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I n 1748 Frances B r o o k e , a y o u n g L i n c o l n s h i r e 
w o m a n raised a m o n g a f a m i l y of c o u n t r y clerics 
w e n t to L o n d o n to seek a l i v i n g as a w r i t e r . T o 
a n y o n e f a m i l i a r w i t h t r a d i t i o n a l l i terary h i s tory , 
w h i c h consists of f a m o u s m a l e a u t h o r s a n d occa­
s i o n a l a r i s tocra t i c female dabblers , th is is a 
r e m a r k a b l e fact. 

W e d o n o t k n o w w h y the twenty-one-year -o ld 
Frances B r o o k e felt e i ther interested i n o r capa­
ble of b e c o m i n g a n i n d e p e n d e n t w o m a n of let­
ters. She h a d been educated at h o m e by her 
m o t h e r a n d a n u n c l e i n the f u n d a m e n t a l s of 
r e a d i n g , w r i t i n g , a r i t h m e t i c , a n d F r e n c h , as w e l l 
as those of s i n g i n g , d a n c i n g , a n d n e e d l e w o r k . It 
was a legacy left by her c ler ic father at h i s early 
d e a t h that e n a b l e d B r o o k e to travel to L o n d o n . 
T h e r e , a m a z i n g l y , this o r d i n a r y l o o k i n g w o m a n 
succeeded. She p u b l i s h e d poetry, a h e r o i c c lass i ­
ca l tragedy i n b l a n k verse w h i c h was w e l l 
rece ived, a n d w e n t o n to w r i t e a p a s t o r a l a n d a 
farce. She p r o d u c e d a weekly p a p e r that r a n for 
the better par t of a year w h e n she was t h i r t y - o n e . 
T h e p a p e r , a series of Spectator- l i k e essays, was 
w r i t t e n i n the p e r s o n a of its t i t le , The Old Maid. 
D u r i n g this t ime B r o o k e m a r r i e d a c l e r g y m a n 
f i f teen years her senior . T h e need for m o n e y d i d 
not abate w i t h her m a r r i a g e ; a s o n was b o r n i n 
1757 a n d her h u s b a n d was absent m u c h of the 
t i m e , as a s h i p ' s c h a p l a i n . 

B r o o k e ' s l i f e as a p o p u l a r L o n d o n scr ibbler is 
en t i re ly t y p i c a l of the age. She k n e w S a m u e l 
J o h n s o n , D a v i d G a r r i c k , a n d was associated 
w i t h R i c h a r d s o n ' s c i rc le . She translated a F r e n c h 
n o v e l of s e n s i b i l i t y , m e m o i r s , a n d a h i s t o r y of 
E n g l a n d . She wrote her o w n novels of s e n s i b i l ­
i ty , tragedies, c o m i c operas, a n d a t ravelogue-
n o v e l that has become k n o w n as the f irst C a n a ­
d i a n n o v e l . She m a y have p r o d u c e d other a n o n y ­
m o u s h a c k - w o r k of w h i c h we have n o record . 

A l l this goes to i l l u s t r a t e her b i o g r a p h e r L o r ­
r a i n e M c M u l l e n ' s r e m a r k that: 

M a n y e ighteenth-century w o m e n wri ters , 
w e l l k n o w n i n the l i t e rary w o r l d of the i r 
t i m e , are n o w m i n o r or m a r g i n a l f igures . 
I n the ear ly years of the n o v e l , they were far 
m o r e n u m e r o u s — a n d far m o r e s u c c e s s f u l — 
t h a n is g e n e r a l l y rea l ized, (xi) 

It is jus t s u c h a " r e v i s e d " l i t e rary h i s t o r y that 
M c M u l l e n has w r i t t e n . 

It is d i f f i c u l t to j u d g e h o w r e n e w e d interest i n 
Frances B r o o k e , i n p a r t i c u l a r , has c o m e a b o u t . 
C e r t a i n l y i n C a n a d a , i t is based p a r t l y o n a u t h o r ­
s h i p of The History of Emily Montague (1769), 
a n ep is to lary n o v e l of s e n s i b i l i t y . T h e r e is a l so 
reason to believe that she wrote a second " C a n a ­
d i a n " n o v e l p u b l i s h e d i n 1774. T h e B r o o k e s 
spent f ive years i n C a n a d a (1763-68) m a i n l y i n 
Q u e b e c C i t y , w h e r e J o h n B r o o k e h a d been 
a p p o i n t e d a c h a p l a i n after the defeat of the 
F r e n c h . I n w r i t i n g Emily Montague, B r o o k e 
s h o w e d her adeptness at n o t jus t o n e c o n v e n ­
t i o n a l m o d e — t h e R i c h a r d s o n i a n n o v e l — b u t t w o , 
for a t ravelogue a b o u t the recent ly a c q u i r e d 
C a n a d a was e q u a l l y as a p p e a l i n g to B r i t i s h 
readers. 

