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NB, and London: University of Nebraska
Press, 1976. Pp. xxiv + 201. $11.50
cloth, $4.95 paper.

feeling than the reaction against an age

of feeling. By 1790 the case for
sensibility had been made all too well. The
Romantics may have talked about poetry as "the
spontaneous overflow of powerful feeling" and
"the lava of the imagination whose eruption
prevents an earth-quake," and they may have dreamt
of "a Life of Sensations rather than Thoughts,"
but what they did was turn back from the heart to

T he Romantic Period was less an age of

the mind. The masterpieces of the first quarter
of the nlneteenth {enturv--=gu Prelude and |

Juan, Pr md Prejudice and | vJe»——speak to
people whu think as deeply as Lhcy feel. Perhaps

the Imagination itself appealed to the Romantics
because with it they could close up the rift that
had opened in the eighteenth century between
intellect and emotion: the Imagination was pre-
eminently a faculty of the active, creative mind.

In the Tast decades of the eighteenth century,
already dissatisfied or just bored with the cult of
feeling, writers of differing intentions and
sympathies struggled with the problem that the
Romantics later solved triumphantly. The sentimental
had reached a kind of apogee in Fanny Burney's

: (1778): reunited with the father who had
deserted her and her mother when she was an infant,
Evelina falls weeping to her knees five times in a
single conversation, and her repentant father, also
in tears, kneels three times and stays down longer.
A few minutes of crying can atone for sixteen years

of neqlect In Northanger Abbey and ! > and
ensibility Jane Austen attacks this kwnd of absurd
sentimenta1lsm. and in Th Wordsworth
acknowledges the temporary attraction of a system of
values that resembles Austen's at its simplest:
"the philosophy / That promised to abstract the hopes
of man / OQut of his feelings" (1805 text, X.807-09)
appealed because it substituted reason for emotion.
The writers of Gothic fiction--"Monk" Lewis and Ann
Radcliffe, in particular--found a different escape
from sensibility; they gave their readers the
horrors of Catholicism and superstition, but created
characters with enlightened Protestant intelligences
to experience, analyze, and often even explain the
terrors. Another group of novelists, the English
Jacobins, wrote fiction with sensational plots in
order to reach their readers' heads through their
hearts.

We must see Mary Wollstonecraft in this context,
as a writei and thinker trying to patch up the split
between mind and heart, and succeeding, like most
of her contemporaries, only partially. Neither her
character nor her background did as much to shape her
ideas and her work as the intellectual climate she
lived in. It is not a criticism to say that she was
a creature of her age; so were Fanny Burney and
Ann Radcliffe, William Godwin and William Blake.

Like them, Wollstonecraft was challenged by the
artlfucmaT separation of thought and feeling. The
new editions of her work reveal both what she
achieved and what she struggled against. The
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confusions of her less successful efforts make them
interesting even in failure.

Mary, A Fiction (1788)--actually a glamorized
autobiography--was Wollstonecraft's second
publication. (The first was Thoughts on the
Education of Daughters, published in 1787.)
real interest in characterization or setting,
dialogue or action, she pushes her story along in
short chapters of flat, undeveloped narration. The
heroine is supposed to have "thinking powers"

(p. xxxi), but after every effort to act according
to considered principles of virtue and humanity,
she collapses into self-pitying grief. Separated
from a despised husband, deprived by death of the
woman and man she most loves, Mary settles in the
country to practice "benevolence and religion,"

and to take comfort in the knowledge that "[h]er
delicate state of health did not promise Tong 1ife"
(p. 68). Having inherited the values of her age,
Wollstonecraft may have feared that Mary would lose
the reader's sympathy if she thought a 1ittle more
and felt a Tittle less.

With no

The same weakness damages The Wrongs of Woman:
or, Maria, the novel that Wollstonecraft was working
on when she died and that her husband Willjam Godwin
published in her Posthwnous Works (1798).
had been written just before she lost her position
as a governess and began to support herself by
writing; The Wronge of Woman was written nine years
later, at the end of her career. Maria is stronger,

