
 

 1 

 
 
 
 
 

Grace Aguilar’s  
Historical Romances 

 
 

By Kathrine Mercedes Klein 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

September 2009 
 
 

Department of English  
Queen Mary, University of London 

 
 
 
 

A dissertation submitted for the degree of  
Doctor of Philosophy  

 
 
 



 

 2 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Statement of Originality 
 

The work presented in this thesis is, to the best of my knowledge and 
belief, original and my own work, except as acknowledged in the text. 
The material has not been submitted, either in whole or in part, for a 

degree at this or any other university. 
 

Kathrine M. Klein 
 



 

 3 

Abstract 
 
My dissertation looks critically at Grace Aguilar’s historical romance novels and short 

stories, and investigates English writers’ uses of history in early- to mid-nineteenth-

century fiction.  Shifting the current critical emphasis on Aguilar’s Jewish texts, I 

have analyzed the ways in which Aguilar revises the genres of the national tale, the 

gothic romance, and the medieval romance in order to demonstrate her participation 

in the construction of nineteenth-century domestic values. 

 

In Chapter One, I introduce to critical debate Aguilar’s juvenilia, relying on 

unpublished manuscripts and novels published only in the twentieth century to 

establish the origins of Aguilar’s interest in history and historical writing.  Locating 

Aguilar’s narrative style in the early nineteenth-century national tale, I show that as a 

child Aguilar envisioned the English and Scottish nations as a family, making 

domesticity both a private and a public—a female and a male—value.  

 

Chapter Two focuses on Aguilar’s use of history to express nineteenth-century 

domestic ideals in her version of the gothic romance.  Deploying the setting of the 

Catholic Inquisition in Spain and Portugal, Aguilar writes gothic tales that unite 

Jewish and Protestant gender values. She makes heroic the Jewish female martyr to 

suggest not only that nineteenth-century Protestants and Jews share similar domestic 

principles, but also that Jewish women could be seen as ideal models for Protestant 

women. 

 

Finally, in Chapter Three I explore Aguilar’s participation in the nineteenth-century 

medievalist tradition by reflecting on her revision of nineteenth-century literary 

idealizations of the Middle Ages.  In these short stories, Aguilar fictionalizes the 

sixteenth-century European chivalric ethos, looking critically at the role of women in 

court society at the end of the Middle Ages.  Deploying the tropes prevalent in 

popular nineteenth-century anti-medievalist fiction, Aguilar debunks celebrations of 

the Middle Ages by showing how chivalry is antagonistic to nineteenth-century 

domesticity. 
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Literary Chronology 

 

Michael Galchinsky, in his edition of Aguilar’s selected writings, offers the most 

complete chronology to date of Aguilar’s life marked by her literary activity.  My 

archival work, however, has shifted several of the assertions he offers as definitive 

dates of composition or publication.  This is significant to my arguments about 

Aguilar’s historical romances because the times of her compositions and publications 

expose her preoccupation with specific genres comprising early-nineteenth-century 

popular fiction; her revision of varieties of literary genres shows that she was 

interested in Englishness as much as she was in Anglo-Jewishness.  I have, therefore, 

offered a revised chronology here of her literary endeavors with notes on the poetry 

and fiction that is relevant to this dissertation.  I hope that this will be useful in 

helping to explain my organization of this project as well as my argument that 

Aguilar’s writing was motivated by her desire to write about issues that were of 

concern to the mainstream English-Protestant reader.  Based upon this timeline, one 

can see that Aguilar’s participation in popular early nineteenth-century literary 

publishing trends—the literary annuals and periodicals—was substantial.  This is 

significant because it helps to position her writing in the context of nineteenth-

century English culture more generally, rather than isolating her within the context of 

Anglo-Jewish writing. 

 

1816 Aguilar is born 

1828 Writes drama, ‘Gustavus Vasa’ (lost manuscript) 

1830 Writes ‘Poems Book 1’ (MS), in which she writes poems to friends, 

family, and herself about nature, history, friendship, emotions, 

literature, and day-to-day activities she participates in.  Some of the 

poetry she writes in this book appears in her novel-length historical 

fiction; this is cited when relevant. 

1831 Finishes ‘Poems Book 1’ (MS) 

Writes ‘Poems Book 2’ (MS), in which she continues to write poems 

in the vein of ‘Poems Book 1’. Some of the poetry she writes in this 

book appears in her novel-length historical fiction; this is cited when 

relevant. 
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Writes ‘Legends of Time Past’, a collection of two narrative histories 

about England in the Middle Ages:  ‘Edmund de Clifford’ (May-

September, Teignmouth); and, ‘Lionel Percy’ (October-December, 

begun in Teignmouth and completed in London) 

1833 Writes ‘Tales of Time Past’, a collection of three (or four)* narrative 

histories about medieval Scotland and England: ‘Edmund the 

Dauntless Chief’, the story of the conflict between the Normans and 

the Saxons in 1190; ‘William Wallace’, a history about William 

Wallace’s fictional son; ‘The Days of Bruce’, the story of Robert the 

Bruce’s rise to power and attempts to gain Scotland’s independence 

from England; and, ‘MacIntosh, the Highland Chief’, a tale about 

Scottish clans during the Scottish Civil War in 1646-67.  ‘Edmund’, 

‘William Wallace’, and ‘MacIntosh’ were published by Routledge in 

1908 without ‘Bruce’ as Tales From British History. As I will discuss in 

my second chapter, *‘Bruce’ has no definitive composition date, but 

fits chronologically with the structure of the narrative histories by 

Maria Hack and Walter Scott, which Aguilar claims to have modeled 

her national tales on, and I have, therefore, dated it accordingly. 

1834 Writes ‘Françoise. A Fragment’ (MS), a historical romance about the 

affair between Françoise de Chateaubriant and King Francis I of 

France 

Writes ‘The Friends, A Domestic Tale’ (MS), a novel about two 

girlfriends, one Jewish and one Christian, that was possibly inspired 

by her friendship with Caroline A. Bowles1   

                                                
1 In ‘Poems Book 3’, Aguilar writes ‘Lines Written on the Birthday of a Friend but not intended for 
her perusal’, which include the following lines: 
 
And o’er my heart their influence throws 
With a wild pang that seems like woe 
That checks my spirits in their flow 
And chills the warm blood in its glow 
The Friends I love & who love me 
Oh they are far away from me  
I’ve looked around the world to find 
My love return’d—a kindred mind 
One my own age to love esteem 
To look on as a guiding beam 
And long I looked—in vain—for none 
Could love me as I [?] have done 
I ever thought that they would scorn 
A Jewess hid—a Jewess born 
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Writes ‘Leila, A Poem in Thee Cantos’ (MS, n.d., date according to 

Michael Galchinsky2), a narrative poem that resonates thematically 

with Edward Bulwer-Lytton’s later novel Leila; or, the Siege of Granada 

(1838)  

Writes ‘Poems Book 3’ (MS), that follows on the themes of her first 

two books. Some of the poetry she writes in this book appears in her 

novel-length historical fiction; this is cited when relevant. 

1835 Begins ‘Poems Book 4’, that follows on the themes of her first three 

books 

1836 Finishes ‘Poems Book 4’ 

Writes ‘The Charmed Bell and Other Poems, Volume 1’ (MS), in 

which she writes fantastical poetry, as well as poems that follow on 

the themes of her earlier poetry books 

Writes first draft of the domestic novel Home Influence; A Tale for 

Mothers and Daughters (date according to Galchinsky3) 

1837 Writes ‘The Charmed Bell and Other Poems, Volume 2’ (MS), a 

continuation of the first volume of this book. Some of the poetry she 

writes in this book appears in her novel-length historical fiction. 

Writes ‘Sabbath Thoughts, Lecture on the 32nd Psalm by Rev. R.A.’ 

(MS) 

1838 Writes ‘Poems Book 8’ (MS, Book 7 is missing, or Book 8 was titled 

incorrectly as the titling on this volume shows that someone amended 

Aguilar’s original numbering) 

Writes ‘Adah, A Simple Story’ (MS), a domestic narrative about a 

Jewish heroine designed to educate a Christian audience about Jews 

   Publishes translation of Orobio de Castro’s Israel Defended 

1839 Finishes ‘Poems Book 8’ (MS) 

   Publishes The Magic Wreath of Hidden Flowers (Brighton), a book  
                                                                                                                                 
That race accursed by man & God 
When Salem’s walls sunk neath the sod 
But I was wrong—thou canst love me 
 
The tribute Caroline A. Bowles writes to Aguilar, as well as a number of other poems in Aguilar’s 
poetry books, point to the possibility that ‘The Friends’ was inspired by Aguilar’s friendship with 
Bowles (‘Poems Book 3’, UCL Special Collections, Grace Aguilar Collection, MS ADD 378, Box A, 
n.d.). 

2 Grace Aguilar, Selected Writings, Michael Galchinsky, ed. (Peterborough: Broadview Press Ltd., 2003), 
48. 
3 ibid, 48. 
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of riddle poems about flowers 

1840 Writes The Spirit of Judaism (date according to Galchinsky4) 

1841 no recorded activity 

1842 Publishes ‘The Triumph of Love’, a domestic short story, in 

Friendship’s Offering; and Winter’s Wreath (ed. Leitch Ritchie), a literary 

annual and gift book that collected selections of poetry and prose of 

varying subjects that were accompanied by engravings 

  Begins friendship with Camilla Toulmin 

Publishes The Spirit of Judaism in the Occident and American Jewish 

Advocate (ed. Isaac Leeser and published between 1843 and 1853), a 

journal that aimed to ‘advance the cause of [the Jewish] religion’ 

through verse, prose, essays, and news articles5 

Publishes ‘A Poet’s Dying Hymn’ in the Voice of Jacob; or, Hebrews’ 

Monthly Miscellany (ed. Jacob A. Franklin and published between 1841 

and 1846 in London), a ‘traditionalist periodical’ that published 

poetry and prose to speak against the Evangelical conversionist 

movement6 

1843 Publishes ‘The Stone-Cutter’s Boy of Possagno’, a historical romance 

about a moment in the childhood of Italian sculptor, Antonio 

Canova, in the literary annual Heath’s Book of Beauty (ed. the Countess 

of Blessington), which is similar in form to Friendship’s Offering 

Publishes ‘Gonzalvo’s Daughter’, a historical romance about the 

conflict between Spain and Italy over Naples, in Friendship’s Offering, A 

Literary Album and Annual Remembrancer (ed. Leitch Ritchie) 

Publishes The Perez Family in Charlotte Montfiore’s Cheap Jewish 

Library, a publication aimed at working class Jews in nineteenth-

century England and which hoped to help Anglo-Jews to combat 

conversionists7 

                                                
4 Grace Aguilar, Selected Writings, 49. 
5 Isaac Leeser, ‘Introductory Remarks’, The Occident and American Jewish Advocate, 1.1 (April 1843), n.p. 
http://www.jewish-history.com/occident/volume1/april1843/introductory.html [accessed 25 July 
2009]. 
6 Michael Galchinsky, The Origin of the Modern Jewish Woman Writer: Romance and Reform in Victorian 
England (Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 1996), 61-62. 
7 Nadia Valman, Personal Conversation, 23 July 2009. 
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Publishes poems in the Occident (ed. Isaac Leeser): ‘The Chamber of 

the Dying’ (May); ‘Sabbath Thoughts’ (August); ‘Song of the Spanish 

Jews’ (September); and, ‘An Hour of Peace’ (September)  

1844 Publishes poems in the Occident (ed. Isaac Leeser):  ‘Sabbath 

Thoughts’ (January); ‘A Vision of Jerusalem’ (February); ‘Angels’ 

(March); ‘Communings with Nature’ (April); ‘Communings with 

Nature: the Ocean’ (May); ‘Sabbath Thoughts’ (June); ‘Funeral Hymn’ 

(July); ‘Hymn to Summer’ (August); and, ‘I Never Loved a Flower’ 

(December) 

Publishes Records of Israel (London: J. Mortimer), a collection of two 

short stories about Jews in the Spanish and Portuguese Catholic 

Inquisition, with John Mortimer (London), a mainstream publisher 

Publishes a letter to the editor of the Occident criticizing his analysis of 

Records of Israel (October) 

Publishes ‘Lucy; an Autumn Walk’, a domestic short story, in the 

literary album The Keepsake (ed. the Countess of Blessington), which is 

similar in form to Friendship’s Offering and Heath’s Book of Beauty 

1845 Publishes ‘The Fugitive. A True Tale’, a short story similar to those in 

Records, in Charles Heath’s Heath’s Book of Beauty (ed. the Countess of 

Blessington) 

Publishes The Women of Israel; or, Characters and Sketches from the Holy 

Scriptures and Jewish History (London: Groomsbridge and Sons), a 

scripture biography about significant Hebrew women from ancient to 

modern times 

Publishes poems in the Occident (ed. Isaac Leeser): ‘Dialogue Stanzas’ 

(August), ‘Memory and Hope’ (September), ‘The Wanderers’ 

(October), ‘Sabbath Thoughts: Parting from Friends’ (November), 

‘An Infant’s Smile’ (December) 

1846 Publishes ‘The Martyr’, a novel-length tale similar to those in Records, 

that was serialized in The New Monthly Belle Assemblée; a Magazine of 

Literature and Fashion (January-December) 

Publishes short stories ‘The Val Des Rivages. A Tale of the French 

Jews’ and ‘The Spirit of Night. Founded on a Hebrew Apologue’, in 

Heath’s Book of Beauty 
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   Publishes The Jewish Faith (London) 

 Publishes poems in the Occident (ed. Isaac Leeser): ‘Autumn Winds’ 

(January); ‘The Widow’ (March); ‘The Rocks of Elim’ (April); 

‘Communings with Nature: The Evergreen’ (May); ‘Sabbath 

Thoughts’ (June); and, ‘Past, Present, and Future’ (July) 

1847 Publishes ‘Amête and Yafèh’, an allegorical tale that shows the 

meaning of these two Hebrew words, in The Keepsake (ed. the 

Countess of Blessington) 

Publishes ‘Lady Gresham’s Fete. A Tale of the Day’, a domestic short 

story, in Heath’s Book of Beauty (ed. the Countess of Blessington) 

Publishes ‘The History of the Jews in England’, an essay about Jewish 

persecution, anonymously in Chambers’ Miscellany of Useful and 

Entertaining Tracts (Edinburgh: W. and R. Chambers) 

Publishes Home Influence: A Tale for Mothers and Daughters (London: R. 

Groomsbridge) 

Publishes poems in the Occident (ed. Isaac Leeser): ‘The Jewish Year’ 

(May); ‘Sabbath Thoughts, No. VI’ (June); ‘The Jewish Year, No. II’ 

(July); and, ‘Address to the Ocean’ (October—submitted by Sarah 

Aguilar or held over from a previous month) 

  Dies in Frankfurt whilst visiting her brother, Emanuel 

1848  ‘Red Rose Villa, and its Inhabitants’, a domestic short story, is 

published in The Keepsake (ed. the Countess of Blessington) 

1849 ‘Stanzas accompanying a “Keepsake”’, a short poem, is published in 

The Keepsake (ed. the Countess of Blessington) 

1850 Sarah Aguilar publishes ‘The Martyr’ in novel-form as The Vale of 

Cedars; or, The Martyr (London: Groomsbridge and Sons) 

Sarah Aguilar publishes Women’s Friendship: A Story of Domestic Life 

(London: Groomsbridge), a domestic novel 

1851 The Occident publishes ‘The Triumph of Love’, a domestic short story 

(November, December) 

Sarah Aguilar publishes A Mother’s Recompense; a Sequel to Home Influence 

(London: Groomsbridge and Sons) 

1852 Sarah Aguilar publishes The Days of Bruce: A Story of Scottish History 

(London: Groomsbridge and Sons) in novel-form 
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Sarah Aguilar publishes Home Scenes and Heart Studies (London: 

Groomsbridge and Sons), a collection of the short stories Aguilar 

published in the literary annuals, as well as those that had not been 

published before  

1853 Sarah Aguilar publishes Sabbath Thoughts and Sacred Communings 

(London), a collection of Aguilar’s poems and sermons contributed 

to the Occident, as well as those previously unpublished 

1870- Groomsbridge and Sons publishes The Works of Aguilar, New 

1871 Edition (London)  

1908 George Routledge publishes Tales From British History: ‘Edmund the 

Dauntless Chief’, ‘William Wallace’, and ‘MacIntosh, the Highland 

Chief’ from the original manuscript dated 1833 
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Introduction: Grace Aguilar, Historical Romance, Domesticity 
 

My Native Land 
Addressed to Miss Henriques 

In answer to her question of—Why I loved my Native Land1 
 

Yes I do love—dost thou ask why 
    The land that gave me birth. 

Thou canst not feel then as do I 
    Towards my Native Earth; 

There is a charm that lingers here, 
    Around this rocky strand 

And it would cause a bitter tear 
    To leave my native Land 

 
[…] 

 
In other Lands I would not roam 

    And leave this happy isle 
I would not seek another home 

    Tho’ rich with nature’s smile. 
I would not rove in fetter’d Spain 

    Ruled by a despot’s hand 
Oh no! long may I here remain 

    My own My Native Land! 
 

And e’en in France I would not live 
    That Land to most so gay, 

To me it would not pleasure give 
    To roam so far Away 

There is a charm I know not why 
    That hovers round this strand 

Long in my heart that charm will be 
    I love my Native Land. 

 
 […] 

 
England! Land by Nature blest 

    Monarch of the Sea 
Land of wealth and joy possest 

    Nation of the Free! 
May chains of love my heart long bind 

    Unto this Seagirt strand 
And may grim death his victim find 

    Within thy Native Land! 
 
This poem, hand-written in the first book of poems produced by Grace Aguilar 

(1816-1847), is a dialogue between the young Aguilar and her aunt about identity, 

                                                
1 Grace Aguilar, ‘Poems Book 1’, UCL Special Collections, Grace Aguilar Collection, MS ADD 378, 
Box A, n.d. (circa 1831), n.p. (94-98). 
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English nationalism, and patriotism.  Likely written in 1831, ‘My Native Land’ 

comprises one of Aguilar’s earliest writing ventures.  It is significant to my argument 

in this dissertation because it works twofold: whilst it asserts her love of England and 

her English identity, it also shows her assimilation of the rhetoric of poets like Walter 

Scott (1771-1832), Robert Southey (1774-1843), and Felicia Hemans (1793-1835) 

who were writing patriotic poetry in response to English citizens’ anxiety about 

national liberty following the French Revolution and in the midst of the Napoleonic 

Wars.2  At the age of fifteen Aguilar demonstrates her ability to reproduce popular 

literary conventions, deploying the recognizable language of patriotism.  She 

references ‘fetter’d Spain/ Ruled by a despot’s hand’, recycling the language 

Protestant writers use to criticize Catholicism in that country.  In the next stanza the 

reference to France, ‘that Land most gay’, alludes to the popular belief that the 

country was ruled by an aristocracy that followed the frivolity and sexual promiscuity 

associated with courtly society.  Drawing on stereotypes about Spain and France to 

illustrate her vision of England as the enlightened ‘Nation of the Free’, Aguilar’s 

poetry reflects the political controversies of her day.   

In this dissertation, I will consider the ways in which Aguilar updates and 

rewrites established literary models in her historical romances.  Her literary rhetoric 

prepares for the emergence of Victorian values, transferring the focus of English 

social politics to domesticity.  What my project sets out to do is shift the current 

critical argument that Aguilar’s significance as a writer lies in her contributions to the 

establishment of an Anglo-Jewish voice within nineteenth-century England.  It will 

suggest instead that Aguilar’s historical romances, written in the national, gothic, and 

medieval literary modes, articulate a discourse about English domesticity, extending 

the impact of Aguilar’s writing ventures to consider how she participated in the 

development of quintessential Victorian domestic ideals.  

In 1871, a columnist for The Jewish Chronicle wrote a series of reviews about a 

newly published collection of Aguilar’s most popular fiction.3  Introducing Aguilar to 

the journal’s readers, this reviewer writes: ‘She was essentially an English authoress’ 
                                                
2 For studies on the genre of the patriotic poem by these and other writers in the eighteenth and 
nineteenth centuries see, for example: L. Goodwin Salt, English Patriotic Poetry (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1911); Suvir Kaul, Poems of the Nation, Anthems of Empire: English Verse in the Long 
Eighteenth Century (Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 2000); Dustin Griffin, Patriotism and 
Poetry in Eighteenth-Century Britain (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002); and, Emma Mason, 
Women Poets of the Nineteenth Century (Horndon: Northcote House Publishers Limited, 2006), 17-48. 
3 ‘Literature: The Works of Grace Aguilar’, The Jewish Chronicle (1 September 1871), 7; ‘Literature: The 
Works of Grace Aguilar’, The Jewish Chronicle (27 October 1871), 7; ‘Literature: The Works of Grace 
Aguilar’, The Jewish Chronicle (24 November 1871), 6-7. 



 

 15 

(1 September 1871).  Yet, in current research on Aguilar there is a lack of criticism 

reflecting on her position as an English woman writing for an English audience.  The 

aforementioned statement in The Jewish Chronicle is the cornerstone of my argument in 

this dissertation and the foundation upon which I will construct a new reading of 

Aguilar’s fiction.  Based on my experience of her historical romances, both published 

and not, I will show that Aguilar’s engagement with popular literature in the late-

eighteenth- and early-nineteenth-century English literary market reflects on her 

position as an English woman, and an English Jew, and places her firmly within the 

social, religious, and political debates that went on to shape Victorian England.  

Catherine Hall argues that ‘Between 1780 and 1820, in the Evangelical struggle over 

anti-slavery and over the reform of manners and morals, a new view of the nation, or 

political power and of family life was forged.’4  Consequently, the 1830s and 1840s in 

England saw English writers begin to articulate the domestic ideology now associated 

with Victorian society.5  Emphasizing Aguilar’s revision of the rhetoric of eighteenth- 

and nineteenth-century novels that imagined English women’s experience of history 

and religion, I will consider how Aguilar contributes to the cultural myths that 

dictated the sexual politics of nineteenth-century domesticity, as well as English 

national identity.  This discussion will enable me to demonstrate that Aguilar’s 

historical romances redefine women’s position within the nation by empowering the 

domestic woman and idealizing femininity.  

Each of my chapters will suggest how and to what effect Aguilar expresses 

English domestic values by establishing the structure and language of the genres she 

wrote within.  Through these contexts I will show how she adjusts each type of 

fiction to accommodate her views on England’s attempts to cultivate a distinct 

national identity and to design female models of domesticity within the Jewish, 

Catholic, and Protestant faiths.  Aguilar’s choice to deploy the setting of medieval 

England during the period in which Scotland struggled to gain and maintain its 

independence enabled her to explore English anxieties about Catholicism and 

England’s relationship with France after the French Revolution and the Napoleonic 

Wars.  With this setting she could also use the Scottish struggle for independence to 

expand definitions of nationhood and citizenship.  In writing about Jewish characters 

during the time of the Catholic Inquisition in Spain and Portugal, she accessed 

                                                
4 Catherine Hall, White, Male and Middle-Class: Explorations in Feminism and History (Cambridge: Polity 
Press, 1992), 76. 
5 ibid, 76. 
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popular social concerns about the Catholic presence in England as a result of 

Catholic Emancipation and the Oxford Movement.  She could also portray Jewish 

women sympathetically by showing that their English-Protestant values helped them 

to combat the Catholic Other.  The last historical texts she wrote were critical of the 

medieval ideal she relied on for her national tales and histories and took further the 

problems of the Middle Ages in her gothic narratives.  Deploying popular 

idealizations of nineteenth-century domesticity, Aguilar considered women in court 

society and showed that the politics of chivalry disempowered women.  Responding 

in part to the political climate surrounding the end of the Oxford Movement, the 

Chartist Movement, and the abolition of slavery, Aguilar argues that England’s 

modern sensibility that positioned women as moral educators was ideal in 

comparison to the gender politics of the Middle Ages.  At the same time, she also 

explores the tensions bound up in the nineteenth-century domestic ideal, and their 

impact on women who struggle to exist as quintessential domestic saints. 

 

Positioning the Argument 

Many critics of Anglo-Jewish women’s literature emphasize the political 

contributions Aguilar’s writing makes to the arguments for Jewish emancipation.  

From the expulsion by King Edward I in the thirteenth century, Anglo-Jews suffered 

from policies that limited their civil rights within England.  In the early nineteenth 

century, long after the ‘resettlement’ of Jews in England following readmission in 

1656 under Cromwell, Anglo-Jews experienced toleration more than they had done 

before.  Nonetheless, Jews remained ‘classed as aliens’ and ‘consequently lacked all 

political and most economic rights and could thus not hold any position of trust 

granted by the Crown’.6  In 1829, the Catholic Emancipation Act passed in England 

and removed the political limitations—similar to those experienced by Anglo-Jews—

imposed upon Catholics; Catholics could now have the right to, and implications of, 

full English citizenship.  Following this, Anglo-Jews began to argue for their own 

emancipation, which would only be fully realized in 1870 with the passing of ‘The 

Ballot Act’ that opened ‘the door to full participation in English life’.7  It has been 

argued that Aguilar’s writing is essentially apologetic, intent on explaining Jews and 

Judaism to Protestant readers in the nineteenth century in order to help Anglo-Jews 

                                                
6 Linda Gertner Zatlin, The Nineteenth-Century Anglo-Jewish Novel (Boston: Twayne Publisher, 1981), 18. 
7 ibid, 21. 
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achieve emancipation.8  Because the majority of current scholarship on Aguilar’s 

writing focuses on her Jewish theological tracts, for example The Spirit of Judaism 

(1842), her Jewish fiction, for example Records of Israel (1844), and her scripture 

biography, for example The Women of Israel (1847), studies of Aguilar discuss her 

religious ideology and the ways in which her literature was able to bridge the 

Protestant and Jewish faiths. 

Linda Gertner Zatlin's The Nineteenth-Century Anglo-Jewish Novel, one of the 

earliest introductions to nineteenth-century Anglo-Jewish fiction, outlines the 

historical context of Anglo-Jewry in the period.9  In her discussion of Aguilar’s 

fiction, she observes that Aguilar’s narrators gloss over the details of Jewish ritual to 

emphasize instead her heroines’ model, nineteenth-century femininity.  Zatlin argues 

that this strategy enabled Aguilar to introduce a ‘Christianized’ Judaism, 

demonstrating her ‘acculturated consciousness’ and enabling Protestant readers to 

feel comfortable in their enjoyment of her texts.10   Michael Galchinsky, one of the 

most active voices on Aguilar, agrees with Zatlin that Aguilar ‘employs [a] distancing 

method so as to focus less on differences of form between Judaism and Christianity 

and more on similarities in spirit’.11  He differs from Zatlin in The Origin of the Modern 

Jewish Woman Writer12and Grace Aguilar: Selected Writings,13 however, because he sees 

Aguilar making ‘bargains’ through her literature with Anglo-Protestants, arguing that 

the Jews’ conversion to Protestantism is unnecessary if Judaism is practiced 

exclusively in private.14  This is the emphasis, Galchinsky believes, of Aguilar’s novel 

The Vale of Cedars; or, the Martyr (1850), in which the heroine, possessing an essentially 

nineteenth-century Protestant spirit of piety, morality, and femininity, is a secret Jew 

who spends most of her life in a secluded ‘vale’ in fifteenth-century Spain.  Aguilar’s 

popularity, Galchinsky surmises, lies in the ways in which her heroines appeal to the 

nineteenth-century reader by enacting the gender expectations of contemporary 

                                                
8 Zatlin, The Nineteenth-Century Anglo-Jewish Novel, 33-34; Michael Galchinsky, Origin of the Modern Jewish 
Woman Writer: Romance and Reform in Victorian England (Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 1996), 
135-136; Elizabeth Fay, ‘Grace Aguilar: Rewriting Scott Rewriting History’, British Romanticism and the 
Jews: History, Culture, Literature, Sheila A. Spector, ed. (Houndmills: Palgrave Macmillan, 2002), 216-217; 
Nadia Valman, The Jewess in Nineteenth-Century British Culture (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2007), 91-94. 
9 Zatlin The Nineteenth-Century Anglo-Jewish Novel, 33-40. 
10 ibid, 39.   
11 Michael Galchinsky, The Origin of the Modern Jewish Woman Writer, 137. 
12 ibid, 137. 
13 Michael Galchinsky, ed., Grace Aguilar: Selected Writings (Peterborough: Broadview Press Limited, 
2003). 
14 Michael Galchinsky, ‘Modern Jewish Women’s Dilemmas: Grace Aguilar’s Bargains’, Literature & 
Theology, 1.1 (March 1997), 27-45. 
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England.  Aguilar becomes, therefore, a ‘Moral Governess’ for nineteenth-century 

readers, both Christian and Jewish.15    

Like Zatlin and Galchinsky, Elizabeth Fay in ‘Grace Aguilar: Rewriting Scott 

Rewriting History’16 and Nadia Valman, in The Jewess in Nineteenth-Century British 

Literary Culture, also read Aguilar as a political spokeswoman for Anglo-Jewry in 

dialogue with English evangelical culture.17  Where Fay and Valman differ from 

Zatlin and Galchinsky, however, is in their discussion of Aguilar’s use of popular 

English literary traditions to change the focus of critical understandings of Aguilar’s 

writing.  Fay suggests that Aguilar’s fiction ‘bridged the gap between the Romantic 

and Victorian eras and ideologies’ because she wrote ‘in the vein of Mary Shelley, 

Letitia Elizabeth Landon, and other women Romantics,’ contributing familiar texts to 

popular magazines and annuals in the 1830s and 1840s.18  She reads Aguilar’s popular 

novels The Vale of Cedars; or, the Martyr (1850) and The Days of Bruce (1852) against 

Walter Scott’s portrayal of Jews in Ivanhoe (1819).  Rather than silence or banish 

Jewish characters, as Scott does with Rebecca and Isaac, Fay argues that Aguilar 

criticizes ‘exclusionary strategies’, believing these ‘predict inquisitory practice’.19  For 

Fay, Aguilar’s significance as a writer is located in her use of Jewish subjects and 

characters to speak across the Anglo and Jewish communities in early-nineteenth-

century England with the hope of reforming both.  Nadia Valman argues similarly to 

Fay about Aguilar’s use of popular literary genres and tropes to unite English Jews 

and Protestants in the nineteenth century. Paying particular attention to Women of 

Israel (1847), though, Valman contextualizes Aguilar’s work with popular scripture 

biography, showing how Aguilar refutes Protestant assertions that Judaism stifled 

women by demonstrating that Jewish values rely on the same ‘elevated and 

empowering […] conception of femininity’ that Evangelical Christians did.20  Valman 

believes, similarly to Zatlin and Galchinsky, that ‘Aguilar sought to exploit the 

potential of fiction to evoke the ‘true spirit’ of Judaism’.21  She suggests that Aguilar 

assimilates specifically the rhetoric of popular Evangelical conversion fiction, revising 

it to demonstrate that Jewish women were not easy targets for the Evangelical 

mission.   

                                                
15 Galchinksy, Origin of the Modern Jewish Woman Writer, 135-189. 
16 Elizabeth Fay, ‘Grace Aguilar: Rewriting Scott Rewriting History’, 215-234. 
17 Nadia Valman, The Jewess in Nineteenth-Century British Literary Culture (2007). 
18 Fay, ‘Grace Aguilar: Rewriting Scott Rewriting History’, 215-216. 
19 ibid, 217. 
20 ibid, 99. 
21 Valman, The Jewess in Nineteenth-Century British Literary Culture, 91. 
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All of these critics are correct in their suggestion that Aguilar’s significance to 

literary studies may be rooted in her religious identity.  This reading of her oeuvre, 

however, is problematic because it limits Aguilar’s literary contribution and ignores 

the fact that the vast majority of her writing is not comprised of Jewish polemics but, 

rather, English and European history and English domestic fiction.  My thesis 

contributes to the burgeoning criticism on Jewish women writers in nineteenth-

century England by suggesting that Aguilar moves fluidly between constructions of 

English and Jewish identities in this period.  She contributes to the developing myths 

about femininity that anticipate Victorian domestic ideology, expanding nineteenth-

century female identity to include the Jewish, Catholic, and Protestant faiths. 

As I will show in more detail at the introduction of each of my main 

chapters, current scholarship on Aguilar’s work overlooks her use of the language of 

the commercially successful genres of the national tale, the gothic romance, and the 

medieval romance.  She uses all three of these genres to construct conduct literature 

that is prescriptive about nineteenth-century womanhood, but which problematizes 

this as well. In early nineteenth-century England, historical fiction became popular 

through Sir Walter Scott’s Waverley series and in particular the commercial success 

of Ivanhoe (1819).  However, I take up and develop Gary Kelly’s argument in Women, 

Writing and Revolution, 1790-1827,22 Lisa Kasmer’s thesis in her unpublished 

dissertation ‘Regendering History: Women and the Genres of History, 1760-1830’,23 

and Diana Wallace’s belief in The Woman’s Historical Novel: British Women Writers, 1900-

2000 that the historical novel was pioneered by women and became an important 

rhetorical tool for women writers in the early-nineteenth century.24  In the sections 

that follow I argue that women writing historical tales and romances in the 

eighteenth and nineteenth centuries are involved in a celebration of women’s 

domestic identity by suggesting that it has a role in forging England’s national 

identity.  Within these texts, Aguilar’s heroines mediate the public and private social 

spheres, and many of her narratives show that Jews and Catholics argue on the same 

side of nineteenth-century gender debates as Protestants.  

                                                
22 Gary Kelly, Women, Writing and Revolution 1790-1827 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1993). 
23 Lisa Kay Kasmer, ‘Regendering History: Women and the Genres of History, 1760-1830’ 
(unpublished PhD Dissertation, University of California, Los Angeles, 2002).  
24 Diana Wallace, The Woman’s Historical Novel: British Women writers, 1900-2000 (Houndmills: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2004).  Wallace’s book offers a substantial introduction to twentieth- and twenty-first-
century historical novels written by women.  The time period covered by her book is not compatible 
with mine in this dissertation; however, her arguments about the origin of the female historical novel 
help me to develop my claim that women initiated the genre.  
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In the second review of Aguilar’s collected works in The Jewish Chronicle (27 

October 1871), Aguilar’s writing style is compared to that of popular Christian 

Victorian writers, and the reviewer sees in her literary voice resonances with the 

excitement of ‘[Charles] Lever’s, and even Wilkie Collins’s later works of fiction’, as 

well as the historical grounding of ‘[Edward] Gibbon and […] [Flavius] Josephus’.25  

This review, as well as the others that appear in September 1871 and November 

1871, suggests a larger literary context within which we can place Aguilar’s fiction.  

Such non-religious literary contexts also include popular writers like the ones I will 

use to position Aguilar within the national, gothic, and medieval literary modes.  My 

project, therefore, locates Aguilar in the larger discourse of nineteenth-century 

English domestic fiction, and I aim to show as well the female focus of the literary 

genres under discussion. 

 

Shifting Current Criticism 
 
Critical work on Aguilar has been instrumental in bringing to the attention of 

nineteenth-century scholarship the very real presence of an Anglo-Jewish literary 

culture during this period.  What many of the aforementioned critics create in their 

scholarship is a fascinating study of the political ramifications of an Anglo-Jewish 

literature commenting on discussions about English identity.  Michael Galchinsky has 

argued that Aguilar’s ‘work functions as an encyclopedia with which to identify 

Anglo-Jewish women writers’ major issues and genres’.26  But, he does not consider 

Aguilar’s contribution to non-Jewish subjects in English genres—historical romance, 

domestic fiction, poetry, and essays—and the impact of her versions of these genres 

on the English Protestant reading public.  Although Galchinsky acknowledges that 

Aguilar’s successful writing career was instrumental in helping to provide ‘Anglo- and 

American Jewish women with a proud identity at a time when they were being 

severely criticized and pressured by Christians and by Jewish men’, he only draws on 

the tribute letters and poetry made to her after her death by Jewish women to make 

this case.27  From the work done by critics like Galchinsky, it is a fair point to make 

that Aguilar’s contributions were significant to the nineteenth-century Jewish 

communities of America and England, whilst acknowledging in brief that she also 

received positive reviews from the mainstream Protestant-English literary sphere.  
                                                
25 ‘Literature: The Works of Grace Aguilar’, The Jewish Chronicle (27 October 1871), 7. 
26 Galchinsky, Origin of the Modern Jewish Woman Writer, 188. 
27 ibid, 188. 
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What is missing from this argument, however, is a greater investigation of Aguilar’s 

entire canon, which I will show places her firmly within the dynamics governing the 

production of English popular literature. 

 Of the fiction I use to position Aguilar’s arguments about and assessments of 

nineteenth-century domestic ideals, four have been critically assessed as Jewish texts 

on Jewish subjects for a predominantly Jewish audience.  Of the remaining eight, as 

well as the enormous body of poetry and prose remaining in manuscript form and 

contained in the Grace Aguilar Collection held by University College London’s 

Special Collections Library, no scholarly studies have been done.  Moreover, no one 

has attended to Aguilar’s participation in popular English publishing trends, in 

particular her contributions to the literary annuals and periodicals of her day.  The 

volume of her short stories, as well as her submission of poetry on Jewish and non-

Jewish subjects to periodicals both in America and England is substantial (see 

Literary Chronology).   

Part of the significance of the sheer number of literary texts Aguilar wrote 

and published is the fact that she was able to accomplish this because she became 

friends from an early age with several popular writers and editors of her day.  The 

tributes that Sarah Aguilar—Grace’s mother—hand copied from popular journals 

following Grace’s death are mostly written by popular English authors: Leitch 

Ritchie, the Countess of Blessington, Mrs. S.C. Hall, Camilla Crosland (née Toulmin), 

and Caroline A. Bowles.28  In her autobiography Landmarks of A Literary Life 1820-

1892, Crosland dedicates a significant amount of text to describing her personal 

relationship with Aguilar.29  She also cites Aguilar’s ‘Exposition of Zanoni’, a short 

article that Aguilar wrote for the popular beauty, fashion, and literary magazine La 

Belle Assemblée in 1844 about Edward Bulwer-Lytton’s 1842 novel.  In this note, 

Crosland claims that Bulwer-Lytton told Aguilar ‘that to two women, herself and 

Miss Martineau, he was indebted for the truest understanding and best criticism of 

his work’.30  In the 1853 edition of Zanoni, Bulwer-Lytton published Aguilar’s 

‘Exposition’, preceded by the following note: 

 

                                                
28 Aguilar also developed an intimacy with Edward Bulwer-Lytton and Benjamin Disraeli, both of 
whom were helpful in aiding her entrance to the English literary marketplace.  
29 Camilla Crosland, Landmarks of a Literary Life 1820-1892 (New York: Charles Scribner and Sons, 
1893), 171-178. 
30 ibid, 176. 
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Affixed to the ‘Note’ with which this Volume concludes, […], the Reader will 

find, from the pen of one of our most eminent living writers, an ingenious 

attempt to explain the interior or typical meanings of the work now before 

him.31 

 

If nothing else, Bulwer-Lytton’s praise reflects on Aguilar’s ability to speak to the 

nineteenth-century English reader, and he here relies on her to provide his readers 

with clarity about the meaning he hoped his novel would convey.  Aguilar is praised 

by Bulwer-Lytton after her death not as a remarkable Jewess, but as an ‘eminent’ 

writer, separated from her religious identity because singled out by her talents.  In 

fact, according to Crosland, Aguilar was anxious about bringing Jewish history to the 

attention of English society.  Crosland records that, when approached by Colburn, 

the publisher for Chambers’s Miscellany of Tracts, in 1847 to write ‘a history of the 

persecution of the Jews in England, Aguilar ‘declined’, stating: ‘We are so well treated 

in England now, that it would be most ungrateful to revive the memory of those 

half-forgotten wrongs’’.32  Aguilar did, in the end, go on to write the essay, which she 

published anonymously in 1847, the year of her death.  Her reticence to resurrect 

past prejudices and intolerance suggests that she was interested less in being a 

spokesperson for Anglo-Jewry than she was in deploying her writing talents within 

the majority literary culture of nineteenth-century England.  Current scholarship does 

not attempt to deny that Aguilar was a successful writer in the nineteenth century, 

nor that she won praise from Jews and Protestants alike.  What this scholarship 

neglects, and what I hope this dissertation will remedy, is the complete picture of 

Aguilar’s use of popular fiction to establish a literature that helps to develop the 

nineteenth-century English domestic ethos.  

 
Theoretical Grounding 
 
Part I—Historical Fiction: A Starting Point 
 
I will be contextualizing Aguilar’s fictions with contemporaneous and better-known 

historical fictions of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries.  Most of the 

scholarship on nineteenth-century historical fiction argues that history in these texts 

creates displaced versions of the present so that historical settings act out 

                                                
31 Edward Bulwer-Lytton, Zanoni (London: G. Routledge and Company, 1853), 301-303. 
32 Crosland, Landmarks of a Literary Life, 175. 
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contemporary issues metaphorically.  This reading assumes that authors superimpose 

nineteenth-century values on the historical past in order to work through present 

anxieties about, for example, the Napoleonic Wars, Papal Aggression, and the 

Industrial Revolution.   

Georg Lukács’s groundbreaking work The Historical Novel initiated a critical 

dialogue about the function of historical fiction for readers.33  Treating as his subject 

the form of the historical novel as developed by Walter Scott, he emphasises that the 

historical mode of writing arose from the aftermath of the French Revolution and 

the Napoleonic Wars.  He suggests that these historical moments ‘made history a 

mass experience’, focusing readers on representations of the past to help them make 

sense of the social and political changes marking their present.34  For Lukács, 

therefore, historical writing in the nineteenth century attempted to link the past and 

contemporary society, validating the present and showing readers that ‘their own 

existence [was] something historically conditioned’; this, he believes, encourages 

them ‘to see in history something which deeply affects their daily lives and 

immediately concerns them’.35 Lukács reads historical novels in the nineteenth 

century as arguments for the progress human beings make towards achieving a 

modern, enlightened state of being, what he believes would enable readers in this 

period to justify the substantial and sometimes-unsettling industrial and social 

changes they were experiencing.  Lisa Fletcher argues similarly in her recent Historical 

Romance Fiction: Heterosexuality and Performativity, throughout which she suggests that 

historical fiction looks to the past to reinforce contemporary social values, especially 

‘the establishment and maintenance of prevailing ideas about the links between sex, 

gender, and sexuality’.36  Fletcher’s contribution to Lukács’s discussion is significant 

because it suggests that gender ideals could be forwarded and reinforced by literary 

histories, what I believe Aguilar was doing with her own historical narratives. 

