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Sister Anne’s Reading: An Analysis of Frances Hodgson

Burnett’'s A Lady of Quality
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“This is because the “Lady of Quality” is so absorbing me that she keeps me
at my desk all day. She is such an amazing creature now she has begun her
Adventures that | am rather in awe of her.” “From hitherto closed chamber
in my brain such a fierce and lawless lady came, I cannot imagine! She
sweeps me along like a tornado, however, and [ enjoy the sensation. I wonder
what form the astonishment she will create will take. She lives above all
laws with a power and a majesty belonging only to herself...” (Vivian Burnett
242-3)
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The system of the proper feminine may be represented by the following set
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of polarities (the list is by no means exhaustive): the domestic ideal, or angel
in the house; the Madonna; the keeper of the domestic temple; asexuality;
passionlessness; innocence; self-abnegation; commitment to duty; self-
sacrifice; the lack of a legal identity; dependence; slave; victim. In the
economy of the improper feminine, woman is figured as a demon or wild
animal; a whore; a subversive threat to the family; threateningly sexual;
pervaded by feeling; knowing; self-assertive; desiring and actively pleasure-
seeking; pursuing self-fulfillment and self-identity; independent; enslaver;
and victimizer or predator. (Pykett, 1992 16)
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The coming together of two women is often essential to the resolution of the
plot, figuring as a necessary stage in the heroine’s maturation and readiness
for the marriage that conventionally closes the acti‘on. At these turning-
points transforming interchanges occur in which potential rivals discover
solidarity, or women who seemed to be static representations of convention-
ally opposite types merge and exchange identities, altering all the structural
relationships in the narrative.

What is especially interesting about these interchanges is that they nearly

always operate to assimilate one or both of the women into marriage. (3)
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In private she was fond of reading such romances as she could procure by
stealth from the library of books gathered together in past times by some
ancestor Sir Jeffrey regarded as an idiot. Doubtless she met with strange
reading in the volumes she took to her closet, and her simple virgin mind
found cause for the solving of many problems; but from the pages she
contrived to cull stories of lordly lovers and cruel or kind beauties, whose
romances created for her a strange world of pleasure in the midst of her
loneliness. Poor, neglected young female, with every guileless maiden
instinct withered at birth, she had need of some tender dreams to dwell upon,
though Fate herself seemed to have decreed that they must be no more than
visions. (75-6)
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... the most common lesson... was that the consumption of romance led to a
narrow, and at worst self-delusory outlook.... The tradition of presenting love
stories as potentially arousing false ideals and expectations continued
throughout this period, and can be found in fiction aimed at a broad variety
of readers. (263)
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[ would like to call your attention to the great evil of romance-reading, both
in the production of premature development and in the creation of morbid
states which tend to the production of physical evils, such as nervousness,
hysteria and a host of maladies which largely depend upon disturbed nerves.
(12D
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To poor Anne, who had seen no company and listened to no wishes, the
entertainment bestowed upon her was as wonderful as a night at the play-
house would have been. To watch the vivid changing face: to hearken to
jesting stories of men and women who seemed like the heroes and heroines of
her romances ; to hear love itself —the love she trembled and palpitated at
the mere thought of —spoken of openly as an experience which fell to all; .....
it was with her as if a nun had been withdrawn from her cloister and plunged
into the vortex of the world.

“Sister,” she said, looking at the Beauty with humble, adoring eyes, “you
make me feel that my romances are true. You tell such things. It is like

seeing pictures of things to hear you talk.” (86)
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“You have read—you have read,” quoted Clorinda. “You are the bookworm,
[ remember, and filch romances and poems from the shelves. And you have
read that it is mostly pain that makes a woman? ‘Tis not true. ‘Tis a poor
lie. I am a woman and I do not suffer—for [ will not, that I swear! And when
[ take an oath I keep it, mark you! It is men women suffer for; that was
what your scholar meant—for such fine gentlemen as the one you have just
watched while he rode away. More fools they! No man shall make me
womanly in such a fashion, I promise you! Let them wince and kneel; I will
not.” (84)

7 ) VANRRTITOIR, FILuwior<=v2—F bbbt v t—
va VN, FRETHELBICOELERB oI nEE 2, HIEZh
THEOERZREL, BIFZwbh BV LT IR0 TH 7,
7a ) VEPRPIOKRLEVAZ YT+ VFRIEREETHE, RFRERC
TVvDEFWEEZ, TR NELOL L Tr <V RAPHEEALTE
TRBHOENA0), 7z e ) v Eo AECHNALTRFIEPITE,
KEOHRBILOVTOFERID - T, THIIEBRTIIR, 7
Vidze Yy v AERBLT, HilLve=vyaBREBONSEhRTEDEND,
7 VOREBI L ETFHEDORIY = VA — DRl b AL BEE X8,
HLWLOWELY R, EHIrhizz e ) v wvd) B a2ECEH
L. EBMAL T DR, Tk, 7VvHHFRIORIIC I » TonicFE R
WEREEL 27DEH D Dy

