l  a s a t  th e 

othe r  b y earl y death .  Sh e wa s prevente d fro m 
achievin g mor e b y he r  sex ,  whic h limite d he r  activit y 
t o writin g althoug h he r  rea l  talent s wer e probabl y 
fo r  som e othe r  field—politics ,  education ,  medicine- -
the n close d t o her .  Ye t  sh e manage d t o writ e a  boo k 
tha t  wa s nearl y tw o hundre d year s ahea d o f  it s  time ; 
not  man y men o r  women withou t  he r  weaknesse s o r 
disadvantage s hav e don e tha t  much . 

1 Hare presented his case at lenqth in "The Base Ind ian: A 
Vindicat ion of the Rights of Mary Wol ls tonecraf t " (M.A. theses 
Univ. of Delaware 1957), and l a t e r summarized his arguments in 
the in t roduc t ion to his facs imi le ed i t i on of the nove l , The 
Emigrants, which he published w i th both Wol ls tonecraf t ' s and 
Imlay's names on the t i t l e page (Ga inesv i l l e , F l a . : Scholars' 
Facsimiles & Repr ints, 1964). 
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T his book grew out of David Bindman's 1971 
doctoral d isser ta t ion at the Courtauld 
I n s t i t u t e . I t s aim is to take "an analy t ica l 

view of Blake's a r t wi th par t i cu la r emphasis upon i t s 
re la t ionship to English a r t of his own time" (p. 9) . 
Blake's achievement is broadly enough conceived to 
include a l l the i l luminated books as well as Blake's 
paintings and engravings in a l l media, including the 
i l l u s t r a t i o n s of the B ib le , M i l ton , Bunyon, Gray, 
Young, and others. The "seemingly more conventional 
designs" (p. 9 ) - - tha t i s , those that do not accompany 

Blake's own words--Bindman properly sees as an end in 
themselves to which the decorated poetry contr ibutes 
meanings and mot i fs . Most l i t e r a r y scholars have i t 
the other way round, making what Frye once cal led the 
canonical works the center of t he i r a t t en t i on ; but 
Bindman does not see these as "sel f -conta ined" 
(p. 9) . Following in the footsteps of his teachers, 
Blunt and B u t l i n , he uses, fo r the most pa r t , the 
methods of an ar t h i s t o r i an , analyzing the visual 
elements of Blake's oeuvre and the i r re la t ion to 
contemporary and antecedent a r t . He defines his 
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