Avrom Fleishman adds to discussions of historical fiction the main characters 

in historical novels of the nineteenth century, which he suggests writers use to 

                                                
33 Georg Lukács, The Historical Novel (London: Merlin Pres, 1962).  Although Lukács is presented here 
as the founding father of critical studies of historical romances, his work is preceded by H. 
Butterfield’s The Historical Novel: An Essay (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1924).  As most 
critics on the historical novel genre in the last 30-odd years respond directly to arguments made by 
Lukács, I have chose to begin my own survey of the criticism with him. 
34 ibid, 23 (Lukács’s emphasis). 
35 ibid, 24. 
36 Lisa Fletcher, Historical Romance Fiction: Heterosexuality and Performativity (Aldershot: Ashgate 
Publishing Ltd, 2008), 15.  Beyond her introduction, Fletcher’s study looks critically at postmodern 
historical romances and is, therefore, not helpful to my arguments in this study.  
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impose contemporary social ideals on the past.  According to Fleishman’s reading in 

The English Historical Novel: Walter Scott to Virginia Woolf, the historical novel presents 

‘a specific link to history’ through the character of ‘a real person [placed] among the 

fictitious ones’.37  This, he suggests, enables the historical novel to ‘[contemplate] the 

universal [without departing] from the rich factuality of history’.38 Unlike Lukács, 

Fleishman uses Walter Scott’s Waverley novels (1814-1831) and Ivanhoe (1819) to 

suggest that nineteenth-century historical novels offer ‘an entry into the past […] and 

a coherent interpretation of that past from a particular standpoint in the present’, 

showing that the past is essentially the present, only in a different costume.39  He 

argues that history in the historical novel is deployed as ‘a shaping force’ for writers, 

functioning in these texts as something of a divine influence that encompasses the 

past and the present; the only difference between the past and the present in 

historical fiction for Fleishman then is in the superficial elements of the texts—

costumery, language—rather than the essential moral values these texts reveal.40  

Three studies immediately following Lukács’s and Fleishman’s agree that the 

past was useful to readers in nineteenth-century England attempting to construct 

England’s national identity.  They do, however, develop the study of historical fiction 

in important ways.  Firstly, Nicholas Rance suggests that historical fiction was an 

expression of longing for past ways of life.  In The Historical Novel and Popular Politics in 

Nineteenth-Century England he argues that nineteenth-century writers, living through 

the industrial revolution, witnessing changes in class designations, and encountering 

challenges to England’s national and religious identity looked to the governing social 

structure of the Middle Ages—feudalism—to find a model of stability that could be 

applied to modern England.41  Rance believes that ‘the impulse behind the medieval 

novels was escapist’, promoting ‘a shaming contrast with the nineteenth century’ that 

enabled readers to remove themselves from the degradation of contemporary social 

systems and beliefs.42  Nostalgia, in Rance’s reading, is the governing motivation 

behind the publication of historical fiction. 

A second expansion of the foregrounding works of Georg Lukács and 

Avrom Fleishman is the suggestion that the past, rather than validating present 
                                                
37 Fleishman, The English Historical Novel, 4. 
38 ibid, 8. 
39 ibid, 24. 
40 ibid, 15. 
41 Nicholas Rance, The Historical Novel and Popular Politics in Nineteenth-Century England (London: Vision 
Press Ltd, 1975). 
42 ibid, 25, 14. 
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values, connects the present with historical tradition, designating a foundation for 

contemporary social values.43  In The Victorian Historical Novel 1840-1880, Sanders 

argues in direct opposition to Rance, suggesting that ‘Victorian historical novels are 

not, as a rule, escapes into a romantic past, but an attempt to prove that man and his 

society [evolved] as part of a process which includes and envelops the present’.44  

Sanders reads Walter Scott’s Waverley series as evidence of this argument because he 

suggests that the novels were ultimately concerned with showing that ‘The past 

reinforced rather than undermined the present’.45  Sanders, like Lukács, suggests that 

history gives the values of the present a foundation. 

That nineteenth-century historical fiction could function not merely as a 

social critique is a third idea that takes the study of the historical novel further. 

Unlike the other critics discussed above, James C. Simmons suggests that Victorian 

historical fiction was an alternative to, rather than a justification of, social change.46  

In ‘The Novelist as Historian: Essays on the Victorian Historical Novel’ he makes 

the case that the historical mode acted as a ‘critical temper of the age, an escape from 

responsibility for both the author and the reader’ who was constantly being 

inundated with social dictates that regulated all aspects of daily life.47  Rather than 

foreground nineteenth-century governmental policy and regulations, Simmons 

argues, historical romancers enabled readers to experience an alternative reality 

dominated by fantasy rather than social responsibility.48  Like Rance, Simmons sees 

historical fiction as part of an escapist reading experience, but one that is exclusively 

for entertainment rather than moral edification. 

Nineteenth-century historical fiction continued to be a subject of interest in 

the 1980s and 1990s, and the studies that emerged in this period flesh out the original 

arguments discussed above to look critically at the contemporary readership 

consuming these texts.  Monika Christine Bargmann Brown agrees with James C. 

Simmons that historical fiction in the nineteenth century was often about escapism.  

However, she suggests that this was part of a larger mission that was more about 

making instruction enjoyable, an idea that I will draw out in my arguments about 

Aguilar’s construction of her histories.  Brown’s study in ‘The Victorian Response to 

                                                
43 Andrew Sanders, The Victorian Historical Novel 1840-1880 (London: The Macmillan Press Ltd., 1978). 
44 ibid, 12. 
45 ibid, 31. 
46 James C. Simmons, ‘The Novelist as Historian: Essays on the Victorian Historical Novel’, Studies in 
English Literature, LXXXVIII (The Hague: Mouton, 1973). 
47 ibid, 8-9. 
48 ibid, 30. 
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Historical Fiction, 1830-1870’ focuses on critical reviews of historical fiction that 

appeared when these texts were published.  These, she believes, reveal that ‘many 

early Victorian critics saw in historical fiction a great potential for combining pleasure 

with historical instruction and moral edification’ and, like Avrom Fleishman, she 

argues that these novels often conveyed costumed images of the present rather than 

factual representations of the past.49  Reading an enormous number of critical essays 

in popular journals, Brown sees a pattern emerge in which ‘reviewers of the 1830’s 

and 1840’s often saw the historical novel as a vehicle for direct instruction, as a 

substitute for formal historical writing’, and this is what Aguilar claims to be the 

purpose of her own historical fiction.50  Brown believes that historical narratives in 

the nineteenth century, rather than conduct fiction, ‘offered, by virtue of [their] 

important subject matter, a capacity for improving moral attitudes and behavior’.51  

In The Forms of Historical Fiction: Sir Walter Scott and His Successors, Harry E. 

Shaw analyses literary texts in a similar way that Brown analyses critical reviews.52  

Using Walter Scott’s narrative histories as evidence, Shaw suggests that the past in 

historical novels achieves one of two things: it either enables the author to discuss 

sensitive issues in contemporary society by projecting them backwards in time, 

distancing them from the present day; or, they are presented as pure entertainment 

and designed to offer a ‘cathartic’ release of stress resultant of contemporary social 

anxieties.53  For Shaw, therefore, representations of the past in historical fiction are 

not about showing a natural progression from ancient to modern sensibility but, 

rather, about presenting an entertaining and dramatic version of contemporary life.54 

Helen Hughes offers one of the earliest extensive studies dedicated to an 

exclusive consideration of women historical novelists from the nineteenth and 

twentieth centuries.  In The Historical Romance she distinguishes historical romance 

from historical fiction by suggesting that the tropes of adventure and sexual love are 

the key components of women’s historical writing.  These, she suggests, are what 

                                                
49 Monika Christine Bargmann Brown, ‘The Victorian Response to Historical Fiction, 1830-1870’ 
(unpublished PhD Dissertation, Duke University, 1981), 98. 
50 ibid, 100.  Aguilar indicates that this is her literary mission in the prefaces to many of the works 
under discussion in the following chapters.  These notes will be dealt with in a more detailed capacity 
when I closely read her fiction in the next chapters. 
51 ibid, 101. 
52 Harry E. Shaw, The Forms of Historical Fiction: Sir Walter Scott and His Successors (London: Cornell 
University Press, 1986). 
53 ibid, 52. 
54 ibid, 101. 
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differentiates women’s historical texts from those written by men.55  By inserting the 

trials associated with the pursuit of physical love, Hughes believes, women’s 

historical narratives become less obviously didactic and more appealing to women’s 

reading interests because they appear more like entertainment than do men’s.  

Consequently, the female reader’s acquisition of moral values occurs surreptitiously, 

and female authors, therefore, provide wholesome entertainment for readers.  This is 

significant to my reading of the historical novel in relation to Aguilar’s writing 

because it places her firmly within a gendered writing and reading experience in 

which women writers remain in their appropriate domestic world by gently 

disseminating moral values. 

Another facet of nineteenth-century historical writing is its emphasis on 

nationhood.  Ian Dennis in Nationalism and Desire in Early Historical Fiction, like some 

of the other critics discussed here, argues that historical fiction in the early nineteenth 

century was not escapist, but rather a statement of patriotism and a call-to-arms for 

the reader.56  He focuses his analysis on Scottish, Irish, and Welsh historical 

romances, which he links through their exploration of British national identity.  

These historical narratives, he suggests, written by authors from the British fringes—

Scotland, Wales, and Ireland—aim to make these ‘other’ nations desirable.  In 

historical romances about nationalism, authors portray the English hero who is 

previously prejudiced against the foreign nation becoming enamored of it through 

contact with a native woman.57  Because this woman was seen as an emblem of her 

foreign nation, the English hero’s desire metaphorically represents the potential for 

tolerance to exist between the British nations.58  This tolerance, however, remains 

paradoxical as the English hero ultimately comes to dominate the foreign woman; 

their national identities are compatible, but one must be broken down in order to 

maintain the other.  For Dennis, authors like Lady Morgan (Sydney Owenson) and 

Jane Porter use the past to create a fictional space in which to define Englishness, 

Scottishness, and Irishness and the borders between contemporary national 

identities.  Aguilar participates in this definition as well, and she considers 

Englishness from an Anglo-Jewish perspective located within England and Scotland. 

                                                
55 Helen Hughes, The Historical Romance (London: Routledge, 1993). 
56 Ian Dennis, Nationalism and Desire in Early Historical Fiction (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1997). 
57 ibid, 1. 
58 ibid, 1. 
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The foundational studies of the rise and prominence of the historical novel in 

nineteenth-century English society open up a variety of avenues through which to 

pursue the study of historical narratives more generally.  The more recent critical 

studies of history writing narrow the field to assess the variety of narrative styles and 

focuses of historical fiction.  Aguilar’s historical romances can be analysed in terms 

of many of the suggestions made by the critics examined in this section.  They are 

surreptitiously didactic, like the texts Harry Shaw and Helen Hughes discuss, and act 

as a disguised form of conduct literature.  Aguilar constructs specific types of 

characters to put forth certain moral values, as Fleishman argues was often the case 

in historical fiction of this time.  Aguilar’s historical writing is also patriotic and, like 

the national tales Ian Dennis analyses, her novels encourage the reader to feel 

patriotic about his/her nation.  In its early stages Aguilar’s historical fiction is 

nostalgic about the past and, as Nicholas Rance argues about nineteenth-century 

historical novelists, she seems to use the narrative form to show that societies of the 

past could become ideal models for society of the present.  As she matures, however, 

her historical fiction evolves.  Her middle and later historical romances do not glorify 

the past, severing the link between the past and the present.  In her later writing years 

she becomes critical of the treatment of racial minorities and women by the feudal 

and courtly ethos of the Middle Ages, proposing that the reader should look to the 

present for a model of appropriate social behavior.   

In all of the historical tales and novels under discussion in the next three 

chapters, the values of the main characters are representative of those of nineteenth-

century English society.  As I hope to demonstrate through close readings of her 

national, gothic, and medieval narratives, Aguilar revises popular examples of these 

subgenres of historical fiction in order to assert a new understanding of the 

interaction of men and women both in family units and within the English and 

Scottish nations in language that was familiar to nineteenth-century readers.  Though 

her tales of the past never offer readers a pure, escapist reading experience, they do 

deploy elements associated with the romance genre to make her tales more 

entertaining and her moral lessons, therefore, more palatable for the reader. 

 

Part II—Historical Fiction and Domesticity 

Historical fiction, and its varieties, became an ideal literary form to address the 

dynamics of contemporary ideology during the late eighteenth and early nineteenth 
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centuries.  Historical events and personages helped Aguilar to shape her 

representation of English domesticity.  Ina Ferris in The Achievement of Literary 

Authority: Gender, History, and the Waverley Novels suggests that the nineteenth-century 

history writer’s authority depended on contemporary gender values.59  History in the 

nineteenth century, she argues, was perceived to be a male field that required 

masculine intellectual capabilities to write it.  Hence, a woman’s historical or national 

stories would be considered incomplete simply because her education had been 

limited by her gender.  However, as Lisa Kasmer in ‘Regendering History’ argues, 

women were encouraged to write history because of their responsibility to educate 

their children, according to the social values that dominated female domestic 

activities.60  She suggests that female history writers and their female readers in this 

period used the genre to participate in the political debates of the public sphere 

under the guise of domestic duty.61  

 Also responding to the idea that history writing was traditionally a male 

genre, Gary Kelly in Women, Writing and Revolution 1790-1827 has argued that 

women’s historical writing was, more often than not, eclipsed by that of men in the 

age of Walter Scott’s novels; men were perceived to endow this and other writing 

styles with ‘new dignity and seriousness’.62  However, because women were perceived 

from the late eighteenth to the early-nineteenth centuries to have a more pronounced 

role in instilling patriotic sentiment and morality in children, history writing was not 

completely off-limits to women writers.  Kelly suggests that the privacy of the female 

domestic world associated with ideal womanhood made historical biographies an 

ideal mode for female writers to explore women’s roles in the past.63  He goes on to 

make the case that 

 

The centrality of domesticity to the national interest and imperial destiny 

became a major topic of women’s writing in the Revolutionary aftermath, 

enabling women writers to retain a ‘feminine’ and domestic character while 

discoursing on the great political concerns of the day.64 

 

                                                
59 Ina Ferris, The Achievement of Literary Authority: Gender, History, and the Waverley Novels (Ithaca: Cornell 
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60 Kasmer, ‘Regendering History’, 9-10. 
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Biography, specifically about women in history, became a way for female writers to 

make use of a traditionally male discourse—history—whilst abiding by the governing 

gender politics of their day.  Miriam Elizabeth Burstein in Narrating Women’s History in 

Britain, 1770-1902 argues similarly to Kelly, that historical biographies of women 

enabled women to participate specifically in ‘contemporary debates about the 

progress of civilization, the spread of Christianity, the rise of British nationhood’.65  

Moreover, Burstein argues that ‘The “events” of women’s history take place in the 

domestic and spiritual domains’ and, therefore, writing about historical women 

‘elevated domesticity to heroic status’.66  Aguilar’s historical romances emphasise that 

women are heroic when they sacrifice themselves to uphold domestic principles, 

locating core nineteenth-century values in the past.  Her heroines contribute to the 

preservation of homes and nations by honoring codes of conduct that would come 

to dominate the values of the nineteenth-century reader.  

 Another type of historical writing acceptable for nineteenth-century women 

writers was the composition of history textbooks.  Rosemary Mitchell explains that in 

the nineteenth-century, narrative histories were considered ideal for juvenile libraries 

designed to educate English youth, and Aguilar’s early reading attests to this fact.67  

In Picturing the Past: English History in Text and Image 1830-1870, Mitchell argues that 

because these books were used for educational purposes, they became associated 

with women, who were responsible for the education of their children.  It is natural, 

therefore, that the bulk of history textbooks were written by women for home 

schoolrooms and private schools; they were not meant for wide circulation and, 

therefore, kept women’s literary output within the private world, removed from the 

public gaze.68  Authors like Mrs. Marham with The New Children’s Friend (1838), Anne 

Rodwell with The Child’s First Step to English History (1844), and Maria Hack with her 

English Stories (1820-1825)—which directly influenced Aguilar’s earliest efforts—

composed ‘stories and tales—albeit true ones—rather than as accounts or 

descriptions’.69  Women could, under the guise of domestic duty to their children, 

pretend to defer to men for factual histories whilst composing these themselves.     

                                                
65 Miriam Elizabeth Burstein, Narrating Women’s History in Britain, 1770-1902 (Aldershot: Ashgate 
Publishing Ltd, 2004), 1-2 (Burstein’s emphasis). 
66 ibid, 11. 
67 Rosemary Mitchell, Picturing the Past: English History in Text and Image 1830-1870 (Oxford: Clarendon 
Press, 2000), 56-57.  Aguilar cites a number of texts from personal book collections throughout her 
poetry books as responsible for inspiring her writings. 
68 ibid, 57. 
69 ibid, 57. 
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 Aguilar’s historical romances imitate those that were written by popular 

authors in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.  Revising history, she composes 

tales of the past to form narratives relevant to a contemporary nineteenth-century 

audience.  She achieves this by blending popular literature and its associated tropes 

with historical writing to construct a national identity that is religiously and sexually 

diverse.  By addressing historical fictions in a variety of genres, I hope to create a 

better sense of how Aguilar’s historical romances assert new values about domesticity 

for the nineteenth-century reader. 

 

Aguilar’s Contributions to the Historical Mode 

I have suggested that Aguilar’s historical romances update older literary modes by 

centralizing representations of domesticity in stories about the past.  Her versions of 

historical fiction rely most heavily on romance tropes—love triangles, heroic quests, 

chivalric tournaments, women in distress—in order to illustrate contemporary values.  

Aguilar’s historical romances were written in the early stages of development of what 

would later be established as specific expectations about gender roles and relations.  

With the rise of a middle class in English society, men and women retreated 

increasingly to different spheres of activity—public for men, private for women.  

Based on the middle-class idea of a family structure in the ‘Judaic-Christian tradition 

and law’, men were positioned at the head of the household, marking women out as 

‘helpmeet’.70  With the establishment of a particular family composition arose a 

codified system of behavior for its members.  Aguilar’s writing appears in the early 

stages of the developing ideas about men’s and women’s role in the middle-class 

family.  Her construction of ideal domesticity prepares the way for popular 

philosophies asserted in the fiction of the Victorian period.  

From the eighteenth century, there were literary debates about the genres of 

history and romance.  Clara Reeve, writing in 1777 in response to Horace Walpole’s 

construction of the gothic novel as a historical romance, laments that 

 

History represents human nature as it is in real life, alas, too often a 

melancholy retrospect!  Romance displays only the amiable side of the 

picture; it shews the pleasing features, and throws a veil over the blemishes: 

Mankind are naturally pleased with what gratifies their vanity; and vanity, like 
                                                
70 Leonore Davidoff and Catherine Hall, Family Fortunes: Men and women of the English middle class, 1780-
1850 (London: Routledge, 1987), 322-323. 



 

 32 

all other passions of the human heart, may be rendered subservient to good 

and useful purposes. 71  

 

Reeve suggests that the appeal of romance in literature is its ‘veiling’ of sometimes 

unpleasant realities.  This, she feels, is the best way for literature to be used if it is to 

express moral values, what she sees is the purpose of historical romance.  In the early 

nineteenth century, we see a revisitation of the debate that began in the eighteenth 

century about the adequacy of romance to portray life, and in this period the 

arguments about the genre are more specifically related to middle-class domesticity 

and the reading woman.72  With the positioning of middle-class women in the home 

arose concerns about what these women were spending their leisure time doing, and 

this anxiety made criticism of the romance even more heated.  Authors attempted to 

still this animosity by offering instruction, and the genre flourished, most specifically 

with historical romances, as the success of Walter Scott’s Waverley series (1814-1831) 

suggests.  Writing in the tradition of Reeve, which is governed by the belief that 

education can be made attractive through romance, Aguilar uses the romance to 

introduce her version of domesticity. 

Gillian Beer’s The Romance and Lennard J. Davis’s Factual Fictions: The Origins of 

the English Novel offer foundational studies of the romance.  The key element of 

romance novels that Beer and Davis emphasize is the ‘distance in the relationship 

between its audience and its subject matter’,73 and the ways in which this creates for 

the romance reader an ‘idealized vision’ of reality.74  The alternative reality created by 

romance fiction, however, was its most problematic element.  Criticism on the 

romance genre consistently cites the ambivalence of nineteenth-century readers and 

critics to the genre.75  Kate Flint in The Woman Reader 1837-181476 and Catherine J. 
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Golden in Images of the Woman Reader in Victorian British and American Fiction have 

written extensively on women readers in the nineteenth-century.77  Both authors, as 

well as Ina Ferris, in her study of gender and narrative genre in Scott’s Waverley, 

discuss the anxiety felt in this period about what women read.78   Of frequent 

concern in these debates was the role literature played in establishing gender codes 

and cultivating moral values in relation to proper behavior, as well as the ability of 

certain literatures to thwart these.  Many reviewers and painters in the nineteenth 

century represented romance novels as dangerous because they saw these texts 

interfere with domesticity by distracting women from their role as home makers, 

instead focusing them on romantic love stories about intrigue and chivalry.  

Commentators believed that these texts could, like a poor diet, ruin a woman’s 

constitution by offering her an alternative reality that contradicted nineteenth-century 

domestic ideology.79  

Conversely, romances could also be seen as promoting patriarchal culture, 

constructing and disseminating gender values.  Laurie Langbauer in Women and 

Romance: The Consolations of Gender in the English Novel and Deborah Ross in The 

Excellence of Falsehood: Romance, Realism, and Women’s Contributions to the Novel ask how 

the romance genre creates and upholds the separation of male and female spheres of 

work and influence, suggesting that women are made to appear inferior to men in 

these texts because of their more feminine interest in love and emotions.  According 

to Langbauer, romances make women ‘marginal and secondary in order to secure the 

dominance of men and novels’, thereby subordinating female readers and reinforcing 

the contemporary domestic order.80  For her, romances are part of a larger male 

conspiracy designed to prevent women from moving away from their dependence on 

men.  Ross argues differently, however, and sees the feminization of romance as 

empowering.  Rather than position romance ‘as an imposition of patriarchy that was 

rebelliously subverted by realism,’ Ross suggests it is ‘a potential means of self-
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expression’ for women.81  Both of these arguments about the literary romance are 

central to my discussion of Aguilar’s historical narratives as historical romances.  

Whereas in her earlier historical romances she pictures domestic women as heroic, 

her later narratives show that women’s subordination is tragic for themselves as well 

as for their lovers.  

There has been very little scholarship done on the historical romance as a 

distinct sub-genre of historical fiction.82  Because Aguilar’s historical fiction 

emphasizes domesticity—gender roles and heterosexual relationships—I have found 

it useful to differentiate between historical fiction and historical romance. This is 

important because, as Diana Wallace in The Woman’s Historical Novel suggests, ‘the 

woman’s historical novel has one of its roots in the Gothic historical novel or 

‘romance’, a mode that predates the tradition of the historical novel’.83  Aguilar relies 

heavily on romance elements in her historical fiction in order to focus her readers on 

the didactic messages she constructs.  Through elaborate costume dramas, she 

deemphasizes political events like the death of a monarch or the marriage of a Queen 

in order to focus instead on the moral lessons about femininity, masculinity, and 

domesticity that arise from narratives about the men and women living during key 

historical moments.  At times, she uses the genre to compose a picture for her 

readers to imitate, making women heroic when they achieve fantastic feats; at others, 

she is critical of the genre, encouraging her readers not to be seduced by romance 

and, instead, become heroines by embracing a domestic life.  It is in these ways that 

Aguilar takes up Reeve’s discussion about the variety of uses of historical romance in 

her own narratives. 

  Concerned with English female readership and domestic ideology, Aguilar’s 

historical narratives reiterate the central concerns of the conduct book genre.  Several 

critics have considered the conduct manuals that were popular in English literary 

culture as early as the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, though they were more 

prominent in the nineteenth.84  In Desire and Domestic Fiction, Nancy Armstrong argues 
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that Victorians relied not on social convention, but on instructional literature to 

illustrate the benefits of repressing female desire.  Consequently, ‘novels offered one 

means of producing the modern political consciousness’, dictating the dimensions of 

nineteenth-century gender relations.85   Mary Poovey in The Proper Lady and the Woman 

Writer, suggests that, ‘in general, conduct books present a popularized, and 

sometimes frankly secularized, version of the ideas more rigorously set out in 

sermons’, and that 

 

The ideals disseminated by conduct books and periodicals cut across both 

denominational lines and the infinitesimal strata of the “middling classes”’ 

and helped […] make women of different beliefs and slightly different social 

positions more nearly of one faith and one class than their fathers or brothers 

were.86 

 

Poovey’s argument here, if correct, could be used to locate Aguilar firmly within an 

established, mainstream, English literary culture.  Whereas Poovey sees the conduct 

books as a type of literature that unifies women of different social classes, I believe 

that Aguilar sees the genre as able to unify women of different religious faiths; for 

Aguilar, conduct literature does the same thing for Jews and Christians that it does 

for class.  Aguilar appealed to the new nineteenth-century middle class through her 

constructions of domestic ideology and ideals of femininity, which converged 

through conduct-focused narratives.   

Rather than emphasise unification, Nancy Armstrong and Leonard 

Tennenhouse emphasise behavioral regulation in their study of the conduct book 

genre of the nineteenth-century.  In The Ideology of Conduct Armstrong and 

Tennenhouse consider the ways in which this mode engaged with and regulated 

popular understandings of female desire.87  They suggest that conduct literature of 

the eighteenth century, which influenced that of the nineteenth, attempted to 

construct women who desired nothing more than to be desirable to men.  The 

literature, Armstrong goes on to argue, attempted ‘to recover and preserve a 
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woman’s true (sexual) identity’ by suggesting ways in which sexual desire could be 

transformed instead into a desire to serve others, what would go on to become the 

cornerstone of ideal Victorian femininity.88  This ideal, however, was not without 

tension and I believe that Aguilar blends conduct literature with the historical mode 

in order to engage with the paradoxes of domestic ideology.  Whilst Aguilar’s texts 

emphasise female conduct and appear to encourage women to regulate their personal 

desire, there often appears in these works an underlying ambivalence about self-

abnegation and many of her heroines’ lives end tragically despite their transformation 

from transgressive to model women.   

Though essentially escapist, novels could also work as conduct manuals for 

the woman reader and this, I will show, is Aguilar’s intention for her historical 

romances.  Like the reviews, paintings, and literature that Kate Flint, Catherine 

Golden, and Ina Ferris discuss, Aguilar uses her literature to discourage her readers 

from indulging in the romance elements of her narratives and, instead, glean 

guidelines about proper masculine and feminine behavior.  In her historical fiction, 

women’s emotional interest in love and family is empowering.  Women’s natural role 

is to nurture and maintain the home through love and solid moral values and her 

heroines are victorious and inspiring because of these priorities.  For Aguilar, 

therefore, historical writing is indistinguishable from conduct fiction.  Like the 

literature Mary Poovey and Nancy Armstrong discuss, Aguilar’s historical romances 

use the past to discuss the present.  She writes about heroines in historical settings 

who embrace and enact essentially nineteenth-century values, offering her readers an 

opportunity to indulge in romantic fantasies about sexual desire and heroic exploits 

whilst remaining proper women.  Aguilar’s narratives, however, cannot help but 

sometimes express the difficulties women experience in their attempts to balance 

their duties and their desires.  In her early historical fiction, the past offers a 

foundation for nineteenth-century conservative values.  In her later gothic and 

medieval romances, however, Aguilar seems to look to the past to demonstrate its 

unenlightened principles and to draw a contrast between these and those of the 

present.  Her representations of the past, of morality, and of domesticity, are 

dependent upon the types of heroes and heroines she constructs.   
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The Historical Character 

Critical scholarship on historical fiction credits Walter Scott with the creation of a 

new type of literary character and this is important to understanding the ways in 

which historical fiction could be used to inform nineteenth-century readers about 

appropriate conduct.  With Scott’s oeuvre, characters are no longer merely symbolic 

representatives of moral values; they, rather, develop over the course of a text, 

exhibiting an emotional maturation, which resonates with that of the reader.  There 

are two major arguments about the role characters play in nineteenth-century 

historical fiction according to their construction by Walter Scott.  The first approach 

is that individual characters offer the reader a mimetic representation of his/her own 

psychological development.  George Lukács, Avrom Fleishman, Andrew Sanders, 

and Harry Shaw, in some form, suggest this approach. Lukács argues that historical 

fiction is not about the ‘re-telling of great historical events, but the poetic awakening 

of the people who figured in those events’, so that the reader can ‘re-experience the 

social and human motives which led men to think, feel and act’.89  Characters in a 

historical novel are significant, according to Lukács, because the narrative should be 

about people’s experience of history, rather than the conveyance of historical facts. 

Fleishman, Sanders, and Shaw argue similarly, though each takes Lukács’s argument 

in different directions.  On the one hand, Fleishman and Shaw suggest that the 

individual life experiences of some main characters in a historical novel are symbolic 

of the social values governing the historical period presented in the text they exist 

in.90  Sanders, on the other hand, argues that individuals in historical fiction develop 

according to their environment, mimicking the behavioral development the reader 

him/herself undergoes.91  In both of these readings, characters in historical novels 

lead the reader to a specific way of understanding how society works dictated by the 

author. 

Aguilar viewed conservative nineteenth-century domestic values as enabling 

for women.  In her fictional representations of the past, women are central moral 

influences in society and this, she argues, makes women both heroic and superior to 

men.  Aguilar is not a feminist by today’s standards, though she was enormously 

popular and influential in establishing and disseminating gender values that 

centralized women in society.  She chose not to portray women as repressed by a 

                                                
89 Lukács, The Historical Novel, 42. 
90 Fleishman, The English Historical Novel, 10; Shaw, The Forms of Historical Fiction, 155, 178-179. 
91 Sanders, The Victorian Historical Novel, 8, 30. 



 

 38 

patriarchal social structure and nineteenth-century idealizations of domesticity, like 

Mary Wollstonecraft did in the eighteenth century.  For Aguilar, female domesticity 

was empowering.  Helen Hughes has argued that historical romance, from the 

nineteenth century to the present day, is always about heroines and the heroes’ 

pursuits for them.  This, she suggests, makes the incidents that drive these narratives 

forward ‘related to activities in the private sphere, and the values they imply are 

embodied in the heroine rather than in the hero’, elevating the importance of women 

to society in this genre.92  Consequently, these novels ‘reinforce a view of society as 

centered around a particular image of the family’.93  Aguilar suggests that women can 

be empowered by society’s construction of female domestic duty.  They become 

heroic and desirable to the narrative’s hero because of their commitment to the 

home.  Because of her emphasis on conduct in her literature, Aguilar’s historical 

fiction blends the romance and didactic narrative styles, relying on the structure, 

characters, and themes of popular historical fiction and ideals concerning gender 

relations in the nineteenth century to construct domestic stories that are in form and 

content appealing to her readers.   

 

Chapter Outline 

Most of Aguilar’s fiction was written in her early adolescence but not published until 

she was in her late twenties.  Her influences, therefore, are as important to helping 

build a sense of her literary imagination as the authors who wrote at the time she was 

published.  To contextualize Aguilar, I will read her fiction against the historical 

fictions, domestic novels, and conduct literature by popular English-Protestant 

writers of the late-eighteenth and early-nineteenth centuries and the progression of 

my thesis follows, approximately, the trajectory of Aguilar’s writing.  The context of 

popular literary genres from the late-eighteenth and early-nineteenth centuries will 

help me to consider the ways in which Aguilar deploys elements of nationalism, 

gothicism, and medievalism.  Aguilar was well educated by her father in languages, 

history, politics, religion, and literature.  When he fell ill, Aguilar used the earnings 

she made from a Jewish boy’s school she ran with her mother, on top of the profits 

from her writing, to financially support her family.  Aguilar’s works were 

commercially successful in both English and Jewish publishing houses and I will 

argue that this was because they made heroic the contemporary expectation that 
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women were the heart of the home.  Aguilar lived during a period when society was 

conflicted about England’s national religion and identity and she, therefore, needs to 

be read in this context to understand how and to what effect she showed that Jewish 

women shared ideals about femininity and masculinity with their Protestant 

countrywomen. 

In my first chapter I will look at Aguilar’s six historical romances about 

Scotland and England in the twelfth through fourteenth and the seventeenth 

centuries to show that she represented the past as an ideal place in which nineteenth-

century feminine ideals could be enacted.  Aguilar’s earliest experiments with 

historical writing were in the form of poetry inspired by Maria Hack’s English Stories 

(1820-1825) and Walter Scott’s Tales From A Scottish Grandfather (1827-1829), narrative 

histories about England and Scotland popular in juvenile libraries of the period.  

Many of these poems were revised and used in longer narrative pieces.  I will contrast 

her ‘Legends of Time Past’ (1831), two tales about English soldiers in the fourteenth-

century war with Scotland, with her ‘Tales of Time Past’ (written in 1833, published 

in 1908 as Tales From British History), as well as her novel The Days of Bruce (published 

in 1852), in which she writes from the Saxon and Scottish perspectives of this 

turbulent period.  Aguilar’s romances about medieval England and Scotland will be 

contextualized with the national tale genre generally and Jane Porter’s The Scottish 

Chiefs (1809) particularly.  I will also set these tales against the representation of 

similar topics in Maria Hack’s and Walter Scott’s more overtly didactic works.  This 

context will help me to show that Aguilar uses the literary techniques of both 

Scottish and English writers to develop her version of a unified English national 

identity.  For Aguilar, patriotism is essentially domestic.  She, therefore, uses the 

historical mode in her early efforts to write tales that are uplifting, whilst also being 

prescriptive about masculinity and femininity according to nineteenth-century views 

of domesticity. 

 The works comprising Aguilar’s next phase of writing also represent women 

in the past living according to nineteenth-century domestic values.  In my second 

chapter, I will show that her historical interests return to the gothic genre of the late 

eighteenth century, which enables her to borrow nineteenth-century anti-Catholic 

sentiment to write about the history of Jewish persecution under the Catholic 

Inquisition.  She uses her familiarity with popular literature as well as her family’s 

Sephardic Jewish background to revise histories of Jewish persecution.  Aguilar 
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recycles anti-Catholic representations of the Inquisition, as well as Catholic clergy 

and ritual popularized by Matthew Lewis’s The Monk (1796) and Ann Radcliffe’s The 

Italian (1797), and revises them to suggest that, historically, Jews suffered at the hands 

of Catholics in ways similar to Protestants.  Her ultimate goal in her representations 

of the Spanish and Portuguese Inquisitions is to demonstrate that Jews and 

Protestants share the same domestic and religious values, despite differences between 

their faiths, and she achieves this by redefining female heroism to make it accord 

with the developing nineteenth-century domestic ideology.  Adopting Protestant anti-

Catholic sentiment, Aguilar’s gothic narratives embody popular nineteenth-century 

debates about England’s religious identity.  Her novel ‘The Martyr’ (published serially 

in 1842, and as the novel The Vale of Cedars; or, the Martyr in 1850), and her short 

stories in Records of Israel (1844) use the ‘veiled’ position of the crypto-Jew in 

Inquisition Spain and Portugal as an analogue for domestic heroism in nineteenth-

century England—both Jewish and Protestant women are reticent yet determined, 

private but not passive.   

 Aguilar’s later historical romances focus on medieval court life and in these 

she suggests that feudal society was not an ideal place for the domestic woman.  In 

my third chapter, I will consider Aguilar’s reactions against nineteenth-century 

idealizations of the Middle Ages, considering the ways in which she deconstructs the 

ideals she creates in her national and gothic writing.  This chapter will look in detail 

at her medieval romances set in sixteenth-century France and Italy.  These narratives 

express her anti-medieval sentiment and debunk popular nineteenth-century 

idealizations of courtly society and chivalry.  Considering the nineteenth-century 

medievalist mode, I will contextualize Aguilar’s portrayals of court life by examining 

medievalism in popular contemporary literature.  After establishing the tropes of 

medievalist writing in brief by considering the generic elements developed in Walter 

Scott’s Ivanhoe (1819), I will analyze the female medieval romance in the early stages 

of the genre using Anna Eliza Bray’s De Foix; or, Sketches of the Manners and Customs of 

the Fourteenth Century: An Historical Romance (1825).  At the same time that medievalism 

was a governing ideal in nineteenth-century sensibility, anti-medievalist writings 

surfaced as well, and Aguilar’s writing about courtly society in the Middle Ages most 

clearly resembles this type of medievalism.  Comparing her works with William 

Harrison Ainsworth’s Windsor Castle (1843) and Jane Louise Willyams’s Chillon; A Tale 

of the Great Reformation of the Sixteenth Century (1845), I will argue that Aguilar evokes 
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the period of the Protestant Reformation to suggest that the Middle Ages were 

chaotic and uncivilized because they offered no clear space for female influence.  

Consequently, the nineteenth century is presented in these anti-medieval tales as the 

ideal for a modern, enlightened society in which domestic women are essential to the 

nation.   

 Most studies of historical fiction and historical romances of the nineteenth 

century focus on texts written in the middle and late part of the century.  Aside from 

the political challenges that arose during this period, I believe that it is helpful to 

consider the social changes, like the rise of a middle-class society and the 

development of contradictory ideals pertaining to masculinity and femininity that 

were emerging in the early-nineteenth century, the time during which Aguilar was 

writing.  I hope that by closely reading Aguilar’s historical romances from 1831-1834 

and 1842-1847, I will demonstrate her participation in the development of 

quintessential Victorian values.   

The message of Aguilar’s historical romances evolves as she ages: in her early 

efforts, the past allows for the existence of an ideal femininity, and her heroines are 

presented as models that the reader should emulate.  It is in this way that her 

historical narratives reveal a nostalgia for the past that Nicholas Rance argues was the 

main impetus of the historical mode.  In her national tales, Aguilar shows that in 

feudal society is located the foundation of modern, nineteenth-century values.  These 

texts support the arguments George Lukács, Avrom Fleishman, and Andrew Sanders 

make about nineteenth-century historical fiction more generally. All of her fiction in 

this early period of her writing career is also patriotic and, as Ian Dennis argues about 

nineteenth-century tales about nationalism, Aguilar’s fiction celebrates Englishness 

and Scottishness by locating the source of patriotism in the construction of the 

nation as a family.  Patriotism and domesticity are two parts of the same value.  

Aguilar’s later fiction, however, complicates the notion of a connection between the 

past and the present and, whilst she is patriotic about England, she is also ambivalent 

about English social values.  Rather than use her gothic and medieval romances as a 

form of escape for the reader, Aguilar firmly embeds her version of nineteenth-

century morality in the narrative structure of these texts.  She enacts her belief that 

the woman is a moral instructress by writing fiction that is distinctly feminine, 

according to terms drawn out by Kate Flint, Catherine Golden, Nancy Armstrong, 

and Mary Poovey: Aguilar’s tales rely on the tropes of the romance to propel forward 
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the plot and they are conduct-focused, providing an enjoyable yet educational reading 

experience.  At the same time, she shows that ideal femininity is sometimes in 

tension with the governing gender ideals women strive to live by.  Aguilar’s national 

tales, gothic romances, and medieval romances idealize femininity—though not 

overlooking tensions inherent in these idealisations—and rhetorically empower the 

private, moral woman who, with ‘chains of love [her] heart long bind’, willingly 

becomes a martyr for the values of her ‘Native Land’. 
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Chapter One—Aguilar’s Domestic Nation 
 
Introduction 
 
With the fracturing of the French nation as a result of the Revolution at the end of 

the eighteenth century, and the upheaval of the European nations from the 

Napoleonic Wars in the early years of the nineteenth century, authors within Britain 

began to account of their origins in order to bolster the national cause.  The 1820s 

and 1830s saw a substantial interest in national history by writers and the volume of 

historical writings produced about England, Scotland, Wales, and Ireland suggests 

that national identity was newly open to definition.1 Writers celebrated their distinct 

ethnicities—Englishness, Scottishness, Welshness, Irishness—and attempted to 

portray theirs as an enlightened nation that had been so from the beginning of its 

existence.  Moreover, these writers asserted that their nation was now unified against 

the chaos abroad. In this chapter, I will position Grace Aguilar’s romances about 

medieval Scotland and England within the tradition of national writing during the 

late eighteenth and early-nineteenth centuries in England.  Her combination of the 

tropes of the national tale and the narrative history informs her literary mission, and I 

will show that her most prolific writing is not the domestic fiction that comprised her 

later years, nor the Jewish theology that occupied the middle of her career, but her 

early engagement with Scottish and English history. 

 National writing preoccupied authors within the nations of Britain in the 

nineteenth century, and in the early part of the century, ‘national tales’ became part 

of popular literary culture.   Writers of this mode idealized landscape, traditions, and 

the family unit, building romances that demonstrated a nation’s identity and domestic 

principles.  This genre of writing was made popular by two female authors.  The first 

was Sydney Owenson (Lady Morgan), whose The Wild Irish Girl: A National Tale 

(1806) attempted to encourage English sympathy for Ireland’s independence.  The 

second was Jane Porter, whose The Scottish Chiefs: A Romance (1810) celebrates 

Scottish values, portraying these as consonant with English values.  These novels 

were accompanied in the market by narrative histories like Maria Hack’s English 

Stories (1820-1825) and Walter Scott’s Tales of a Grandfather; being Stories taken from 

Scottish History (1828-1829), texts which resembled textbooks and were overtly 

                                                
1 See Cardiff University’s Centre for Editorial and Intertextual Research (The English Novel, 1800–
1829; British Fiction, 1800–1829; The English Novel, 1830–1836), online at 
http://www.cardiff.ac.uk/encap//romtext/index.html. 
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didactic.  Both genres articulated Britain’s struggle with notions of a unified national 

identity.  Whilst this was discussed in the political arena, narrative histories and 

historical romances, building upon the foundation of the national tale, attempted to 

construct a national identity that could accommodate distinct national qualities whilst 

comprising a unified civic body.  The Catholic Emancipation Bill of 1829, the 

Chartist movement in the 1830s, the Great Reform Act of 1832, and the 

Emancipation Act of 1833 were all products of these nations’ attempts to find a 

language for national definition.  Fictional retellings of the exploits of the Scottish 

heroes William Wallace and Robert the Bruce appeared alongside those of the noble 

leadership of English monarchs Kings Edward I and II.  These stories functioned 

allegorically, opening up a battlefield within the nations discussed upon which was 

fought out the terms that constituted ethnicity and the nation.   

 Aguilar’s narrative histories deploy the tropes of romance and sexual desire 

of the early national tale, but merge these with the tropes of family romances to 

create domestic narratives that strive to express the terms of national identity.  