RNTCAHREVY VEDORBEIEZ 7 n ) VA, BOBAAZ Vv
ENcBAR T IES T EBEI N DO SHEK, BUEDLRTHEYRLTLE
5o 2R )VEILORMGEER L, FIRDLRBE TV &R ) DAEFRICRKE
o A2 v VBT HAARBIC-TbDEIN, 20 ) VERBHBLTE
bEICHEETNS, TERMKROL L, 7 ) v A OFERFERIC| XA
2\ REWEOEL KT T VvDRREYdH - T bbH, LILEFDIED



ne VY ATHLEWHEE

KL ERBN cFEEL2EQT S, ZoEFAE WE7 vAERASH
BOBRYELYERIERE T VW2 E, FLTEDOR Iz e ) vV EDE Y
YV VB ERE S TR LI ERIBLRTOTH S,
BEEBEOTR Y BB L TV T7 Vik, HFEIZMALATEDS S TT
b, 7 e ) VEAREEYELICENCHZA TV T,

I knelt, and laid his curls straight, and his hands, and tried to shut his eyes,
but close they would not, but stared at that which questioned. And having

loved him so, I kissed his poor check as his mother might have done... (363)
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“Why look you at me so ?” she said. “Your eyes stand out of your head like
anew-hatched, unfeathered bird’s. They irk me with their strange asking
look. Why do you stare at me ?” (116)
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check against the side of the oriel window, over which the ivy grew
thickly. She was so intent that she could not withdraw her gaze. 81).
zr ) v R LD B OES|] (it was the face of Sir John Oxon, the
moon, bursting though the jagged clouds, had shone upon. 104) 7%,
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“You cannot see the dial from here,” said Anne, coming towards her with a
strange paleness and haste. “One cannot see within the garden from any

window, surely.” (176-7)
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Through the heroine, the reader can experience the new or even the forbidden
but feel safe knowing that it will eventually be checked by the expected

literary conventions or by conventional explanations. (63)
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---through incorporating references to reading—at times quite extensive
references—these novelists were attempting to question dominant ideas
about the relationship between women’s reading practices and their responses
to what they read. (255)
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“That Lass o’ Lowrie’s” was a Clorinda in disguise—so were Rachel Ffrench
and Chiristian Murdoch in “Haworth’s.” So was Bertha Amory, who laughed and
wore tinkling ornaments and brilliant symphonies in red when she was passing
through the gates of her—so was little Sara Crewe when she starves in her garret
and was a princess disdaining speech. Oh, she is not a new departure. She
represents what I have cared for most of all my life—from the time I was eight
years old and an insensate person in authority struck me across the upper part of
my arm with a riding whip, and [ lifted the frill of my short sleeve, and after
regarding the livid cut on the soft flesh for a moment or so, looked at the person
who had done it and laughed. It was a brief little laugh, and I suppose I must have
looked like the devil.” (Thwaite 249-250)

(2) Bixler, Frances Hodgson Burnett., p. 62.
(3) Dvet v M0 EMITEE LT Z 0B LV BE8UT “its passionate, devi-
ous, dangerous and not infrequently deranged heroines, and its complicated,

mysterious plots—involving crime, bigamy, adultery, arson and arsenic.” TH# 5 &
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BT3B, LT “Perhaps most shocking of all was the fact that these ‘fast’
novels of passion and crime were all set in the context of the otherwise mundane
domestic life of a contemporary middle-class or aristocratic English house hold,
and that they were both read and written largely by women.” & F383 %, (Pykett,
1992, 47-8)

4) BETHeeAVvOpFHELT, €775V D=a—v—<v/gi, FKED
BTy B EEVICHENE Z 03B 5 (Bixler67) X 512, =% v—v a3 VI
Y v e e » b “the Improper Feminine” o oDl n 5%, H Lok, o
Fhoo—U—=V /) _UDOHEZBEL TS E BV 25,

(5) Dickens 73 Collins ® THEHj @ oWl R7- 2 ST, v i—- a3 v NSDE
wELTXglEHVicidh b, (Lyn Pykett, 1994, 4)

6) REXFHEMD VNATFyO=rAakAE 7, UNRG DS vF v kT 2
THRE, TREOTEEIiO ATV E 20 v 25 LicF TADB& Al BH, FBR
FEBICIEL I, EOFHRAE VIR > T 5, VNATFHZD TR
N¥s Bat— MO — ) TTinker Belly No. 44, HAA ¥V A RE\EL¥S, FR
114E 2 A pp. 32-44, ©/pAZry w@2uTik The Story of the Indian Gentleman—
Recovery of the English Masculine Identity in A Little Princess, Children’s
Literature in Education, Vol. 32, No. 4, December 2001, p. 283-293, TEAE D TER
o TR OERE) RT3 RE— 1 v FOl%F, FMESTAFAEGEEIT
E (G R B34 7, FRI4FIHpp. 1-26 %R0 &,