Mo
mary

braver, and wiser than the miserable Mary. The
writing is more skillful, too, with a group of first-
person narratives giving some life to the single-
minded pursuit of didactic points. And the novel's
scheme is far more ambitious: drawing not only on
her own experiences and her family's but also on a
wide range of reading, Wollstonecraft shows how men
legally rob women, tyrannize over them, force them
into prostitution, take away their children. She
tries to shock her audience, and to a certain extent
she succeeds. The heroine defends her Tover when

he is tried for having seduced her; she argues that
no adultery took place because her husband by his
cruelty, degeneracy, and greed had forfeited his
right to her loyalty. But there are suggestions
that Maria's passion for her lover is not the
virtuous impulse of a generous heart but only
sentimental self-delusion: ". . . pity, sorrow, and
solitude all 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 this unfinished
work reads: "Divorced by her husband--Her lover
unfaithful--Pregnancy--Miscarriage--Suicide"

(p. 202). But a conclusion along these lines would
have made Maria entirely the victim of men's deceit.
Wollstonecraft was too much a product of the Age of
Sensibility to create a heroine who was blameable for
letting her heart control her head. Maria's
emotional susceptibility was, like Mary's, an
essential part of her virtue. In her fiction
Wollstonecraft could not find a substitute for the



sentimental belief in the value of feeling for its
own sake. Mary and The Wrongs of Woman thus have
less interest for readers of fiction than for
students of the social and intellectual history of
the late eighteenth century. What is striking about
both works is the way in which Wollstonecraft
willingly sinks her heroines in a morass of feeling.

Letters Written during a Short Restdence in
Sweden, Norway, and Denmark (1796) is similarly
interesting for what it is not. The most impressive
thing about the volume is probably its origin in the
journey to Scandinavia that Wollstonecraft made,
accompanied only by her one-year-old daughter and a
French nursemaid. She went on business for her
American lover, Gilbert Imlay, the baby's father.
His infidelity had driven her to attempt suicide in
the spring of 1795, and he sent her to Scandinavia
that summer as a distraction. His plan didn't work,
for soon after her return she made a second attempt
and very nearly succeeded.

The Letters from Sweden were addressed to Imlay
but written for publication. The book reveals
Wollstonecraft at her worst, trying to impress two
different audiences--her lover and the book's
buyers--with two different things, her sensibility
and her intelligence. She struggles to show how
seriously she thinks and how tenderly she feels:
"Amongst the peasantry, there is . . so much of
the simplicity of the golden age in this land of
flint--so much overflowing of heart, and fellow-
feeling, that only benevolence, and the honest
sympathy of nature, diffused smiles over my
countenance when they kept me standing, regardless
of my fatigue, whilst they dropped courtesy after
courtesy" (p. 12). This letter, written the day
after her landing, shows her straining to utter
universal truths about the "peasantry"; at the same
time she expresses the warmth of her disposition,
thus letting Imlay know what a loving heart he is
throwing away. At one point she announces, "I am
persuaded that 1 have formed a very just opinion of
the character of the Norwegians, without being able
to hold converse with them" (p. 78), and she smugly
consoles herself for not knowing the language: "As
their minds were totally uncultivated, I did not lose
much, perhaps gained, by not being able to understand
them" (p. 79). She seems to be a combination of
Marianne Dashwood and Elizabeth Bennet's priggish
piano-playing sister Mary. On the occasions when she
forgets to be at once an unusual woman, who reasons
vigorously, and an ideal woman, who feels strongly,
she writes better: "A mistaken tenderness . . . for
their children, makes them, even in summer, load them
with flannels; and, having a sort of natural
antipathy to cold water, the squalid appearance of
the poor babes, not to speak of the noxious smell
which flannel and rugs retain, seems a reply to a
question I had often asked--Why I did not see more
children in the villages I passed through" (p. 33).
But the letters do not often give us what they give
us here, a vivid impression either of what she saw
in Scandinavia or of the person who saw it.

A more interesting woman emerges from the
private and unpretentious correspondence published
in Godwin & Mary  Of the 151 letters--106 published
whole or in part for the first time in this edition,
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(opposite) Title page of Godwin's Memoirs of the
Author of a Vindication of the Rights of Woman,
1798. Collection of Claire Tomalin (illus. 19 in
The Life and Death of Mary Wollstoneeraft).

(p. 62, top left) Portrait of Mary by John Opie.
National Gallery. (I1lus. 20 in Tomalin, Life and
Death).

(p. 62, top right) Etching of Mary after Opie's
portrait. British Museum. (I1lus. 21 in Tomalin.)

(p. 63, top) Portrait of Mary, artist unknown.
Col]e?tion of Claire Tomalin (illus. 6 in Life and
Death).

(p. 63, bottom) Portrait of Joseph Johnson the
printer. British Museum. (IT1lus. 7 in Tomalin.)
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