However, her narratives also reflect tensions in the ideals she creates.  My discussion 

of Aguilar’s ‘Legends of Time Past’ (1831) and ‘Tales of Time Past’ (1833), 

manuscripts that have not received critical attention, will consider these ambivalences 

by addressing the ways in which she, like other authors in this period, begins to 

construct nineteenth-century domestic ideals that focus on the family.  I will explore 

how, by envisioning an egalitarian homosocial community as an extension of the 

bourgeois family unit rather than a challenge to it, Aguilar disrupts the nineteenth-

century notion of the patriarchal family.  Likewise, I will show that her construction 

of the nation as feminine redefines English and Scottish patriarchy by restoring 

women to English and Scottish history.  Finally, I will suggest that, whilst Aguilar’s 

representations of incestuous desire appear to disturb the Protestant values that 

defined the nineteenth-century English family, they offer a new version of patriotism 

that Aguilar saw as ideal.  She struggles with and sometimes against the conventions 

she is using, enacting the social anxieties of her era in her literature, and constructing 

what would later define Victorian domestic order. 
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Current Scholarship 

In current studies, Aguilar is almost inextricably linked with Walter Scott and Ivanhoe 

(1819), The Days of Bruce; A Tale From Scottish History2 often labeled by critics a lesser 

imitation of Scott’s medievalism.3  Yet, Aguilar’s efforts were praised by 

contemporary critics in their own right, able to compete with popular nineteenth-

century literature.  Gentleman’s Magazine, for example, remarked that it ‘[looks] upon 

‘The Days of Bruce’ as an elegantly-written and interesting romance, and place it by 

the side of Miss Porter’s ‘Scottish Chiefs’’.4  The Bucks Chronicle claimed that The Days 

of Bruce was ‘a volume which may be considered as solid history, but is nevertheless 

entertaining as the most charming novel ever produced by genius’.5  Although The 

Days of Bruce appears frequently in research on Aguilar, little has been done to look 

critically at this text, or the others that preceded it.  Michael Galchinsky’s important 

works on Aguilar refer to The Days of Bruce in passing, emphasizing only that this 

novel exists in her ‘first period’ of writing, that of historical romance, and he suggests 

merely that Bruce was ‘written in imitation of Walter Scott’s Waverly novels’.6  This 

statement, however, is deceptively simple, and the idea of juvenile aspiring writers 

imitating popular authors is a recent topic of critical interest.  Christine Alexander 

believes that imitation, rather than copying, by young writers is instrumental in the 

development of a child’s own voice and style.7  Written when Aguilar was 

approximately seventeen years old, The Days of Bruce and the other tales to be 

discussed here comprise Aguilar’s juvenilia and it is in this writing stage that Aguilar 

refines her writing style, working out the value system regarding nineteenth-century 

domesticity that she will develop in her later work. Influenced by Walter Scott, Maria 

                                                
2 Grace Aguilar, The Days of Bruce; A Tale From Scottish History, Volumes I and II (New York: D. 
Appleton & Co, 1871). 
3 Miriam Burstein, ‘“Not the Superiority of Belief, but Superiority of True Devotion”: Grace Aguilar’s 
Histories of the Spirit’, Silent Voices: Forgotten Novels by Victorian Woman Writers, Brenda Ayres, ed. 
(Westport & London: Praeger Publishers, 2003); Michael Galchinsky, email, 30 March 2008; Elizabeth 
Fay, ‘Grace Aguilar: Rewriting Scott Rewriting History’, British Romanticism and the Jews: History, Culture, 
Literature, Sheila Spector, ed. (Houndmills & New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2002). 
4 These reviews are cited in each of Aguilar’s published novels.  I have taken them from: Grace 
Aguilar, Home Scenes and Heart Studies, Sarah Aguilar, ed. (New York: D. Appleton and Company, 
1853). 
5 ibid. 
6 Michael Galchinsky, The Origin of the Modern Jewish Woman Writer: Romance and Reform in Victorian 
England (Detroit: Wayne State University Press) 140, 139. 
7 In her essay about literary juvenilia, Christine Alexander writes: ‘Imitation is a major characteristic of 
youthful writing, and it is a feature that is often misunderstood’ (‘Defining and representing literary 
juvenilia’, The Child Writer from Austen to Woolf, Christine Alexander and Juliet McMaster, eds. 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005) 77). 
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Hack, and Jane Porter, Aguilar imitates the writing techniques she sees in order to 

establish values not just for Jews but also for English readers more broadly.8 

 Only Elizabeth Fay and Miriam Elizabeth Burstein have written extensively 

on The Days of Bruce.  Fay situates the novel in the context of Romantic and Victorian 

Medievalism and argues that Aguilar’s vision of Scotland’s struggle for independence 

is analogous to the Jewish struggle for social and political emancipation that 

preoccupied nineteenth-century Jews.  Fay sees Scott’s influence on Aguilar in her 

construction of the text as an allegory for ‘Jewish struggles for autonomy’, what she 

argues Scott was trying to achieve for nineteenth-century Scotland with his medieval 

representations of it.  Fay’s reading of Aguilar’s novel is limited, however, by a lack 

of textual and contextual analysis.  In her focus on Aguilar’s ‘midrashic’ undertones, 

she overlooks the questions about femininity and decorum that Aguilar develops in 

her three main female characters, which are the focus of Sarah Aguilar’s preface to 

the novel when it was published in 1852 after Aguilar’s death.9  Aguilar’s discussion 

of femininity is what will shape my reading of The Days of Bruce as a national romance.  

Like Fay, Miriam Burstein sees The Days of Bruce develop Aguilar’s ideas about 

Jewishness that will appear, more refined, in her later Jewish tales.  She reads in it 

Aguilar’s vision of the significance of ‘sin and atonement’ in an individual’s emotional 

development, suggesting that the text ‘manifests the vitality of Jewish ethics by 

reinterpreting a “canonical” British historical moment in the light of Judaic spiritual 

values’.10  This, she argues, emphasizes the ability of an individual to learn virtue by 

repenting sinful actions, which becomes the basis for one of the most interesting 

arguments Burstein makes: that The Days of Bruce articulates Aguilar’s challenge to 

Rabbinic Judaism.  Burstein asserts that the absence of religious clergy in the novel 

suggests that Aguilar saw religious devotion as personal, her characters 

acknowledging and repenting their sins without clerical intervention.  This, Burstein 

believes, shows that Aguilar sees Judaism as ‘bibliocentric rather than Rabbinic’, an 

argument that I will partially explore in my next chapter to suggest that Aguilar 

                                                
8 In her ‘Conclusion, Which may be either considered as conclusive remarks, or as a Preface’ to the published 
volume of Tales from British History, Aguilar writes that her sources include: ‘Sir Walter Scott’s first 
series of Tales of a Grandfather, and Maria Hack’s English Stories (vol. 2).  These, with a little assistance 
from Hume[’s History of England (1778)] are the only works she has had it in her power to consult, but 
to them she strictly adheres’ (Tales from British History (London: Routledge & Sons Limited, 1908), 379.  
Throughout her ‘Poems Books’, as well, are notes of attribution to other sources, including Scott’s Lay 
of the Last Minstrel (‘The Lament of Wallace’ (Poems Book 1, UCL Special Collections, Grace Aguilar 
Collection, MS ADD 378, Box A, n.d. (circa 1831), n.p. (19-22)). 
9 Fay, ‘Grace Aguilar: Rewriting Scott Rewriting History’, 224-226 (Fay’s emphasis). 
10 Burstein, ‘“Not the Superiority of Belief, but Superiority of True Devotion’’’, 13-17. 
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separates the Jewish and Catholic religions in order to identify Jews with 

Protestants.11  

Whilst they offer interesting starting points to address Bruce, a very 

commercially successful novel,12 Michael Galchinsky, Elizabeth Fay, and Miriam 

Burstein overlook several aspects of Aguilar’s writing: that The Days of Bruce was 

written during Aguilar’s adolescence; and, that it was composed in between five other 

sketches about English and Scottish national identity.  Burstein makes great strides in 

developing the context through which we read Aguilar’s Scottish novel, though she 

too neglects Aguilar’s adolescent mind and contexts in favor of reading The Days of 

Bruce as a text that asserts Aguilar’s Jewish values.  Though Aguilar may form the type 

of Judaism she will express in her later fiction in this text, I believe that her early 

efforts indicate her participation in discussions about nineteenth-century English 

national identity and domesticity.   

There is scant scholarship on Victorian juvenilia.  In her research, Meg Harris 

Williams emphasises that a child writer’s choice of subject matter was responsible for 

developing that child’s unique authorial voice.13  Whilst Aguilar’s early writing does 

discuss moments of national instability and crisis, the more important element of 

these early writing ventures is her imitation of popular contemporary writers.  

Christine Alexander and Juliet McMaster write about the importance of literary 

models for the juvenile writer.  Alexander emphasizes the significance of imitation in 

children’s writing because she believes ‘their early writings represent a microcosm of 

the larger adult world, disclosing the concerns, ideologies, and values of the age’.14  

McMaster sees literary models for the juvenile writer as elements of identity, 

suggesting that a young author’s inspiration is instrumental in defining his/her 

unique writing style and theme.15 Aguilar’s extensive composition of medieval 

Scottish and English histories demonstrates her awareness of literary genre.  It is also 

indicative of her interest in national politics, and the early fiction that comprises this 

chapter shows the writing patterns that will enable Aguilar’s later historical fiction to 

                                                
11 Burstein, ‘“Not the Superiority of Belief, but Superiority of True Devotion’’’, 22. 
12 Galchinsky, Origin of the Modern Jewish Woman Writer, 139. 
13 Meg Harris Williams, ‘Book Magic: Aesthetic Conflicts in Charlotte Brontë’s Juvenilia’, Nineteenth-
Century Literature, 42.1 (June 1987): 29-45.  In her study of the Bronte’s juvenilia, Williams suggests that 
predominance of ‘war’ and ‘political rebellion’ in this early writing was illustrative of Bronte’s own 
efforts to understand the writing process (29). 
14 Christine Alexander, ‘Nineteenth-century juvenilia: a survey’, The Child Writer from Austen to Woolf 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005), 11. 
15 Juliet McMaster, ‘“Adults’ Literature” By Children’, The Lion and The Unicorn, 25 (2001), 277-299, 
290. 
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enter into the nineteenth-century literary world as part of the body of English 

popular literature.  This chapter will, therefore, position Aguilar’s historical tales 

about medieval England and Scotland in the larger literary community of the early 

nineteenth century to show her interpretation of contemporary social and political 

discourse during the early stages of her writing career. 

 
Narrative Histories and English and Scottish Domesticity 
 
Criticism on eighteenth- and nineteenth-century English and Scottish historical 

fiction has been prolific since the 1960s.  It considers England’s fascination with the 

past and uses the popularity of Walter Scott’s style of poetry and prose to name him 

as the father of the historical novel.16  This is why Aguilar’s fiction is in need of 

revaluation because, as the contemporary reviews in the previous section of this 

chapter note, her works are able to stand on their own amongst the great names of 

this literary mode.  Whilst certainly prevalent in all subsequent scholarship, Scott is 

not predominant in recent studies of historical fiction and historical romance from 

the 1990s to the present day.  Gary Kelly, Rosemary Mitchell, and Lisa Kasmer make 

convincing arguments for the expansion of the canon of historical fiction to include 

women writers of the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, Kelly’s and Kasmer’s 

work insisting that women were more responsible for the development of the 

historical novel than was Scott.17   

Both primary critical standpoints on the English historical novel see it as a 

medium for social critique.  Nicholas Rance, for example, argues that this genre was 

created out of a sense of nostalgia for the past as a result of anxiety from the 

American and French Revolutions, as well as internal ambivalence about England’s 

industrial development.18  In this reading, the past is idealized and, though 

                                                
16 See, for example: Georg Lukács, The Historical Novel (London: Merlin Press, 1962); Avrom 
Fleishman, The English Historical Novel: Walter Scott to Virginia Woolf (Baltimore: The John Hopkins 
Press, 1971); Nicholas Rance, The Historical Novel and Popular Politics in Nineteenth-Century England 
(London: Vision Press Limited, 1975); Andrew Sanders, The Victorian Historical Novel 1840-1880 
(London: Macmillan Press Limited, 1978); David Brown, Walter Scott and the Historical Imagination 
(London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1979); Patrice Joan Caldwell, ‘Historical Romance: The 
Contribution of Scott, Bulwer-Lytton and George Eliot’ (unpublished PhD Dissertation, University of 
California, Los Angeles, 1980); Mary Lascelles, The Story-Teller Retrieves the Past: Historical Fiction and 
Fictitious History in the Art of Scott, Stevenson, Kipling, and Some Others (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1980). 
17 Gary Kelly, Women, Writing and Revolution 1790-1827 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1993); Rosemary 
Mitchell, Picturing the Past: English History in Text and Image 1830-1870 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2000); 
Lisa Kay Kasmer, ‘Regendering History: Women, and the Genres of History, 1760-1830’ (unpublished 
PhD Dissertation, University of California, Los Angeles, 2002); Angela Keane, Women Writers and the 
English Nation in the 1790s: Romantic Belongings (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000). 
18 Rance, Historical Novel and Popular Politics, 14. 
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contemporary manners and values are projected backwards in time, readers are 

meant to perceive in the past a simple and efficient mode of living that had been 

replaced by the unpredictability of industrialism.  Romantic and Victorian historical 

writing, critics agree, is concerned less about documenting factual history than it is 

about portraying men’s and women’s experiences of historical events and, in Georg 

Lukács’s terms, ‘the poetic awakening’ of individuals in the history of the nation.19  

Ultimately, this literature shows how the English past has organically evolved into the 

English eighteenth- and nineteenth-century present and, as Patrice Joan Caldwell 

argues, how by ‘partly recreating, partly critically examining past times’, historical 

novels ‘construct a sense of order for the seemingly chaotic Romantic and Victorian 

modern world’.20  Aguilar’s national tales participate in this stabilizing of nineteenth-

century ideals, both political and domestic. 

 Authors of narrative histories of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries 

made an effort to define English national identity and instill in young readers a 

patriotism that would encourage national unity.  This is the most prominent feature 

of the national tale that Aguilar recycles in her own fiction.  Gary Kelly suggests that 

‘the most [commercially] successful of these novels dealt with ‘marginal’ domains in 

the United Kingdom, especially Ireland […], and Scotland’ because it seemed ‘as 

though England as the political and social centre and norm did not need to be 

defined as socially authentic and historically original in the way that the other regions, 

or ‘provinces’ of the United Kingdom did’.21 Scotland’s physical proximity to 

England made it difficult for England in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries 

both to integrate with and separate from the Scottish country, people, cultures, and 

values. Its relationship with France and Catholicism from the Middle Ages under the 

Auld Alliance in 1295 was viewed by England as a threat to the nation in the 

eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.  Neither the ascension of James Stuart I to the 

English throne in 1603, nor the Union of 1707, in which Scotland officially became a 

part of Great Britain, allayed these fears.  At the close of the eighteenth century, the 

French Revolution between 1789 and 1799, and then the Napoleonic Wars from 

1803 to 1815, renewed these ancient tensions and urged late-eighteenth and early-

nineteenth century English and Scottish writers to engage metaphorically in their 

                                                
19 Lukács, The Historical Novel, 42. 
20 Caldwell, Historical Romance, 20. 
21 Gary Kelly, English Fiction of the Romantic Period 1789-1830 (London & New York: Longman, 1989), 
92.  
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fiction with these political events in an attempt to unite the nations against French 

imperialism.  England, in the period represented by these authors, was under 

Norman influence, aligning the country both with France and Catholicism.  Writers 

sought to counteract such tensions and promote unity by writing tales of patriotic 

resistance to Norman England.  These authors, however, were less interested in 

vilifying medieval England than in showing that Scotland gave birth to contemporary 

English national identity; medieval Scots were pre-English citizens. Whereas male 

writers like Walter Scott emphasized physical experiences in defense of Britain, 

female writers like Jane Porter, Maria Hack, and Grace Aguilar presented women’s 

role as moral educator in the home as instrumental in inspiring patriotism in young 

citizens.   

The dominance of historical romances in the nineteenth century suggests that 

popular fiction used national politics to address the serious questions affecting the 

nation as a whole, and this is particularly the case with the national tale and narrative 

history.  Gary Kelly’s definition of the ‘national tale’ will inform my use of the genre 

to locate Aguilar’s English and Scottish historical romances in a larger literary context 

than has so far been done.22  Kelly argues that the national tale evolved from ‘village 

anecdotes’ that appeared in the 1790s and which attempted to convey to readers an 

idealized view of society.23  As the political climate of the late-eighteenth century 

changed with the American and French Revolutions, Kelly believes, England’s fears 

about a revolution on its own soil cultivated a preference for literature that did not 

merely represent an ideal society, but that specifically articulated a unified British 

‘national social identity’.24  Consequently, national tales are also ‘historical romances’ 

because they attempt to idealize the past for the benefit of the present.25   

Aguilar’s narrative histories are also family romances that emphasise sexual 

unions between characters as much as they do national ones, her values located in 

domesticity that is both political and familial. Aguilar’s domestic romances, I will 

show, are her versions of national unity.  Ian Dennis considers the theme of sexual 

desire in national fiction of the early-nineteenth-century.  Using Sydney Owenson’s 

The Wild Irish Girl (1806) and Jane Porter’s The Scottish Chiefs (1810), he argues that a 

‘literary desire’ for Scotland and Ireland was expressed in texts by English as much as 

                                                
22 Gary Kelly, English Fiction of the Romantic Period, 92-98. 
23 ibid, 89, 92. 
24 ibid, 92. 
25 ibid, 92. 
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by Scottish and Irish writers.26  Angela Keane’s recent work on women writers and 

nationalism in the late eighteenth century participates in a discussion of women’s 

position as writers and bodies of England and the fringe nations during this period.  

Her main argument, like Dennis’s, focuses on desire and she argues that in national 

fiction ‘The nation is constituted by longing for a community and for a place of 

origin and stability’.27  She believes that this ‘longing’ consists of the same dynamics 

as romantic love and the woman for whom the hero longs is also the feminised 

nation.   Moreover, she argues that women’s texts about the nation focus ‘on the 

nurturing place’ of the home, making the maternal female body ‘the source of 

national security’.28  Aguilar’s female characters are significant to the construction of 

an ideal home and, by extension, nation.  However, they are sometimes problematic, 

as are her men.  Despite their sometimes-sparse presence in the main action of the 

text, women animate the plot with their patriotism, influence, intuition, virtue, and 

beauty.  Both men and women are responsible for the construction of the domestic 

English or Scottish nation and Aguilar writes popular tales that fictionalize the 

nation-building that was taking place in the political culture of this period.       

 

Contextualizing Aguilar’s National Romances 

In her early adolescence, Aguilar gleaned from national tales and narrative histories 

by Maria Hack and Walter Scott the components of English and Scottish nationhood 

that would help her to construct a British national identity that was dependent on 

specific gender roles.29  In doing so, she anticipated Victorian family values by 

presenting the nation as a domestic unit.  Women’s historical writing essentially 

expressed the same history and sense of national unity that men’s was, but it did so 

by feminizing the nation, using new views about domesticity and the English home 

to define British national identity.  I will take up Gary Kelly’s and Lisa Kasmer’s 

argument that Jane Porter’s The Scottish Chiefs (1810) is a pioneering text—in 

Kasmer’s case the prototype—for the historical fiction genre, and it can, therefore, 

be viewed as an influence on Aguilar’s own writing.   

Nineteenth-century narrative histories were often partisan.  For example, 

Jane Porter’s The Scottish Chiefs emphasizes female characters and conveys Scotland’s 

                                                
26 Dennis, Nationalism and Desire, 24. 
27 Keane, Women Writers and the English Nation, 2-3. 
28 ibid, 3. 
29 See note 8. 
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struggle for independence sympathetically, portraying Scottish characters as divinely 

inspired but persecuted by diabolical English ones.  Maria Hack’s English Stories, 

illustrating some of the most interesting events and characters, between the Accession of Alfred and 

the Death of John (1820), however, emphasizes English characters and their noble 

qualities during this same historical period and her minimal description of Scottish 

characters shows that her sympathies lie with England; Hack is English.  Walter 

Scott’s Tales of a Grandfather; being Stories taken from Scottish History (1828-1829), a 

narrative history book dedicated to his young grandson, celebrates both Scottish and 

English patriotism equally, seeing in the past the beginnings of a unified British 

identity; Scott supported the union between Scotland and England.  All of these 

authors influenced Aguilar’s portrayal of medieval Scotland and England.  For 

Aguilar, as well as authors like Scott, Hack, Porter, and Owenson, national identity is 

expressed through a fictionalized version of people’s moral values and this makes the 

didactic tone of the narratives a consistent feature of this type of writing.  Aguilar 

participates in the dissemination of morality through narrative histories by feminizing 

nationalism, emphasizing propriety and decorum.  This, according to Aguilar, enables 

women to take part in nation-building and is what sets her histories apart from those 

of these other writers.  Moreover, she shows the development of female patriotic 

sensibility, enacting the trajectory of a woman’s maturation and development of 

appropriate national domestic values.30  It is in this way that Aguilar’s heroines can 

become the ‘moral regenerators of the nation’ that early nineteenth-century society 

envisioned women as.31  

 Aguilar reiterates the main themes of Porter’s Scottish Chiefs in her own 

historical novels about medieval Scotland: male and female patriotism and ideal 

womanhood.  Set in thirteenth-century Scotland, Scottish Chiefs is a literary 

representation of Scotland’s struggle for independence under William Wallace and in 

it Porter claims to illustrate Scottish social values.  The narrative begins just prior to 

Wallace’s wife’s murder and its destruction of their domestic life, which inspires 

                                                
30 Anne Mellor, in Mothers of the Nation: Women’s Political Writing in England, 1780-1830 (Bloomington: 
Indiana University Press, 2000) argues that women writers of the Romantic period took ‘the family as 
the grounding figure of both social and political organization (87), and ‘successfully called for a 
“revolution in manners,” both in female manners and in the mores of the nation as a whole’ (142).  
Aguilar may be responding to the preoccupation Romantic women writers had with establishing a 
woman’s role in English society.  Her fiction, however, is less about asserting a ‘peace-loving female’ 
(Mellor 142) as a model for her women readers, than it is about redefining the ideal woman as a 
patriot who actively inspires male patriotism. 
31 Catherine Hall, White, Male and Middle-Class: Explorations in Feminism and History (Cambridge: Polity 
Press, 1992), 86. 
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Wallace to take up the Scottish national cause.  Writing of Scotland’s struggles with 

King Edward I between 1296 and 1305, Porter focuses her text on Wallace, Joanna 

and Helen Mar, and all of the Scottish chiefs that labor under Wallace’s guidance to 

challenge English rule, ending the story on Wallace’s death.  Fiona Price suggests that 

Porter ‘[reacted] to the unease produced by the French Revolution and the 

Napoleonic Wars’ by composing ‘a public consciousness of history and its heroes’, 

thinking that this ‘could strengthen the contemporary sense of national 

community’.32  This, Price argues, makes Porter’s text ‘quixotic’; it relies on 

sentiment and nostalgia to construct a romance about the Scottish nation rather than 

an unemotional relation of historical facts.33  Aguilar’s tales about medieval Scotland 

participate in the early nineteenth-century revival of medievalism and the notions of 

chivalry and order in Britain’s past, and in this we can see Porter’s influence on 

Aguilar’s writing. 

 Patriotism is one of the most prominent concepts in Porter’s novel and she 

defines it as a Christian value.  Moreover, she emphasises female patriotism, both 

good and bad.  Her depiction of Marion Wallace, Lady Helen Mar, and Lady Joanna 

Mar seem to have influenced the type of female character that Aguilar recycles in her 

own historical novels.  In Porter’s fictional Scotland, the Scottish patriots are 

motivated by Christian values and God to pursue their independence.  William 

Wallace is portrayed as Christ-like and the women in his life who support his cause 

are defined as angelic and heroic.  Wallace’s first wife, with whom he retreated from 

Scottish and English politics to live a simple, domestic life in the Scottish Highlands, 

is characterized as an ethereal being.  Wallace claims to have ‘an angel [as] his 

companion’, an ‘angel of peace and love’.34  When a wounded soldier comes to 

Ellerslie for help, she dresses his wounds whilst Wallace looks on ‘his lovely wife in 

this more lovely act of charity’.35  Although these descriptions of Marion, and many 

others beside, depict her as Porter’s ideal woman, she is not.  Regardless of her clear 

patriotism and sympathy with Scotland’s cause—she dies refusing to surrender her 

husband to the English—her love for Wallace and his for her causes his retreat from 

the public, masculine world of war and it is only her death that enables his return to 

his appropriate social role. 

                                                
32 Fiona Price, ‘Introduction’, The Scottish Chiefs (Peterborough: Broadview Press, 2007), 9. 
33 Porter, The Scottish Chiefs (2007). 
34 ibid, 46-47. 
35 ibid, 59. 
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The Lady Helen Mar is also characterized as a ministering angel; however, 

she ministers to political life as much as she does to domestic life, and she appears 

Porter’s ideal woman.  Whereas Marion is passively patriotic, Helen is actively so; 

however, her activity is presented as domestic and, therefore, appropriate.  Although 

she is ‘ignorant of the horrors of war’ she is ‘alive to the glory of the present cause’ 

and ‘with a thrill of delight hurrie[s] to commence her task’ of weaving Wallace’s hair 

into the Scottish standard.36  Helen here participates in patriotic activity by creating 

the standard under which Scottish citizens will fight.  She is especially feminine in 

this activity because she performs it in a stereotypical domestic activity: weaving.  

Porter links women’s traditional crafts with warfare, creating a specific role for 

patriotic women.  Helen is also sympathetic to human suffering and undertakes the 

job of burying Wallace’s wife.  The men who observe her efforts see ‘in her beautiful 

form one of heaven’s fairest inhabitants, sent down to bear away the body as well as 

the soul of [Wallace’s] dear mistress to her divine abode’.37  Ultimately, ‘all was 

innocence and duty in Helen’s breast’ and she works in partnership with Wallace for 

Scotland so that even their romantic love and brief marriage is founded upon their 

mutual patriotism rather than sexual desire.38 

Porter’s belief that women are diabolic when they fail to be domestic and 

patriotic is conveyed through the character of Lady Joanna Mar.  Joanna, Helen’s 

stepmother, is a negative force throughout the novel.  Often compared with Helen in 

beauty and behavior, Porter holds Joanna up as the definitive model of impropriety 

for her female readers.  Joanna possesses no patriotic sentiments.  When Wallace 

seeks to gain the assistance of her husband and nephew in the war, she claims that 

‘Scotland is lost for ever’ and that ‘The project is wild and needless’.39  Regardless of 

these unsupportive feelings, and the reproofs for them she receives from Wallace and 

her husband, she becomes interested in the war when she becomes sexually attracted 

to Wallace.  Despite being married, she spends most of the novel trying to seduce 

Wallace away from the Scottish cause and towards her own.  For example, when 

Wallace wins the castle of Stirling and situates her there in safety and comfort, she 

uses her musical talents to cast ‘one of her spells by which she meant to attract 
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38 ibid, 322. 
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Wallace to think on her, and to bind him to the castle’.40  This imagery of Joanna as a 

sorceress is furthered when she becomes jealous of Helen’s relationship with Wallace 

after he rescues Helen from a kidnapper.  Once Helen has been saved from a 

rapacious English soldier, Joanna ‘glanced on Helen’s looks, which, if an evil eye had 

any witching power, would have withered all her beauties’.41  Depictions of Joanna as 

evil and vindictive culminate in the final image of her as the devil when she betrays 

Wallace to the English.  When the Scottish soldiers look at her after discovering her 

role in Wallace’s capture, ‘Her once dazzling beauty [is] transformed to the terrible 

lightning which gleamed on the face of Satan when he sat brooding on the burning 

marl of Tartarus’.42  Joanna is evil in the same degree that Helen is virtuous and both 

of them are defined by their interest in Scotland’s independence.   

Model women, in Porter’s view, are those who sacrifice desire for country 

and God, and this is the foundation upon which Aguilar constructs her national 

heroines.  Porter’s national tale is, overall, a romance and the action of the plot is 

motivated by the pursuit of sexual love.  The love triangle comprising the conflicts of 

the novel provide opportunities for Porter to comment on appropriate male and 

female behavior, and this is the most prominent trope that Aguilar recycles and 

deploys in her own national tales, and what makes Aguilar’s narrative histories also 

historical romances.  

Maria Hack’s English Stories of the Olden Time (1820) is not a historical romance 

like Porter’s, but a narrative history book.43  She writes stories about the past told in 

‘conversations’ held by a nineteenth-century mother educating her children about 

English history whilst they play.44  Hack emphasizes English medieval history and 

includes stories of Scottish and English heroes, though her language is clearly biased 

towards the latter.  The structure of this text, a narrative about a family unit sitting 

together to learn about the national past because of events in the present, makes it 

didactic.  Aguilar borrows this trope in most of her narrative histories when she sets 

the primary action of the text in a family home that is engaged in domestic activities.  

Hack’s mother-character uses the past to educate her son and daughter about 

propriety, patriotism, and gender values, concerns Aguilar also addresses.  Although 

                                                
40 Porter, The Scottish Chiefs, 234. 
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she deflects praise of her work by enumerating its faults, Hack believes that English 

Stories will ‘strengthen the influence of moral and religious principle, and inspire a 

warm and enlightened attachment’ of English citizens ‘to the English Constitution’.45  

This, she hopes, will encourage ‘the Spirit of Patriotism’ to ‘take root in the warm soil 

of domestic affection, and shed its ennobling, animating influence on future 

generations’.46  Hack locates the seed of patriotism in a mother’s responsibility to the 

education of her children.  Her historical narrative, therefore, is as much about the 

English nation as it is about the English home, and it is this element that Aguilar 

revises to suit her own literary purposes. 

Hack’s interest in both meanings of the term ‘domestic’ is established in the 

opening of her first volume of English Stories.  Here, she explains the importance of 

the physical land in encouraging patriotic spirit.  Aguilar’s medieval fictions about 

England and Scotland also emphasize the land as an important component of the 

nation and this trope appears consistently in her national and gothic romances.  In 

the opening tableau of English Stories, Mrs. Bennett is ‘glad to find [her son] can feel 

the spirit’ of the English hills and she tells him that ‘There is hardly a spot on the 

whole of the earth’s surface, however peaceful it may appear, but has witnessed 

contention, and bloodshed, and death’.47  The tranquility of the scene leads the 

mother into a discussion of warfare, and specifically about the formation of England.  

Using nature as a classroom, Mrs. Bennett initiates a discussion about nationality 

from the very soil of the country she is to discuss.  The landscape brings together the 

nation and the home, representing the public, political domesticity of the nation.  

Her children’s attention to it enables her to uphold her domestic duties to her hearth. 

Amongst these duties is Mrs. Bennett’s position of moral educator.  In 

English Stories there is a consistent separation between masculine and feminine 

education.  Looking for a means of entertainment for her children whilst they walk in 

the country, Mrs. Bennett asks if she should tell them fairy tales.  Although Lucy likes 

this idea because she ‘has bought three Cinderellas’ and ‘worn them all away to 

tatters’, Harry ‘should like to read the grand stories of real English history much 

better than any sort of mere nursery tales’.48  He insists that Lucy agrees and she 
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expresses this forced complicity ‘with an absent smile upon her face’.49  Hack’s 

‘conversations’ expose the disparity of masculine and feminine interests; Harry is 

fascinated by war and government, whilst Lucy is concerned about ‘handsome’ 

soldiers and ‘fine manners’, mere ‘girl’s’ topics that Harry declares are ‘not worth 

anything’.50  The subject of male and female education becomes, in actuality, the 

opportunity of education for men and the absence of it for women. 

Despite Hack’s interest in propriety, a distinct tone of discomfort can be read 

into English Stories; Hack appears more uncomfortable with her separation of male 

and female learning than she lets on in her preface.  This is most apparent in the final 

‘conversation’ of the text when Harry leaves for school and Lucy and Mrs. Bennett 

are left crying at the train station.  Lucy is told that ‘there are no more English stories 

for [her] for a long, long time—not till Harry comes home again to spend the 

summer with’ them.51  Mrs. Bennett cannot justify telling English histories to her 

daughter without the presence of her son, whom she implies is the more natural 

recipient of these tales.  When reflecting on her son’s departure, Mrs. Bennett ‘knew 

how she would miss the merry laugh and the bright eyes of her boy,’ and Lucy cries 

‘over a vague sorrow which she could not explain or understand’.52  I believe this 

‘vague sorrow’ comes from the loss of learning that Lucy must endure because she 

cannot learn history, a male subject, without the excuse of her brother’s intellectual 

needs.  Lucy cannot expand her mind because she is a woman.  Aguilar takes up the 

limitations on female learning in her time by creating a feminine space in her national 

tales about England and Scotland.  All of her narratives are predominantly about 

women, although her female characters have varying roles.  Nonetheless, even when 

they are absent, as in most of ‘Edmund, The Exiled Prince: A Tale of the Conquest’, 

the memory of them is the motivation behind the male characters’ actions.53  In this 

way Aguilar writes women’s contributions to nation-building into English national 

history. 

Both Hack and Porter appear to have influenced Aguilar’s creation of 

domestic histories.  Aguilar constructs her histories in a way ‘that forms an alliance 
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between historical account and domestic sentiment’.54  Aguilar expands the idea of 

‘domesticity to include the ‘national’ identity’ of the English and Scottish nations by 

spotlighting women’s experiences in the past, giving them a more distinct role in the 

maintenance of the nation that is achieved in similar terms as is the ideal home.55  

However, Aguilar does not only discuss the terms of domesticity and femininity in 

her portrayals of English history.  Rather, as the fact that her earliest medieval 

histories were dedicated to her young brothers suggests, she was also interested in 

portraying ideal masculinity, and her ‘Tales From British History’ are as much about 

feminine propriety as they are about a masculine chivalric code of conduct.56  Aguilar 

also modeled her writing on Walter Scott’s Tales of a Grandfather; being Stories taken from 

Scottish History (1828-1829).  Scott’s narrative histories in this compilation of tales are 

distinct from Hack’s because, as a unionist, Scott is interested in encouraging the idea 

of the coexistence of opposing nations.  The language of Hack’s work distinctly 

favours the English over the Scots, or she simply omits any discussion of them.57  

Aguilar does not use Scott in order to promote a unionist view of the nation, 

however.  What she does borrow from him is the way in which he depicts manliness 

and ideal masculinity, recycling these ideas in order to develop a type of male 

conduct that was to become important to nineteenth-century gender values.58   

Scott’s Tales, structured like those of Hack’s, are a series of narratives about 

the past accompanied by running commentaries.  He claims his intention for these is 

to provide for ‘the young […] a general view of Scottish History’ and ‘a source of 

instruction for others’ that was so well received by his grandson.59  Like Hack, Scott 

expresses his hope that his text be received as a didactic history.  Like Hack’s 
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fictional mother and daughter, his longing for his family to be physically near to him 

motivates Scott’s writing, and his preface suggests he is anxious about families in the 

modern world.  Scott writes that, had he and his grandson found it possible  

 

to remain near to each other, I should have repeated to you many of the 

stories contained in this book more than once.  But, since that has ceased to 

be the case, I have nothing remaining save to put them in this shape, in 

which you may read them over as often as you have a mind.60 

 

Scott, perhaps, is here referring to the fact that his family has moved away from the 

place of its origin, a general comment on the effects of the new industrial age on 

families in Britain.  Hence, Scott’s interest in history is nostalgic and he looks 

towards the past not only for models of propriety but also for a lost, ideal world in 

which families are able to stay in the homes and on the lands of their patriarchs.  

Porter’s, Hack’s, and Aguilar’s historical narratives are all motivated by loss: the death 

of a national hero; the return of a son to school; the loss of mothers and fathers, 

wives and husbands, and daughters and sons.  Each of these losses is measured in 

domestic terms, both as national loss and as family loss. 

 Although nostalgic for a cohesive family past, Scott is interested in creating a 

romance of tolerance.  Aguilar seems to borrow this idea for ‘Lionel Percy’, in which 

she writes a fantasy of a mixed Scottish and English clan.  Unlike Scott, however, her 

intention is not to unify the nation as much as it is to create a nationally neutral 

training ground for adolescents and adult males where they learn their later domestic 

role.  Scott’s narrative voice, promoting union, portrays all of the nations he 

discusses sympathetically.  He writes about how ‘The English are very fond of their 

fine country; they call it Old England, and think it the finest land that the sun shines 

upon’, suggesting that English citizens are duly patriotic.61  Scott admits that the 

Scots are ‘also very proud of their own country, with its great lakes and mountains’.62  

Rather than compare the countries, Scott shows that they resemble each other, but 

are separate and different.  He ends this discussion by stating that, because ‘both 

England and Scotland are now parts of the same kingdom […] there is no use in 
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asking which is the best country, or the bravest men’.63  Scott encourages his young 

readers to accept a unified British nation and celebrates the heroes of both similarly, 

showing that, though different, each are deserving of praise.   

Scott also criticizes the nations and peoples he discusses equally, showing 

that his version of morality is one that opposes antipathy.  For example, when 

discussing the exploits of King Edward I, he describes the king as ‘a good man’ who 

‘was not ambitious or covetous of what did not belong to him’.64  However, when he 

tells of how Edward conquered Wales, Scott is quick to condemn this act, arguing 

that Edward’s ‘unprincipled usurpation’ of the country resulted in ‘the hatred and 

violence of national antipathy which arose betwixt the sister countries’ that ‘removed 

to a distance almost incalculable to the prospect of their becoming one people, for 

which nature seemed to design them’.65  When Scott describes Scottish heroes he 

emphasises the elements that make them heroic, presenting William Wallace, for 

example, as a ‘brave patriot’ because he struggled to right the wrongs against 

Scotland and not to appease a personal grudge against England.66  When Scott tells 

how Wallace is placed on trial by King Edward, he claims ‘that Wallace’s defence was 

a good one, both in law and in common sense’, because he believes that ‘every one 

has not only a right to fight in defence of his native country, but is bound in duty to 

do so’.67  Scott’s rhetoric is constructed to express an authority that emphasizes his 

fair-dealing as a narrator.  It is because of this narrative stance that Scott can show 

how patriotism and tolerance are compatible.  Aguilar, too, attempts to convey both 

English and Scottish history in a way that places sympathy where it is appropriate 

based upon logical reasoning about isolated experiences.   

In the sections that follow, I will not discuss the argument that Aguilar uses 

Scotland’s struggle as a metaphor for her Jewish identity and Anglo-Jewish struggles 

in the nineteenth century for political and social independence, as this has been dealt 

with fully by other scholars.  Rather, I will show that her historical narratives reflect, 

despite her faith, her cultivation of an English sensibility, indicated by a balanced 

approach to political conflict rather than one marked by partisan sympathy.  I will 

argue that by assimilating and modifying the main tropes of the national tale and 

historical narrative Aguilar develops a distinctly English domestic ideology.   
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Narrative Histories, National Tales, and Family Romances 
 
Aguilar’s first attempts at writing narrative history were in poetry about William 

Wallace,68 James of Monmouth,69 and King Edward III.70  In her early writing, 

Aguilar makes frequent mention of texts she has read and her authorial voice speaks 

to her reader—usually the friend or family member to whom the poetry book is 

dedicated—in a way that shows she was imitating the popular literature of Jane 

Porter, Maria Hack, and Walter Scott, contemplating future writing ventures about 

history, and hoping for publication.71  For Aguilar, popular national and narrative 

histories equipped her with a medium to develop her ideas about nationhood and 

national identity.72  Her focus on medieval histories reflects both her interest in 

English national identity and her awareness of the reading public; she engaged with 

English society through literary forms that already appealed to the reader.   

What sets Aguilar’s versions of these genres apart from those by Jane Porter, 

Maria Hack, and Walter Scott is the way they use historical narrative to construct 

‘family romances’.73  Aguilar’s national tales position their narratives in homes, and 

she uses this setting to explore the dynamics of domesticity with the tropes of 

popular literature of her day.  The novel had long utilized a plot in which families 

were maintained via quasi-incestuous marriages.  Whilst some, like Jane Austen’s 

Mansfield Park (1814) idealised such marriages as the method by which the modern 

family could maintain itself, others, like Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein (1818), criticised 

them as a destructive force that turns progeny against patriarch.  Where Aguilar 

departs from these examples of quasi-incestuous relationships is in the way she 

presents sexual desire between siblings—usually cousins or orphans who have been 
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raised together from a young age—as symbolic of national unity; fraternal-sororal 

love establishes an ideal nation.  She also rewrites patriotism as a form of 

domesticity.  Aguilar’s medieval Scottish and English historical romances anticipate 

also the Victorian preoccupation with and ambivalence about fraternal-sororal 

relationships that appear in more well known literature like Emily Brontë’s Wuthering 

Heights (1847), Charles Dickens’s Dombey and Son (1846-1848), and George Eliot’s The 

Mill on the Floss (1860).  Aguilar’s historical narratives, like these later novels, feature 

sibling relationships that are problematic because they engage with the subjects of 

sexuality and sexual longing between members of the same family, albeit some of 

these are adopted in; Aguilar’s construction of gender roles for the nation 

inadvertently questions the stability of the domestic family unit in her use of the 

incest trope because, whilst incest in some cases creates racial purity and joins lovers 

through mutual family love, in other cases it forces together disparate individuals and 

ideals that result in the destruction of families and individuals.74  The private, 

domestic world becomes, for Aguilar, ‘an idealised space for the production of a 

virtuous and moral nation’ that is, at the same time, not without troubling results.75   

 

‘Legends of Time Past’ 

Existing in a hand-bound book is Aguilar’s ‘Legends of Time Past’, which consists of 

‘Edmund de Clifford The Last of His Race a Legend of Poictiers’ and ‘Lionel Percy 

the Youthful Chief a Legend of Alnwick Forest’.76  These two tales are about 

fictional versions of the de Clifford and the Percy families, respectively, set circa 
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1346-1356.  The narratives explore domesticity—political and familial—and 

masculinity.   

Edmund de Clifford, of Aguilar’s first narrative history, is an orphan raised 

by his uncle, the Earl of Northumberland, with his uncle’s adopted daughter, Edith 

[Camden].  The two fall in love and are betrothed just before Edmund enlists as a 

soldier in Prince Edward I’s war against France.  Edith accompanies Edmund into 

battle, unbeknownst to him, disguised as his page.  She works for Edmund in loyal 

servitude and eventually fights alongside him as he establishes his reputation as a 

knight with honor and military prowess that gains the Prince’s attention.  Meanwhile 

an evil priest, Father Austin, who is the Prince’s trusted advisor, becomes jealous of 

the Prince’s admiration of Edmund and accuses Edmund of being a spy for the 

French when Edmund releases a young, French prisoner.  This stains Edmund’s 

reputation and causes him to lose his rank in the army.  Prince Edward distrusts and 

demeans Edmund throughout the tale and Edmund determines to die in battle.  

Edmund’s cousin eventually learns of Father Austin’s evil plot and exposes him to 

the Prince, forcing Austin to confess that Edmund was never a spy.  Prince Edward 

formally apologizes to Edmund as he is dying; he dies just after Edith reveals that she 

has been disguised as Edmund’s page.  A few years later, Edith dies in a convent 

from pining over Edmund.   

In this tale, Aguilar writes an early version of the ideal domestic family as a 

unit that establishes romantic love and expresses sexual desire from within one 

family; patriotic activity is aimed at the maintenance and perpetuation of the family.  

This is achieved through heterosexual relationships that develop out of a quasi-

incestuous desire between adopted siblings.  The eponymous character falls in love 

with ‘the Lady Edith [Camden] the [adopted] daughter of one of’ his uncle’s ‘dearest 

friends’ who is ‘in every respect […] treated as a daughter’.77  Aguilar desires that the 

reader consider Edith a blood-daughter of the Earl’s and chooses her language 

accordingly.  Through this relationship Aguilar anticipates the mid-nineteenth-

century pattern in which domestic novels ‘sexualize family relationships and 

encourage incestuous liaisons’.78  Aguilar here domesticates the English nation 

because, like the domestic units that comprise its core, she asserts that England is to 

be regarded as a family.  When the Earl gives the couple his blessing to marry, 
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therefore, it does not seem unnatural that he refers to them as ‘“His beloved 

Children”’.79  Aguilar begins her historical narrative in a home and her ideal family is 

dictated by a man’s desire for a woman.  In order to realize this desire, Edmund must 

‘[behave] gallantly and nobly in france that he might then deserve to claim Edith as 

his bride’.80  His motivation for success in battle is his ambition to create and 

perpetuate a domestic world with his adopted sister, Edith.  The family, for Aguilar, 

supports manly behavior and industry, helping to establish appropriate masculine 

roles.  In this tale, therefore, Aguilar emphasizes male domesticity as an important 

component of manliness.   

However, the domestic man is problematic when his desire for home 

supercedes his obligations to participate in the public, male world.  Edmund’s 

attachment to his family distracts him from his military exercises and compromises 

his emotional stability.  Just after Edmund and Edith say their farewells and Edmund 

prepares for war, he is overwhelmed by emotion.  One of his young cousins who is 

not of age and, therefore, cannot participate in the battle demands, ‘How now 

Edmund in tears! a pretty warrior you’ll make […] come let us change places you 

shall remain here a lovesick Earl’.81  Edmund’s emotions are outwardly observable 

and the jest made of him is much more critical than it is comical.  Once in battle, 

Edmund’s emotions continue to distract him from his preparation for masculine, 

political duty.  During one of his first nights away from home he is unable to sleep 

because  

 

his youthful mind […] thought on his long cherished; his long loved home; 

on that venerable form so severe on him who was his Uncle and father in 

one on his fondly loved Aunt who had been the only mother he knew; on his 

Cousins on one so dear that all one fair form so loved so dearly so devotedly 

loved.82 

 

Edmund’s ‘youthful mind’ is unprepared for the physical separation from his family 

that war requires.  He is teased by his relatives and peers alike and spends much of 

the tale brooding over his distance from his family and lover.  Later in the tale, when 
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Edmund loses favor with Prince Edward, he desires only to find a way to die.  