(7) 105, AV 24 Pl RBERD, N—F v b DT VR E~ATREI T aTAD
REREGRL D, BT, KA TR0 AFTRIL IS EANEE 2R - Tk b,
F7ADOLUEFREOBRDE S N EDROBIBRFLIVBRCIEEYE 252 L0 %
Vo (Thwaite 108)

(8  TMKf, R/ PNRHOBE LT - T5 18HHE & 50, Ehhic 192K E & B H
TEMEDH 5P, &2 TR DOIERBREOHBEE I RN & 2, 19 fihf2
KEFH 2T,

9) 74 77A7 4 7CHREh, FKMETHRAL T, G - BT 8 oftns
82 —AOHWEB <=2 7 v, i, AT ELO LY aEs)g,, B0y
VER I EEUABEMNE ChoToe BEEILERT OB 5 12 LE D Mrs. Mary
Wood-Allen, MD 233 ¢, B# G OE 5 1k Sylvanus Stall, DD 23H¥4 LT\ 5,

(10 Mabel Birchenough, “A Lady of Quality” The Nineteenth Century. 1896, Nov,
771,
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ERAATFS T7vidse ) vEOBBROBIMNET AL THD, 7V HEH T

It -T2 v ) VERTHL TS ETHIE, CoPEoARY D v £ v 3TV
d Lhieouwy (44) =T uw5b,

13 Fallon, p. 90.

149 Bixler, p. 70.

Work Cited
Birchenough, Mabel. “A Lady of Quality” The Nineteenth Century. 1896, Nov: 771
-772.

Bixler, Phyllis. Frances Hodgson Burnett. Boston: Twayne Publisher, 1984.
Burnett, Frances Hodgson. A Lady of Quality. London: Fredrick Warne and Co.,
1896.

Burnett, Vivian. The Romantick Lady : the life story of an imagination. London :
Charles Scribner’s & Sons, 1927.

Fallon, Eileen. The Words of Love : A Complete Guide to Romantic Fiction. New
York : Garland Publishing INC, 1984.

Flint, Kate. The Woman Reader 1837 -1914. New York : Oxford UP, 1993.

Gilbert, Pamela. Disease, Desirve and the Body in Victorian Women’s Popular Novels
Cambridge : Cambridge UP, 1997.

Pykett, Lyn. The Improper Feminine : The Women’s Sensation Novel and the New
Woman Writing. London : Routledge, 1992.

The Sensational Fiction : From The Woman in White to the Moonstone.
Plymouth : Northcourt, 1994.

Thwaite, Ann. Waiting jfor the Party. The Life Story of Frances Hodgson Burnett.
(1974) London: Faber and Faber, 1994.

Wood-Allen, Mary. What a Young Woman Ought to Know. Philadelphia : The Vir
Publishing Co, 1898.

BEMRF TAANE s « FEb—TIA% "TWMEOTER ~oilE—s BBEF. 2003,



nw VAT E V) BEE

Sister Anne’s Reading: An Analysis of Frances

Hodgson Burnett’s A Lady of Quality

Ariko Kawabata

A Leady of Quality is said to be a sensation novel unique amongst
Burnett’s work, though written in 1896 when the boom for the genre
was almost over. Moreover, unlike typical sensation fiction, the story
is set against a 17th century background, and appears as a pseudo
historical romance. But the central motif and theme of the novel, a
protest against patriarchal oppression fuelled by the power of the
unconventional heroine Clorinda, share the same concern as those
novels by Mary Braddon and Mrs Henry Wood. However it is not
enough to read this novel as focusing only on the beautiful crossdressing
wild heroine. She has a shadowy double, her sister Anne, who repre-
sents the weak, feminine, submissive angel. Repressed and subjugated,
Anne always looks at her strong willful sister, admiring her power and
observing her love affair from afar. On the surface of the story, she
looks like a saintly innocent, but a close reading reveals that she is not
at all “the proper feminine” as Lyn Pyckett calls it, for she is carefully
constructed as a bookworm, or a romance reader, and therefore knows
“strange things”, which makes her transgress the sphere of angelic
existence.

In this paper I will examine how the proper versus improper spheres
of femininity are deconstructed, by focusing on Anne as a romance
reader. It will be clear that the true sensationalism of the story exists
not in the secret murder by Clorinda, but in the imperative of the dying
Anne to keep the crime secret. Reading the subtext centering Anne will
exemplify how she has developed as a subjective reader, and achieved
her heart’s desire in her own way. Sister Anne’s reading is then
interpreted as a strategy to make this story a meta-romance: a
romance about the meaning of reading romance.
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