It is thus at least as m u c h i n her c o n v e n t i o n a l ­
i t y as i n her u n c o n v e n t i o n a l i t y that Frances 
B r o o k e attracts o u r n o t i c e , for her choices a r t i c u ­
late the context i n w h i c h m o r e f a m o u s wri ters 
made their careers: the pseudo-c lass ica l tragedy, 
the n o v e l of sens ib i l i ty , the interest i n th ings 
F r e n c h , the p o p u l a r i t y of h i s t o r y a n d travel 
b o o k s . H o w e v e r , there is n o evidence f r o m 
M c M u l l e n ' s s tudy to suggest that B r o o k e has 
been g r i e v o u s l y u n d e r r a t e d , a n d M c M u l l e n ' s 
c o m m e n t that i n the h e r o i n e of The Excursion, 
" F r a n c e s B r o o k e has p r o v i d e d us w i t h the closest 
character i n the e i g h t e e n t h - c e n t u r y n o v e l to a 
female T o m J o n e s " (188), rather underest imates 
the differences between The Excursion a n d Tom 



Jones. O n l y i n a n h i s t o r i a n ' s s u m m a r i z i n g of 
l i terary p lo ts c o u l d they c o m e to seem a l i k e . 

I n fact, B r o o k e ' s a c h i e v e m e n t s are m o r e inter­
e s t i n g i n o u t l i n e t h a n i n M c M u l l e n ' s t e l l i n g of 
t h e m . M c M u l l e n ' s prose is n o t heavy- footed , b u t 
ne i ther is i t p r o v o c a t i v e . U n d e r s t a n d a b l y c a u g h t 
u p i n the sheer a m o u n t of p i o n e e r i n g research 
that her subject has r e q u i r e d , M c M u l l e n tends to 
a l l o w b a n a l d e t a i l to o v e r w h e l m her narra t ive . 
T h e subject is a g o o d o n e b u t c o u l d have been 
bettered by l e a v i n g s o m e of its h a r d w o n deta i l s 
o u t . Ye t at t i m e s — m o s t j a r r i n g l y i n the w a y the 
deaths of B r o o k e a n d her h u s b a n d c a s u a l l y t u r n 
u p a m i d rev iews of o n e of B r o o k e ' s p l a y s — 
detai ls seem to desert M c M u l l e n ' s prose. Between 
these t w o extremes B r o o k e never q u i t e comes to 
l i f e . H e r career is felt to be of interest b u t n o t 
in teres t ing . 

It m a y s i m p l y be that M c M u l l e n is m o r e of a 
l i t e rary h i s t o r i a n t h a n a b i o g r a p h e r : " I n recon­
s t r u c t i n g Frances B r o o k e ' s l i f e a n d w o r k , we 
reconstruct the l i terary w o r l d of her t ime."(219) 
M c M u l l e n ' s preface a n d c o n c l u s i o n thus s h o w a 
c lear ly t h o u g h t - o u t n o t i o n of w h a t is b e i n g 
a t t e m p t e d by r e t e l l i n g the l i f e of Frances B r o o k e . 
P e r h a p s i t was a l i f e a n d w o r l d w i t h o u t m u c h 
p a s s i o n — s o this h i s t o r y w o u l d seem to i m p l y . 
B u t i t is c u r i o u s that the w o r k s themselves te l l us 
o therwise . 
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T r a d i t i o n a l c r i t i c i s m ' s systematic d e r o g a t i o n 
of w o m e n ' s w r i t i n g , a n d i n the p a r t i c u l a r c o n ­
text of the w o r k s r e v i e w e d here, of w o m e n ' s f i c ­
t i o n espec ia l ly , is of p a r a m o u n t i m p o r t a n c e i n 
a n y d i s c u s s i o n of f e m i n i s t c r i t i c i s m , a n d i t is 
therefore g r a t i f y i n g to f i n d three studies w h i c h , 
i n their o w n w a y s , take o n the p r o b l e m . I n this 
respect, h o w e v e r , despite its c l a i m to be a w o r k of 
f e m i n i s t c r i t i c i s m , M a r y P o o v e y ' s The Proper 
Lady and the Woman Writer is c r i t i c a l l y the 
m o s t c o n v e n t i o n a l i n its a p p r o a c h . P o o v e y ' s 
d e t a i l e d e x a m i n a t i o n of the w o r k s of W o l l s t o n e ­
craft , S h e l l e y , a n d A u s t e n i n the l i g h t of the i r 
s o c i a l a n d p e r s o n a l contexts , w h i l e i n t e r e s t i n g 
i n itself, adds l i t t l e that is n e w to the u n d e r s t a n d ­
i n g of each w r i t e r . T h e s t rength of this s tudy lies 
m o r e i n its genera l i d e o l o g i c a l thesis, of w h i c h 
the three wri ters are o n the w h o l e c o n v i n c i n g 
e x a m p l e s . P o o v e y ' s i d e n t i f i c a t i o n of " the d i s ­
c repancy between the p r o m i s e s of b o u r g e o i s 
i d e o l o g y a n d the sat is fact ions that l i fe i n b o u r ­
geois society a c t u a l l y y i e l d s " is n o t at a l l s u r p r i s ­
i n g , but her f u r t h e r c o n c l u s i o n that " i n the ear ly 
n i n e t e e n t h c e n t u r y this m o s t g e n e r a l of a l l c o n ­
t r a d i c t i o n s was exper ienced i n a n intense f o r m 
by w o m e n a n d , p a r t i c u l a r l y , by w o m e n w r i t e r s " 
is a m p l y j u s t i f i e d n o t mere ly by her genera l d i s ­
c u s s i o n but a l s o by the large n u m b e r of spec i f i c 