Feeling that he ‘cannot suffer much more than I have already done by [Prince 

Edward’s] coldness towards me whom […] hast given occasion to consider […] not 

only as his General, his prince, but as his friend’,83 Edmund determines to ‘redeem 

my honor by laying me dead upon the plain’.84  For Aguilar, manhood is family-

centered; men prepare to accept their role as fathers by learning about domestic 

duties in a fraternal military world.  Edmund’s masculinity is insufficient because he 

is unable to expand his domestic world to encompass both his private and public life.  

Aguilar conveys this through Edmund’s unwillingness to survive battle and failure to 

establish a home with Edith.  

 In Aguilar’s first sustained writing venture about medieval England she 

cultivates the main topic of concern that she will take further in her other writing: 

male domesticity.  In ‘Edmund de Clifford’ a man’s manliness is defined not just by 

chivalric behavior but also by an inclination towards domestic activity.  However, this 

too has qualifications.  In their seminal book on middle-class families in eighteenth 

and nineteenth century Britain, Leonore Davidoff and Catherine Hall argue that, 

‘Coming from an affectionate home atmosphere, boys would often suffer greatly 

when sent away to school or, at a later age, to apprenticeships’, but that ‘Severing 

close home ties was part of the hardening process of becoming a man’.85  Aguilar 

shows that a boy unable to assume his appropriate, manly role by ‘severing’ himself 

from his family—and thereby enabling himself to establish one of his own as a 

mature adult—results in tragedy.  However, Lionel Percy, in Aguilar’s second tale in 

‘Legends’, illustrates the ways in which Aguilar’s vision of masculinity is dependent 

upon a domestic ethos that extends beyond the paternal home. 

In ‘Lionel Percy the Youthful Chief a Legend of Alnwick Forest’, Lionel 

Percy is the rightful son of one of the Earls of Northumberland.  His mother dies 

two months after his birth and Lionel’s father has him brought up by a nurse who 

also has a son born on the same day, Christened the same name, but who suffers 

from ill health.  The nurse brings Lionel back to court for his seventh birthday, but 

he is forced to go back to live with her as his health fails.  The nurse soon sends 

word to the Earl that his son has died and the Earl dies shortly thereafter from grief.  

The nurse then retires with her own son to an isolated area of Alnwick Forest.  In his 
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late teens, Lionel learns on his mother’s deathbed that he is actually the son of 

Northumberland; when her own son died, she passed him off as the Earl’s son.  She, 

however, makes Lionel promise not to reveal himself until he turns twenty-one.  

Wandering Alnwick Forest hoping to die, Lionel meets a mixed English and Scottish 

clan—the ‘True Blue Archers’—and he joins their band, quickly impressing their 

Captain and followers with his moral integrity and military prowess.  After the 

Captain retires, Lionel is promoted to the position of commanding officer, and it is at 

this point in the narrative that he returns, unexpectedly to Alnwick Castle.   

Whilst all this is happening, the Earl’s brother has taken up residence in 

Alnwick Castle with his daughter Louisa, who was a playmate of Lionel’s in his 

youth.  Upon being presented at court, Louisa attracts the interest of the Earl of 

Kildare and he solicits her hand in marriage.  She refuses him on the premise that she 

is not in love with him and that she disapproves of his unjust treatment of his 

vassals.  This infuriates Kildare who kidnaps Louisa in order to force her to marry 

him.  It is at her cries that Lionel enters the scene and saves Louisa, although he does 

not yet reveal his identity.  Overjoyed at his daughter’s safe return, the Earl hosts a 

tournament with the aim of inciting Louisa’s romantic interest in one of the knights.  

Lionel participates in this game and defeats Kildare, forcing a confession from him 

about his role in Louisa’s abduction.  Kildare is forgiven and Lionel is revealed to be 

the rightful owner of Alnwick Castle.  The Earl consents to Lionel’s desire to marry 

Louisa and, after having the Archers’ roguery formally pardoned, the family lives 

together happily at Alnwick Castle. 

In this tale, Aguilar suggests that the structure of the medieval Scottish clan is 

a model for the English family and the designation of domesticity as an essential 

component of English and Scottish national identity.  Rescued by the ‘True Blue 

Archers’ and brought into their den, Lionel experiences an ethnically mixed world.  

Taking ‘Robin Hood for their example’, the Archers ‘consisted of 25 Scotsmen and 

the same number of Englishmen’, and ‘no […] trouble disturbed the band’.86  That 

the clan here consists of equal parts of Scotsmen and Englishmen is a revolutionary 

thought in the period depicted by Aguilar when England and Scotland were at war to 

conquer, in the former’s case, and resist in the latter’s.  Even more provocative is the 

method of rule undertaken by the clan.  They ‘know no laws but our own’ and they 
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‘know no king’ because they ‘are free men and no vassals are admitted amongst us’.87  

Not only do the Archers ignore national boundaries, but they dissolve social borders 

as well; Aguilar here is creating a brotherhood founded upon equality and tolerance.  

Although the clan has a chief, he is a symbolic father-figure, considering all clan 

members ‘son[s] of my adoption’ and relying upon his children to help in the 

establishment of regulations ratified by the clan as a whole.88  In this clan Aguilar 

unites Scotland and England by constructing a quasi-family unit that prepares 

adolescents for the adult family.  Despite England and Scotland’s union in 1707, the 

reality of a unified Britain was a subject of contention even in the 1830s when 

Aguilar was writing.89  Her remedy was to advocate tolerance and domesticity: the 

formation of a family-like mixed clan set apart from English and Scottish rule creates 

a space to train future fathers how to transcend perceived national differences by 

uniting all through patriotism.   

From the beginning of ‘Lionel Percy’, Aguilar defines masculinity as male 

domesticity that subsumes the traditional family unit into the public world of warfare.  

Because of his refusal to partake of an assassination plot against the patriarch of the 

Archers, Lionel is promoted to the position of Captain of the clan.  The ‘Comrades’ 

ratify the Chief’s choice of Lionel as their leader, despite his youth; he becomes Chief 

at the age of twenty.  Lionel bears ‘his new favor with a meekness that made him 

beloved by all his comrades’.90  He becomes ‘as much the idolized Chief of the 

archers’ as the former Chief had been because of ‘his kindness, his lively humour’.91  

More than anything it is ‘his reverence to his elders [that] procured him the affection 

of his men’, and his voice is ‘inspiring’, making ‘Victory […] his’.92  In the character 

of Lionel, Aguilar enacts another fantasy of tolerance, that on behalf of children.  

Aguilar’s literary imagination constructs an idea of masculinity that is embodied not 

by older, more experienced men but by an adolescent whose innocence and genuine 

deference to his elders makes him an ideal governor of a new type of world that is 
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unified through difference; she will develop this concept further in ‘William Wallace, 

the Dauntless Chiefs’ in 1833.  Aguilar reconstructs the domestic family unit, shifting 

the power dynamics and empowering young people’s inherent idealism as the model 

for a new England.    

‘Lionel Percy’ is not only about masculinity and the role of children in 

national identity, but about femininity as well.  In the characters of Louisa Percy, 

Lionel’s cousin whom he eventually marries, and in Countess Charlotte de Clinton, 

Louisa’s mother-figure, Aguilar develops an early version of ideal femininity and the 

contradictions inherent in such that she will develop fully in her longer tale, The Days 

of Bruce.  The women in ‘Lionel Percy’ are separated by age and this enables Aguilar 

to consider femininity in childhood and adulthood.  Louisa, Aguilar’s childish 

woman, is eighteen in the main action of the story.  She possesses ‘health […] very 

delicate’93 and ‘by her manners and appearance she might be thought full two years 

younger’ than her age.94  Aguilar does not criticize Louisa’s feebleness and 

immaturity but, rather, uses it to show how women can be much more than their 

weaknesses.  As she constructs an idealized family of English and Scots, Aguilar 

composes a fantasy of womanhood in which frailty and physical plainness are 

inconsequential because a woman’s mind is her most important feature.  Although 

Louisa’s ‘countenance could scarcely be called beautiful and would not perhaps 

attract distant notice […] to those […] who knew the mild unassuming manners who 

saw her when using all of her soft persuasive eloquence to amuse her father and 

divert his fits of melancholy then was she admired and loved’.95  Louisa is not 

physically beautiful, but influential and because she enacts her appropriate role as a 

daughter to her father, she is celebrated as an ideal woman.   

Aguilar also makes Charlotte de Clinton an ideal woman because of her 

observation of specific social codes pertaining to gender.  Although an orphan at the 

age of eighteen, and therefore early without a mother herself, Charlotte is enlisted by 

the Earl of Northumberland to mother Louisa.  Charlotte nurses Louisa’s health and 

teaches her manners.  She is capable of this role because she is a woman ‘in whom 

the charms of nature were combined with every virtue and she was the admiration of 

her country’.96  Unlike Louisa’s, Charlotte’s ‘features were regular and noble and at a 
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distance would attract notice as being remarkably handsome’.97  These physical 

attractions encourage further scrutiny, which reveals ‘The sweetness of temper and 

the virtues which adorned her whole mind’.98  Charlotte’s beauty is merely an 

element that serves to attract viewers and encourage them to observe her more 

important features: her mind; her manners; and, her morals.  These reflect how, ‘tho’ 

so young[,] she possessed an absolute power over her followers whose admiration of 

the gentle mistress’ made her vassals obey her ‘with readyness and pleasure’.99  

Charlotte is not only physically attractive, but also morally so and, therefore, an ideal 

mentor for Louisa.  Despite losing her parents at a young age, Charlotte has fully 

developed her version of morality and femininity and governs herself according to 

these values.   

It is perhaps this type of woman that Aguilar suggests is essential to 

cultivating in young women not only social propriety, but an understanding that 

women do not always benefit from sexual unions, and it is in the figure of Charlotte 

that Aguilar seems unable to avoid depicting tensions in gender ideals.  Charlotte’s 

lessons are put into practice almost immediately when Louisa, once presented at 

court, attracts the attentions of Gerald Fitzgerald, Earl of Kildare, a wealthy 

landowner of a prominent family in Ireland.  Although Aguilar describes Louisa as 

simple and childish, she is not so about marriage.  When her father urges Fitzgerald’s 

suit, believing that she will learn to love him, Louisa adamantly protests, not because 

of a childish belief in romance, but because of her awareness of women’s 

powerlessness in marriage.  She tells her father that Fitzgerald  

 

does not love me, he cannot he saw me but once thou knowest not the Earl 

my father or thou would not wish me to have him his character is far from 

good he spends his fortune in luxury and his shivering vassals pine for food 

and shelter.100  

 

Louisa rejects her father’s belief that she ‘mayest convert him’, forsaking the role of 

the redeeming wife, one a woman would be expected to uphold in a marriage based 
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upon loyal servitude according to nineteenth-century expectations.101  Even when 

Louisa acknowledges her love for Lionel, her response to his suit is mixed.  Her 

father encourages her to accept Lionel’s proposal and ‘with excess of bliss [she] sunk 

nearly insensible in the arms of her delighted lover who [with a] fervent kiss restored 

her to sense and blushing deeply she tried to withdraw herself from his embrace’.102  

One reading of Louisa’s reaction here might be that Aguilar is demonstrating her 

version of feminine modesty, portraying Louisa as childlike in her encounter with 

Lionel’s sexual desire for her.  But, despite the ‘bliss’ she feels in Lionel’s love of her, 

Louisa’s reaction could be read as ambivalence, a sentiment which, if resulting from 

Charlotte’s influence, suggests that Louisa’s anxiety may be a fear of losing 

autonomy; this is what the Lady Isoline Campbell also fears in The Days of Bruce. 

Unlike Lionel Percy and his band of brothers, Aguilar’s women do not exist 

in a fantasy of equality and tolerance.  Whereas the men have the freedom to break 

down boundaries between class and nation, women must remain inside their 

domestic world, attending to domestic duties.  Louisa marries Lionel, although she 

cries and faints at the thought; Charlotte is married off at the end of the tale, the 

details all but completely dismissed.103  Both women are absorbed into the world of 

their husbands.  But, as my analysis of The Days of Bruce will show, Aguilar seems 

uncomfortable with women’s erasure from family histories.  Her suggestion of the 

anxiety Charlotte and Louisa feel about marriage can be read as a critique of the 

patriarchal family.  Aguilar’s later works will develop this critique and suggest that 

women need a more active role in interior  domestic spaces—the private home—as 

well as political domestic spaces—the public nation.   

 

‘Tales of Time Past’ 

Only two years separate Aguilar’s ‘Legends of Time Past’ and ‘Tales of Time Past’.104   

By the end of ‘Tales’, we can see a distinctive pattern in Aguilar’s subject matter and, 

whilst she gradually becomes more focused on Judaism and womanhood in her later 

fiction, the subjects she explores in her juvenilia are clearly the beginning of what 

would eventually designate her as a proponent of nineteenth-century domestic 

ideology, the reputation she gained posthumously in the middle- and late-Victorian 
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periods.  These historical narratives complicate her reputation as merely a 

spokeswoman for Anglo-Judaism and show that she was equally focused on English 

domestic identity.  ‘Tales’, unstudied and published in 1908 from the original 

manuscript as Tales from British History, includes ‘Edmund, the Exiled Prince: A Tale 

of the Conquest’, ‘William Wallace, the Dauntless Chief: A Tale of Olden Valour’, 

and ‘MacIntosh, the Highland Chief: A Tale of the Civil War’.105  Because of the 

historical chronology that Aguilar follows in her collection, her novel The Days of 

Bruce; A Story from Scottish History, published as a separate novel in 1852, likely follows 

‘Wallace’, being a chronological continuation of this shorter tale.   

A significant difference between ‘Legends’ and ‘Tales’ is the nationality of the 

characters portrayed; whereas ‘Legends’ is exclusively about English characters, 

‘Tales’ is comprised of Saxon and Scottish histories.  Michael Galchinsky believes 

that Aguilar could identify with medieval Scotland’s desire to obtain political 

independence because she saw the Scottish struggle for autonomy as analogous to 

the nineteenth-century Anglo-Jewish movement that was petitioning for political and 

civil rights.106  Whilst Galchinsky may be correct in suggesting that Aguilar’s 

sympathies with Scotland represent her understanding of her own social position as 

an outsider, I believe Aguilar’s engagement with British history—Scottish and 

English—is different from this.  The ‘Tales’ refines Aguilar’s definition of 

masculinity, femininity, and domesticity and her philosophies on these aspects of 

English and Scottish national identity are recycled in all of her subsequent fiction.  

Moreover, Aguilar’s Scottish and English narrative histories shape distinct national 

identities that are also sometimes unstable.  She anticipates Victorian England’s 

preoccupation with domestic ideals—both political and familial—and her 

ambivalence about these exposes the complicated nature of nineteenth-century 

English identity. 

‘Edmund de Clifford’ in ‘Legends’ and ‘Edmund the Exiled Prince’ in ‘Tales’ 

are the only two of Aguilar’s medieval histories in which the protagonists are marked 

by their sentimentality, which ultimately leads to their death.  ‘Edmund the Exiled 

Prince’ is about King Harold Godwinson II and the Saxons who are struggling in 

1066 against the French.  The story begins just after Harold’s second marriage to 

                                                
105 Grace Aguilar, ‘Edmund, the Exiled Prince and William Wallace, the Dauntless Chief’, Tales from 
British History (London: Routledge, 1908); Grace Aguilar, ‘MacIntosh, the Highland Chief’, Tales from 
British History (London: Routledge, 1908). 
106 Michael Galchinsky, email, 30 March 2008. 



 

 72 

Lady Gertrude of Northumberland, and its central focus is on the domestic lives of 

himself, his wife, and his son, Edmund.  Gertrude resembles Jane Porter’s version of 

Marion Wallace in beauty and angelic charity, and her version of Helen Mar in 

patriotic devotion to the Saxon cause.  Aguilar’s story looks carefully at Gertrude’s 

patriotism and at Harold’s eldest son, Edmund, who is miserable because he has 

fallen in love with her.  After Harold’s death, Edmund and his brothers flee to 

Ireland and wait until a plan can be devised that will allow their return to England 

and defeat of the French.  During this time, the French capture Lady Gertrude and 

attempt to force her to marry a powerful French knight, Albert d’Aumale.  Aumale, 

however, has already pledged his love to a peasant woman who nursed him back to 

health when he was injured in battle; he objects to the union with Gertrude as much 

as she does.  When Edmund learns of Gertrude’s imprisonment, he returns to 

England to free her, disguising her as his page and restoring her to her family where 

she dies shortly after Edmund does. 

Like Edmund de Clifford, Edmund Godwinson is a sentimental hero. 

Borrowing from the eighteenth-century tradition of sentimentality in literature, 

Aguilar portrays Edmund as nearly overwhelmed by his emotions.107   In this story, 

melancholy is Edmund’s ruling sentiment and he indulges it because he has 

developed a desire for his stepmother, Lady Gertrude, which is born out of the 

sadness he feels from his biological mother’s death.  In this tale, however, Edmund’s 

melancholy is less a tragic flaw than it is the driving force behind Edmund’s 

maturation into a man.  ‘From a child his disposition had been rather melancholy 

than otherwise’, and the fact that he begins the story in the same state suggests that 

Aguilar intends to show his maturation.108  Although he ‘was formed in nature’s 

finest mould’, he had ‘not attained the height of manhood’ physically or emotionally, 

and at the start of this tale, Edmund is a child pining for his mother.109   In ‘a burst 

of uncontrolled and overpowering agony’ he defines Aguilar’s version of the 

nineteenth-century mother:110 
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Mother, mother, so beloved whilst thou wert on earth, oh, look upon me 

with pity, oh, now that thou are in heaven.  Oh, save me from the dangers 

that surround me!  Mother, my sainted, my angelic mother, save, guard me, 

oh and pity thy wretched, wretched boy!111  

 

Edmund’s mother is responsible for protecting him, her ability to do so linked to her 

‘angelic’ nature.  Although Edmund appears a child looking for comfort from his 

mother, as the narrative progresses Aguilar reveals that the source of Edmund’s grief 

is not childish at all, but the result of a transgressive sexual desire for Gertrude.  

Once Edmund returns from Ireland, he creates a ‘daring plan of rescuing the Lady 

Gertrude’ that is ‘urged by a feeling more of a lover for his mistress than a son for 

his mother-in-law’.112  Disciples of Freud might define this story as a revision of the 

Oedipus tragedy; however, Aguilar is doing something very different with her version 

of filial desire.   

 Middle-class nineteenth-century England is responsible for establishing the 

conception of the home as the heart of the nation, making mothers and sisters 

responsible for providing sons and brothers with domestic education about how to 

create and maintain a home of their own; the domestic sphere in this period is 

‘integral to masculinity’.113  Whilst the relationship between brothers and sisters and 

sons and mothers was idealized in the nineteenth century because it lacked sexual 

energy, the reality was that sexual desire between family members behind the closed 

doors of the private sphere was often a reality.114  For Aguilar in ‘Edmund the Exiled 

Prince’, however, the incestuous desire Edmund feels for his stepmother is grounded 

in her position as King Harold’s wife.  Angela Keane argues that women, ‘object[s] 

of desire’, also represent ‘a longed-for place’ in national writing and it is in this way 

that ‘the nation is gendered feminine’.115  If we accept Keane’s suggestion, then 

Gertrude is not, therefore, a sexual object for Edmund as much as she is 

representative of the Saxon nation and the motivation for his patriotism; Aguilar 

disposes of transgressive sexuality through allegory.  Gertrude is ‘the archetypal 
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feminine subject of the Romantic nation [that] is the mother’.116  When Edmund tells 

the sailors aboard the ship he has secured to rescue Gertrude that she has died, ‘Grief 

immediately’ spreads through the crowd because ‘The beloved wife of their idolized 

Monarch could no longer speak to them in that sweet voice that had charmed even 

the roughest sailor’.117  To the Saxons, Gertrude is the wife, not an individual 

woman, of the nation’s patriarch; she is the mother of the country that has recently 

lost its father.  When Edmund finally confesses his incestuous feelings to Gertrude 

just before his death, he admits that he ‘know[s] not what madness urged me, but 

‘twas for [Gertrude’s] sake alone’ that he risked his life to save her.118  In Edmund’s 

mind, his actions are sinful.  Aguilar, however, suggests that this is not the case.  

Gertrude declares that Edmund is a ‘noble and heroic youth’ whose ‘virtue will be 

rewarded with a crown of glory’.119  Edmund’s sexual desire for Gertrude is 

redefined as heroism because it inspires his struggles on behalf of the Saxon nation.   

 The family romance of this national tale is, at first, complicated by forbidden 

sexual desire.  Aguilar, however, rewrites incest as the inspiration for patriotic 

sentiment and action.  In her view, the longing for a maternal figure as ‘more of a 

lover for his mistress’ inspires nationalism and encourages men to actively preserve 

their ‘mother’ country.  This type of action supports Aguilar’s definition of 

manliness, an integral component of patriotism that she will expand upon in her last 

national tale, ‘MacIntosh, the Highland Chief’.  As she has revised the definition of 

sexual desire in ‘Edmund’ to represent patriotism, so too does Aguilar continue to 

revise elements of popular fiction to assert a nineteenth-century domestic principle in 

‘William Wallace, the Dauntless Chief’.   

In ‘William Wallace’, Aguilar takes further the fantasy she began in ‘Lionel 

Percy’ about the importance of young people to Scotland’s national destiny by 

departing from historical fact to tell the story of William and Marion Wallace’s son.  

This son is said to have disappeared after Marion’s death and Wallace’s return to 

Scotland’s war with England at the end of the thirteenth century.  This tale is similar 

in form to Hack’s English Stories in that it begins with a father, Glenallyn, telling his 

children a story.  Glenallyn talks about Wallace’s wife and child’s murder at the hands 

of the English.  The two sons, Robert—dark-haired, sickly, and passive—and 
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Ronald—fair-haired, passionate, and active—respond differently to the story, Robert 

crying as does his adopted sister, Annot MacEachen, and Ronald raging against the 

injustice of Wallace’s family’s murder.  Shortly after the story ends, a Scottish soldier 

comes to enlist all able-bodied men in the Scottish army to fight against England.  

Robert’s physical weaknesses forbid his attendance, but Ronald eagerly takes up the 

cause.  Once Ronald departs Robert confesses to Annot that he is in love with her, 

but acknowledges that she is clearly in love with Ronald.  Robert soon after dies 

from grief and it is discovered that Ronald is really Wilfred, the long-lost son of 

William Wallace.  The tale ends on Ronald/Wilfred and Annot’s marriage and 

Aguilar suggests that if her readers are unaware of the details of this historical time 

period, they should refer to Hack’s English Stories and Scott’s Tales of a Grandfather.   

In ‘Wallace’ Aguilar refines her belief that the domestic sphere is political, 

encompassing the nation as much as it does the family.  As she does in ‘Lionel 

Percy’, she also suggests that children have an active role in preserving the nation and 

constructing national identity.  Aguilar writes the story of William Wallace’s heroism 

in a way that empowers children.  In this way, her juvenilia departs from that by 

other young writers who ‘do not typically write about children’ but, instead ‘youthful 

adults’.120  Although her focus on children is likely due to the fact that she was 

writing for her young brothers, her child heroes enable her to write about the early 

stages in the development of patriots.121  Her young people are instrumental in 

inspiring patriotic sentiment and action in others—usually adults—and in this way 

Aguilar can trace the cultivation of appropriate behavior. 

‘William Wallace’ is constructed around the story of two families, that of 

William Wallace and his long lost son, and of the Glenallyns, who save Wallace’s son 

from death and raise him whilst Wallace is preoccupied with Scotland’s struggle for 

independence.  Through these narrative threads, Aguilar argues that children are 

agents of nation-building.  Catherine Alexander suggests that juvenile writing is 

marked by ‘fantasy and extravagant experimentation’ that is common in childhood, 

but ‘censored’ in adult life.122  Aguilar’s juvenile fantasy, however, is not about 

contemporary politics played out in her imagined, ‘secret worlds’, but rather is 

invested in prescribing an active role for children in the adult conflicts of the 
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nation.123    Whereas Ronald’s adopted sister, Annot, and his twin brother, Robert, 

respond with tears to their father’s story about the murder of William Wallace’s wife 

and son, Ronald is motivated into action on behalf of his injured chief and nation.  

At the age of thirteen, he is determined ‘To fight […] under the banners of that 

noble chief […] for my country and shed the blood of those barbarous wretches’ that 

destroyed Wallace’s family and he ‘swear[s] to revenge the murder and fight 

bravely’.124  It is the violation of the domestic unit that inspires Ronald to join 

Wallace’s troops.  When Ronald finally meets William Wallace after enlisting, he is 

overwhelmed by his desire to serve the ‘Dauntless Chief of Scotland […] with [his] 

life’, promising to ‘serve […], fight’, ‘reverence’, and ‘love [Wallace] as […] a son’.125  

In Aguilar’s fantasy, sons fight alongside fathers, working together as equals for the 

national good.  Ronald gains power by assuming an active role in Scottish politics, 

learning to be a man despite his youth.  He also illustrates Aguilar’s ideal of 

manliness, showing how it is ‘the opposite of childishness’ and that it associates men 

with ‘physical and moral courage and strength and vigorous maturity’.126  Ronald’s 

ambition to defend the domestic—the Wallace family locally and the Scottish nation 

globally—enables him to mature.  By envisioning Scotland as a fraternity, Aguilar 

writes a romance of a national body comprised of men of all ages working together 

equally for the national good. 

As it is in ‘Lionel Percy’, the Scottish nation is metaphorically a family and 

domestic sentiment promotes Scottish unity against the English.  Despite his youth, 

Ronald’s participation in the troop’s ‘military pastimes […] was with an air of 

command and authority that appeared natural to him and which his comrades were 

unable to resist’.127  Although Ronald’s ‘natural’ prowess is a result of his biological 

relationship to William Wallace, which the reader learns of at the end of the tale, 

Aguilar borrows from the Romantic poets to extend the meaning of the term to 

reflect on Ronald’s ‘natural’ ability to lead because of his childish innocence; he is a 

child, uncorrupted by the public world.128  Moreover, his inherent ‘assertiveness, 

courage, independence, and straightforwardness’ make him a model man for the 
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nineteenth-century reader.129  Whilst amongst the troops and serving as Wallace’s 

page, Ronald is continually haunted by dreams that dramatize the murder of 

Wallace’s wife and child, imagining himself as Wallace’s son, Wilfred.  Hence, when 

Wallace saves Ronald from English soldiers, Ronald assumes the role of Wallace’s 

son who is, this time, saved by his father, which in turn saves the Wallace family.  To 

show his gratitude, Ronald does not pledge merely his servitude, but requests the 

establishment of a familial bond with Wallace.  He refers to Wallace as ‘my chief, my 

father’ and demands, ‘Oh, let me be thy son; let me call thee father’.130  Aguilar 

argues that the nation is a family both in the home and on the battlefield.  Young and 

old the Scottish people fight for their national family as a domestic unit, their loyalty 

founded upon a social structure that consists of brothers, fathers, and children; these 

men also epitomize a new type of manliness. 

By domesticating the Scottish nation, Aguilar creates a country that is a 

family.  This is different from Jane Porter, who showed how some Scots allowed 

their pride and ambitions to nearly destroy their country.131  Unlike in her other tales, 

Aguilar’s story of Ronald/Wilfred Wallace enables the nation’s children to take up 

the banner of their country and fight alongside their fathers by emulating the 

masculinity of their patriarchs.  Youth and innocence are, therefore, essential to the 

creation of the nation because, more than representing future generations, youth and 

innocence offer a break from the corruption of elders, as suggested by the plots of 

Porter’s work, for example.  Educated in the home about manly behavior, patriotism, 

and history, children cultivate a natural attachment to their nation and its social 

values.  Ronald/Wilfred represents the continuation of Wallace’s family line and this 

is realised when Ronald returns to his adopted home where he has learned to be 

appropriately patriotic and manly.  From this moral world he takes a bride, his 

adopted sister Annot MacEachen, establishing a new family unit that continues the 

Wallace family name and the value system that preserves its reputation.  For Aguilar, 

the national family is an expanded version of the domestic one and this idea is taken 
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up in The Days of Bruce; A Story From Scottish History, Aguilar’s only national tale that 

makes women and femininity a focal point of nation-building.   

 

Legends and Tales Refined: Myths of Feminine and Masculine Domesticity 

The Days of Bruce and ‘MacIntosh, the Highland Chief’ are longer and more 

sophisticated than Aguilar’s other narrative histories.132  Her style is refined in these 

writing ventures and the interests she explores in her other national tales are more 

clearly defined in these longer texts.  The Days of Bruce is about Isabella Buchan’s and 

her children’s role in helping Robert Bruce regain his title as King of Scotland and 

obtain Scotland’s independence from England.  In her preface to the novel upon its 

publication, Grace’s mother Sarah Aguilar emphasizes Aguilar’s portrayal of the three 

main women of the novel: Isabella Comyn, Agnes Comyn-Bruce, and Isoline 

Campbell-Comyn.  From the focus of Aguilar’s narrative, it is clear that Aguilar’s 

primary interest is in portraying femininity, propriety, and women’s patriotism.   

Beginning with Isabella’s estrangement from her husband, Sir John Comyn, 

Earl of Buchan, Aguilar opens the narrative with Isabella Buchan’s story.  Living 

apart from her husband in Scotland, Isabella instills in her children Alan and Agnes a 

strong sense of patriotism for the Scottish nation.  She partakes of the crowning 

ceremony in which Robert Bruce is declared King of Scotland and participates in his 

war against England to make Scotland an independent nation.  Aguilar explains the 

importance of Isabella’s patriotism in a flashback to Isabella’s teenage years.  She 

writes about how, as a young woman, Isabella met and fell in love with a knight 

whom she nursed back to health.  Consumed with guilt about this first love because 

she felt that she should only feel romantically towards her betrothed, John Comyn, 

Isabella tried to love and honor her husband once they were married.  She failed in 

this, however, because she was unwilling to sacrifice her love of Scotland when her 

husband became an important member of Prince Edward II’s court in England.  

                                                
132 This being the first analysis of five of the six tales, I have found it appropriate to approach 
Aguilar’s narratives chronologically.  The Days of Bruce is the only text for which we cannot locate a 
composition date, although Camilla Crosland, Aguilar’s contemporary, claims it to have been written 
when Aguilar was in her early twenties (Camilla Crosland (née Toulmin), Landmarks of A Literary Life 
1820-1892 (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1893), 173).  Judith Page, in her recent work on 
Aguilar, however, believes that The Days of Bruce was written prior to Vale of Cedars (1831-35; published 
1846), but does not offer details of how she comes to this conclusion (Imperfect Sympathies: Jews and 
Judaism in British Romantic Literature and Culture (Houndmills: Palgrave Macmillan, 2004), 225).  
However, based up on the chronological structure of Hack’s English Stories and Scott’s Tales, which 
Aguilar claims as her influences, I have positioned Bruce as the third of her ‘Tales of Time Past’. 



 

 79 

Isabella’s patriotism is an issue of concern in the novel and the catalyst for all of the 

subsequent actions in the text.   

 In the middle part of the narrative, Aguilar’s focus shifts to Isabella’s 

children, moving the action of novel into the family’s present.  Isabella’s son Alan 

goes to war, and her daughter Agnes falls in love with and marries Bruce’s brother 

Nigel.  These actions enrage the Earl of Buchan and he attempts to regain control 

over his wife.  She is captured by the English under his orders and held prisoner, 

whilst Alan, Nigel and Robert Bruce, and all the Scottish soldiers work to free both 

her and Scotland.  Alan is captured by the English and restored to his father, who 

initiates a rumor that he has killed his son.  Alan escapes from England and returns 

to Scotland disguised as Sir Amiot.  Soon thereafter the English capture and execute 

Nigel.  Agnes’s grief causes her sanity to deteriorate and, despite the return of her 

brother and the love of Robert Bruce’s niece, Lady Isoline Campbell, Agnes fails to 

recover her mind.  Alan, as Amiot, falls in love with Isoline because of her diligent 

attention to Agnes and he marries her after his mother is freed, Agnes dies, and 

Scotland is liberated; Alan and Isoline comprise the only romantic couple that 

survives the story.  In an attempt to reconcile with her husband Isabella resolves to 

seek him out, only to discover that he died shortly after repenting of his behavior 

towards his family and his nation.   

In The Days of Bruce Aguilar makes her ideal women angelic in similar ways 

that Porter does in The Scottish Chiefs; these women, like Helen Mar, are able to or 

learn to balance domestic activity and patriotism.  When they do not, they fail to 

survive.  In The Scottish Chiefs, the plot is motivated by women, first with Marion 

Wallace’s death that causes Wallace to return to battle, then with Wallace’s multiple 

attempts to save Helen Mar.  This is also the case with The Days of Bruce and, like 

Porter, Aguilar genders the Scottish nation female.  As in ‘Edmund, the Exiled 

Prince’, The Days of Bruce’s female characters suggest that a woman’s duty is to inspire 

men’s patriotic activity.  Sarah Aguilar’s preface encourages the reader to attend to 

Aguilar’s construction of femininity: the novel ‘must be viewed as an illustration of 

female character, and descriptive of much that its Author considered excellent in 

women’.133  It is surprising, therefore, that the few critics who have considered The 

Days of Bruce have dismissed this element of Aguilar’s novel, overlooking Aguilar’s 
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nineteenth-century readership and her imitation of the popular fiction of her day.  I 

will, therefore, take up Sarah Aguilar’s assertion about Aguilar’s themes and show 

that The Days of Bruce shapes Aguilar’s core views about nineteenth-century domestic 

womanhood.  Her historical romance restores women to history and shows more 

clearly women’s ability to influence the construction of national identity. 

 Aguilar uses the setting of medieval Scotland during its struggles for 

independence to show that the heart of a country, and the country itself, is the home.  

As in her other histories, the national home is a feminine ‘space emblematic of 

national virtue’.134  Similarly to ‘William Wallace’, The Days of Bruce begins in a home, 

making domesticity the focus of Aguilar’s tale.  There Isabella, Countess of Buchan, 

her children Alan and Agnes, and Nigel Bruce, brother of Prince Robert Bruce, 

occupy themselves with domestic activity: Agnes sews; Alan and Nigel discuss Norse 

legends; and, Isabella looks on adoringly.  That Aguilar opens her tale in this way 

reveals the importance to the novel of ideal family behavior.  Despite the fact that 

this comfortable hearth is surrounded by ‘a dreary wilderness’ amidst which exists a 

residence of ‘ill-shaped turrets, courts, offices, and galleries, huddled together in ill-

sorted confusion’, the manor has ‘a strength and solidity’, ‘capable of resisting alike 

the war of elements and of man’, evidenced by the ‘indisputable signs of active life’ 

that burned within.135  For Aguilar, only a home engaged in certain masculine and 

feminine beahaviour can bear up against the elements.  In the case of the Buchan 

family, this is represented by Agnes’s silent sewing and Alan Buchan and Nigel 

Bruce’s discussion of war and country.  

 In her ‘Preface’, Sarah Aguilar expresses her admiration of and sympathy for 

Isabella.  She writes that, ‘In the high minded Isabella of Buchan is traced the 

resignation of a heart wounded in its best affections, yet trustful midst accumulated 

misery’.136  Isabella closely resembles the heroines of Aguilar’s Inquisition tales that I 

will discuss in my next chapter because through her Aguilar shows how sacrifices are 

essential to the way in which a girl matures into a woman.  In the nineteenth-century 

tradition of historical writing, the story of a woman’s maturation is essential to the 

moral focus of the narrative because it is a genre in which women are representative 
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of the national body.137  Early in the novel, Scotland is gendered female, referred to 

as ‘she’.138  A girl must, Aguilar seems to say, learn about her country because she 

embodies its essence; her virtue strengthens a nation as much as her moral depravity 

destroys it.  Isabella is a contradiction, however, part model woman, part rebel.  This 

is first manifested in her physicality.  She possesses a ‘calm dignity’ and ‘graceful 

majesty’ and ‘her figure seemed to mark her as one born to command, to hold in 

willing homage the minds and inclinations of men’.139  She is ‘fitted to be beloved, 

formed to be obeyed’.140  The contradictions inherent in nineteenth-century ideals 

about womanhood are well established in scholarship on the fiction of this period.141  

At the same time a woman was meant to be childlike and dependent, for example, 

she was expected to instruct her children and maintain her home, acting as the 

helpmeet of all and the domestic governor of the private sphere.  Isabella embodies 

these contradictions.  She is predominantly a figure of awe and possesses a 

commanding presence; ‘her power’ lies in her ability to inspire obedience.142  Aguilar 

at first celebrates her strength because she has earned it during her maturation, 

learning to lead because she has been forced to. 

 Although we are first introduced to Isabella when she is a wife and mother, 

Aguilar refers back to her childhood, explaining how she became a ‘high minded’ 

woman.  As is typical of many literary heroines, Isabella’s mother died before she 

could raise her.143  Consequently, her father attends to her education, which is, 

therefore, expanded beyond the boundaries of traditional female housekeeping.  

Because ‘she imbibed those higher qualities of mind’ from her father, ‘She was a 

more true, devoted Scottish woman at fourteen, than many of her own rank whose 

years might double hers’.144  Isabella, through lack of a feminine education, is more 

                                                
137 See, for example, Lisa Kasmer, ‘Regendering History’ (2002); Angela Keane, Women Writers and the 
English Nation (2000); Gary Kelly, Women, Writing and Revolution (1993); and, Fiona Price, ‘Introduction’, 
The Scottish Chiefs (2007), pp. 9-34. 
138 Aguilar, The Days of Bruce, vol. 1, 8. 
139 ibid, 14. 
140 ibid, 14. 
141 See, for example: Nancy Armstrong and Leonard Tennenhouse, eds., The Ideology of Conduct 
(London: Methuen, 1987); Davidoff and Hall, Family Fortunes (2002); Deborah Gorham, The Victorian 
Girl and the Feminine Ideal (London: Croom Helm, 1982); Mary Poovey, Uneven Developments: The 
Ideological Work of Gender in mid-Victorian England (London: Virago Press Limited, 1988); Judith 
Rowbotham, Good Girls Make Good Wives: Guidance for Girls in Victorian Fiction. (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 
1989); and, Robert B. Shoemaker, Gender in English Society (1998). 
142 Aguilar, The Days of Bruce, vol. 1, 14. 
143 See, for example, Ruth Bienstock Anolik, ‘The Missing Mother: The Meanings of Maternal 
Absence in the Gothic Mode’, Modern Language Studies, 33, 1/2 (2003), 24-43. 
144 Aguilar, The Days of Bruce, vol. 1, 20. 



 

 82 

masculine than feminine in her patriotism.  As a result, ‘she inwardly vowed, woman 

as she was, to devote both energy and life to her country and its sovereign’.145  

Aguilar’s readers would expect to see models of women devoted to their father’s 

family, then their husband’s, leaving the public world of politics to the men in their 

lives.  This is part of the reason that Helen Mar, in Porter’s historical romance, is so 

adored by the Scottish people.  Isabella, however, extends a woman’s position in the 

home to include patriotism, a component of womanhood that Aguilar shows is 

essential to femininity in a model woman.  Although Aguilar seems to admire this 

sentiment, referring to Isabella as a ‘noble mother’146 with a ‘mien majestic’,147 she 

does not idealize it; Isabella suffers greatly for these praiseworthy attributes at the 

hands of a husband who imprisons her for being the patriot and mother that the 

Scots celebrate.148  In this contradiction Aguilar shows that patriotism requires 

sacrifice and resignation as part of a balancing act maintained through self-

abnegation.  Isabella is a problematic woman, however, because she ultimately 

chooses politics over family. 

 Isabella’s patriotism becomes increasingly problematic after she marries John 

Comyn and has a family.  Isabella’s position as a mother is one of moral instructress 

and as the heroine of a national tale she supplements basic education with lessons 

about the duties of a citizen to his/her nation.  It is this national pride, however, that 

puts Isabella at odds with domestic duty and one of the elements of idealized 

femininity that Aguilar seems most uncomfortable with.  Isabella at first looks 

forward to her union with Comyn, an arranged marriage honored by Isabella out of 

respect to her deceased father’s wishes.  She also secretly hopes that her marriage will 

squelch her desire for the wounded knight she nursed.  Rather than find solace in 

this feminine act of submission, Isabella discovers she has gained a husband who is 

selfish and negligent, and she at first accepts this ‘meekly and silently’.149  Once 

giving birth to Alan, Isabella regains the strength of mind she lost from self-inflicted 

punishment and abuses at the hands of her husband, vowing ‘that no mistaken sense 

of duty to her husband should interfere with the education of’ her son.150  This is 

made all the more convenient by Comyn’s decision to live exclusively in England in 
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support of Prince Edward and the English cause.  Seeing how an English education 

for her Scottish husband made him forget his obligations to Scotland, Isabella 

struggles to instill in Alan a sense of duty towards the Scottish nation, against her 

husband’s wishes.  Although Alan tells his father that his ‘son was taught to love, to 

reverence [Comyn] as a father, even while he imbibed principles of patriotism 

contrary to thine own’, Alan is biased against his father; Alan is aware of Comyn’s 

treatment of Isabella as well as his treachery to the country where Alan’s loyalties 

lie.151  As a couple, Isabella and Comyn fail as parents by nineteenth-century 

standards because their inability to function as a unit creates a fractured family.  

Isabella’s domestic obligations are in conflict with her politics. 

Isabella’s sense of duty, already troubling, is further complicated when her 

loyalties are torn between her maternal and patriotic values.  When Scottish soldiers 

appear at Isabella’s door and call Alan and Nigel to battle, they acknowledge that 

Alan’s ‘mother’s loyal blood runs reddest in [his] veins […] too pure for Comyn’s 

base alloy’.152  Even Scottish citizens outside of Isabella’s immediate family are aware 

of her patriotism and this statement by a soldier is meant as a compliment to 

Isabella’s mothering.  Nonetheless, this maternal influence comes at the expense of a 

unified family.  Such tension is illustrated by the anxiety Isabella feels upon realizing 

that, as a patriotic mother, she has helped to cultivate the principles that will destroy 

her family. Instead of responding as a patriot would to Alan’s excitement about 

joining Robert Bruce in freeing Scotland, Isabella ‘sobbed in all a mother’s 

irrepressible agony’, wondering 

 

Alan, how can I bid thee forth to death? and yet it is I have taught thee to 

love it better than the safety of a slave; longed, prayed for this moment—

deemed that for my country I could even give my child—and now, now—oh 

God of mercy, give me strength!153 

 

Female patriotism is at odds with domestic harmony.  In educating her son about 

Scotland and encouraging him to desire to fight for her, Isabella must accept that he 

will leave the family, and possibly die, ending the family line in order to fulfill his 
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duty.  The dilemma of being a mother and a patriot is a problem that Aguilar plays 

out through Isabella in the rest of the novel.  Whilst Isabella struggles to ‘find solace 

and delight in molding the young minds of her children’, she is always aware that, in 

doing so, she encourages them to risk their lives and the stability of the family.154   

Although she makes an effort to attend to the education of her children, 

Isabella does not create the same patriotic sentiments in Agnes that she does in Alan.  

Agnes is the opposite extreme of Isabella, almost completely unpatriotic and 

consumed by her romantic desire for Nigel Bruce.  Agnes falls in love with Nigel 

when he visits the Buchan home early in the novel and the two marry as the war 

between Scotland and England reaches its apex.  Her affection for him is all 

encompassing and she finds it impossible to exist without him.  When Nigel is put to 

death at the hands of the English, Agnes becomes insane and spends the duration of 

the tale in a childlike dependency upon King Robert Bruce.  In her description of 

Agnes, Sarah Aguilar emphasizes that her mental simplicity is responsible for her 

death.  She writes that ‘in Agnes is delineated the overwhelming of a mind too much 

akin to heaven in purity and innocence to battle with the stern and bitter sorrows 

with which her life is strewn’.155  Whilst Agnes is indisputably a tragic character, like 

Louisa Percy she is much more than sentiment and weakness. As Agnes fails to 

correctly construct her embroidery during the discussions about war heroes and 

patriotism, sewing ‘a heavy iron buckler on the poor king’s head instead of his golden 

crown’, she illustrates Aguilar’s view that a woman must be more interested in 

everyday life and domesticity than romance.156   

Agnes’s interest in history and patriotism extends only as far as the tales she 

is told by her brother and lover; she fails to be a patriot despite her mother’s efforts.  

This, however, is not the result of obstinacy or sympathy with the English cause. A 

child of Isabella, conceived in a problematic marriage, Agnes seems to have absorbed 

and internalized her mother’s grief.  Like many of Aguilar’s young women, Agnes’s 

‘figure seemed to speak a child’ and she is portrayed as young and dependent upon 

the love and attention of her mother and brother.157  However, there is more to 

Agnes, ‘a something in that face, bright, glowing as it was, which yet would tell of 

somewhat more than childhood—that seventeen summers had […] taught that 
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guileless heart a sterner tale than gladness’.158  For Aguilar, Agnes is the evidence of 

war’s destructive propensities, showing that it dismantles the home.  Agnes admits to 

Nigel that she ‘cannot bid’ her veins ‘throb and bound as’ her mother’s do ‘with 

patriotic love and warrior fire’ because she only aspires to ‘A lowly cot with him I 

loved’.159  Agnes recognizes her difference and blames it on her desire for a domestic 

life.  Despite her love of Nigel, brother of the King of Scotland, Agnes fails to find a 

patriotic ‘fire’ in herself and, when Nigel teasingly tells her that ‘It must not be with a 

trembling hand that the betrothed of a Bruce arms her chosen knight’, Agnes fails to 

learn to strengthen her arm for Scotland’s cause.160  Agnes’s dreams revolve around 

images of the home she will create, and the husband she will serve and love.  When 

this fantasy fails to accommodate patriotism, however, Agnes’s romance about 

domesticity shows the tension that troubles ideal femininity. 

The threat to her ideal domestic future inspires Agnes into action.  This 

activity, however, remains within the bounds of romance, rather than domesticity.  

When Nigel explains to Agnes that her maiden name would enable her father to take 

her into custody should she be captured, Agnes asserts herself for the first time.  She 

demands that he ‘Let the voice of heaven hallow the vows [they] have so often 

spoken’ in order to ‘Give [her] a […] sacred right to bear [the Bruce] name’.161  

Marriage empowers Agnes, freeing her from any jurisdiction her father may have 

over her and she determines to unite herself with Nigel and establish a family in 

accordance with the values that her father failed to uphold.  In this action, she also 

expands the power of her position as a woman, believing that ‘a wife […] may plead 

even with a tyrant, and find mercy; or […] open iron gates and break through bonds 

till freedom may be found’.162  Agnes’s conception of marriage is one that involves a 

wife’s active duty to support her husband.  She vows to turn herself into an assertive 

heroine if necessary and takes control of her relationship with Nigel.  She convinces 

Nigel that, ‘weak as [she] may have seemed, there is yet a spirit in [her] worthy of 

[Nigel’s] love’ and she promises she ‘will not unman [him] for all [he] mayest 

encounter’.163  After her declaration, Nigel sees that Agnes ‘was no longer the gentle 
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timid being who but a few minutes since had clung weeping to his bosom as a child’ 

and he ‘bent on his knee before her’, accepting her proposal that they marry 

immediately.164  This scene challenges the view of Agnes’s inadequacy as a patriotic 

woman that is established in the early parts of the novel.  At the threat of losing her 

lover, Agnes actively struggles to solidify their relationship, determining to make it 

permanent through matrimonial union.  Domesticity appears to remain Agnes’s 

ruling value, but it is really her romanticized fantasy of it that governs her behaviour.   

Although Aguilar at first appears to admire Agnes’s new voice and assertive 

personality, she shows that it inverts gender roles: it feminizes Nigel by making him 

the passive recipient of Agnes’s desire and masculinizes Agnes, making her the 

aggressor.  When Nigel is hanged by the English, Agnes goes insane.  Aguilar 

portrays Agnes’s mental deterioration as her return to dependent childhood in which 

she dwells on her love for Nigel.  After two years of illness following Nigel’s death, 

Agnes ‘recover[s] with a suddenness that seem[s] unnatural, and from that hour [is…] 

as a child, save that […] there is no awakening intellect’.165  Although Agnes becomes 

childlike as a result of tragedy, she does not regain that which makes a child unique: a 

sensitive mind capable of rapid and constant learning.  Rather than find in her return 

to childhood an opportunity to re-learn how to balance femininity and patriotism, 

Agnes is trapped by a mind that can no longer develop.  All she feels is ‘affection—

clinging, caressing, confiding as a child’s for a parent’.166  Agnes becomes totally 

dependent on others and fails to function not just as a woman, but as part of a family 

and nation.  She finds joy only when in the hills of Scotland and this makes her 

almost ‘spirit-like in that vast and beautiful expanse of hill and valley, clothed in the 

solemn drapery of night’.167  Within Bruce’s camp she spends all of her time in fields 

and meadows because she believes that nature brings her closer to Nigel.  Although 

this could be read as a newly discovered patriotism through her connection to the 

physical land of Scotland, Aguilar shows that Agnes is still wholly consumed by 

selfish, romantic desire.  When she is kidnapped by English soldiers and freed by her 

brother, for example, she celebrates not that she can return to the Scottish camp but 

that she is free to ‘go seek [her] own love among the flowers and streams he loves’.168  

The reality for Aguilar is that society offers no second chances for women who fail 
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to be appropriately feminine.  Agnes fails to uphold domestic duties and, 

consequently, she does not survive the novel.  Aguilar does not appear to approve of 

Agnes’s behavior; Agnes’s mental failings criticize her self-centered desire, showing 

the ramifications of bad parenting.  However, this disapproval also demonstrates 

how contradictory ideal nineteenth-century domestic womanhood could be, and 

suggest that the ideal of women’s childlike dependency on others is dangerous. 

Isabella and Agnes express Aguilar’s participation in the construction of 

nineteenth-century domestic ideology.  They also reflect Aguilar’s ambivalence about 

such values.  Isoline Campbell, like Isabella and Agnes, is troubling, often struggling 

with upholding her duty at the expense of her desire.  She makes some of the most 

provocative statements about womanhood in the novel; however, she survives in the 

text and successfully creates a traditional, patriarchal family because she does not 

make the mistakes that Isabella and Agnes do.  When she describes Isoline, Sarah 

Aguilar is critical, designating Isoline as a woman who fails to be truly feminine.  In 

the ‘Preface’ she claims that, ‘In Isoline may be seen the self-inflicted unhappiness of 

a too confident and self reliant nature’.169  Yet, Isoline is rewarded at the end of the 

narrative with the husband of her choice.  In Isoline is not a warning to female 

readers about pride and self-governance, but an illustration of the difficulties of being 

a woman.  If Isoline is the model woman I believe Aguilar means her to be, her 

entrance into the Comyn family suggests that Aguilar also sympathizes with the 

tension Isoline feels in doing her duty at the expense of her desire. 

Isoline, niece of King Robert Bruce, enters the novel on the cusp of 

childhood and adulthood and through her Aguilar defines womanhood as a series of 

sacrifices.  Some of these are simple, for example Isoline’s love of military sport.  As 

a youth Isoline enjoys being a ‘merry mountain child’ who has been taught the use of 

‘many a chivalric weapon’ by Bruce’s soldiers ‘in sport’, and ‘No arrow was more true 

to its mark than Isoline’s’.170  At nineteen, however, Isoline instinctively becomes 

aware that such behavior must change.  She is ‘conscious [that] girlhood was fast 

merging into a higher state of being, demanding more reserve, and quietness, and 

dignity’; her favorite ‘sports were laid aside, and her former companions bowed 

before her beauty’ rather than her talents in archery.171  Isoline’s transition from child 

to woman seems merely a simple task of laying down men’s toys and assuming 
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feminine behavior.  When experiencing the battles between England and Scotland, 

‘many a time did [Isoline’s] benevolence, her tender thought for the sorrowing and 

injured, soften the horrors of their fate, and bind them in chains of amity and 

kindness to their conquerors’, and she naturally assumes the role of ‘ministering 

angel’, appearing fulfilled by her more passive experience of warfare.172  Whereas 

Isabella fails to modify her militarism to accommodate a domestic life and Agnes 

fails to modify her romanticized domesticity to accommodate patriotism, Isoline is 

aware of her duties both as a woman and a patriot, sacrificing childish games in order 

to play those of the adult world. 

Despite Isoline’s attention to appropriate feminine behavior, she still requires 

educating in proper feminine aspirations.  Raised as she was with the excitement of 

male activity, she comes to covet the freedom of masculine behavior.  In between 

battles, Robert Bruce takes advantage of the peace to broach the subject of Isoline’s 

eventual marriage, encouraging her to consider Lord James of Douglas as her choice 

of husband.  Although this is not the first time Bruce has brought up this 

proposition, it is the first time that Isoline responds to it.  She wonders, ‘Why must I 

marry? of what great importance is this poor hand, that it may not rest quietly in my 

own possession as I desire?’173  Though at first a seemingly innocuous query 

reflecting her youth, this question is loaded with ambivalence about womanhood.  

Isoline’s primary concern about marriage is the unavoidable loss of autonomy it 

brings.  She ‘desires’ to remain in ‘possession’ of her body—her hand, literally, her 

self-governance, figuratively.  When asked to explain herself further, she admits that 

‘’Tis because I love power that I love not to resign it’.174  Although her heroines 

repeatedly allude to these sentiments, Aguilar first definitively expresses them in the 

character of Isoline.  The real reason behind her objection to marriage, however, 

enables her to retain her position as Aguilar’s model woman.  Isoline is secretly 

motivated to refuse Douglas because she is in love with Alan Comyn.  Therefore, 

whilst she appears to be challenging the institution of marriage, she really desires to 

have a say in her domestic future.  She asks Bruce to ‘give [her] at least the chance of 

other noble maidens, the choice of husbands’, hoping to buy herself some time to 

establish the domestic life she wants.175  This, Aguilar suggests, is acceptable because, 

                                                
172 Aguilar, The Days of Bruce, vol. 2, 85. 
173 ibid, 138. 
174 ibid, 138. 
175 ibid, 140. 



 

 89 

ultimately, Isoline desires a domestic life.  In the process Isoline gains power by 

insisting on her right to choose her partner, something very few of Aguilar’s heroines 

are able to do. 

Isoline is Aguilar’s ideal woman, capable of enacting domestic patriotism and 

controlling her personal interests.  In her is united the love of country that rules 

Isabella and the love of domesticity that governs Agnes.  Isoline balances the two by 

carefully monitoring her ambitions to create a comfortable balance between duty and 

desire whilst maintaining her femininity throughout.  Isoline observes the Battle of 

Bannockburn, in which Scotland wins its independence, from a distance, watching 

the Scottish soldiers fighting both for Scotland and for her hand in marriage.  In this 

moment Isoline reveals that she is divided between two selves: the patriot and the 

woman. 

 

For one minute Isoline Campbell was an enthusiast, a patriot—seeing 

nothing, feeling nothing but the glory of her country, the danger to which it 

was exposed—the belief, conviction, certainty, she would triumph over all; 

the next she was but a woman, a loving woman, seeing but one amidst that 

wondrous mass, trembling lest she had exposed him unto death […]  One 

moment she thought thus, the next reproached herself for wishing one 

thought apart from Scotland at a moment such as this.176 

 

This passage is significant because in it Aguilar suggests that all women are divided 

between patriotic feeling and their feminine compassion for lives in danger.  

Patriotism, Aguilar seems to say, is a particularly challenging, and therefore heroic, 

virtue for women.  That Aguilar makes the Battle of Bannockburn motivated by two 

goals—the freedom of Scotland and the marriage of Isoline—shows that Aguilar 

views national identity in domestic terms and that the domestic life of citizens forms 

the basis of a nation.  Isabella lives her life as a patriot and, though a good mother, 

she fails to maintain an ideal home, losing her husband and daughter.  Agnes lives 

according to her love for Nigel, failing to cultivate any patriotic sentiments except 

those that concern her husband.  Isoline, however, unites both patriotism and 

femininity under the banner of domesticity.  She observes the battle both as a patriot 
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and as a woman, eager to see her country free so that she can help to populate it 

from her own familial unit.   

 In The Days of Bruce, Aguilar outlines her expectations for ideal femininity and 

womanhood.  Her tale, however, is more than just a domestic novel or conduct 

manual because she constructs ideal womanhood in the context of a national tale.  

For Aguilar, national identity relies upon domesticity and, in The Days of Bruce, such 

depends upon the behavior of the women who comprise family units that create and 

educate the national civic body.  Although war can destroy domestic spaces, as it 

does in the case of Isabella and John Buchan and Agnes and Nigel Bruce, a family 

unit that is balanced by equal parts of patriotism and propriety creates a nation that 

can continue into the future. 

Whereas The Days of Bruce concerns itself with ideal femininity, ‘MacIntosh, 

the Highland Chief’ is a sustained study of masculinity, which completes Aguilar’s 

vision of the nation as a domestic body maintained by family units.  This tale merges 

several of the elements that comprise ‘Edmund, the Exiled Prince’ and ‘William 

Wallace, the Dauntless Chief’, and refines them in this story about the first Civil War 

in Scotland in the seventeenth century.  During this conflict between the Scottish 

Royalists and the Covenanters is also played out the evolution of a sentiment of 

national unity.  By defining ideal brotherhood as part of both the biological and the 

national family, Aguilar constructs her ideal of male domesticity.  In the narrative, 

Aguilar is sympathetic with the Royalists who struggle to support King Charles I’s 

attempts to unify the Church of Scotland and the Church of England, a move that 

was strongly opposed by members of the Scottish Presbyterian Church.  She makes 

heroic the Scottish Royalists’ efforts, under the Marquis of Montrose, to overthrow 

the Scottish Covenanters.   

Like in The Days of Bruce the action of ‘MacIntosh’ centers on a domestic unit.  

It is about a Scottish family comprised of a father and his two sons and daughter.  As 

was the case in ‘William Wallace’, the brothers are different both in appearance and 

chivalric activity—Alfred, the elder, is mature and patriotic whereas Edgar, the 

younger, is volatile and vengeful—though each contribute to King Charles’s cause.  

Although she loves both brothers, their sister Mary is deeply connected to Edgar and 

admits to loving him more than she does Alfred.  Upon being called to enlist in the 

Royalist army under Montrose, Alfred takes his father’s place because of his ill 

health.  Edgar is at first encouraged to remain at home with their sister because his 
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vengeful nature would make him a liability in the troops, as one of the families 

involved—the Gordons—partook of a feud with the MacIntoshes that resulted in 

the death of Alfred, Edgar, and Mary’s grandfather.  Early in the tale, Alfred 

impresses James Graham, the Marquis of Montrose, and becomes a chief in the 

army.  Soon thereafter, he returns home because of his father’s impending death and 

learns that Edgar is not his biological brother.  Without the ill father to tend to, 

Edgar enlists in the army and Mary lives with cousins for a short period of time 

before joining her brothers in the Royalists’ camp.  After nearly letting his desire for 

revenge lead him to murder Lord Gordon, Edgar discovers he is Lord Gordon’s son, 

Ernest.  It, therefore, becomes possible for Edgar/Ernest and Mary to marry and the 

two achieve domestic happiness.  Although the Royalists lose against the 

Covenanters, the tale ends happily when Alfred marries his best friend’s sister and 

both he and Edgar/Ernest establish homes.   

‘MacIntosh’ is not just about the war within Scotland against England, but 

also about the formation of a distinctly manly character.  In Alfred and Edgar 

MacIntosh, this is at first defined by their physicality.  Because they are young, 

beginning the tale at ‘nineteen or twenty at the utmost’, Alfred and Edgar illustrate 

Aguilar’s belief that manliness is an instinctive quality, a natural element within a man 

that is refined throughout his maturation.177  When the reader first meets the 

brothers, the narrator notes their ‘noble countenances’ and ‘manly figures’.178  In 

Alfred, especially, is a ‘manly expression’ that illustrates how ‘his spirit, though mild 

and gentle by nature, […] might colour high with indignation, and insult to him 

would pass not unavenged’.179  Writing at the beginning of ‘the heyday of masculine 

domesticity’,180 Aguilar defines manliness as a dignified demeanor and an instinct 

that encourages a man to fight for justice.  According to John Tosh, manliness in the 

nineteenth century ‘was treated as the essence of civic virtue and the root of heroic 

achievement’.181  These innate qualities are essential to Aguilar’s manly character and 

her ‘little man’ is a child preparing to enter the adult male world of war.182   
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In Alfred and Edgar, Aguilar shows a boy’s trajectory towards becoming a 

man by establishing standards of masculinity.  She constructs ‘a set of prescriptions 

for the virtuous and profitable life in the nineteenth century’ that makes manhood 

part of male domesticity.183  Once Edgar marries Mary MacIntosh, he assumes ‘a 

manly and determined firmness expressed in [his] countenance’, which demonstrates 

that ‘he had determined to leave the habits of the boy and to protect the young and 

beautiful’ wife he was to take ‘with all the firmness and steadiness of the man’.184  

For Edgar, domesticity promotes manliness, his union with Mary the driving force 

behind his entrance into adult manhood.  For Alfred, national brotherhood enables 

him to become a man.  After serving five years away from his home and under the 

banner of Montrose and Charles I, Alfred returns to his sister’s home ‘taller and 

more manly than when he left Scotland’, possessing all ‘the polished graces of the 

man’.185  Alfred’s ‘masculinity is as much about homosociality as about patriarchy’.186  

He learns to be a man through patriotic activity, working within a brotherhood of 

soldiers that helps to model behavior he emulates as an adult man soon to head a 

family unit.  Although vague at the outset, Aguilar’s ideal manly characteristics 

become more defined in an adult—Montrose—and Aguilar shows that instinctive 

manliness helps to establish an outwardly ideal masculinity.  

In Montrose, Aguilar defines the elements that turn the idea of manliness 

into a more concrete value.  According to his soldiers, ‘Montrose was the perfection 

of a man, both as a soldier and a courtier’.187  This ‘perfection’ is defined by the fact 

that ‘his conduct made him even respected by some of his more noble foes’ because 

‘his condescension and kindness soothed every proud bosom’.188  One of the first 

qualities Aguilar defines as manly—diplomacy—is the quality in Montrose that 

makes him an ideal leader.  Moreover, he is ‘the pattern of chivalry, the glory of 

Scotland’, an inspiration to his troops who eagerly attempt to follow his ‘pattern’ of 

masculine behavior:189  
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virtuous was the emulation amongst them who should most resemble the 

Marquis, not only in courage, honour and the duties of military life, but in 

those gentle and, to the softer sex, fascinating manners, in that easy 

politeness which to him seemed natural.190 

 

Montrose’s manliness is defined by his ability to appropriately adapt to male and 

female company.  His masculinity is ‘natural’, an essence that Aguilar makes essential 

to a manly character because a masculinity that is instinctively inclined towards 

domestic activity evolves organically as a man matures.  Aguilar also emphasizes that 

manliness is not only limited to celebratory moments.  Montrose ‘evince[s] that true 

greatness of mind that, when displayed in misfortune, shows the true character of the 

man’.191  Even at the moment just prior to his execution, Montrose’s ‘manly figure 

was still erect and firm’.192  For Aguilar, manliness is defined by consistent integrity 

and sympathy towards others.  Montrose’s moral integrity, chivalric behavior, 

especially towards women, and forbearance remains consistent throughout the tale 

and, though a static character, he is the figure who helps Aguilar’s heroes to become 

manly.193    

An important element of Aguilar’s understanding of manliness is her idea of 

brotherhood, her model men working towards establishing a domestic life governed 

by family, both biological and national.  Historically, this is an important element of 

manliness because, as John Tosh argues, ‘manliness was fundamentally a set of values 

by which men judged other men, and it is a mistake to suppose that those values 

were exclusively—or even mainly—to do with maintaining control over women’.194  

Indeed, Aguilar makes this type of connection essential to the national good.  

‘MacIntosh’ revolves around family tableaux, at first in the MacIntosh home and 

then in the national body of the Scottish clans.  Under Montrose, the Royalists 

comprise a family unit.  Considering his soldiers as his ‘children’, Montrose is 
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committed to the national cause as much as he is to the families of Scotland.195  

Rather than diminish his prowess, Montrose’s family-centered mentality enables him 

to be the celebrated leader he is.  He is the epitome of manliness, assuming a paternal 

role and becoming the Royalists’ father.196  Alfred is influenced by this sentiment 

and, when he prepares to enlist, his parting concern is about his family rather than its 

safety.  Although he goes to war in order ‘to raise [his] sword for the injured Charles 

and under the banner of Montrose,’ his ‘last wish, […] last thought, […] last prayer’ 

should he die ‘will be for [his] father, [his] sister, and’ Edgar.197  Male domesticity 

underlies Aguilar’s version of manliness, and this must be learned from powerful, 

model men. 

Alfred’s decision to go to war is motivated by his desire to protect his family.  

After distinguishing himself as a superior warrior, Alfred receives the title of Chief, 

making him a leader within Montrose’s mixed clan.  Alfred understands this role in 

domestic terms, vowing ‘to be to his clan their father and their chieftain in one’ and 

‘to administer justice with severe impartiality yet mingled with the feelings of a 

parent’.198  Assuming a patriarchal role in the political, social world, Alfred 

emphasizes the importance of family connections for men.  Following Alfred’s 

father’s death, Alfred assumes the patriarchal role in his private life as well as his 

political life.   As the battle in Scotland intensifies, Alfred’s primary concern is his 

responsibility to his sister.  Should Alfred fall ‘In this destroying war,’ he knows he 

would leave ‘his clan without a chief’; however, if he dies, he would leave ‘his sister 

without parent, brother, and alone in the wide world’.199  The effect of Alfred’s loss 

on his sister is presented as a more extreme dilemma here than is Scotland’s loss of a 

chief, Aguilar suggesting that a brother’s most important duty is to his sister and, by 

extension, his legal family.  So, whilst his political family needs his paternal attention, 

his biological family is expected to receive more.  Throughout, therefore, Alfred must 

learn to balance public and private duties. 

Edgar, too, is consumed by a desire to construct a domestic life; however, his 

ideal domesticity is one that is set apart from war.200  Rather than actively participate 
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in the war with his brother, Edgar at first remains at home with his sister, nursing his 

sick father.  After his father dies and he enlists, he discovers his true familial roots 

and his first object is to create a family with Mary.  The couple decides to marry and 

the plans they make extend the life they had in their paternal home.  Along with the 

love he offers her ‘that is devoted to [her] alone’, Edgar vows that they ‘will seek a 

small and lovely cottage in the lands of [her] brother, on that spot that in the merry 

days of childhood [they] called their own’ and they will live as husband and wife ‘in 

peace amongst the friends of [his] youth under the sway of [their] brother’, Alfred.201  

In their union, Edgar envisions his and Mary’s return to their childhood.  Edgar and 

Mary’s desire to build a new family on the physical land of their original one is part 

of Aguilar’s early vision of what would become the ‘cult of brother/sister love’ that 

became popularised in Victorian novels.202  Valerie Sanders argues that ‘The ideal 

marriage in the Victorian novel adopts into the family someone who is almost a 

member of the family already’.203   Leila Silvana May suggests that ‘the marital bond’ 

in the nineteenth century, ‘was explicitly regarded as a recovery of that all-important 

earlier tie’ between brothers and sisters.204  After their marriage, Edgar is able to 

create this life; giving up his role as a soldier when Montrose is captured by the 

English in order to stay at home with his wife and children, ‘[Edgar/]Ernest and 

Mary were at last enabled to live in peaceful and domestic happiness together’.205  

Aguilar portrays a significant element of Edgar’s/Ernest’s maturation as his decision 

to sacrifice his role in saving the nation in order to be a father and husband.  Edgar 

acknowledges that he ‘grieve[s] for her [Scotland], but she robs [him] not of domestic 

happiness’.206 Edgar/Ernest and Alfred’s families, created just after discussing the 

tragedy of Montrose’s death, suggest that Aguilar advocates a world in which men 

partake of domestic activity, their lives governed by the private world that is usually 

the domain of women.  Edgar/Ernest and Alfred do not lose any element of their 

manliness in thus forsaking the nation for domesticity. 

Aguilar, through all of her male characters, argues that a domestic life is 

embedded in national politics by describing citizens of the nation as if they were part 

of a family.  In her vision of male domesticity, however, she hints that tensions 
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between homosocial domesticity and homosexual desire can develop as a result of 

the medieval chivalric ethic that celebrates exclusively male communities.  Whilst 

away from home and in Montrose’s army, Alfred finds a best friend in Hector 

Cameron, a young man from a different clan.  Cameron’s ‘manner […] was so 

pleasing that [Alfred] found it impossible to avoid liking him’.207  Such a seemingly 

innocuous relationship, however, quickly crosses the boundaries between filial 

friendship and sexual adoration. This friendship becomes instrumental in Alfred’s 

desire to organize a marriage between Mary and Cameron after Cameron admits to 

falling in love with her on a visit to pay his respects after her father’s death.  At first 

attending to the domestic role of patriarch to his orphaned sister, Alfred eagerly 

attempts to make Cameron Mary’s husband.  Whilst the two men discuss Cameron’s 

feelings, Cameron admits that he does not believe Mary has romantic feelings for 

him, to which Alfred responds that ‘she must learn to love’ Cameron; Alfred is ‘her 

guardian, and she owes [him] some obedience surely’.208  Alfred does not believe that 

he ‘demand[s] too much when [he] bid[s] her become the wife of [his] friend’.209  

Nineteenth-century brother-sister relationships in literature involved the assumption 

of the father-role by eldest sons upon the patriarch’s death.210  That Alfred steps in 

as the person responsible for arranging Mary’s future domestic life would not have 

been out of the ordinary in nineteenth-century culture literary.  However, the 

motivations behind his desire to see a union between Cameron and Mary is more 

selfish because Alfred is more interested in making his friend his brother than in 

establishing Mary’s future happiness.  When Alfred determines to force Mary into 

this marriage if necessary, Cameron objects, claiming that ‘if she cannot love me, she 

is free’.211  Alfred, however, determines ‘not [to] look to the gloomy side’ of the 

matter while he ‘seized [Cameron’s] hand, which he fervently pressed’.212  Alfred is 

blinded by his affection for Cameron in attempting to force a marriage between his 

sister and him.   

Aguilar’s language hints that Alfred’s determination comes from his unnatural 

desire for Cameron and the homosexual desire between the two creates a tension in 

this tale that enables Aguilar to inadvertently reveal the dangers of an exclusively 
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male world operating as a surrogate family.  Valerie Sanders has argued that, ‘In texts 

where there is a suggestion of homosexual attraction, the sister provides a more 

acceptable object of the men’s homoerotic feelings’.213  In the conversation he holds 

with Mary, Alfred is much more sensitive to his friend’s feelings about a marriage 

than hers.  He asks, ‘as a boon’, that she ‘train [her] heart to love and to revere him’ 

because Cameron ‘loves [her] most fervently’.214  Alfred assures Mary that, should 

she reject Cameron, he would have ‘misery’ inflicted on him, ‘more misery than 

[Alfred] once believed [his] sister, could willingly inflict on any one, much less the 

friend of [her] brother’.215  When Mary becomes overwhelmed by her emotions, 

Alfred has no sympathy for her and asks, ‘For what do you weep?’, seeing her 

emotions a ‘Strange contradiction that [she] who inflict[s] misery should weep as if 

[she] were the sufferer’.216  Alfred uses guilt to attempt to coerce Mary into a 

marriage with a friend he cares more about than her.  Alfred is meticulously aware of 

Cameron’s sufferings in being rejected by Mary, despite Cameron’s decision to allow 

Mary her own choice.  This marriage is in reality intended to create a more strongly 

bound homosocial, quasi-homosexual, relationship.   

Cameron possesses a similar desire for Alfred and he is perhaps determined 

not to force Mary into marriage because he is not truly interested in a union with her, 

but a familial bond with Alfred.  After Alfred is kidnapped by the English, Cameron 

experiences a ‘real anxiety and grief for his friend’s strange fate’ that ‘amounted 

almost to agony’.217  The connection between Alfred and Cameron is so strong that 

Cameron feels physical pain when separated from him.  To cope, Cameron focuses 

on the only element of Alfred he possesses: Mary.  Agreeing to consider Alfred’s 

proposal for her marriage, Mary tells both men that she will think on the proposition 

for a year, without any pressure from Alfred or contact with Cameron.  At the end of 

this period, Cameron is allowed to ask for her hand in marriage a second time.   In an 

attempt to distract himself from the loss of Alfred, Cameron ‘hide[s] his real feelings 

under the mask of passion’ and focuses his energies on waiting for Mary to decide 

whether or not she will marry him.218  Consequently, ‘this self-denial only increased 

his passion, and he longed for, yet dreaded, the end of the year, when his suit was 
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once more to be urged and her final answer given’.219  A successful suit with Mary 

unites Cameron not once but twice with the MacIntosh family, as he will become 

both husband and brother.  The dread Cameron feels may also be from the 

knowledge that a sexual relationship with Mary precludes one with Alfred that is 

fulfilled by their fraternal intimacy.  Aguilar’s exclusive male fraternities, like those of 

the Scottish troops, jeopardize the traditional family because of their lack of feminine 

influence. 

Jeffrey Richards suggests that love between men in the Victorian period was 

modeled on that of the Bible and ‘constituted a form of brotherhood […] of a 

spiritual rather than a physical kind’ that ‘is higher than and different from, rather 

than a substitute for, the love of women’.220  This is not the case in Aguilar’s early 

portrayal of male desire because she describes Cameron in feminine terms and this 

suggests that Aguilar saw homosexual desire as a dangerous byproduct of ‘manly 

love’. Cameron is far less manly than is Alfred and this feminizes him.  When 

Cameron’s sister Flora is kidnapped by the Covenanters, he succumbs to his 

emotions, causing his chief to tell him to ‘bear this misfortune like a man, not like a 

wailing maiden’, because ‘despondency is for the maiden, not the youth’.221  As a 

soldier, Cameron is expected to behave in a particular, manly way, which he does not.  

Saddened later in the story by Edgar and Mary’s wedding, Cameron is approached by 

Montrose who also observes Cameron’s weakness.  Montrose is very sympathetic 

with Cameron but tells him not to ‘encourage despondency’,222 which has already 

been classified as a feminine indulgence, and Cameron declares that Montrose has 

‘penetrated [his] inmost thoughts’, encouraging him to vow to ‘be no more 

unmanly’.223  Not only is Cameron behaving like a woman whilst weeping, he must 

be instructed like a woman does about appropriate behavior.  Moreover, Montrose is 

able to ‘penetrate’ his mind, the dominant male reading into the submissive, feminine 

male’s thoughts.  Cameron resembles Aguilar’s other sentimental national heroes, 

Edmund de Clifford and Edmund Godwinson, and dies as they do in war.  These 

characters do not die nobly in battle but, rather, commit a quasi-suicide because they 

are searching for a release from the misery they feel.  That Cameron takes on female 

qualities, which ultimately lead to his death, is significant to Aguilar’s message about 
                                                
219 Aguilar, ‘MacIntosh’, Tales, 207. 
220 Richards, ‘Passing the love of women’, Manliness and Morality, 93. 
221 Aguilar, ‘MacIntosh’, Tales, 211. 
222 ibid, 254. 
223 ibid, 255. 



 

 99 

women’s role in national politics.  Had Cameron allowed, or even forced, a lover like 

Mary to rule him, Aguilar suggests, he would have lived a more appropriately manly 

lifestyle.  Women are, therefore, essential components of the structure of a nation.  

The homosexual desire in ‘MacIntosh’ is complicated by the fact that 

Aguilar’s eponymous character is portrayed as a model of manliness.  With her 

concern in the tale about a man’s role in political and biological domesticity, Aguilar 

creates an ideal world in which men are governed in the public and private sphere by 

domesticity.  They strive to construct a national family comprised of brothers during 

war and a biological family unit in order to perpetuate their bloodline and continue 

the national family.  Where this is problematic, Aguilar shows, is in the dynamics of a 

family based upon brotherhood that sometimes encourages a desire for the brother.  

Aguilar uses the genre of the national tale to explore the dynamics of domestic 

worlds, both public and private; these dynamics, however, often include sexually 

subversive elements.  Homosexual desire, in Aguilar’s national tale, is one version of 

male domesticity.  Though an unsuccessful model in this case—as shown by 

Cameron’s death—this type of longing for sexual union is ultimately about desiring a 

place in the domestic order.   

Aguilar’s narrative histories imagine the English and Scottish past whilst 

emphasizing appropriate conduct; these historical romances are as much about 

representing a past way of life, as they are about suggesting models of behavior for 

her contemporary readers.  Both men and women, represented in their maturation 

from children to adults, embody domestic values.  These characters, by virtue of their 

morality and commitment to the principles of propriety that that would develop into 

the core ideals of the nineteenth century, make these narratives conduct books and 

they focus on male and female nationalist sentiments, romantic relationships, and 

family responsibilities.  Aguilar wrote national romances in a way that merges 

historical and conduct literature, adopting and revising the themes of romance and 

desire of the national tale and the instruction of narrative histories.  
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Domestic Desire  
 
Each of Aguilar’s narrative histories considers the formation of the nation as 

synonymous with the formation of the family.  Her overarching theme in each text is 

the way in which male and female domesticity provides a model for a unified national 

body.  Whilst these tales express similar ideas, they assess them differently, some 

focusing on definitions of womanhood and the role of women in national identity—

‘Lionel Percy’ and The Days of Bruce—and others emphasizing manly behavior and the 

masculine desire for family—‘Edmund de Clifford’, ‘Edmund, the Exiled Prince’, 

‘William Wallace, the Dauntless Chief’, and ‘MacIntosh, the Highland Chief’.  The 

characters of Aguilar’s histories are driven by desire, and the sexual unions in each of 

the tales here discussed are in some form incestuous.  For Aguilar, therefore, 

incestuous unions—brothers and sisters, first cousins, distant cousins, adopted 

siblings—represent the national purity that the characters in her tales struggle to 

defend on the physical battlefield.  However, as she writes of good and bad 

femininity and masculinity, so too does she depict good and bad incestuous desire.  

According to Aguilar, quasi-incestuous relationships create a stable family unit that 

subsumes the past in order to move into the future, sustaining and developing its 

country’s national identity.  This is only successful when the couple involved 

balances sexual desire and patriotic nationalism.   

 Edmund de Clifford and Edith [Camden], and Edmund and Gertrude 

Godwinson are examples of incestuous relationships founded upon improper desire, 

the members of both couples consumed with sexual love more than with the national 

good.  In ‘Edmund de Clifford, the Last of his Race’, Aguilar’s first national 

romance, the titular character and his lover, an orphan adopted by his uncle and 

raised alongside him, are not strictly part of an incestuous relationship because they 

are not biological siblings.  However, they are raised in the capacity of brother and 

sister and their relationship, therefore, has incestuous undertones.  Upon being 

enlisted in the battle against Scotland in 1356, ‘the bosom of Edmund [is] stabbed 

with agony at the thought of quitting Edith’ and he seeks his uncle’s permission to 

become engaged to her.224  Edmund’s uncle, ‘The Earl of Northumberland[,] gave 

them his blessing calling them “His beloved Children”’.225  Moments before his 

departure, Edmund desires a final blessing from ‘“My uncle my father”’, asking that 
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his ‘more than parent’ send him off to battle with his prayers.226  Edmund desires to 

build his own family out of his paternal one and in the process he blurs the 

boundaries of familial signifiers.  Although Aguilar’s other tales, as I will discuss, 

involve incestuous relationships that are presented as ideal unions, this coupling fails 

to be realized.  This is the case because Edmund and Edith ‘both loved; ardently and 

faithfully loved; and fancied their love was only known to each other’.227  In their 

affection for one another, they exist in a world removed from the political upheavals 

of their nation; they exclude themselves on the basis that no one understands the 

depth of their feelings.  Edmund dies in battle because his reckless sentimentality 

drives him towards death, and Edith follows shortly thereafter because she fails to 

live without him.  In this romance, Aguilar follows in the Romantic literary tradition 

in which ‘sibling attachment fuses with sexual desire to constitute an idealized erotic 

love’ that ‘death disrupts’.228  Aguilar departs from such idealization, however, by 

suggesting that when sibling desire neglects national duty it is ineffectual and, in this 

way, she anticipates the Victorian utilitarian belief that every member of the civic 

body has a responsibility to the national good.   

Edmund Godwinson, of Aguilar’s ‘Edmund, the Exiled Prince’ similarly 

distances himself from the national struggles of Saxon England as a result of his 

incestuous desire for his stepmother.  Edmund’s inability to separate his private 

feelings from his public duties kills him and, although she does not return his love, 

his stepmother, Gertrude, dies as well.  Edmund’s attraction to Gertrude, as I have 

detailed, is born out of the loss of Edmund’s biological mother.  In his father’s 

second wife Edmund finds a woman who is more suitable as a romantic match for 

him—she is eighteen and he is sixteen—than as a replacement mother.  The 

confusion Edmund feels about the loss of his biological mother and the acquisition 

of a stepmother is manifested in an incestuous desire both to possess her body and 

obtain the feminine nurture Edmund has lost.  Like Edmund de Clifford and Edith 

[Camden], Edmund Godwinson ostracizes himself from his family, attempting to 

repress his sexual longing through distance.  In doing so, he must also remove 

himself from the political family he is united with in fighting against the Duke of 

Normandy’s army under his father, King Harold.  The narrator notes that ‘Edmund’s 

mind was not of common cast’ and his thoughts ‘were seldom known to any save 
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himself’, making it so that ‘none was acquainted with his real disposition’.229  Isolated 

thus, Edmund does not allow himself to overcome his emotions with the help of his 

national family.  Rather, it is only upon being fatally wounded in battle that he admits 

to his feelings for Gertrude, telling her that ‘even when [his] father called [her] his’, 

he ‘loved [her] not with a passion that could fade by absence or diminish by time’ 

because he ‘doted on her […] till reason trembled on her throne and […] death 

would have been welcome’.230  Edmund is wholly consumed by his desire for 

Gertrude and loses his ability to partake of military or domestic action.   

Aguilar’s national tales are about family units that comprise the domestic 

sphere and extend into the political world of war.  Edmund de Clifford and Edith 

Camden fail to survive because they have not moved their romance out of the private 

and into the public world.  Likewise, Edmund Godwinson struggles on his own to 

overcome his incestuous desire for his father’s wife.  Such love, Aguilar shows, is 

destructive because it separates out individuals from the national body who do not, 

therefore, participate in forging national identity.   

Isabella and John Comyn complicate Aguilar’s suggestion that all-consuming 

incestuous desire is detrimental to the maintenance of a unified national family.  The 

union of Isabella Duff and John Comyn is arranged by their fathers who possessed 

the ‘romantic enthusiasm which ever characterized the companionship of chivalry’.231  

The affection Isabella’s and Comyn’s fathers shared unites them as brothers; their 

symbolic relationship, therefore, makes Isabella and John first cousins.  Because of 

their own compatibility, the fathers assume a legal, sexual union between their 

children will result in the deepest connection possible between their families.  This, 

however, is not the case because Isabella’s and Comyn’s divergent national and 

personal views destroy all attempts at domestic happiness and eventually their 

relationship.  When Comyn learns that Isabella has decisively acted contrarily to his 

beliefs, crowning Robert Bruce King of Scotland and encouraging her son to enlist in 

Bruce’s army, he temporarily leaves King Edward’s court—and a position as an 

important soldier in England’s cause—to attempt to exert his power over his family.  

He rages at his son and his wife, sarcastically exclaiming that ‘The Lady Isabella 

deems, perchance, she has done her duty to her husband in placing a crown on the 

head of his hereditary and hated foe, and leading his son in the same path of 
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rebellion and disloyalty’.232  This husband and wife speak different political languages 

because they are on opposing political sides.  Isabella responds to Comyn’s 

accusations in domestic terms, claiming that, ‘Hadst [he] wished [his] son to imbibe 

[his] peculiar principles, to forget his country and her rights, it had been better 

perchance’ that he had ‘remembered [he] hadst a child’ and performed ‘the duty of a 

father’.233  Both Isabella and Comyn are aware of the social expectations that govern 

the family unit; however, both refuse to act together politically and, therefore, fail to 

do so domestically.  Opposing patriotic sentiments destroy the domestic familiarity 

that brought about their union.   

Though often the case, incestuous relationships in Aguilar’s histories are not 

always bad.  When they are founded upon a balanced desire for family and political 

domesticity, incestuous unions are ideal relationships because they express Aguilar’s 

version of national unity founded on an idea of exclusive (racial) purity.  ‘Lionel 

Percy, the Youthful Chief’, ‘Wallace, the Dauntless Chief’, and ‘MacIntosh, the 

Highland Chief’ each provide examples of this ideal type of relationship. 

In ‘Lionel Percy’ Aguilar suggests that national concerns should take 

precedence over private, sexual desire.  Incestuous relationships, however, balance 

political and domestic duties.  Although the relationship between the eponymous 

character and his first cousin, Louisa, is a minor component of the story, the 

establishment of a domestic family unit is essential to the survival of the characters.  

A significant part of Lionel’s maturation occurs in the brotherhood of the True Blue 

Archers and when he finally rescues Louisa Percy from the Earl of Kildare, he 

desires only to establish a family with a wife.  Lionel moves from one family to 

another, reuniting his biological family through the deeds of his adopted family and 

using his understanding of the family bond to create a new family.  Attracted to 

Louisa because of her beauty, Lionel believes that ‘the son of Lionel Percy [Senior is] 

a fit husband for his brother’s child’ and he determines to win his Uncle’s 

tournament and ask for Louisa’s hand in marriage.234  Lionel’s desire to marry Louisa 

is doubly beneficial because of Lionel’s domestic interests, benefiting himself and his 

uncle.  Rather than taking possession of Alnwick Castle, as is his lawful right, Lionel 

has no inclination to ‘rob’ his uncle of his adopted ‘Earldom’, asking instead that his 

uncle ‘regard [him] as [his] son and after [his uncle’s death Lionel] shall succeed’, 

                                                
232 Aguilar, The Days of Bruce, vol. 1, 149. 
233 ibid, 150. 
234 Aguilar, ‘Lionel Percy’, ‘Legends of Time Past’, n.p. (211). 



 

 104 

beseeching him again to ‘look upon [Lionel] as [his] son’.235  In reestablishing himself 

in his Earldom, Lionel recreates the biological family that he lost as a child, regaining 

his father through his uncle.  He then builds his own family out of his paternal one, 

marrying his first cousin and adopted sister.  Incest here, Aguilar suggests, enables a 

man to support the national cause from within and without. 

Incest is also portrayed as a unifying element in ‘William Wallace’, and the 

union of Ronald Gelnallyn/Wilfred Wallace’s biological and adopted families creates 

an extended national one.  Ronald/Wilfred is motivated to enter into battle upon 

learning about how the destruction of William Wallace’s family encouraged the chief 

to fight for Scotland’s independence.  Ronald/Wilfred enlists, however, determining 

that he ‘will be none other’s page save Wallace himself’.236  Ronald’s/Wilfred’s 

adopted sister goes on to fall in love with him.  Wilfred, however, does not return 

this affection and it is only his adopted father’s deathbed wish that encourages 

Wilfred to reconsider.  Glenallyn entreats Wilfred to ‘Protect poor Annot’ by 

becoming ‘her protector, her brother, her—husband’, uniting the positions of 

brother and husband through the mutual obligation to protect the sister who is also 

the wife.237  Aguilar writes into the character of Ronald/Wilfred the view that 

‘Brothers [were] seen as teachers and protectors of sisters’.238  Ronald/Wilfred, upon 

discovering his biological family and enjoying fighting alongside his family against 

England, desires a fraternal family headed by his new-found father.  However, his 

sense of domestic duty has been ingrained in him by his adopted father and, although 

incestuous in form, his marriage with Annot is not literally so.  Their marriage forges 

a union between two parts of a national body; in it is the joining of two Scottish 

families that both support Scotland’s desire for independence.  This couple, 

therefore, shows how domestic families contribute to the development of a national 

one. 

As is the case in ‘William Wallace’, the incestuous lovers of ‘MacIntosh’ are 

only such because the partners have been raised together as children.  Aguilar uses 

their later union to suggest that sisters are ‘a sanctum sanctorum of moral virtue’,239 

ideal women who influence the construction of the patriot’s manly character.  

Edgar’s wild personality and its effect on his sister, Mary, is established early in the 
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tale and from this point Aguilar shows the power of a woman to influence a man.  

When Edgar laments that he cannot go to war alongside his brother, Alfred comforts 

him by saying that Edgar’s presence at home will make Mary ‘love [him] better than 

she hath done yet’, as she has shed many tears ‘when the willful Edgar came not 

home for the evening meal, when days have passed and her brother returned not 

home’.240  This resigns Edgar to his being made to remain at home and he vows that 

‘Mary shall weep no more’.241  Mary’s ability to influence her brother becomes more 

pronounced in her position as his wife and she enables him to master his temper and 

act patriotically.  Based upon her sociological study of nineteenth-century siblings, 

Leonore Davidoff suggests that fraternal-sororal relationships in this period offered 

‘archetypal’ heterosexual romantic relationships.242  Mary and Edgar comprise 

Aguilar’s ideal couple in her national writing and their relationship first as siblings, 

then as lovers shows that romance organically develops out of domestic unity.  In 

this way Aguilar, borrowing from the Romantics, makes fraternal-sororal incest ‘not 

[…] a perversion or accidental inversion of the normal sibling relations, but […] an 

extension and intensification of it’.243  For her, however, this relationship proves the 

importance of domestic unity to the nation.   

The first way Mary is able to influence Edgar is in her ability to make him be 

a man.  Edgar 

 

was aware that he was unsteady, wild and hasty, but the idea that his Mary 

looked up to him with such confiding affection, that she depended on him 

for support, would curb his wayward passion and make him forget the 

unsteady habits of the boy.244 

 

Mary passively influences her husband’s behavior, just as she did when they were 

children and siblings.245  This ‘desirable shift’ from sibling affection to romantic love 

perpetuates Edgar’s shift from child to adult, which is made possible through his 
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sister/lover.246  She also inspires him through her personal strength in challenging 

situations, for example when he visits the body of his father.  Edgar, fearful of 

Mary’s emotions, cuts his prayers short, determining that the deathbed ‘is no sight 

for’ her.247  Mary, however, claims that she ‘shrink[s] not from death like this’, 

suggesting that they will ‘kneel together’ and ‘think on [Edgar’s biological father] in 

woe or joy’.248  Through Mary’s strength is Edgar able to fully mourn for his father 

and attend to his filial duties.  In life, as well, Mary inspires Edgar.  When his 

Grandfather, Lord Huntly Gordon, disowned his son for marrying against his wishes, 

Edgar determines to abstain from all contact with his grandfather.  Upon his 

deathbed, however, Lord Huntly desires to see Edgar and make amends, and Edgar 

is unsure if he should allow this.   Mary, however, ‘in a voice at once timid and 

endearing’ says: ‘My own husband, if I might advise, obey the summons of your 

grandfather’.249  Edgar immediately acquiesces, acknowledging that his wife ‘was thus 

eloquently pointing forth the path of duty’.250  Mary is an ideal sister and wife, 

teaching her brother to modify his behavior and her husband to honor his duty.  She 

possesses strength enough for both of them and Aguilar makes this quasi-incestuous 

marriage an ideal relationship because of Mary’s ability to teach her husband to be 

manly whilst retaining her femininity.  Mary also helps to construct a domestic, manly 

national body.   

 Narrative history and the rhetoric of nationalism, for Aguilar, is an effective 

medium for educating young people.  In her early writing, she constructs romances 

that demonstrate the effects of war on family, encouraging her readers to see the 

nation as a domestic unit.  Her individual national tales create models of feminine 

and masculine behavior, as well as types of relationships that benefit the hearth and 

the nation.  By portraying the nation as a family, Aguilar makes Britain dependent 

upon male and female domesticity.  The desire for domestic harmony is, according to 

Aguilar, as much public as it is private.   
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Chapter Two—Aguilar’s Gothic Martyrs 
 
Introduction 

In the previous chapter, I showed that Aguilar’s narrative histories began to develop 

her vision of domesticity.  She suggests that ideal masculinity is defined by a longing 

for a domestic life, both on the battlefield and in the home.  This is also, however, 

problematised by sexual desire expressed by men for other men.  Ideal femininity in 

these narratives of nationalism made women morally influential on men, and it 

embodied and encouraged patriotic sentiment.  In these, her earliest historical 

fictions, Aguilar established the type of domesticity she was interested in portraying 

in the historical romances she would continue to write.  The middle period of her 

historical mode differs from her first period in subject matter; rather than consider 

national identity by way of English and Scottish tales, she explores religious identity 

by fictionalizing Jewish persecution under the Catholic Inquisition in the fourteenth-

and eighteenth centuries.  Retaining her focus on gender roles, Aguilar writes about 

Jewish women, constructing Jewish heroines whose values appealed to the 

nineteenth-century female reader.  Michael Ragussis is right to argue that, in scenes 

of the heroine’s torture that are ‘reminiscent of similar scenes in the Gothic novel’, 

Aguilar’s writing is informed by ‘a (Protestant) rhetoric familiar to English readers’, 

i.e. that of the literary gothic.1   In this chapter I will extend Ragussis’s argument to 

show that Aguilar recycles not only portrayals of torture, but also many of the most 

significant elements of the eighteenth-century anti-Catholic gothic novel to 

accommodate her representation of Jews and the Inquisition, and it is these that help 

her to define ideal femininity. 

The gothic novels of the late-eighteenth century that imagine the Catholic 

Inquisition inspired Aguilar’s portrayal of medieval Jews in Spain and Portugal.  

Aguilar’s first Inquisition tales, contained in the Records of Israel (1844), are two short 

stories about the Catholic Inquisition, one set in Portugal in the eighteenth century, 

and the other set in Spain in the fifteenth century.2  ‘The Escape, A Tale of 1755’ 

focuses on idealizations of female behavior.3  Following the maturation of the 

heroine Almah, this tale explores the ways in which women learn to behave 

appropriately, emphasizing the importance of a woman’s faith in God.  In ‘The 
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 108 

Edict, A True Tale’, Aguilar makes her most assertive statement about women’s role 

in society.4  Through her heroine Josephine, Aguilar shows that women instinctively 

possess stronger religious convictions than men, defining their role in their family 

and their community as moral educators.  The themes of these earlier tales are 

developed in Aguilar’s later novel-length Inquisition story, ‘The Martyr’ (1846).5  This 

narrative assimilates the popular tropes of the gothic genre and merges the 

personalities of Almah and Josephine in the text’s heroine, Marie.  In this novel, 

Aguilar considers femininity and the tension young women feel between indulging 

their personal desires and upholding their duty to their families and faiths.  Marie 

learns to be heroic by dismissing her childish ambitions and actively martyring herself 

for her faith, though she is ambivalent about having to sacrifice the romantic 

longings she feels for a Catholic man.  All three Inquisition tales construct femininity 

according to Protestant views about ideal womanhood, and Aguilar revises these to 

accommodate the idea that the Jewish woman is the nineteenth-century ideal.   

That her Jewish tales were highly regarded within the popular, nineteenth-

century English literary market is indicated by the praise cited in several reviews of 

The Vale of Cedars; or the Martyr (1850), which was ‘The Martyr’ published in novel 

form.  One reviewer from The Critic claims that the novel is ‘a historical romance of 

high class’ and that, through it, Aguilar ‘appeared destined, as certainly she was 

singularly qualified, to adorn and to improve’ the world.6  In Bell’s Weekly Messenger, 

The Vale of Cedars is said to be remarkable because it demonstrates Aguilar’s ‘faithful 

delineation of nature’, suggesting that readers saw in Aguilar’s historical romance the 

truth of human relationships and personalities.7  The narratives under discussion here 

were considered by critics to be superior works of didactic fiction, capable of 

educating readers across the Protestant faith; this remains true despite the fact that 
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Aguilar was writing about Jewish history using Jewish heroines.  I believe that it is 

Aguilar’s deployment of the tropes comprising the gothic romance that encourages 

this response from her contemporary audience. 

  Like those of the national tale, authors of the literary gothic participated in 

English political debates about national identity and gender.  In these texts, English 

social anxieties about the terms that constituted English citizenship and the ideals 

that defined masculinity and femininity are played out in narratives set abroad, 

usually in Catholic countries like Italy and Spain.  Continental foreignness in these 

fictions, often taking the form of Catholicism, is vilified and the author presents 

contemporary England as a rational and enlightened nation by comparison.  One of 

the more popular strategies for achieving this, and one that Aguilar relies heavily 

upon, was through portraying the Catholic Inquisition as a brutal and barbaric 

institution.  The work of Matthew Lewis and Ann Radcliffe made the Inquisition 

‘The Gothic archetype of the law’, a universal literary trope that was used to 

demonstrate how the type of governmental regulation deployed by the Inquisition 

was unjust because it operated secretly and, often, was motivated by individual 

attempts to gain power or sexual gratification.8  Gothic writers made male and female 

clergy members villains.  In the underworld of Inquisition tribunals, they threaten 

heroes and heroines that, despite their Catholic faith, possess remarkably Protestant 

values.  Deployed in the nineteenth century when, and after, Aguilar wrote, these 

gothic tropes became part of anti-Catholic narratives and responded to new anxieties 

about Catholicism and its impact on English national identity.  

Assimilating the structure and characters of eighteenth-century gothic fiction 

in her Inquisition stories, Aguilar developed the genre by writing moral lessons about 

proper conduct.  She also incorporates into these portrayals of history Jewish 

persecution at the hands of Catholics.  Her emphasis is on female domesticity and 

the ways in which the female body symbolizes the English nation, and this is similar 

to the ways in which she depicts her female characters in her national tales.  Anti-

Catholic gothic fiction portrays the Inquisition as ‘a law that encloses, includes, and 

regulates all religious and domestic attachments within its scope’, and in this chapter 

I will argue that Aguilar uses the trope of Catholic persecution under the Inquisition 

                                                
8 Ian Duncan, Modern Romance and Transformations of the Novel: The Gothic, Scott, Dickens (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1992), 46. 
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to show how women could resist this law by subscribing to domestic ideology.9  

Aguilar participates in English discussions of female virtue by demonstrating how the 

‘angelic’ woman, rather than being trapped by ‘constraints on virtuous female 

behavior’, was heroic when she abided by them.10  Aguilar extends the role of her 

national heroines in her gothic fiction, making the woman martyr the ideal domestic 

woman who sacrifices herself to secure domestic spaces; she represents what would 

define Victorian femininity.  Moreover, Aguilar makes the ideal woman Jewish and 

suggests that the Jewess is a model for the nineteenth-century English woman, 

regardless of her faith.  Aguilar’s use of gothic tropes shows the development of her 

initial interest in issues surrounding nationalism; in her more mature historical 

fictions, she participates in the construction of nineteenth-century values by adopting 

national concerns about Catholicism in England.  

 

Current Scholarship  

Criticism of Aguilar’s Inquisition tales11 emphasises two ideas: that she is essentially 

apologetic about Jewish difference from Protestantism, showing that Jews are willing 

to assimilate to English values; or, that she is in dialogue with Evangelical fiction, 

writing against Evangelical proselytism of the Jews.  Critics agree that she writes to 

these ideas in order to argue for the full political, social, and cultural acceptance of 

the Jews in nineteenth-century England.  This argument began with Linda Gertner 

Zatlin, who provides one of the earliest studies of the Anglo-Jewish novel.  She 

suggests that Aguilar’s novel The Vale of Cedars; or, the Martyr is a ‘plea for sympathy’ 

on behalf of English Jews.  Zatlin believes that Aguilar rewrites the ways Jews have 

been represented in literature and history in order to ‘explain’ Judaism to the 

nineteenth-century English reader.12  Her analysis influences Michael Galchinsky’s 

recent studies, in which he sees Aguilar as a heroine in her own right because she 

revises the tropes of the nineteenth-century conversionist romance plot to criticize 

Evangelical desires to convert Jews.13  Galchinsky differs from Zatlin, however, 

                                                
9 Mark Canuel, Religion, Toleration, and British Writing, 1790-1830 (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2002), 79. 
10 Kate Ferguson Ellis, The Contested Castle: Gothic Novels and the Subversion of Domestic Ideology (Urbana 
and Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 1989), 17. 
11 Criticism on Aguilar’s ‘The Martyr’ has not acknowledged that this text was first published serially in 
1846.  Therefore, all of the critical work on the narrative assumes that the tale is known as The Vale of 
Cedars; or, the Martyr and that it was only published posthumously. 
12 Linda Gertner Zatlin, The Nineteenth-Century Anglo-Jewish Novel (Boston: Twayne Publisher, 1981), 34, 
36, 39. 
13 See especially Grace Aguilar: Selected Writings (Peterborough: Broadview Press Ltd, 2003), 11-17. 
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when he suggests that Aguilar uses the Spanish Inquisition to portray crypto-Judaism 

as an ideal lifestyle for nineteenth-century Jews, arguing that Aguilar feels this would 

enable them to live in England without impinging on English public life.14  

Elizabeth Fay argues similarly to Zatlin and Galchinsky about Aguilar’s 

portrayal of the Inquisition, and she suggests that The Vale of Cedars obliquely 

compliments England by juxtaposing it against Spanish intolerance.  This 

comparison, Fay believes, is portrayed metaphorically when Aguilar’s heroine falls in 

love with the English hero.  For Fay, this action shows that Aguilar sees England as 

attractive to the nineteenth-century Jewish populace.  Furthermore, Fay reads 

Aguilar’s decision to make the English hero reciprocate the Jewish heroine’s love as a 

compliment to English tolerance.  She extends this by arguing, contrary to Zatlin and 

Galchinsky, that Aguilar sees the act of hiding one’s Judaism as a sin because it 

makes Judaism appear a hidden evil.  This, she feels, likens Judaism to the covert and 

corrupt nature of the Inquisition, suggesting that hidden faiths are in themselves 

evil.15   

Nadia Valman’s recent work provides a much-needed development of these 

readings of Aguilar’s fiction.  She emphasizes Aguilar’s portrayal of Jewish women, 

suggesting that Aguilar was trying to show that they were not the easy targets for 

conversion that Evangelical Protestants believed them to be.  Their connection to 

the faith, Valman argues, is found in Aguilar’s rhetorical empowerment of the 

domestic woman, designating her as the guardian of the Jewish home.  Valman goes 

on to suggest that Aguilar’s historical romances are also domestic novels that show 

Jewish women living according to the rules of Victorian domesticity.16  In reading the 

literary politics of domestic fiction, Valman offers a more complex lens through 

which to read Aguilar’s fiction.  I will use Valman’s arguments as a model to analyze 

the literary contexts of Aguilar’s fiction further and suggest that Aguilar helps to 

reshape the gothic genre to develop nineteenth-century ideals about gender.   

Miriam Burstein, Michael Ragussis, and Maureen Moran emphasise religious 

rather than gender issues in their considerations of The Vale of Cedars.  Reading 

Aguilar’s tale against nineteenth-century Evangelical literature, Burstein argues that 

                                                
14 Michael Galchinsky, The Origin of the Modern Jewish Woman Writer (Detroit: Wayne State University 
Press, 1996), 164, 165. 
15 Elizabeth Fay, ‘Grace Aguilar: Rewriting Scott Rewriting History’, British Romanticism and the Jews: 
History, Culture, Literature, Sheila Spector, ed. (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2002), 215-234. 
16 Nadia Valman, The Jewess in Nineteenth Century British Literary Culture (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2007), 103. 
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Aguilar adopts Protestant anti-Catholic sentiment in her portrayals of the Spanish 

Inquisition.  Her study addresses Aguilar’s depiction of Catholic characters and ritual, 

areas of Aguilar’s literature to which few other critics attend.17  Burstein points out 

that Aguilar presents Catholicism as intolerant and hypocritical, a strategy that allows 

her to align her Jewish characters with her Protestant readers by showing that they 

both criticize Catholicism similarly.  Michael Ragussis, however, believes that Aguilar 

uses the Inquisition to complete English histories of Catholic persecution that were 

used to fight against Catholic Emancipation in England in the early part of the 

nineteenth century.  He suggests that, by adding Jewish histories of suffering under 

the Inquisition to them, Aguilar shows that Catholics have persecuted Jews and 

Protestants similarly.  Like Fay does, Ragussis suggests that Aguilar shows the 

Protestant reader that Jewish women—like Protestant women—actively pursue 

religious freedom.  This becomes an implicit message to nineteenth-century England 

that the Jewish woman does not need to rely on Protestantism for empowerment.18 

Ragussis is correct in suggesting that in her Inquisition stories Aguilar writes the 

history of the Jewish people into English history; however, I believe that she uses the 

narrative structure of the literary gothic to do this.  Borrowing from Burstein’s 

argument that Aguilar uses Protestant anti-Catholic sentiment in her Inquisition 

fiction, I will show that Aguilar’s anti-Catholicism modifies the late eighteenth-

century literary gothic by creating heroines who are committed to domesticity.  These 

narratives also anticipate nineteenth-century constructions and uses of the genre. 

Maureen Moran argues against Burstein’s and Ragussis’s readings of The Vale 

of Cedars in order to suggest that the novel, like George Eliot’s Romola (1862-1863), 

expresses Victorian anti-Catholic rhetoric to comment on the nature of all forms of 

authority over individuals.  She suggests that the Inquisition demonstrates how laws 

are not confined to the public world but, rather, regulate the private world of the 

home as well.  Aguilar, Moran argues, deploys the Catholic practices of penance and 

self-sacrifice so that she can show how patriarchal authority in any form ultimately 

resembles the extremities practiced by Catholics under the inquisition.  This is 

problematic according to Moran because Inquisition law ‘obliterates personal desire 

                                                
17 Miriam Burstein, ‘Not the Superiority of Belief, but Superiority of True Devotion: Grace Aguilar’s 
Histories of the Spirit’, Silent Voices: Forgotten Novels by Victorian Women Writers, Brenda Ayres, ed. 
(Westport: Praeger Publishers, 2003), 1-26. 
18 Michael Ragussis, Figures of Conversion, 127, 141, 142, 143, 147, 148, 150. 
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and individual identity in unhealthy ways’.19  Moran is correct in arguing that Marie 

often adopts fanatical Catholic devotion in her observation of both Jewish and 

Spanish social codes.  I will illustrate, however, that the extremes of Marie’s religious 

devotion is motivated by her desire to uphold values about domesticity that the 

reader would find familiar.  

The current scholarship on Aguilar’s Inquisition tales concludes that Aguilar 

saw the Jews in England as active practitioners of Protestant values.  Whilst some 

critics agree that the Catholic Inquisition is used in these texts to suggest that a 

private Judaism enables Anglo-Jewish citizens to be English without converting to 

Protestantism, others feel that Aguilar’s tragic endings in her narratives reveal her 

condemnation of crypto-Judaism.  I think, however, that Aguilar is interested in 

considering more than the Jewish condition in England in the nineteenth century.  

Rather than positioning Aguilar against Evangelical conversion fiction, I intend to 

show that she uses the structure and tropes of eighteenth-century gothic fiction to 

express English gender expectations.  Her anti-Catholicism unites Jews and 

Protestants in the common goal of preserving English domesticity against fears of its 

destruction at the hands of Catholics.  Her deployment of the Catholic Inquisition as 

her setting and the tropes of popular nineteenth-century anti-Catholic sentiment 

make the eighteenth-century gothic novel an ideal literary mode to recycle in the 

nineteenth century.  These texts, more so than nineteenth-century Evangelical 

fiction, influenced the content and style of her writing.  

 

Contextualizing the Literary Gothic 

Anti-Catholicism and its literature have been the subject of many recent studies.  In 

these it is generally argued that the social conditions of the early- and mid-

nineteenth-century initiated a new phase in the continuing development of an 

English Protestant national identity that was assertively anti-Catholic.20  As a literary 

mode, the gothic was useful to English authors in discussing this topic from the mid-

                                                
19 Maureen Moran, Catholic Sensationalism and Victorian Literature (Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 
2007), 139, 149. 
20 See, for example: Mark Canuel, Religion, Toleration, and British Writing, 1790-1830 (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2002); Susan M.  Griffin, Anti-Catholicism and Nineteenth-Century Fiction 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004); Diana Peschier, Nineteenth-Century Anti-Catholic 
Discourses: The Case of Charlotte Brontë (Houndmills: Palgrave Macmillan, 2005); Michael Wheeler, The 
Old Enemies: Catholic and Protestant in Nineteenth-Century English Culture (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2006); Robert Mighall, A Geography of Victorian Gothic Fiction: Mapping History’s 
Nightmares (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999); Patrick R. O’Malley, Catholicism, Sexual Deviance, 
and Victorian Gothic Culture (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006). 
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eighteenth century and it is not surprising that authors in the nineteenth century 

turned back to the gothic style when confronted with Catholic Emancipation in 

1829.  In the wake of an increased Catholic presence in England following the 

Oxford Movement between 1833 and 1845, the upsurge in Catholic immigration 

from Ireland in 1846, and the restoration of the Catholic hierarchy—‘Papal 

Aggression’—in 1850, the ability to distinguish Englishness from Catholicism 

preoccupied male and female English authors.  These political changes in England 

resulted in a range of responses to the rise of Catholicism, which were manifested in 

the literature of the period.  Fiction writers revised the tropes of the eighteenth-

century gothic tradition to vilify Catholics and glorify Protestants according to each 

faith’s domestic values.  In their writing, nineteenth-century authors attacked the 

Catholic Church by showing how it disrupted the English family structure and 

threatened Protestant femininity.  How these subjects were presented, however, 

depended upon the gender of the author. 

Women writers of the original form of the gothic novel in the eighteenth 

century emphasized principles about gender roles more so than did their male 

counterparts.  In these texts, domestic ideology was questioned and, as a number of 

recent critics have argued, eighteenth-century gothic romances and nineteenth-

century domestic novels showed that middle-class domestic ideology constructed 

expectations that could not always be realized.21   Even the conduct literature 

produced in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries revealed tensions between 

literary models and reality.  Aguilar’s four Inquisition tales participate in the 

development of specific nineteenth-century domestic codes, albeit differently.  The 

differences in Aguilar’s fiction imagine women’s various responses to social 

expectations during this period.  The ways in which she explores female anxieties 

suggests that eighteenth-century gothic novels by women influenced her writing.  

Kate Ferguson Ellis and E.J. Clery have written extensively on the anxieties women 

felt about propriety and decorum and the ways in which the gothic genre could 

                                                
21 See, for example: Deborah Gorham, The Victorian Girl and the Feminine Ideal (London: Croom Helm, 
1982); Nancy Armstrong, ‘The rise of the domestic woman’, The Ideology of Conduct, Nancy Armstrong 
and Leonard Tennenhouse, eds. (London: Methuen, 1987), 96-141; Nancy Armstrong, Desire and 
Domestic Fiction: A Political History of the Novel (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1987), Mary Poovey, 
Uneven Developments: The Ideological Work of Gender in Mid-Victorian England (London: Virago Press 
Limited, 1988), Elizabeth Langland, Nobody's Angels: Middle-Class Women and Domestic Ideology in Victorian 
Culture (London: Cornell University Press, 1995); Roy Vickers and Jacky Eden, eds., Conduct Literature 
for Women 1830-1900, 1-4. (London: Pickering & Chatto, 2006). 
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accommodate these ideas.22  Ellis points out that female authors of gothic novels 

from the eighteenth century envisioned the home as ‘a place of danger and 

imprisonment’, attributing the widespread use of this trope in gothic fiction to 

tensions in separate-sphere ideology.23  Aguilar brings these contradictions into the 

nineteenth century when the Inquisition and the pressure to convert confront her 

Jewish heroines.  Ellis also argues that female gothic literature empowers women 

who exist in a more passive position in the home by enabling them to be active in the 

domestic world, away from the public gaze.  The heroine, in this argument, ‘exposes 

the villain’s usurpation’ of a domestic area and struggles to repossess the ‘enclosed 

space that should have been a refuge from evil but [that] has become […] a prison’ 

instead.24  Catholicism in the gothic novel is represented as an opponent to the 

domestic woman because it possesses an ‘intrinsic’ aversion ‘to the nature of 

domestic life’.25  Domestic women, therefore, appear even more powerful because 

they defeat an entity that is naturally evil.  In Aguilar’s gothic, proper feminine 

conduct enables women to defeat the threats Catholicism poses to the domestic 

sphere.  She blends the eighteenth-century gothic novel with nineteenth-century anti-

Catholic sentiment to define the ideal woman and show that Jewish women are the 

models for such. 

 

Defining the Gothic Mode 

From its earliest manifestation in Horace Walpole’s The Castle of Otranto (1764),26 the 

gothic novel and its motifs intertwine anti-Catholic discourse, English Protestantism, 

ideals of femininity, and women’s struggles through literature to cultivate an English-

Protestant identity. Otranto establishes the elements that comprise the literary Gothic: 

prophecies, curses, the supernatural; tyrannical males who victimize virginal women; 

Catholic characters who enter the clergy for other than religious reasons; mistaken 

identities; and, women who marry the men who save them, or sacrifice themselves so 

others can marry.  However, although often given the title of ‘Father of the Gothic’ 

in criticism, Walpole does not provide the only defining tropes of the genre.  

                                                
22 Ellis, The Contested Castle: Gothic Novels and the Subversion of Domestic Ideology  (Urbana and Chicago: 
University of Illinois Press, 1989); Clery, Women’s Gothic: From Clara Reeve to Mary Shelley (Horndon: 
Northcote House Publishers Ltd, 2000) 
23 Ellis, The Contested Castle, x-xi. 
24 ibid, xii-xiii. 
25 ibid, 45. 
26 Horace Walpole, The Castle of Otranto (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998). 
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Clara Reeve, one of Walpole’s contemporaries and most prominent critics, 

pioneered the tradition of women’s gothic with The Champion of Virtue (1777).27  In 

this work, she invites readers to reconsider the gothic novel as envisioned by 

Walpole.  At the most basic level, male and female literary gothic differ in the extent 

to which they rely on fantasy—and, therefore, romance tropes—to drive forward the 

plot.  Reeve defines Virtue as ‘the literary offspring of’ Walpole’s novel28 whilst also 

criticizing it: ‘Had the story been kept within the utmost verge of probability, the 

effect had been preserved, without losing the least circumstance that excites or 

detains’ the reader.29  Reeve condemns Walpole’s over-reliance on ‘the marvelous, to 

excite attention’, an element of male gothic that distinguishes it from female versions 

of the genre.  It has long been established that eighteenth- and nineteenth-century 

women writers wrote under different expectations than did men.30  Male authors 

emphasize governmental practices and manly behavior, whilst female authors explore 

feminine sensibility and desire.  In both versions of the genre, however, 

characteristics of the romance genre still remain prominent literary tropes.31   

The themes of the gothic novel have been used consistently for political 

purposes and, in this way, the narrative mode is similar to the anti-Catholic narratives 

that appeared in the early- and mid-nineteenth century.  In particular, English writers 

of gothic novels set during the Inquisition envisioned Catholicism as being especially 

evil because it was antagonistic to the Protestant belief that women belonged in the 

home as a fixture in a patriarchal family structure.  When they die as a result of 

Catholic persecution—as is the case in Matthew Lewis’s The Monk: A Romance 

                                                
27 Virtue was published a year later as The Old English Baron: A Gothic Story (1778).  Quotations from 
this text here are cited from Clara Reeve, The Old English Baron (Chiswick: C Whittingham, College 
House, 1823). 
28 Reeve, The Old English Baron, 5. 
29 ibid, 6 (Reeve’s emphasis). 
30 For more on the gendering of the gothic see, for example: Judith Wilt, Ghosts of the Gothic: Austen, 
Eliot, and Lawrence (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1980); Eugenia C. DeLamotte, Perils of the 
Night: A Feminist Study of Nineteenth-Century Gothic (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1990); Kate 
Ferguson Ellis, The Contested Castle (1989); Ian Duncan, Modern Romance and Transformations of the Novel: 
The Gothic, Scott, Dickens (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992); Alison Milbank, Daughters of 
the House: Modes of the Gothic in Victorian Fiction (Houndmills: Macmillan Academic and Professional ltd, 
1992); Kate Flint, The Woman Reader: 1837-1914 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1993); Fiona Robertson, 
Legitimate Histories: Scott, Gothic, and the Authorities of Fiction (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1994; E.J. Clery, 
Women’s Gothic (2000); Markman Ellis, The History of Gothic Fiction (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University 
Press, 2000); Catherine J.  Golden, Images of the Woman Reader in Victorian British and American Fiction 
(Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 2003), and Peschier, Nineteenth-Century Anti-Catholic Discourses, 
2005.   
31 Markman Ellis writes that, ‘Despite becoming a by-word for corrupting entertainment, the genre of 
the romance did not completely disappear in the mid-eighteenth century’, and that the development 
and popularity of ‘the gothic novel is but one signal’ of the continued interest of ‘romance 
characteristics’ for the English reader  (Ellis, The History of Gothic Fiction, 19). 
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(1796)—women in anti-Catholic gothic texts illustrate the power of Catholicism to 

destroy the female, and by extension the national, body; women’s survival—as is the 

case with Ann Radcliffe’s The Italian; or, The Confessional of the Black Penitents (1797)—

shows how appropriate female behavior can triumph over evil.  It is in this way that 

female gothic novels suggest to the woman reader an active role in preserving 

domestic spaces, which, as I showed in Chapter One, metaphorically designate the 

English nation.  As a result, popular gothic novels written by and aimed at women 

engaged with English gender politics, simultaneously supporting and criticizing 

patriarchy. Aguilar’s gothic heroines, like their eighteenth-century literary 

counterparts, struggle against Catholicism. In the nineteenth century, the Catholic 

convent and lustful clergy were used in texts that reported Protestant women’s 

abductions to show how Catholicism endangered English domestic ideals.32  Aguilar’s 

gothics develop the eighteenth-century version of the genre to accommodate new 

threats to English domestic values and this suggests that she was interested in the 

anxieties triggered by the aftermath of Catholic Emancipation—the Oxford 

Movement, Irish immigration, and Papal Aggression—in early nineteenth-century 

England. 

Both Horace Walpole and Clara Reeve address English anxieties about 

religious difference and influence how other gothic writers—such as Matthew Lewis, 

in The Monk and Ann Radcliffe, in The Italian—look critically at Catholicism and 

Catholic institutions and their relationship to Protestant values.  A dominant concern 

was the structure of the Catholic clergy and the secrecy of the confessional, 

something Aguilar recycles and deploys to celebrate her heroic Jewesses.  Mark 

Canuel suggests that ‘early examples of the genre […] identify monasticism as a 

private and self-enclosed structure of confessional authority, visible in Britain itself’ 

and this confrontation with otherness enables English citizens to define themselves 

in opposition to Catholicism and the authority of the Catholic Church.33  Indeed, 

Radcliffe imagines her Catholic heroes and heroines as ‘crypto-English’ and ‘proto-

Protestants’: they connect with God without the intervention of a priest and always 

condemn Catholic clergy.34  Radcliffe’s Protestant-Catholic heroines actively struggle 

against Catholicism’s threat to the ‘crypto-English’ home.  Aguilar appears to model 

                                                
32 For more on anti-Catholic writing in the nineteenth century see, for example: Susan Griffin, Anti-
Catholicism and Nineteenth-Century Fiction, 6-8, 20-23, 27-50 and Patrick R. O’Malley, Victorian Gothic 
Culture, 18, 32, 37, 71. 
33 Canuel, Religion, Toleration, and British Writing, 7-8, 21. 
34 O’Malley, Victorian Gothic Culture, 26. 
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her Jewish heroines and Catholic clergy on Radcliffe’s characters; however, she 

develops Radcliffe’s portrayal of both figures to create a gothic that initiates a 

discourse about Jewish persecution at the hands of Catholics in order to be 

prescriptive about English domesticity.   

Lewis’s and Radcliffe’s gothic novels are most helpful in positioning Aguilar’s 

Inquisition tales within the genre.  Lewis adapts Walpole’s use of a Catholic setting 

and depiction of corrupt Catholics to make his text blatantly anti-Catholic.  Set in 

Spain where the primary action takes place in a monastery or private home, Lewis 

condemns Catholic practices and expectations by creating corrupt and despotic 

characters. The eponymous character is dominated by lust and throws his vows away 

on a nun who is a disguised agent of the Devil.  The novel follows this monk, 

Ambrosio, as he indulges his sexual desire and works towards raping the Madrid 

beauty, Antonia whom, unbeknownst to him, is his sister.  The novel ends with a 

fantastical scene in which Satan reveals that the action of the text was orchestrated to 

tempt Ambrosio, just before Ambrosio’s eyes are pecked out by birds and he is flung 

off a cliff to his death.  Condemned in its day for lewdness, The Monk expresses anti-

Catholic sentiment by emphasizing the sexual desires of Catholic clergy, which 

conflict with their religious duties.35  Lewis fictionalizes the belief that ‘[t]he vow of 

celibacy contradicted Protestant culture, the bedrock of which was the structured 

family life that was the embodiment of patriarchal society’.36  Lewis uses this 

prejudice to condemn Catholicism, showing how a sexually deprived priest is driven 

to manipulate others in order to appease his lust.   

Lewis’s representation of the diabolical nun, Matilda, is important to my 

reading of Aguilar’s Inquisition tales.  It is particularly anti-Catholic because he 

portrays Matilda as a sorceress, a trope that accommodates the English Protestant 

belief that Catholicism was a religion based on superstition and ancient ritual.37  

Lewis describes Matilda as ‘rather bewitching than beautiful’ and it is her 

physicality—fashioned after an image of the Virgin Mary that sexually arouses 

                                                
35 Emma McEvoy, ‘Introduction’ in The Monk: A Romance (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1995), 
viii. 
36 Peschier, Nineteenth-Century Anti-Catholic Discourses, 5. 
37 See, for example: Michael Schiefelbein, The Lure of Babylon: Seven Protestant Novelists and Britain’s 
Roman Catholic Revival (Macon: Mercer University Press, 2001); Susan Griffin, Anti-Catholicism and 
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Ambrosio—which encourages Ambrosio to disregard his vows.38  At first 

embodying an idealized femininity, Matilda becomes overtly sexual.  By portraying 

her in this way, Lewis emphasizes the erotic potential in the supposedly innocent 

ideal.  Matilda is an ‘Enchantress’ more than a model woman and is, therefore, 

unnatural.39  The image of the nun as sexually seductive is part of English anti-

Catholic rhetoric, resonating with the language of popular stories of sexual deviance 

in the Catholic clergy from ‘true’ accounts that circulated throughout the eighteenth 

and nineteenth centuries.40  Michael Schiefelbein suggests that, for English 

Protestants, ‘the convent threatened patriarchal authority […] over women in 

general’41 and it is this threat that motivates Protestant writers to portray convent 

nuns as demonic sorceresses, warning English Protestant women against entering the 

institution.42  Aguilar often remarks on her heroines’ beauty, terming it ‘bewitching’.  

She, however, redefines this qualifier to make it define her heroines’ spirituality and 

virtue.  

Like Lewis, Aguilar emphasizes the perceived religious and sexual perversion 

of the Catholic clergy, but she uses this representation of Catholics to make her 

female characters heroic.  It is in this way that Aguilar’s female characters seem 

modeled on those created by Radcliffe.  The heroine of The Italian is Ellena di 

Rosalba, an orphaned woman whose beauty and perseverance attracts the attention 

of Vincentio de Vivaldi, a son of a powerful family.  When he begins to court Ellena, 

his proud mother enlists her confessor to dispose of Ellena because Ellena’s lack of 

family threatens the Vivaldi’s noble bloodline.  What ensues is Ellena’s imprisonment 

in a convent and her subsequent escape, during which she is apprehended and nearly 

murdered by Father Schedoni.  Although the members of the Inquisition apprehend 

the heroes, they are released when another corrupt clergyman, with a personal 

grudge, exposes the villain.  The novel ends on Vivaldi and Ellena’s marriage.     

Ellena possesses feminine sensibility and propriety alongside the ability to 

influence others by her virtue, and Aguilar’s heroines are successful because of the 

same qualities.  Upon catching the eye of the hero Vivaldi, Ellena thwarts his family’s 

ambitions for his future and his mother determines to separate the lovers.  The 

Marchessa enlists the convent’s Superior to force Ellena to either become a nun or 
                                                
38 Matthew Lewis, The Monk (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1995), 11. 
39 Lewis, The Monk, 65, 82. 
40 See, for example, Griffin, Anti-Catholicism and Nineteenth-Century Fiction, 34-35. 
41 Schiefelbein, The Lure of Babylon, 2. 
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marry a man of the Marchessa’s choosing.  Whereas Antonia likely would have 

succumbed to the Marchessa’s demands, Ellena sees the offered husband as a symbol 

of ‘degradation’ and the ‘sanctuary’ a ‘prison’.43  Ellena’s resistance to the convent is 

a reflection of Radcliffe’s eighteenth-century prejudices.  Observing that the ‘[t]he 

celibate nun, like the Virgin Mary herself, was regarded by many Protestants as a 

threat to family values’,44 Radcliffe shows her heroine strongly opposing the 

mechanism of the Catholic convent.  The Superior threatens domesticity in this 

novel because of her determination to forbid the lovers from creating a family; 

convent life does this more generally by promoting the establishment of sisterhoods 

rather than patriarchal families.  Although Ellena appears to have defied codes of 

femininity by challenging authority, she maintains her ‘dignity’ because she confronts 

‘violators’ of religion and domesticity.45  Consequently, Ellena survives the romance 

and marries the man she desires.  Although Aguilar’s tales frequently end tragically, 

their narrative events show heroines actively engaging with and employing their 

virtue.  It is in this way that she seems most influenced by Radcliffe’s gothic women.  

She also assimilates Radcliffe’s and others’ prejudices about Catholicism and 

members of the faith, and this places her in dialogue with nineteenth-century 

anxieties increasing in prominence in England. 

Aguilar positions Jewish women in gothic romances and uses the Inquisition 

to help shape her image of ideal femininity for her nineteenth-century readers.  Her 

heroines are significant because they depart from depictions of gothic women as 

passive victims or lucky victors; they overcome Catholic persecution by adhering to 

nineteenth-century domestic values whilst actively employing their martyr spirit.  As 

was prevalent in nineteenth-century domestic literature about femininity, Aguilar’s 

heroines achieve their goals by ‘regulating [their] own desire’, sacrificing themselves 

for others.46  Scholarship on nineteenth-century domesticity emphasizes the 

importance of self-abnegation in the period’s rules about conduct.47  When female 

characters master this, they become ‘professional[s] in [their] own sphere’.48  The 

language of professional domesticity elevates the importance of femininity by 
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attributing to it traditionally masculine signifiers that connote activity.  In Aguilar’s 

fiction, her heroines are active martyrs, making conscious choices to die for their 

domestic and religious principles.  Although her gothic tales and her portrayal of the 

Catholic Inquisition were influenced by popular gothic fiction and anti-Catholic 

sentiment, her representation of women is specific to the developing nineteenth-

century ‘cult of domesticity’.  Catholic persecution, as it is depicted in the gothic 

novel, focuses the narrative on female behavior and a woman’s domestic role.  

Aguilar uses this narrative strategy to argue that female martyrdom, stemming from a 

woman’s volition, preserves core English values.  

 

Aguilar’s Versions of the Inquisition 

a. Early Inquisition  

Aguilar’s Records of Israel, which comprises ‘The Edict; A Tale of 1492’ and ‘The 

Escape; A Tale of 1755’, differs from ‘The Martyr’ because it was published by the 

Jewish Press for a Jewish readership.  Their historical emphasis is made evident by 

their titles as each point to specific events in the history of the Inquisition.  In 1844, 

Isaac Leeser, editor of the Jewish-interest, Philadelphia-based periodical the Occident 

and American Jewish Advocate, wrote that Records ‘is not large, but it needs not a big 

book to leave an indelible impression on the mind’ because the ‘two portraitures of 

character, drawn with historical accuracy, of the “Edict” […] and the “Escape,” […] 

are merely introduced to give effect to history, not to unfold a romance’.49  Aguilar’s 

own preface encourages the above response to her tales.  She also suggests that her 

goal was to entertain the reader so, although other stories of the Inquisition may have 

been ‘more harrowing’, she believes that they contain ‘little amusement’ and, 

therefore, would not hold the attention of the readers she hoped to educate.50  

Despite these assertions about the educational value of these tales, they are 

not devoid of romantic elements and they can be read as gothic tales.  Whilst they 

deploy gothic tropes to build an atmosphere of fear and anxiety around the 

Inquisition, these stories deemphasize the fantastical elements of the genre—like 

sexually deviant clergy and the supernatural—to focus the reader on moral lessons 

about femininity.  Though Aguilar and Leeser see the stories direct their readers to 

Jewish history, they more clearly express Aguilar’s domestic values.  The narrator in 
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each text focuses her commentary on the heroines’ adherence to—or neglect of—

nineteenth-century ideals about womanhood.  In a continuation of the above review 

appearing in August 1844, Leeser looks closely at ‘The Edict’, criticizing Aguilar’s 

portrayal of Jewish law and celebrating her model Jewish men as upstanding 

Israelites.  He does not mention ‘The Escape’, which takes as its subject a heroic yet 

transgressive woman.  What is missing from the Occident analysis, and what is the 

more complicated aspect of each of Aguilar’s Records, is her depiction of domesticity 

as heroic, her Jewish women being the strongest characters in these tales, especially 

in comparison with her Jewish men.  

  Of the three Inquisition tales that I will discuss in the following pages, ‘The 

Edict’ is the most didactic as Aguilar’s heroine, Josephine Castello, is a model 

daughter, sister, wife, and Jewess.51  The narrative uses the themes of heroism and 

domesticity that she develops in ‘The Escape’ and ‘The Martyr’, but it also addresses 

female patriotism.  Aguilar’s story focuses on the Castello family who belong to the 

Jewish community of Eshcol that lives in a forgotten Spanish valley.  The Jews, 

unlike those of ‘The Escape’ and ‘The Martyr, are not Marranos and this is central to 

their refusal to convert once Spain expels the Jews.  Josephine Castello is the eldest 

child of a problematic family.  Her father Simeon is an alcoholic.  When a drunken 

brawl ends in murder, he is banished from the community, leaving his pregnant wife 

Rachel and daughter Josephine to live without him.  The elders of Eshcol forbid his 

wife from communicating with him and Rachel dies of grief just after giving birth to 

a deaf and mute son, Aréli.  Josephine raises her brother and, when she marries Imri 

Benalmar, the three create a new family.  Grieved by the distance from his family, 

Simeon returns from his exile, unintentionally exposing Eshcol to the Inquisition.  

The community is forced to leave Spain with other Spanish Jews or convert to 

Catholicism.  Simeon opts to live as a Marrano—a secret Jew—whilst Josephine and 

Imri choose to emigrate to Holland or England (her young brother dies along the 

way), only to die when their ship sinks in a storm.   

As has been the case with her other historical romances, Aguilar’s main 

arguments have been eclipsed by critical interest in her portrayal of Jews and 

Judaism; this is true of contemporary criticism and criticism that emerged at the time 

Aguilar was writing and publishing.  Leeser’s Occident review of Records focuses a great 
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deal on ‘The Edict’, and he admires the way that Aguilar portrays Jewish persecution 

under the Inquisition.  However, he believes Aguilar ‘hardly reached the reality’, 

going on to criticize her portrayal of Jewish law and praise only her male characters.52  

He celebrates her representation of Jewish suffering and unwavering faith whilst 

urging ‘more habitual caution in the gifted author’s exposition of what are, in reality 

Jewish principles and opinions’.53  In these arguments, Leeser represents male 

concerns to the exclusion of those of the main element of Aguilar’s readership—

women—and he overlooks her portrayal of women and women’s domestic role in 

their families.  Ritual and law are less important for Aguilar because her texts are 

ultimately prescriptive about femininity, and each scene offers a definition of 

womanhood that would come to define English standards in the nineteenth century.  

‘The Edict’ is specific about the parameters of a woman’s role in the home 

and Aguilar uses gothic elements to articulate the story’s morals.  Linda Zatlin is the 

only critic to have looked closely at ‘The Edict’ and whilst she does discuss the family 

dynamics of the Castellos and the way in which Josephine grows up, her arguments 

are limited to the tale’s religious features rather than its gender politics.  What 

appears upon further scrutiny is a story focused on women’s conduct.  Critics have 

argued that, in nineteenth-century conduct literature, readers were meant to see a 

female characters’ virtues or shortcomings in order to learn appropriate behavior 

within the safety of their home.54  Josephine, for example, has a ‘bad mother’ who 

fails to take care of her family, and this makes Josephine work harder to create a 

proper family unit.55  Just after her husband’s banishment, the narrator observes that  

 

From the moment she was released from the parting embrace of her doubly-

wretched husband, […], no word escaped the lips of Rachel [Castello].  For 

the first time, she looked upon the sorrow of her poor child [Josephine], 

without any attempt to soothe or console.  She resumed her usual duties, but 

it was as if a statue had been endowed with movement.56  
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Rachel’s lack of interest in her duties shows her failure as a domestic woman.  Her 

death shortly after this scene, however, becomes the making of Josephine, who is the 

model woman that her mother is not.   

Rachel’s lack of care for her domestic duties forces Josephine into action, and 

she overcomes the ‘stigma of her name’ that resulted from her parents’ inability to 

unify their family.57  Deborah Gorham has argued that, in conduct literature, ‘The 

older daughter who functions as a redeeming daughter frequently displays in addition 

to innocence and helplessness, a well-developed and fully conscious moral purity and 

strength of character’.58  Whilst Josephine is innocent and possessed of the all-

important ‘moral purity’, she is not helpless and it is her strength that contributes to 

make Aguilar’s narrative more than conduct literature; Josephine is a gothic heroine 

as well as a domestic one.  With her mother’s death, Josephine loses her ‘gay and 

sprightly’ adolescence and is ‘changed into premature and sorrowing womanhood’.59  

Her ability to assume her mother’s duties makes this a tale about ideal womanhood, 

which Josephine obtains earlier than she might otherwise have done; this also makes 

the story a gothic one.  Ruth Bienstock Anolik suggests that in gothic fiction ‘the 

figure of the absent mother promotes the Gothic narrative’ because a mother who is 

present removes conflicts for the heroine.60  Aguilar recycles this gothic trope and 

Josephine becomes a heroine through her mother’s death. 

Whilst she does take on a maternal role for her orphaned brother, as Linda 

Zatlin has observed, Josephine’s central role is as a sister and a daughter, positions 

that have become more pronounced as a result of tragedy.  As I showed in my 

discussion of Aguilar’s national tales, sibling relationships in nineteenth-century 

fiction have received a great deal of critical attention recently.61  Most scholars agree 

that sibships were relationships through which boys and girls of the same parents 

learned to be husbands and wives, fathers and mothers; this relationship represented 

an ideal paradigm because it was free of sexual desire.  But sibships were often 

problematic: sisters could be manipulated by their brothers’ business politics, or the 
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relationship could be marred by incestuous undertones.  Josephine and her deaf and 

mute brother Aréli represent Aguilar’s model brother-sister relationship, and she 

removes all transgressive sexuality from it in order to show ideal femininity in action.  

Josephine commits herself to ‘render[ing] his affliction less painful than it had 

appeared, and she succeed[es]’ because she commits her energies to making life 

fulfilling and instructional for her disabled brother.62  She balances her 

responsibilities to her husband and her brother, achieving what her mother failed to.  

Aréli proves her success when he claims that, though he has ‘no father’, he ‘love[s] 

Josephine’ and would ‘have been […] so sad, had she not loved [him], taught [him] 

all’.63   Josephine educates her brother and enacts the expectation that an older sister 

act as a teacher for her younger sibling.  

Aside from focusing her narrative on a family, Aguilar uses the setting of 

‘The Edict’ to define heroism as domestic.  In the same way that Catholicism 

threatens the English home in nineteenth-century anti-Catholic narratives, it disrupts 

Josephine’s family.  This tale develops the idea of the private Jewish ‘vale’, taken 

further in Aguilar’s last Inquisition tale where the ‘Vale of Cedars’ is ‘in very truth a 

world’.64  Aguilar uses the secrecy of the Inquisition as a foil for women’s private 

domestic sphere and heroic behaviour is defined by its opposite in the novel, that of 

the villain.65  ‘The Edict’ begins just outside the Castello home in which the heroine 

and her lover converse, whilst Aréli tends the garden.  The family’s home exists in a 

‘vale’66 that has been ‘set apart by Nature as a guarded and blessed haven of peace 

for the weary wanderers of Israel’.67  Like the domestic world that women inhabit, 

the Castello home is removed from the public world of politics and work; however, 

Aguilar represents the Inquisition as similarly removed from observation.  Once 

King Ferdinand determines to evict all the Jews from Spain if they fail to convert to 

Catholicism, inquisitors penetrate the hidden world of Eshcol in order to root out 

the Jewish people from deep within the hidden recesses of the Spanish valley: 
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The Spanish officers […], taking advantage of the secluded situation of the vale, 

set the edict at defiance […].  The night was pitchy dark, but far and near the 

thick woods and blackened heavens suddenly blazed up with lurid hue.68  

 

The ‘secluded situation’ of Eshcol draws together the Inquisition and the private, 

female domain of the home, and this comparison helps Aguilar to moralize forms of 

privacy.  Although the actions in each often go unperceived because of the ‘pitch 

dark’ and ‘thick woods’ that obscure an external gaze, there are actions in both that 

‘blazed’ beneath the surface.  A home maintained by women represents virtuous 

privacy, and the Inquisition, which works underground or under the cover of 

darkness to destroy the home and the family, represents immoral privacy.  Aguilar 

assimilates the image of the Catholic Inquisition from gothic fiction and revises it to 

juxtapose the secrecy of the Inquisition and that of the private sphere.  It is essential 

and expected, therefore, that the ideal woman should be a heroine and defend this 

space. 

Above Josephine’s eminence as a redeemer and model sister is her devotion 

to her country and her faith.  Her love of nature helps to define, and is ultimately 

eclipsed by, her love of nation.  Aguilar juxtaposes the home and the Inquisition to 

feminize this sentiment.  Aguilar’s story is a study of women’s patriotism, which is 

suggested in the opening epigraph: ‘The love that bids the patriot rise to guard his 

country’s rest,/ With deeper mightier fullness thrills in woman’s gentle breast’.69  

Women’s ‘mightier fullness’ in devotion to country extends to Josephine’s faith.  The 

male characters of this tale are weak and unfaithful and it is Josephine’s ‘gentle’ 

femininity and her Jewish faith that enable her to affect the men in her life.  Before 

the Inquisition descends upon them, Josephine and Imri think about the Spanish 

Jews who choose to live as Marranos.  Imri defends their decision, believing that 

‘They do not think it perjury’70 and, though he thinks ‘death itself were preferable’ to 

living as a crypto-Jew, he admits that when he  
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look[s] on [Josephine], and remember[s her] deep love for this fair soil […] 

the misery [they] must all endure—[he] could wish [his] mind would reconcile 

itself’ to ‘serve [his] God in secret’.71   

 

Although acting for a noble cause, Imri admits that there are circumstances in which 

he would consider committing perjury.  Although this sentiment resonates with those 

of Aguilar’s domestic heroes in her national tales, Imri’s willingness to resign his life 

as a public Jew, even if this might preserve his family, is criticized by Josephine.  She 

demands that Imri ‘think not of’ her because she ‘love[s] not [her] home better than 

[her] God’.72  She even admits that had she not been married, ‘death, even by the 

sword of slaughter, would have been welcome, would have found [her in Eshcol], for 

[she] could not have gone forth’.73  Judith Rowbotham argues that Victorian didactic 

fiction stressed ‘that feminine influence was more essential to the daily moral health 

and strength of the family unit and of the nation than that of a man’.74  Josephine 

illustrates this argument in Aguilar’s tale because she is the more devoted to her faith 

and convinces her husband to accept her willing martyrdom, inspiring him to 

preserve his own faith in a similar way. 

The most provocative element of Aguilar’s vision of female patriotism 

appears in the way Josephine’s refusal to convert impacts on her father and her 

husband.  Josephine’s father, Simeon, decides to remain in Spain as a Marrano and 

tries to convince Josephine to do the same.  He tells Josephine that he will ‘not go 

forth’ to another land, and believes that in his conversion he is ‘not perjured’ but ‘still 

a son of Israel, though to the world a Catholic’.75  He tries to tempt Josephine to 

assume this lifestyle, at first ‘with every luxury’ and then with the promise that her 

husband ‘shall have every dream of ambition and joy fulfilled’ because ‘The children 

of Sigismund Castello will be courted, cherished, and loved’.76  For 

Simeon/Sigismund it is acceptable to live ‘in private’ as a Jew because material 

luxuries compensate for the loss of free religious practice.77  Josephine, however, sees 

his choice differently.  In response to her father’s interest in whether or not she has 
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‘thought on all that must befall [her] in other, perchance equally hostile, lands’, she 

declares that ‘It is welcome’ and that ‘the more ragged the path to heave, the more 

blessed will seem [her] final rest’.78  Josephine never considers her own comfort in 

decisions about her life or that of her loved ones, and she refuses to be bribed by her 

father’s promises of material rewards to give up her faith.  Simeon/Sigismund’s 

second attempt to convert Josephine is through an appeal to her duty to him as his 

daughter.  He asks if she ‘wilt leave [him] to all the agonies of remorse’ and the 

‘thought, that not only [has he] murdered those [he] love[d] best on earth—[his] wife, 

[his] boy—but sent [Josephine] forth to poverty, privation and misery’.79  This appeal 

comes from selfish motives and, whilst Josephine’s resolve is torn between being 

obedient to her father and committing to her faith, she is overwhelmed by her 

emotions.  She begs her father to ‘drive [her] not mad’ because her ‘brain is reeling’ 

and she needs ‘sav[ing] from [her]self’.80  Josephine faints, becoming completely 

dependent on her husband’s judgment and her father’s physical strength, as a model 

woman would be.  This lack of agency expresses the impossible clash of duties that 

Josephine is experiencing, and it also enables Aguilar to have Josephine not choose 

the direction of her family’s future so that Imri can.  This helps her to remain 

appropriately feminine.   

Abandoning his appeal to Josephine’s sympathy, Simeon preys upon Imri’s 

fear for Josephine’s feminine delicacy.  He asks Imri to ‘Think to where [he] bearest 

her, when peace, comfort, and luxuries await [him], with but one word’.81  But, 

instead of Imri responding, Josephine wakes from her swoon and asks Imri to decide 

whether or not they should convert.  Influenced by her earlier arguments and aware 

of her patriotism Imri says he ‘NEVER could deny [his] God […] but for [her]’.82  In 

this, Imri enables Josephine to speak on her own behalf and, ‘with true woman’s 

heroism’,83 she asks her father’s ‘pardon [for] this first disobedience to [his] will’ 

because she cannot convert, knowing ‘each day, each hour, [Simeon] wouldst see 

[her] fade beneath the whelming weight of perjury and falsity’.84  Even in her lack of 

filial duty Josephine retains her femininity.  She encourages her husband to guide the 
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decision about whether to convert or not.  Moreover, she acknowledges the debt she 

owes her father as his daughter and begs forgiveness for her defiance.  More 

significant than her father’s sadness, according to Aguilar, is the evil of living falsely. 

Throughout ‘The Edict’ and most specifically in the story’s conclusion, 

Josephine asserts the ‘glory and […] triumph in the martyr’s death’ and inspires 

others to understand this.85  Michael Ragussis has argued that Aguilar’s heroines 

illustrate her belief that Jewish women, rather than Jewish men, are the guardians of 

the faith.86  Though Josephine retains her Jewish identity and encourages her 

husband to do the same, Aguilar emphasizes more the importance of a woman’s 

ability to make sacrifices for her religious principles.  The Inquisition as it is 

portrayed in Aguilar’s gothic tale, functions as a catalyst for Josephine’s development 

into a heroic, domestic woman.  Because it threatens domesticity, the Inquisition 

justifies women’s active attempts to preserve their family and faith.  Josephine retains 

her femininity by using influence rather than physical action to encourage men to 

have faith in God.  Critics of nineteenth-century conduct literature have emphasized 

the ways in which this literature asserts the power of femininity to define ideal 

masculinity.87  This was part of the Evangelical expectation that women could 

‘sustain and even […] improve the moral qualities of the opposite sex’.88  Josephine’s 

femininity and faith make her the strongest and most important influence on her 

family and her community, despite her family’s failure to survive.  Patriotism for 

Aguilar, however, becomes synonymous with martyrdom.  Aguilar portrays 

Josephine as a woman with nineteenth-century English values.  She can, therefore, 

use Josephine to suggest to the reader that Jews deserve the full civil rights that 

English-Protestant women enjoy.  

‘The Escape’, Aguilar’s second ‘Record of Israel’, discusses many of the 

concerns about idealizations of femininity that Aguilar will develop in her longer 

depiction of the Catholic Inquisition in ‘The Martyr’.  Both of these texts rely on 

gothic elements alongside their exploration of femininity more so than does ‘The 

Edict’.  Set in Lisbon, Portugal around the time of an earthquake in 1755, ‘The 

Escape’ is about a crypto-Jewish couple.  Almah and Alvar Rodriguez are renowned 
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in their community for their ‘munificence’ and ‘strict orthodox Catholicism’ in both 

Alvar’s business and in their home.89  But such eminence interests the Inquisition 

and a spy in the guise of a wayward traveler discovers Alvar’s true identity.  Alvar is 

shortly thereafter imprisoned.  Rather than flee to England to protect herself and her 

infant son, Almah sends her child abroad with a servant and remains in Lisbon, 

disguised as the male servant she sent away.  Intending to set her husband free, 

Almah develops a plan of escape and although she manages to free her husband 

from his cell, the two are intercepted and imprisoned again.  Because ‘flight was 

equivalent to conviction’ according to the Inquisition, Almah’s actions convince the 

tribunal that the couple is of the Jewish faith; they are, consequently, sentenced to be 

burned at the stake.90  However, Alvar and Almah escape their pyre and, eventually, 

remove from Lisbon because of an earthquake, arriving in England where they are 

reunited with their son and servant.  Michael Galchinsky has suggested that, before 

their escape, Almah, is punished for transgressing against gender codes: she sacrifices 

her femininity and assumes masculine attributes to gain her husband’s freedom.91  

Indeed, the righting of Almah’s wrongs and her coming to understand her social 

place is the moral focus of this story.  Whereas Galchinsky sees this as Aguilar’s 

attempt to illustrate Jewish gender values, I believe Aguilar comments on Protestant 

femininity and masculinity by revising historical accounts of the Inquisition and of 

Jews.   

 The first section of ‘The Escape’ details Almah and Alvar’s marriages, 

showing how, by adopting majority cultural practices, Jews survived in countries that 

persecuted them.  As crypto-Jews Almah and Alvar must convince the public that 

they are Catholic and so perform an elaborate pantomime of the Catholic marriage 

ritual, including outfitting their church with ‘large sums lavished […] on the 

officiating priests’ and decorating images of the saints in ‘gold and jewels’.92  After 

this ritual, the couple can have a Jewish ceremony and this is the only one of 

Aguilar’s Inquisition tales that details Jewish ritual, though the narrator does not 

explain the religious meaning behind it and identifies each action in terms that the 

English reader would understand.  For example, she notes the marriage ‘canopy’ 

under which the couple stood and the ‘aged man’ officiating who ‘stood with a small, 
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richly-bound volume in his hand’.93  Had this text been written for an entirely Jewish 

audience, Aguilar would have called the ‘canopy’ a chupa, the ‘aged man’ a rabbi, and 

the ‘richly-bound volume’ a Siddur.  These descriptions support the critical 

arguments claiming that Aguilar tries to use her fiction to explain Jews to the English 

reader by portraying them in a way that makes them familiar, rather than foreign; this 

encourages the nineteenth-century English reader to pay better attention to the 

nineteenth-century English Jew who, whilst not persecuted by the Inquisition in 

England, is still not considered a full citizen.94   I wish to suggest a different reading, 

however, and argue that Aguilar writes in this way because she is more interested in 

focusing her readers on a significant English cultural value: the creation of a 

patriarchal family.  Almah and Alvar partake of a marriage ceremony that, in 

Aguilar’s word choice resonates with nineteenth-century English Protestant middle-

class family values.  She uses the marriage strategically to make this historical tale into 

a domestic romance and can then go on to explore issues of femininity and 

womanhood relevant to her nineteenth-century female readers. 

 This section of ‘The Escape’ only takes up the first few pages of the story 

and the main action of the tale is a revision of an anecdote from John Joseph 

Stockdale’s The History of the Inquisitions; Including the Secret Transactions of those Horrific 

Tribunals (1810).95  Aguilar, in her preface to Records of Israel, clams that ‘The Edict’ 

was influenced by ‘Stockdale’s quarto History of the Inquisition’.96  The extent of 

Aguilar’s use of this source, however, has not been explored by other critics.  ‘The 

Escape’ most closely resonates with Stockdale’s ‘Interesting Account of the Escape 

of a Mexican from the Prison of the Inquisition in Lisbon—Admirable Conduct of a 

Negro Servant upon the Occasion’.97  This act of revision suggests that Aguilar 

internalized debates about Catholic emancipation in the early nineteenth century.  

Aguilar’s reliance on a popular anti-Catholic text to construct her romance suggests 

her intention to appeal to popular English sentiments.  Published in 1810, 

Stockdale’s History seeks to address ‘The important question, whether the claims of 

the Roman Catholics to equal political rights with Protestants, should or should not 

be conceded by the Protestant Government of the Protestant United [K]ingdom of 
                                                
93 Aguilar, ‘The Escape’, Selected Writings, 63. 
94 See, for example: Ragussis, Figures of Conversion, 145; Galchinsky, Origin of the Modern Jewish Woman 
Writer, 165; and, Valman, The Jewess in Nineteenth-Century British Literary Culture, 104. 
95 John Joseph Stockdale, The History of the Inquisitions; Including the Secret Transactions of those Horrific 
Tribunals (London: Printed for J.J. Stockdale, 1810). 
96 Aguilar, Records, x. 
97 Stockdale, History of the Inquisitions, 328-348. 
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Great Britain and Ireland’.98  Though he hopes the text ‘will […] be found to have 

been made with accuracy and impartiality’, his language is biased against 

Catholicism:99 he claims the Catholics have ‘forced’100 their demand for emancipation 

upon the English government; he reminds the English reader ‘of the mask with 

which the Spanish nation concealed its original characters’;101 and, he calls the 

Inquisition tribunals ‘a mockery of justice’.102  Michael Ragussis argues that 

‘Stockdale walks a delicate political line in his History, where his articulated goal—to 

prevent Catholic Emancipation—works hand-in-hand with an unarticulated goal: to 

avoid aiding Jewish Emancipation by stirring English sympathies for the Jewish 

martyrs of the Inquisition’.103  Whilst he does frequently mention the ‘Jews, 

Mussulmans [and] people of all other religions’104 who were victims of the 

Inquisitions, Stockdale’s anecdotes only focus on Jews when innocent victims are 

accused of being ‘Christianos novos’,105 recent converts from Judaism, and other faiths, 

to Catholicism.106  According to Ragussis, Stockdale’s history shows that ‘English 

discourse about the Inquisition, whilst consistently anti-Catholic, typically failed to be 

pro-Jewish’.107  In Figures of Conversion, Ragussis argues that Aguilar restores the 

history of the Jews to histories like Stockdale’s.  With ‘The Escape’, however, she 

achieves more than this because she incorporates not only the Jewish experience of 

the Inquisition into these histories, but also a female experience that takes into 

account the developing gender and religious politics of nineteenth-century England. 

In Stockdale’s story, a wealthy Mexican businessman, Estevan de Xeres, 

mistakenly lands in Lisbon with a Moor servant and is accused by his landlords, who 

plot to steal Xeres’s wealth, of being a heretic.  This puts him in the hands of the 

Inquisition.  Upon Xeres’s arrest, his servant offers his services to the Inquisition, 

and his diligence and attention to all Inquisitorial matters, personal and religious, 

gains him access to his master’s prison.  The servant eventually frees Xeres and they 

escape to France.  Aguilar appears to use Stockdale’s portrayal of the servant as a 
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101 ibid, 79. 
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104 ibid, 181. 
105 ‘New Christians’ 
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model for Almah, rewriting Stockdale’s main character as a woman.  So, whilst in the 

preface to Records Aguilar argues that ‘The Escape’ brings to life an often-repeated 

story of the Jewish people during the Catholic Inquisition, the tale is also in dialogue 

with nineteenth-century English concerns about Catholicism.108  She uses female 

suffering under the Inquisition to criticize Catholic persecution of the Jews by 

gaining sympathy from the Protestant reader, who was meant to see the Jewish 

heroine uphold similar moral values.  She also shows that Protestants and Jews have 

both suffered at the hands of corrupt Catholics.  As I showed in the previous chapter 

and in the prefatory sections of this chapter, the nineteenth-century woman was 

perceived to be particularly important to England’s national destiny.  A woman’s 

position as domestic angel expressed Protestant idealizations of family structures and 

the Catholic Church’s priests and confessionals threatened to disrupt these 

expectations.  It is significant that Aguilar changes the loyal servant from Stockdale’s 

history into a female character because this suggests that she understood the English 

Protestant expectation that women assumed a role of loyal servitude in marriage.  In 

this story, therefore, Aguilar emphasizes both that Catholics persecuted the Jews and 

that Jewish women shared the same domestic values as nineteenth-century Protestant 

women.   

During Alvar and Almah’s Jewish marriage ceremony, the narrator subtly 

focuses the story on Almah and femininity by exposing Almah’s emotional response 

to her wedding and her Marrano identity.  The way that Aguilar portrays Almah in 

this part of the story encourages her readers to sympathize with Almah because she 

connects with God without the intervention of a priest.   After the ceremony, Alvar 

speaks a prayer of thanksgiving in which he details the plight of crypto-Jews.  Almah, 

though passively resting on his chest, engages in her own prayer: 

 

“Aye, strengthen me for him, my husband; turn my woman [sic.] weakness 

into Thy strength for him, Almighty Father,” [was] the voiceless prayer with 

which Almah lifted up her pale face from her husband’s bosom, where it had 

rested during the whole of that strange and terrible prayer and in the 

calmness stealing on her throbbing heart, she read her answer.109 

 

                                                
108 Aguilar, Records of Israel, ix. 
109 Aguilar, ‘The Escape’, Selected Writings, 64. 



 

 134 

Almah communes with God as a Protestant would, silently praying to Him and 

receiving His ‘answer’ in her heart.  Her position as a submissive domestic woman is 

implicit in the position she takes whilst her husband prays, and the subject of her 

prayer expresses her understanding of a woman’s duty to serve her husband.  

Moreover, she prays for the ability to uphold these obligations and this emotional 

strength is what Aguilar defines as heroic.  This story is not merely an analogy for the 

Jewish position in England, but also addresses the Jewish and Protestant woman’s 

position in English society.  This is why, despite her heroism, it is Almah’s silence 

and passivity, and not her physical agency, that ultimately frees her from the 

Inquisition.   

The Catholic Inquisition in this tale reasserts a nineteenth-century English 

Protestant gender code by forcing Almah to accommodate essentially nineteenth-

century values.  It does this through the use of literary tropes associated with gothic 

romance: Almah must confront corrupt Catholics underground in a world that, 

because removed from the workings of society above ground, seems void of rational 

codes of law, and she does so at first by assuming another identity.  Upon losing her 

husband to the Inquisition, Almah dismantles her family further, sending her son to 

safety without her.  In this section of the tale, Almah possesses the spirit of a martyr 

that is so important in ‘The Edict’ and, later, in ‘The Martyr’.  For instance, when 

preparing Almah to receive the news that her husband has been taken by the 

Inquisition, Hassan suggests that she has ‘a firm and faithful heart’ and ‘for the love 

of Him who calls on [her] to suffer’ she must ‘awake its strength and firmness’.110  

Almah does call on this ‘strength’, but turns it into physical rather than emotional 

power when she declares to Hassan that she and her husband ‘shall live or die 

together’.111  Like Josephine, Almah is a strong and resolute heroine who sacrifices 

herself, and in this case her child as well, to save the man she loves.  Hassan must 

obey her wishes because he recognizes ‘the stronger, more devoted spirit with whom 

he had to deal’.112   

Almah’s determination to free her husband is at first admired.  The narrator 

remarks on her cunning and ability to infiltrate the Inquisition, explaining that 
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Despite [her] extreme youthfulness and delicacy of figure, face, and voice, 

Hassan’s [Almah’s] activity and zeal to oblige every member of the Holy 

Office […] gradually gained [her] the favour and goodwill of all.  There was 

no end to [her] resources for serving others.113 

 

What is striking about this passage is its emphasis on femininity.  The abilities that 

are praised are those that Almah would be expected to have according to the 

Victorian ‘cult of domesticity’.  She is resourceful and earns privileges for her 

submissiveness.  In this way, she resembles Radcliffe’s Ellena, who refuses to 

acquiesce to the orders of those who overlook her morality because of her poverty, 

the gothic trope of the virtuous woman triumphant over those who persecute her 

because of her spiritual worth.  This is problematic for Aguilar, however, because 

Almah is not truly passive.  By nineteenth-century standards, ‘The ideal woman was 

willing to be dependent on men and submissive to them’ and ‘Possess[es] no 

ambitious strivings’.114  Whilst Almah is in a dependent role when learning about the 

Inquisition, she ambitiously partakes of physical labor to liberate her husband; her 

actions are more masculine than feminine.  This is made most explicit in the story 

through her physical appearance and, although Almah is not the only one of 

Aguilar’s Inquisition heroines to cross-dress, Aguilar does not find this action heroic 

in ‘The Escape’.  

Michael Galchinsky suggests that though Aguilar makes use of the trope of 

cross-dressing in various stories, she ultimately does not support it.115  I believe, 

however, that Aguilar qualifies her acceptance of this action, and Almah’s decision to 

disguise herself as a man is criticized because her motivations are not acceptably 

feminine.116  Almah’s actions are born out of her personal interest in Alvar’s safety.  

She is no longer passive and feminine, but active and, therefore, masculine.  Aguilar’s 

use of cross-dressing in ‘The Martyr’, however, is acceptable because the heroine is 

forced by King Ferdinand of Spain to actively engage with male public life.  Once 

free from the Inquisition, Marie must fulfill her duty to the King of Spain by 

returning to the Spanish courts, and Aguilar here suggests that cross-dressing is only 
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acceptable when the act is performed in submission to a male decree.  In ‘The 

Escape’, however, Aguilar is clear that a woman’s assumption of masculine attire and 

activity is ultimately unacceptable.  Almah loses her femininity here because she acts 

according to her own desires.  Aguilar illustrates this further when she explains how 

Almah cuts her long hair and wears Hassan’s clothes to gain access to the male world 

of the Inquisition.  Although Almah’s intentions are good they are ultimately 

unsuccessful because they challenge social values.  When she is discovered, the 

Inquisitors claim ‘It is not the Holy Office, but his wife who has condemned’ 

Alvar.117  At this declaration, ‘the wretched girl sunk back upon the ground, relieved 

from present suffering by long hours of utter insensibility’.118  Once revealed, Almah 

is stripped of her agency in similar ways to gothic heroines, so that she can no longer 

engage with the male political sphere.  Almah regains the position of passive woman 

when she is physically incapacitated, a more appropriate position than the one she 

has previously occupied.    

This swoon makes Almah seem ‘feminine’ because she is overwhelmed by 

her emotions.  After waking in an Inquisition cell, Almah cannot bring herself to 

look at her male attire  

 

for, in the bewildering agony of her spirit, she attributed the failure of her 

scheme for the rescue of her husband to her having disobeyed the positive 

command of God119 and adopted a male disguise, which in His eyes was 

abomination, but which in her wild desire to save Alvar she had completely 

overlooked.120  

 

Almah acknowledges that in her ‘wild’ fantasies she lost sight of reality.  It has been 

argued that ‘the transvestite throws into question the binary categories of “male” and 

                                                
117 Aguilar, ‘The Escape’, Selected Writings, 76. 
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“female” and becomes as a result the “figure that disrupts”’.121  Although her cause is 

noble, Almah disrupts the Inquisition, gender codes, and Jewish expectations, 

assuming a masculinity she does not naturally possess.  In the same way that Almah 

is admired when acting the part of a man for being feminine, so too is she 

condemned in her cross-dressing by ‘disrupting’ social norms.  Michael Galchinsky 

argues that Aguilar’s main concern here is with biblical laws and the ways in which 

she identified Old Testament codes with Victorian domestic ideology: the Bible 

forbids cross-dressing, as did Victorian morality.122  Whilst I agree with Galchinsky 

that Almah’s reliance on biblical law reveals Aguilar’s intention of showing that 

nineteenth-century domestic values unite the Jewess and the Englishwoman, I 

believe Aguilar is saying more than this in the scene of Almah’s silencing.  Aguilar’s 

use of the literary gothic provides her with a collection of tropes for her own 

romances, one of them being the gothic use of disguises.123  This trope is one that 

exposes the sometimes fantastical nature of the genre.  Aguilar here is critical of the 

gothic representation of women being saved only by their acquisition of masculine 

attire, suggesting instead that religious faith governed by feminine passivity is the 

method through which an individual in distress can be saved.  This is an argument 

that resonates more clearly with the gender values of her Protestant reader and 

Aguilar appeals to this common belief, rather than a specific religious value, in her 

portrayal of Almah. 

Although Almah’s ensuing passivity and unconsciousness through the rest of 

the tale makes her appear one of Aguilar’s least remarkable heroines, it is her 

unremarkability that makes her a model woman by nineteenth-century standards.  

Her feminine delicacy becomes instrumental in righting the gender dynamics that she 

has disrupted and her willingness to die as a martyr for her religion, rather than as an 

agent of rebellion against the Inquisition, is proof of this action.  Almah’s social 

transgressions upset not only her femininity but her husband’s masculinity and it is 

Alvar’s weakness as a man that Almah must remedy as much as her unfeminine self.  

Alvar does not actively seek freedom from the Inquisition once he is imprisoned and 

virtually disappears from the middle of the story.  That Almah acts in his stead, 

coupled with his physical absence from the text, shows how ineffectual he is as a 
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man.124  This is important to Aguilar’s mission because it shows the ramifications of 

a woman’s defiance of her role, which is why Almah becomes heroic in her 

renunciation of masculine ambitions and learns to see her femininity as heroic.  ‘The 

Edict’ achieves this as well and develops a concept of Jewish patriotism and a 

woman’s role in the preservation of the nation from within the home. 

 

b. Inquisition Refined 

Aguilar’s final gothic Inquisition tale, ‘The Martyr’ (published in 1850 as the novel 

The Vale of Cedars; or, the Martyr), like ‘The Escape’, is about a family of secret Jews in 

fifteenth-century Spain.125  As an adolescent, the heroine Marie Henriquez is raised 

by her father—her mother died during her childhood—who sends her to live with a 

prominent crypto-Jewish family in Spanish society in order to further her Jewish and 

secular education.  Whilst there, Marie falls in love with a family friend, Arthur 

Stanley, who is an English-Catholic knight.  Because he is not Jewish, she returns to 

the vale.  Stanley seeks her out there and declares his love to her, forcing Marie to 

admit that because she is Jewish she will not marry him; however, her love for him 

makes her promise never to marry anyone else.  After Stanley departs, Marie is 

wrought with guilt about having feelings for a gentile and this, coupled with her 

father’s death-bed wish that she marry a Jewish cousin who is a prominent member 

of the Spanish court, makes her break her vow to Stanley and she marries Ferdinand 

Morales.  Shortly after Marie’s wedding, Stanley returns and demands an explanation 

for her apparent coquetry, an argument broken up by her husband.  The story’s 

villain, Don Luis Garcia, who has also fallen in love with Marie, observes this secret 

meeting.  Privately, Marie confesses her first love to her husband and the two begin 

to achieve domestic bliss.  Her husband, however, is shortly thereafter murdered by 

Garcia, who uses the conversation that he overheard between Marie and Stanley to 

publicly accuse Marie of infidelity and implicate Stanley in her husband’s murder.  To 

prove Stanley’s innocence, Marie must admit that she is Jewish and would not, 

therefore, have an affair with a Catholic man.  This testimony makes Queen Isabella 
                                                
124 Michael Galchinsky argues that, as Almah becomes masculine in her activity, Alvar becomes 
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to this publication enables me to discuss all of her Inquisition tales in terms of their interaction with 
nineteenth-century society whilst Aguilar was living.  In my conclusion to this chapter, I discuss the 
ramifications of ‘The Martyr’s’ publication in 1850 as The Vale of Cedars and briefly consider its 
reception in that period of English literary culture. 
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proselytize Marie before Marie is kidnapped, tortured, and nearly raped in the 

Inquisition tribunals under the command of Garcia.  She escapes, near death, with 

the help of an uncle and, disguised as a monk, returns to the Spanish court and 

exposes Garcia as her husband’s murderer, setting Stanley free.  Her return, however, 

causes Queen Isabella to renew her conversion attempts, which she only relinquishes 

when her daughter intervenes on Marie’s behalf.  Marie then returns to the vale 

where she dies.   

‘The Martyr’ is Aguilar’s most direct statement about the instability of 

femininity of the three Inquisition tales under discussion in this chapter, and this is 

likely because it was serialized in the popular literary magazine, The New Monthly Belle 

Assemblée; A Magazine of Literature and Fashion, in 1846.  Ros Ballaster, Margaret 

Beetham, Elizabeth Frazer, and Sandra Hebron argue that ‘At the heart of the 

woman’s magazine lies the paradox that ‘natural’ femininity can be achieved only 

through hard work and labour’.126  Margaret Beetham argues similarly, believing that 

femininity preoccupied the writers contributing to these texts, but was ‘always 

represented […] as fractured, not least because it is simultaneously assumed as given 

and still to be achieved’.127  These periodicals, she suggests, existed as ‘a constant 

reminder of the instability of femininity’.128  Appealing to popular tastes, Aguilar 

assimilates elements of the gothic romance in order to make her narrative 

marketable.129  She also deploys the nineteenth-century interest in female instruction 

to educate her readers whilst they enjoy her narrative.  ‘The Martyr’ is unabashedly 

anti-Catholic, which may in part explain its continued appeal when it was published 

as a novel in 1850, the same year that the Catholic hierarchy was restored in Britain, 

deemed by objectors to the reestablishment as ‘Papal Aggression’.   

What develops in the early part of the story, and is sustained throughout, is 

the tension Marie feels in upholding domesticity at the expense of her personal 

desires.  Marie is a Radcliffian gothic heroine, selflessly working to ‘adorn [her] 
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home’ like a ‘well-hoarded jewel’ and, on the surface, appears content with her life.130   

However, this image of the decorous domestic woman who is happy in her passive 

and private role hides a gothic heroine at war with herself and gender expectations; 

this tension is one that Almah also struggles with, ultimately succumbing to society’s 

ideals about femininity.  Aguilar attempts to negotiate these two experiences 

throughout ‘The Martyr’ and she uses the Inquisition to initiate her heroine’s 

maturation.  Whereas Marie’s adolescence is spent meditating on her longings and 

her obligations to her family and her faith, Catholic persecution forces Marie to 

become a woman and act heroically.  To do so she must relinquish passivity and 

silence, as well as childish self-interest.   

The early stages of the novel figure Marie as an adolescent, caught between 

the men in her life.  In part to punish herself for experiencing inappropriate sexual 

desire in the public world, she retires to the private world of the Vale of Cedars.  

However, as is typical of the gothic hero, Stanley forces himself upon her and 

demands an explanation for her sudden departure and refusal to marry him.131  From 

the moment Stanley returns to the vale to confront Marie, she is at odds with her 

religious and familial duties.  She explains,  

 

in agonized words, that a union was impossible, that she dared not wed him; that 

in the tumultary, yet delicious emotions she had experienced, she had forgotten, 

utterly forgotten in what it must end—the agony of desolation for herself, and, if 

he so loved her, for Stanley also.132  

 

The relationship between Marie and Stanley has been read in several ways.  Michael 

Ragussis argues, on the one hand, that ‘Aguilar uses the romance between Marie and 
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her English lover to shape the novel for a specifically English audience’ that will 

offer up their ‘sympathy for the Jewish heroine through the English hero’.133  

Michael Galchinsky, on the other hand, suggests that this moment ‘reflects Aguilar’s 

desire that English Christians should know that Jews are patriots’, seeing Marie’s love 

for an Englishman analogous to the Jews’ love of England.134  These readings, 

however, diminish the importance of Marie’s sexual desire for Stanley and the pivotal 

role this plays in her maturation from being a gothic heroine to being a model 

woman admirable to the nineteenth-century reader.  Discovering ‘virtue in her 

renunciation’, 135 Marie declares: ‘There is a love, a duty stronger than that I bear 

thee.  I would resign all else, but not my father’s God’.136  Forsaking her desire in 

favor of her domestic duties, Marie here makes the first of many sacrifices in the 

novel and begins to understand the importance of self-denial to assuming the identity 

of a woman. 

Marie here not only gives up her desire, but her agency as well, another 

element of ideal femininity that Aguilar educates her readers about.  Admitting that 

her sexual awakening had ‘brought [on its] own chastisement’,137 Marie punishes 

herself further by denying all autonomy and declares: ‘That I have sinned […] I am 

henceforth wholly thine [her father’s]’.138  Miriam Burstein refutes arguments that 

this episode ‘repeat[s] contemporary attacks on the excessively patriarchal nature of 

the Jewish family, in which the father demands unquestioning obedience from the 

children to an ultimately destructive extent’.139  The plot of the novel, she claims, 

reveals that Marie’s desire to preserve her Jewish faith comes from an innate 

knowledge of and adherence to the law and spirit of Judaism.140   More than this is 

Aguilar’s assertion that Marie’s submission is an instrumental part of her maturation 

and, because it is difficult for her to do, it is an important component of Aguilar’s 

conception of martyrdom.  It has been argued that nineteenth-century didactic 

fiction attempted to express to women that ‘To hold a family together on a daily 

basis was an enormous emotional task, and one that could only be achieved at the 
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cost of denying individual desires’.141  Marie’s father faints after she tells him of her 

love for Stanley, ‘and she vowed, if [her father] might but speak again that his will 

should be hers, even did it demand the annihilation of every former treasured 

thought’.142  Self-abnegation is an essential trait of Aguilar’s ideal of womanhood, 

‘And the vow seemed heard’ because Marie’s father regains consciousness.143  

Because Marie feels guilty for loving Stanley, much like Edmund does for 

loving his stepmother in ‘Edmund, the Exiled Prince’, she submits to an arranged 

marriage with her cousin, Ferdinand Morales.  Overwhelmed by her belief that she 

has sinned against her faith and her father, as well as by her father’s impending death, 

Marie is pressured to abide by male authority.  This submission, however, is not what 

Aguilar wants from her ideal woman and this is expressed in the way that, although 

resigned to her duty, Marie is uncomfortable with her lack of authority.  She becomes 

a puppet in her father’s hands and he transfers his role as puppeteer to her new 

husband, leaving ‘them alone together, ere she had had power to utter a single 

word’.144  Now overwhelmed by a new male authority ‘beseeching her to ratify her 

father’s consent—to say she would learn to love him, if she did not then; that she 

would not refuse the devotedness he proffered’,145 Marie can do nothing but admit 

they ‘had won’ and accept her new position as Morales’s wife.146  Although ‘Her own 

suffering […] was comparatively easy to bear, believing as she did, that [it was] called 

for by her involuntary sin’,147 Marie fails to be happy in her marriage until just before 

her husband’s murder.  This misery is brought on by her inability to smother her 

sexual longing for Stanley and accept subservience, and she retains an overarching 

discontent with her married life.  Although this makes her seem anti-domestic by 

what would become Victorian standards, this frustration is part of Aguilar’s portrayal 

of a Marie’s assumption of adult female duties.   

Marie’s marriage and new role in her home come from a desire to appease 

her father and punish herself and Aguilar does not approve of the motivations 

behind the sacrifices Marie makes.  Marie finds little solace in her new domestic role.  

Like Rachel Castello after her husband’s banishment, Marie has ‘the loveliness of a 
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marble statue, not of life’148 and, although Marie ‘did not fail performing every new 

duty with a grace and sweetness binding her more and more closely to the doting 

heart of her husband’, within ‘her inwardself, Marie was calm’ and only ‘almost 

happy’.149  The passionate gothic heroine of the beginning of the novel has given way 

to a lifeless rendering of a domestic woman and this is a provocative statement to the 

nineteenth-century reader who would expect to find a role model in Marie.150  

Despite her fulfillment of wifely duties, Marie is still burdened by the guilt she feels 

about loving Stanley and confesses these feelings to her husband.  During this 

conversation ‘She occupied her favorite seat—a cushion at his feet’151 and ‘every 

throb of reproach and dread were revealed with […] touching and childlike truth’.152  

She beseeches him to ‘forgive me!—love—save me from myself!’153  Several critics 

have pointed out that nineteenth-century womanhood was in many ways paradoxical. 

Women were expected to possess ‘womanly strength’ at the same time that they were 

‘also to remain permanently childlike, […] even in maturity’.154  Although Marie here 

gives up her agency to Morales in a similar way that she does to her father when he 

encourages her to marry Morales in the first place, Marie is powerful in her 

conversation with her husband.  Marie’s self-abnegation is not the result of coercion, 

but is a willing sacrifice.  Whilst Maureen Moran is right to point out that, by Marie 

‘embracing her subjugation so meekly’ she ‘inadvertently sets in train a plot of 

jealously, rivalry and revenge that brings about her husband’s murder’, Marie’s 

confession here is an important acknowledgement of her faith in core domestic 

principles.155  Marie’s pseudo-Catholic act of confession puts her in a position of 

control and she feels absolved of her sin.  Once Morales forgives Marie’s adolescent 

passions she ‘[clings] to him with love as pure and fond and true as ever wife might 

feel’.156  She embraces her position as Morales’s wife because she has matured, 

shedding her adolescent fantasies to enact adult rationality.   

Once Marie outgrows her adolescence, Aguilar emphasizes her heroism, 

using the Inquisition plot to articulate her definition of the heroic woman.  Marie is 
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forced to speak on Stanley’s behalf to prove him innocent of her husband’s murder 

and she must profess in a public, male court her statement.  Rather than directly 

refute the charges against Stanley, Marie says: ‘I am a JEWESS!’ 157  Although she is 

implying that, because of her faith she would not be having a relationship with a 

Catholic man, she is also, for the first time in the novel, defining herself.  This act of 

self-definition brings about Catholic persecution, and it is at this point in the novel 

that Marie embraces martyrdom, jeopardizing her safety for the man she loves.  

Marie becomes a prisoner of Queen Isabella and, whilst trapped in a room in the 

castle, is abducted by Inquisitors and taken into their underground tribunals.  Amidst 

instruments of torture and ailing victims, the Grand Inquisitor reveals himself as 

Garcia and he attempts to rape Marie.  He fails, however, because Marie has been 

empowered by her sacrifices and she exudes ‘angel purity’.158  Although Garcia 

‘sufficed to bid every drop of blood recede from [Marie’s] face with human terror, at 

the very same moment’ Marie becomes a ‘woman with such supernatural fortitude that 

her large eye and lovely mouth expressed […] unutterable scorn’.159  Aguilar defines 

Marie here as a ‘woman’ because of her willing martyrdom and, as an adult woman, 

Marie can now fight against Catholic persecution.   

Although Marie struggles through discontents, marrying a man she does not 

love to appease her father, these sacrifices enable her to reach the apex of her 

maturity.  Nadia Valman has argued that ‘Marie’s religion is to her a female chivalric 

code’ and that ‘The novel locates its heroic ideal not in military prowess but in the 

resilient courage of the faithful’.160  This novel, however, is not only about Marie’s 

defense of her faith but her ability to relinquish her desire and perform her duty.  

This is what fortifies Marie and enables her to see that her ‘soul [Garcia] canst not 

touch’161 because she possesses ‘the martyr strength, for which she unceasingly 

prayed’.162  She is now a ‘woman whose martyr spirit was her strength’.163  When 

Marie is called upon to defend her body—by extension her faith and the lover she is 

forced to give up—she is celebrated as a heroine.  The evils of Catholicism are a 
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catalyst for Marie’s heroism and she goes on to expose Catholic corruption and 

brings the true villain, Garcia, to justice. 

Recent critical debate on the novel, Aguilar’s most commercially successful 

Inquisition tale, finds no agreement about the final message Aguilar meant to convey.  

Linda Zatlin and Nadia Valman argue that Aguilar’s lack of focus on Jewish ritual 

diminishes ‘doctrinal differences’ to emphasize that English Jews and Christians 

share the same cultural values. 164   Michael Galchinsky and Miriam Burstein suggest 

that Aguilar sees crypto-Judaism as a model for nineteenth-century Anglo-Jewry that 

keeps Jewish ritual in private so that the similarities of cultural values between 

Protestants and Jews are more pronounced in public.165  Whereas Zatlin, Valman, 

Galchinsky, and Burstein argue that Aguilar finds crypto-Judaism an ideal, Elizabeth 

Fay and Maureen Moran believes Aguilar condemns it, seeing Marie’s premature 

death a tragedy that results because hiding one’s faith is unacceptable.166  Moran, 

however, takes this argument further to suggest that Aguilar believes that all 

patriarchal laws—Jewish, Catholic, and Protestant—are ‘as punitive as any civil law 

or religious persecution’.167  Michael Ragussis’s argument differs significantly from 

other critics because he sees Marie’s martyrdom reflect Aguilar’s belief that ‘the 

Jewish woman played a role in preserving […] Judaic heritage’.168  In his reading, 

Aguilar creates for women a unique position of power, making their role in the 

Jewish faith significant to the Jewish people as a whole.   

All of these readings, though valid, are ultimately limited because they only 

emphasize Aguilar’s religious values and identity rather than her position as an 

English woman writing for an English, female audience in a popular English literary 

mode.  Within the context of the literary gothic, Aguilar’s text asserts a new version 

of English gender politics for a nineteenth-century readership.  She builds upon 

women’s concerns about femininity from the late-eighteenth century, creating an 

idealized vision of nineteenth-century domesticity that celebrates martyrdom. 
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Supernatural or More than Natural: Jewish-Gothic Heroines  

a. Cultural Contexts for Anti-Jewish and Anti-Catholic Stereotypes 

The villains of gothic fiction reappear in literary representations of Catholicism 

throughout the nineteenth century and it is against these figures and their associated 

evils that women are defined.  Most female gothic writers Anglicize foreign settings 

in order to express English Protestant beliefs and, although eighteenth-century gothic 

fiction set the action of their narratives in Catholic countries, Protestant values are 

always victimized in these stories. Aguilar’s female characters are heroic when they 

overcome the persecution by Catholic villains, and it is their essentially Protestant 

sensibility that enables them to do this.  In Aguilar’s gothic fiction, her Jewish 

characters are ‘crypto-English’ and ‘proto-Protestant’ as much as they are crypto-

Jews; their faith is hidden by nature and their Englishness is hidden by Spanish and 

Portuguese costumes.169  As in the gothic fiction of other English novelists, good 

Catholic characters in these texts are ‘crypto-English’ because they live a Protestant 

version of Catholicism, connecting with God without the intervention of a priest.  

Evil Catholic characters are similarly costumed, though they commit murder, rape 

women, and seek revenge under a mask of piety.  The idea of hidden identities brings 

together Judaism and Catholicism and nineteenth-century antiemancipationists used 

this in their campaign against the political and social liberation of Jews and Catholics 

in England; however, Aguilar shows that Jews disguise themselves in order to live by 

essentially Protestant values that are threatened by Catholic persecution.   

The Protestant belief that Judaism and Catholicism were similarly threatening 

to English society often caused Jews and Catholics to be characterized in similar ways 

in essays, pamphlets, and novels.  The main commonality the faiths were perceived 

to share—what would become the primary argument against both Catholic and 

Jewish Emancipation in the nineteenth century—was their religious and secular 

distinctness from the British nation as a whole.  M.C.N. Salbstein has suggested that 

‘Opponents of Catholic Emancipation held […] that so long as [Anglo-Catholics] 

continued to acknowledge the supremacy of the Pope the threat of a Catholic 

reimposition of power could not be banished’.170  Similarly, Jews were viewed as 

being ‘a distinct people and thus could not be considered part of the English 
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nation’.171  Whilst not held accountable to the Pope, Jews were accountable to Bible 

decrees that foretold both the Exile and the Restoration of the Jews to Zion.172  Both 

Catholics and Jews were thought to position English authority and values as second 

in importance to those of their own faiths.  Regardless of Protestant hostility, 

Catholics were eventually allowed the full benefits of English citizenship in 1829.    

Following Catholic Emancipation, Jews in Britain began an active pursuit of 

the same social and political rights as Protestant citizens.  Whilst Anglo-Jews ‘were 

not rightless aliens who had to fight to be recognized as citizens’, like those of 

Europe did, they were still denied the right to sit in Parliament or hold the office of 

Lord Mayor of London or take a degree at Oxford, for example.173  Todd Endelman 

explains that ‘After Parliament had extended political rights to Roman Catholics in 

1829, Jews remained the only politically disadvantaged religious minority’, which he 

considers ‘intensified the stigma of belonging to such a group’.174  Moreover, Catholic 

Emancipation demonstrated to the main activists in favor of Jewish Emancipation 

the potential for Jews ‘to live in England as a citizen and as a Jew without having to 

give up one’s Jewishness’.175  Nonetheless, Jews’ active pursuit of civil rights in 

England led to antagonism from Protestants, and this—like that which Catholics 

experienced—was widely expressed during the first half of the nineteenth century. 

Catholics in nineteenth-century England following the disaster of the French 

Revolution and, later, the July Revolution, found themselves vilified in English 

popular culture, and anti-Catholics like John Stockdale used the Inquisition to prove 

that Catholics aimed to achieve world-domination.  Catholics were, consequently, 

characterized in literature by the least palatable terms possible in order to encourage 

English Protestants to oppose Catholic emancipation.  Diana Peschier argues that 

‘The perpetrators of anti-Catholic ideology’ portrayed Catholic clergy as ‘Reptilian’, 

the ‘Catholic priest [was] often compared with snakes and other reptiles’, which 

becomes ‘an extended image of the priest as the Devil in the guise of the serpent in 

the Garden of Eden’ and ‘illustrate[s] his deadly cunning’.176  Mark Canuel argues 

similarly, asserting that nineteenth-century England saw ‘Catholics [as] collectively 

associated with deception and manipulation’ and ‘charged [them] with tendencies to 
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idolatry, mental slavery, disloyalty, and intolerance’.177  References to Catholicism’s 

connection to the Devil designate Catholicism as manipulative and deceptive, and 

these were similar accusations that were used to characterize Jews in the nineteenth 

century.   

English hostility to Judaism is reflected in the representations of Jewish 

characters in English popular culture dating back to the Middle Ages.  In ‘English 

sermons, drama, ballads, folklore, tracts, and conversionist literature written between 

1290 and 1700’ there developed perceptions of Jews as ‘demons’, ‘enemies of 

Christians’, and ‘sorcerers’ who were ‘in league with the Devil’ and working through 

‘Romish Rabbies [sic.]’ to destroy innocent Christians.178  Eighteenth-century popular 

culture also generated an image of the ‘Jew as cheat, the deceiver’, his/her physicality 

deployed against him/her with men being ‘associated with ugliness and excess, as 

well as unsavory commercial dealings and strange imperfect language’; Jewish women 

were repeatedly depicted as mysterious, exotic beauties, which made them seem 

dangerous.179  Jews also made English citizens uncomfortable because the Jewish 

clergy provided a link to Catholicism.  Rabbis, like Catholic Priests, were thought to 

‘[generate] an elaborate ritual sustained by tradition’ but ‘for which there was no 

literal sanction in scripture’.180  The ‘critique of ‘Rabbinism’ in the eighteenth and 

nineteenth centuries reflected Evangelical distrust of the mediation of God’s word’, 

the rabbi and the priest perceived to place themselves in the role of mediator 

between humans and God.181  Anti-Judaic and anti-Catholic language provided 

convenient signifiers for eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Protestants that were 

deployed politically against the two religions, marking each out as Other.  Aguilar, 

however, revises these stereotypes to portray her Jewish heroines in a way that makes 

them more like Protestant women than like Catholic women.  

 

b. Aguilar’s Literary Revisions  

Mid-nineteenth-century Gothic fiction suggested that the threat of Catholicism was 

no longer abroad, but within the heart of the English nation: the Victorian home.  
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Jane Margaret Hooper’s The House of Raby (1853) uses Catholicism’s perceived threat 

to the English family to argue that women’s sacrifices save future generations of 

English citizens. Although Charlotte Brontë’s Villette (1854) is set outside of 

England, the Protestant heroine’s persecution at the hands of Catholics enacts 

English fears about the ways Catholicism could threaten English women.  Elizabeth 

Gaskell’s ‘The Poor Clare’ (1856) manipulates popular representations of Catholic 

superstition to portray Protestantism as a religion of salvation. Though Aguilar’s tales 

were written prior to Hooper’s, Brontë’s, and Gaskell’s, their commercial success 

when they were published in 1844,1821846,183 and 1850184 suggests that they spoke to 

contemporary anxieties about Catholicism.  In all of these author’s narratives, women 

are the central focus.  Whilst Aguilar keeps the eighteenth-century gothic tradition of 

displacing the action of the story to a foreign setting, her main interest is the ways in 

which Catholicism threatens domesticity and the structure of the home.  She is, 

therefore, part of a larger nineteenth-century English literary tradition that vilifies 

Catholicism because it disrupts Protestant family values.  Aguilar celebrates the 

Jewish woman who lives by Protestant cultural values by revising Radcliffe’s gothic 

heroines.  She makes their assertiveness into a strength that upholds English social 

values.  Suggesting that the domestic woman can save the English family through 

self-sacrifice and willing martyrdom, Aguilar asserts that women can save the English 

nation. 

Gothic heroines are most remarkable because they possess an uncommon 

beauty.  Their physical attractions prove dangerous, and sometimes fatal, because 

they interest men, thereby provoking the lust, rape, and murder that drive the 

narrative.  In other words, without the beautiful heroine who enchants the hero and 

the villain, there would be no plot.  However, Aguilar develops the rhetoric of gothic 

femininity to shape her Jewish heroines in a way that makes them attractive to her 

nineteenth-century English audience.  Whilst this narrative technique reveals her 

awareness of nineteenth-century anti-Catholicism, she also rewrites nineteenth-

century anti-Jewish stereotypes that were deployed by those opposed to Jewish 

Emancipation.   

Aguilar’s heroines challenge anti-Jewish stereotypes by disassociating Judaism 

and Catholicism.  Linda Zatlin began a discussion of the way in which Aguilar uses 
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supernatural imagery to denote a superior, even superhuman, feminine goodness.  

She argues that ‘Aguilar uses Englishmen’s own terms—“peculiar,” “mysterious,” 

“sorcery,” “hated,” and “unknown”—employed by some Christians to castigate Jews 

and Judaism’ and ‘gives [them] new meaning by showing that what is “peculiar” can 

also be deserving of praise’.185  Zatlin’s arguments focus on Aguilar’s portrayal of 

Jewish rituals, and Galchinsky and Burstein agree with Zatlin that Aguilar distances 

the material details of these in order to focus on the spiritual values Christians and 

Jews share.186  However, Aguilar does not assimilate these terms only to make Jewish 

ritual comfortable for the English reader.  She uses language familiar to her reader to 

focus her on spirituality that is practiced privately and in secret, much like the actions 

of the domestic world.  Hannah More, a conservative female writer who advocated 

domesticity, ‘defined certain qualities and dispositions as ‘peculiarly feminine’, for 

example: ‘women were naturally more delicate, more docile, morally weaker, and all 

this demanded a greater degree of caution, retirement and reserve’.187  Aguilar shares 

More’s belief in women’s ‘peculiar’ superiority and, like the female gothicists of the 

late-eighteenth century, uses the domestic sphere to discuss religious politics.188  

The charms of the first gothic heroine, Isabella of Walpole’s The Castle of 

Otranto, establishes the innocent, yet erotic, attraction of the gothic heroine as a 

trope.  Isabella’s beauty and benevolence are the catalysts for all the events of the 

story and the plot revolves around Manfred’s pursuit of her, her father’s attempt to 

save her, and Theodore’s attempt to free and then marry her.  She is a passive victim 

of her physicality.  Lewis and Radcliffe develop this trope in their own fiction and 

Antonia and Ellena are much more complicated than Walpole’s vision of the 

enchanting woman.  Antonia, in Lewis’s The Monk, is remarkable because of her 

physical attractiveness, which seems almost supernatural.  She is said to possess 

‘beauty [that] might have vied with the Medicean Venus’189 and her face, like that of 

the evil Matilda, is ‘rather bewitching than beautiful’.190  In orchestrating his intended 

                                                
185 Zatlin, The Anglo-Jewish Novel, 36. 
186 Galchinsky, Origin of the Modern Jewish Woman Writer, 137; Burstein, ‘Not the Superiority of Belief’, 
Silent Voices, 3. 
187 The phrase ‘peculiarly feminine’ is taken from Hannah Moore’s Essays Principally Designed for Young 
Ladies (R.B. Seeley and W. Burnside, London, 1777), 5, cited in Catherine Hall, White, Male and Middle-
lass, 85-86. 
188 For a critical analysis of domestic spaces in the Gothic novel, see Kate Ferguson Ellis’s The 
Contested Castle (1989). 
189 Lewis, The Monk, 9. 
190 ibid, 11. 



 

 151 

rape of her, Ambrosio considers Antonia ‘his Enchantress’191—as he does the 

diabolical Matilda when he desires to have sex with her—and a ‘Fatal Witch’ who 

possesses an eroticism that lures him ‘into crimes, whose bare remembrance makes 

[him] shudder’.192  Despite Antonia’s virtue and piety, her beauty ultimately 

condemns her.  Her goodness functions to vilify Ambrosio and Catholicism, and also 

exposes an inherent and dangerous sexuality within the feminine ideal. 

Like Antonia, Radcliffe’s Ellena of The Italian is also associated with the 

supernatural world because of her beauty; however, Radcliffe, unlike Lewis, uses her 

heroine’s attractions to promote rather than destabilize the domestic ideal.  She 

revises the meanings of otherworldly attributes to define them as religious virtue.  

Although the hero feels ‘The beauty of [Ellena’s] countenance haunting his 

imagination’ from the first time he sees her, as well as ‘the enchantment of her 

smile’,193 he sees in her prayers ‘a devotion almost saintly’.194  Ellena’s beauty is an 

expression of her piety.  In Radcliffe’s novel, women are heroic when their faith 

helps them identify and defy hypocrites.  It is this type of beautiful and saintly 

woman that Aguilar’s heroines are modeled upon.  Aguilar builds on Radcliffe’s 

representations of her ‘proto-Protestant’ heroine’s angelic beauty to show that Jewish 

women possess the characteristics that English women value.  Jewish sorcery is 

rewritten as the heroine’s instinctive virtue; this attribute gives Aguilar’s heroines the 

power to affect change through their influence, rather than supernatural powers. 

 Aguilar locates her heroines’ peculiarity in their integrity and superior 

spirituality by portraying them singing devotional songs.  These inadvertently attract 

Aguilar’s heroes.  Three of Aguilar’s Inquisition tales introduce the heroine with 

descriptions of her singing religious hymns and this, therefore, becomes an important 

way of conveying virtue for Aguilar.195  Her model domestic women do not use their 
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voices to speak against feminine ideals or patriarchy.  They do, however, loudly sing 

the praises of God; they are admired because of their connection to their faith.  

During a scene that resonates with one in The Italian,196 Marie enchants Stanley with 

‘a voice of singular and thrilling beauty’, singing what he believes is ‘a hymn, for the 

strain was slow and solemn’.197  Likewise, when Alvar is trapped in the prison of the 

Inquisition, he is roused from his misery by ‘A well-known Hebrew air, with its 

plaintive Hebrew words [that are] sung tremblingly and softly under his window’, and 

‘He started, almost in superstitious terror, for the voice seemed’ to be Almah’s.198  

Beyond their physical beauty, Aguilar’s heroines are admired for their spirituality as it 

is articulated through music.  The songs in these texts are religious, but Aguilar 

distances the foreignness of Hebrew prayers by focusing more on the singer and her 

piety; Marie’s and Almah’s religious faith makes each attractive to her lover.  The 

supernatural here alludes to attributes that are more than what the average woman 

would possess and, rather than being unnatural, Aguilar’s heroines are, or become, 

superior beings.  

Their superior spirituality enables Aguilar’s heroines to be moral educators 

and it illustrates their ability to influence others by their virtue rather than by their 

perceived diabolical powers.  When Garcia kidnaps Marie from the Spanish court 

and brings her underground and into the Inquisition prisons, he is determined to 

appease his lust for her by raping her.  Marie, however, stands up to him and both 

her language and her presence preserve her.  Although Marie feels ‘human terror’ 

because of Garcia, her fear is diminished by a ‘supernatural fortitude that’ makes ‘her 

very form [seem] to dilate’.199  She defies Garcia ‘in a tone of such thrilling, such 

supernatural energy, that Garcia actually started as if some other voice than hers had 

spoken’.200  Marie is able to separate her body and her spirit and she is not concerned 

about Garcia’s physical threats because she is confident that it is only her ‘earthly 

fate’, not her spiritual fate, that ‘lay in [his] hands’.201  Although Marie appears to 

defy nineteenth-century expectations that a woman be submissive, she is not 

                                                                                                                                 
suddenly so to start, with such an indescribable change of countenance, as to impel the anxious query 
whether he were ill’ (ibid, 115). 
196 In The Italian, Vivaldi spies on Ellena beneath her window.  Desiring to speak with her, he ‘stood 
for a moment entranced’ by Ellena, ‘and scarcely daring to breathe, lest he should lose any note of that 
meek and holy strain, which seemed to flow from a devotion almost saintly’ (Radcliffe, Italian, 11). 
197 Aguilar, The Vale of Cedars, 17. 
198 Aguilar, ‘The Escape’, Selected Writings, 73. 
199 Aguilar, The Vale of Cedars, 176-177. 
200 ibid, 180. 
201 ibid, 181. 



 

 153 

unfeminine.  She passively confronts the villain by pouring her energy into her faith, 

trusting in God to deliver her and combating the villain’s active assault of her. 

The virtue of Aguilar’s heroines is expressed in religious imagery.  Marie’s 

goodness pervades her actions as well as the ‘Truth, purity, holiness’ of her 

countenance, which seems ‘scarcely of this nether world, yet blended indescribably 

with all a woman’s nature’.202  Her beauty reflects her intuitive moral and spiritual 

virtue.  Josephine also possesses this integrity, which is illustrated by her passionate 

faith in God that inspires the same in others.  Recovering from a swoon brought on 

by her father’s request that she become a crypto-Jew, Josephine gains ‘a glow of holy 

triumph [on] her pallid cheek’ and she dies aboard the ship that later sinks in a storm 

whilst Imri admires ‘her sainted head’. 203  Both Josephine and Marie are Aguilar’s 

ideal women.  They are faithful to the codes of womanhood and uphold domestic 

ideals, influencing others with their superior morality.  Their attractiveness is in their 

feminine passivity, which is governed by their faith in God and devotion to Judaism 

rather than their active defiance of male authority. 

Despite these two similar images of Aguilar’s saintly woman, Aguilar portrays 

Almah differently.  ‘The Escape’ differs from ‘The Martyr’ and ‘The Edict’ because 

Almah does not possess a supernatural strength that influences her antagonists or her 

husband.  Rather, Almah’s husband, who is ‘so supernaturally strengthened that the 

weakness of humanity seemed far from him’,204 possesses the ‘superhuman faith’ that 

he believes ‘would save him and Almah’.205  Although Alvar is virtuous and his faith 

in God and not his and Almah’s active heroism saves them, the depiction of Alvar’s 

‘superhuman’ faith feminizes him because Aguilar usually attributes this to women.  

This and his lack of agency emasculates him and he fails to protect his home and 

family because he passively hopes he will not be brought to the attention of the 

Inquisition.  Likewise, Almah appears unfeminine because of her lack of passivity 

and she and Alvar are punished for their failure to uphold their respective gender 

ideals.  ‘The Escape’ articulates Aguilar’s conception of ideal femininity by showing 

the ramifications of its failures, as well as the problems that arise when men do not 

adhere to gender codes as well, which she develops from her initial ideas about 

masculinity in her national tales. 
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‘The Edict’ further revises conceptions of a heroine’s superior virtue.  Whilst 

Josephine does have a claim to ‘saintly’ purity, the story’s focus on patriotism places 

more emphasis on Josephine’s association with natural imagery and her connection 

with the physical land.  Her love of Eshcol evolves into a love of Spain and 

Josephine displays deeply patriotic sentiments for a place that causes her early death.  

As a child, Josephine possesses a ‘sprightly’ attitude, but with her mother’s death, she 

loses this and the only lingering spirit in the tale is her deaf and mute brother.  

Josephine’s virtue is described in terms that accord her with nature.  In her figure 

‘There was a lovely finished roundness of form, […] a full ripe red on her beautiful 

lip, a rose soft yet glowing as the last tinge of sunset beaming, in the energy of her 

words’.206  This description of Josephine could easily be applied to that of native 

Spanish flowers or fruits in the fertile land of Eshcol.  Whereas Aréli possesses ‘the 

loveliness of another world’,207 Josephine is very much part of the world she lives in 

and her inner strength earns her respect from Catholics and Jews alike.  When a 

Spanish soldier who tries to convert Aréli fails in his attempts, he does so because he 

is ‘awed by [Josephine’s] mien’ and shrinks ‘abashed from her glance’.208  Josephine’s 

natural virtue is instinctive and her patriotism is spiritual; her loyalty to Spain is not a 

product of her rational faculties.  Because this love of the land comes from a spiritual 

connection with it, she educates others by being passively influential rather than 

actively educative. 

Aguilar is consistent in her use of gothic tropes to characterize her heroines 

and articulate her overarching definition of femininity.  Her view of this version of 

femininity, however, is ambivalent, as only one of her Sephardic Jewish heroines 

survives.  Aguilar is, therefore, unclear about her overall message about Judaism that 

is practiced privately.  Diana Peschier asserts that ‘Late-eighteenth and early-

nineteenth-century Gothic fiction contains a strong element of disguise’ and many of 

the Catholic clergy ‘are not who they appear to be’.209  The inability to know the 

truth about Catholic clergy can also be linked to the inability of people to know the 

truth about hidden Jews; both retain a certain amount of secrecy that can potentially 

unsettle Protestant culture, although Aguilar’s secret Jews work from other motives 

than do her corrupt Catholics.  Nonetheless, Aguilar’s inability to settle on one 
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representation and outcome of the Marrano life-style suggests that she saw both 

sides of the arguments for and against crypto-Judaism.  Michael Galchinsky and 

Elizabeth Fay have argued that Aguilar’s crypto-Jews are only safe when their faith is 

hidden from Catholic society.  According to Galchinsky, Aguilar does not see 

secreting one’s Judaism as perjury but rather as a necessary separation that enables 

religious differences to co-exist.210  Fay, however, disagrees and argues that Marie’s 

early death is a punishment for her attempt to hide her faith.211  These readings, 

though, are not sufficient to understand what fails to protect the crypto-Jews of ‘The 

Edict’ and ‘The Escape’, and this hints at a larger ambivalence that Aguilar is 

struggling with.  

In ‘The Escape’, Aguilar demonstrates that the Inquisition is an inescapable 

power of destruction.   Almah and Alvar are very meticulous Marranos, aware that 

they bound ‘themselves to preserve and propagate a persecuted faith’212 and they 

balance their secret faith with a public reputation for their ‘Catholic’ generosity.213 

However, it is this very hospitality that exposes them to the Inquisition because a 

spy, pretending to be a traveler, penetrates their home and takes his suspicions about 

their faith to the tribunal.214  Under the Inquisition, a hidden and secretive 

government, there is no way for crypto-Jews to preserve themselves, and this story 

illustrates that Catholicism cannot accommodate religious difference in any form.  

However, ‘The Escape’ ends with the successful removal of Alvar and Almah to 

England, which appears Aguilar’s direct praise of the tolerance afforded to Jewish 

men and women there.  This also shows the reader that Jews have anxieties about 

Catholicism in common with Protestants and are, therefore, similar. 

In ‘The Edict’, unlike in ‘The Escape’, Aguilar obliquely comments on the 

difficulties Jewish separatism can pose to toleration at the same time she criticizes 

Catholic intolerance of the Jews.  In this tale, the Jews of Eshcol are not Marranos, 

existing in their hidden world without having to pretend to follow Catholic traditions 

because the authorities are unaware of their existence.  Although Eshcol is presented 

in the text as an Eden on Earth, it possesses ‘a primitive simplicity of the past’ that 

hinders it from being part of the modern world in which Jews live amongst other 
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212 Aguilar, ‘The Escape’, Selected Writings, 66. 
213 Known throughout Portugal for their generosity, ‘whoever chanced to visit [them] at his beautiful 
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cultures.215  The modern world cannot accommodate a separate, exclusively Jewish 

world because such belongs to a ‘past’ time; according to Aguilar, the reality is that in 

the nineteenth century Jews live outside the Holy Land and must adapt to survive.  

Despite her admiration of Eshcol, Aguilar also criticizes the Jews’ inability to move 

forward from their time in Jerusalem: ‘The heath, the rosemary, the myrtle, and the 

cistus grew in rich profusion […] and might mournfully remind the poor fugitives of 

the yet richer and holier land their fathers’ sins had forfeited.216  Aguilar implies that 

Eshcol could be a ‘second Judea’ for Jews in the diaspora.217  These Jews, however, 

continue to cling to ‘mournful’ memories rather than evolve and modernise, retaining 

a ‘primitive’ way of life.  Yet, Aguilar valorizes women who struggle to retain their 

faiths to the point of death.  As Aguilar expresses the contradictions in ‘femininity’, 

so does she reveal the contradictions in martyrdom.  

In this chapter I have shown how Aguilar’s narratives set during the Catholic 

Inquisition in Spain and Portugal adopt the tropes of gothic romances developed by 

Walpole, Reeve, Lewis, and Radcliffe and assimilate their anti-Catholic sentiment.  

However, her gothic heroines live by gender values that were becoming increasingly 

important to nineteenth-century England and that sometimes required martyrdom to 

uphold them. Josephine, Almah, and Marie are heroic because they sacrifice their 

personal desires to preserve social values, their virtue influencing others in their lives.  

Aguilar’s heroines share nineteenth-century Protestant cultural values, willing to 

sacrifice themselves for causes outside of their immediate interests. 
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Chapter Three—Aguilar’s Anti-Medievalism 
 

Introduction 

In my first chapter I showed how, following the French Revolution and Napoleonic 

Wars, authors began to construct in literature English and Scottish nations that were 

inherently similar according to their basic morality.  Aguilar, in part, modeled her 

ideas on those of Walter Scott, influenced by the way that he ‘reinvented romance’ to 

make it into ‘the narrative of individual lives in a collective experience of history’.1  

Her narrative histories converge under the larger idea that nations are family units 

comprised of brothers and sisters who fight to preserve their national family.  My 

second chapter considered the ways in which Aguilar used the Catholic Inquisition to 

criticize nineteenth-century intolerance of the Jews.  She portrayed her medieval 

Jewish heroines as mirror images of the nineteenth-century Protestant woman, 

asserting that Jews are compatible with Christians because they share the same 

domestic values.  Relying on the tropes of popular anti-Catholicism prevalent in 

nineteenth-century English society, Aguilar celebrates the domestic woman who uses 

her passive influence to combat the institutions that persecute her and inspire the 

men who love her to see Jewish femininity as the strongest form of heroism.  The 

sections that follow will show the ways in which Aguilar’s medieval romances of 

sixteenth-century Continental courtly society deconstruct the social ideals she created 

in her national tales and develop the problems with these she exposed in her gothic 

romances, revealing tensions in early-nineteenth-century gender relations. 

In this chapter I will consider Aguilar’s participation in the nineteenth-

century medieval revival by looking at the dimensions of her engagement with 

popular romances of the 1820s, 30s, and 40s set in courtly societies during the 

Middle Ages. The fiction by Aguilar that will comprise my discussions here are short 

stories that have not received critical attention.  They merge the romance and history 

genres under the larger framework of medievalism.  I will show that the medieval 

mode enables Aguilar to participate in the discourse about medievalism in the 

nineteenth century and the ways in which writers use the Middle Ages to comment 

on contemporary English values.  Writing in the period during which citizenship, 

voting rights, and slavery were reexamined, Aguilar interacts with ideas of the 

growing importance of individual autonomy.  Using the courtly society of medieval 
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romance, she shows how autonomy sometimes came under threat—particularly for 

women—by the dominant social world.  Setting her medieval romances in the royal 

courts of the Continent—France, Italy, and Spain—Aguilar thinks about political and 

religious reformations during the early and mid-sixteenth century, and the impact of 

governing social beliefs on women.  Her fiction is critical of nineteenth-century 

medievalism and often debunks the popular literary idealizations of the period.  She 

writes about female characters’ experience of the medieval ethos to offer the 

nineteenth-century reader a new set of values that reflect on nineteenth-century men 

as much as on women.   

Aguilar uses her questions about sixteenth-century gender politics to think 

about those of the nineteenth century.  The contemporary critical reviews of 

Aguilar’s historical novels suggest that readers believed she ‘excelled in her 

[delineation] of female characters’, and exhibited great skill ‘in the illustration of the 

historical personages, and her individualization of the imaginary ones’.2  Aguilar’s 

representation of women in the historical romance genre was popular with readers 

and critics who felt that her representation of femininity offered a true rendering of 

the female experience.  One reviewer wrote that her historical fiction has ‘a life-like 

reality about it, which is not often observed in works of this nature’.3  Yet, Aguilar 

often exposed the tensions within the form of femininity nineteenth-century society 

struggled to idealize.  In her unpublished manuscript ‘Françoise. A Fragment’ (1834), 

Aguilar positions her heroine at the heart of the French court of the sixteenth 

century.4  Endowing Françoise with typically nineteenth-century domestic ambitions, 

Aguilar reveals that such expectations are impossible to uphold because of 

corruptions inherent in court life.  Through her submission of ‘Gonzalvo’s Daughter. 

A True Tale’ (1843) to the literary annual Friendship’s Offering, Aguilar considers the 

ways in which masculine chivalric values corrupt women’s natures.5  She suggests 

                                                
2 This review is cited in each of Aguilar’s published novels and comes from the magazine Ladies’ 
Companion.  I have taken them from: Grace Aguilar, Home Scenes and Heart Studies, Sarah Aguilar, ed. 
(New York: D. Appleton and Company, 1853). 
3 This review is cited in each of Aguilar’s published novels and comes from the newspaper Herts 
County Press.  I have taken them from: Grace Aguilar, Home Scenes and Heart Studies, Sarah Aguilar, ed. 
(New York: D. Appleton and Company, 1853). 
4 ‘Françoise. A Fragment’, UCL Special Collections, Grace Aguilar Collection, MS ADD 378, Box A, 
1834; ‘Françoise’ is the one of the three tales under consideration here that was not published in a 
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and Annual Remembrancer, Leitch Ritchie, ed. (London: Smith Elder & Son, 1843), 109-142.  All 



 

 159 

that a woman’s education from her youth is instrumental in saving her from the 

corruptions of adult life.  In ‘Idalie. The Story of A Picture’ (1852) Aguilar suggests 

that the medieval ethos hinders the rationality and enlightenment that provides the 

foundation for a modern English sensibility.6  By exploring the movement in the 

sixteenth century from a medieval, Catholic Continent to a modern, Protestant 

nation, Aguilar’s medieval romances do not show that the past was ideal, but rather 

unenlightened.   

 

Defining Medievalism 

a. Accounting for Nineteenth-Century Medievalism  

As was the case with her narrative histories about Scotland and England, as well as 

with her Inquisition tales, the subjects of Aguilar’s medieval romances are developed 

out of the contemporary concerns expressed in the literary and political arenas she 

was exposed to.  Besides using the history of England and Scotland to write domestic 

narratives, and revisiting anti-Catholicism and the literary gothic, writers constructed 

ideals about English identity by invoking images of the Middle Ages and their 

perceptions of the medieval courtly ethos to construct an idealized conception of the 

modern nation.  Like literary nationalism and gothicism, medievalism inherits its core 

ideas from the eighteenth century; medievalism was specifically influenced by the 

birth of debates about enlightenment and rationality that responded to the 

development of a middle-class that was critical of the aristocracy, and the social 

unrest that initiated the French Revolution.7 

                                                                                                                                 
citations from this text come from: ‘Gonzalvo’s Daughter’, Home Scenes and Heart Studies (New York: 
D. Appleton and Company, 1853), pp. 197-217. 
6 Grace Aguilar, ‘Idalie’, Home Scenes and Heart Studies (New York: D. Appleton and Company, 1853), 
266-290.  There is no composition or publication date for ‘Idalie’ separate from Sarah Aguilar’s 
compilation of Grace’s short fiction in Home Scenes and Heart Studies, which was published in 1852.  
Because the tale resembles the themes and structure of the ‘Reformation tale, as described by Miriam 
Burstein in ‘‘Reviving the Reformation: Victorian women writers and the Protestant historical novel’, 
Women’s Writing, 12.1 (2005), 73-84, I have read it as part of this particular literary mode. 
7 Catherine Hall has suggested that ‘1780-1830 has been called the period of the making of the 
industrial bourgeoise’, a class which ‘defined itself not only in opposition to the new proletariat, but 
also to the classes of […] the gentry and the aristocracy’ (White, Male and Middle-Class: Explorations in 
Feminism and History (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1992), 76).  For more specific studies on eighteenth-
century medievalism see, for example: Claire A. Simmons, ed., Medievalism and the Quest of the “Real” 
Middle Ages (London: Frank Cass, 2001); Peter Raedts, 'Representations of the Middle Ages in 
Enlightenment Historiography', The Medieval History Journal, 5.1 (2002), 1-20; and, Elizabeth Fay, 
Romantic Medievalism: History and the Romantic Literary Ideal (Houndsmills: Palgrave, 2002). 
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The popularity of the Middle Ages in nineteenth-century English literature is 

striking.8  One school of thought on this preoccupation is that for writers of the late 

eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, idealizations of the Middle Ages showed 

readers the image of a stable world.  Readers found comfort in the prominent literary 

representations of the past as ordered, socially and politically, and defined by 

chivalric codes and values that were considered remedies for contemporary social 

conflicts in the new Industrial age.9  Mark Girouard argues that the upheaval of the 

British nation that came about with the French Revolution provoked late-eighteenth- 

and early-nineteenth-century English writers to recreate the Middle Ages in 

literature.10  Elizabeth Fay believes that the popular view that the Middle Ages were 

organized by ‘imagination and faith’ directly appealed to Victorians who were 

anxious about ‘mechanization, laisse faire, and a surrender of the imaginative facility 

to the supremacy of capitalism’.11  Jacques Le Goff sees the source of eighteenth- and 

nineteenth-century English anxiety more about the Industrial Revolution and the 

mechanization of labor that caused the English to lose touch with ‘a primitive 

harmony’ in society, which marked its early, feudal years.12  

For other scholars, medievalism seemed to help English readers to build a 

contemporary social ethos modeled on the chivalric value system.  Kevin Morris sees 

the appeal of medievalism in the structure of the church of the Middle Ages, which 

was perceived to produce social stability, despite the fact that it also represented the 

height of the Catholic church’s power.  He suggests that in Romantic and Victorian 

medieval fiction there exists a ‘myth of reconciliation’ for the doubt readers felt 

about religious belief in general and their relationship with God.13  All of these 

readings share the notion that the Middle Ages for English writers of the eighteenth 

and nineteenth centuries represented what contemporary readers should long for in 

their modern society.   

                                                
8 Alice Chandler, A Dream of Order (1970), Mark Girouard, The Return to Camelot: Chivalry and the English 
Gentleman (London: Yale University Press, 1981), Charles Delheim, The Face of the Past: The Preservation 
of the Medieval Inheritance in Victorian Britain (New York and Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1982), Kevin L. Morris, The Image of the Middle Ages in Romantic and Victorian Literature (Beckenham: 
Croom Helm Ltd, 1984), Jacques Le Goff, The Medieval Imagination, Arthur Goldhammer, trans. 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1988), Clare A. Simmons, Reversing the Conquest: History and Myth 
in Nineteenth-Century British Literature (New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 1990), Elizabeth Fay, 
Romantic Medievalism: History and the Romantic Literary Ideal (Ithaca & New York: Palgrave, 2002). 
9 Chandler, A Dream of Order, 1-2. 
10 Girouard, The Return to Camelot, 23. 
11 Fay, ‘Grace Aguilar: Rewriting Scott Rewriting History’, 224. 
12 Le Goff, The Medieval Imagination, 23. 
13 Morris, The Image of the Middle Ages, 2. 
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Nineteenth-century medievalism is modeled on that of the eighteenth 

century.  That the French Revolution initiated the appeal of medieval society in 

Britain has been argued by Claire A. Simmons and Mark Girouard.  For Girouard, 

‘the social structure of feudalism, when kingship was reverenced and the Church at 

its most powerful’ offered a potential remedy to the conflict between the peasantry 

and the aristocracy in France, which could also be used to defuse anxieties about the 

same occurring in England.14  Simmons argues that Edmund Burke’s Reflections on the 

Revolution in France (1790) helped to create the foundation of an English medieval 

ideal.  Burke’s assertion of the benefits of a celebration of ‘pious veneration for 

tradition’ in ancient Church practices, Simmons argues, helped to remove the stigma 

associated with Roman Catholicism for English citizens and, therefore, enabled them 

to idealize medieval values.15  Kevin Morris explains the nineteenth-century interest 

in the social order of the Middle Ages further, emphasizing the appeal of medieval 

religious structures to suggest that, as confidence in the values of ‘the Enlightenment 

weakened, […] Some looked to the Middle Ages for a scale of values, and the 

medieval Church became a theme significant, but fraught with ambiguity, duality, 

paradox and irony’.16  The Middle Ages, though a world ordered by the Catholic 

faith—ironically the source of fears about the establishment and maintenance of an 

English national identity—became for eighteenth- and nineteenth-century English 

citizens an antidote to the atheism of eighteenth-century Enlightenment.  Morris 

rightly posits that ‘Because of dissatisfaction with Enlightenment norms and 

standards’, there erupted in the nineteenth century a ‘revitalized quest for a rationale 

of duty, community and God’.17  Indeed, the difference nineteenth-century England 

brought to Romantic medievalism was the resumption of a faith-based system of 

social order.   

English authors reiterated their interest in the Middle Ages throughout the 

nineteenth century, and a significant number of writers were drawn to the sixteenth 

century and the birth of Protestantism in the form of the Reformation, both on the 

Continent and in England.18  In this way, nineteenth-century medievalism is not so 
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much a continuation of Romantic medievalism but, rather, a new discourse founded 

upon recycled signifiers.  Elizabeth Fay believes that a fundamental difference 

between eighteenth- and nineteenth-century medievalism lies in the latter’s more 

pronounced interest in ‘contrasting feudalism with commercial society’, reflecting 

contemporary nineteenth-century anxieties about the shifts in social ordering 

produced by the Industrial Revolution.19  Alice Chandler notes that, ‘As a social and 

political ideal the Middle Ages were usually invoked’ in literature ‘as a corrective to 

the evils of the present’.20  Building on the established interest in individual autonomy 

that was triggered by the Enlightenment, nineteenth-century medievalism saw in the 

Middle Ages an ‘age of spiritualized imagination—a faculty which had been 

destroyed by rationalism.’21  The return to imagination, however, was not without its 

pitfalls and these often affected women in negative ways.  Claire Simmons argues 

that, according to Edmund Burke’s medievalism, the Middle Ages were a time 

marked by ‘nostalgia for an age in which women were not political beings, but treated 

with chivalric respect’.22   In literary renderings of the Middle Ages, there is no clear 

arena for women to enact the nineteenth-century belief that women were moral 

influences on men and society.23  This is the idea that Aguilar seems most interested 

in critically examining.  Engaging with the belief that women could be intellectually 

and religiously liberated by the movement away from the ancient, Catholic faith, a 

position advanced by both the Enlightenment and Evangelical Protestantism, Aguilar 

critiques popular idealizations of medievalism.24  For Aguilar’s medieval women, the 

medieval ethos is in tension with nineteenth-century domesticity.   

Nineteenth-century medievalism as a literary mode is grounded in the 

political reformations of the period.  Several critics note the ways in which early 

nineteenth-century medievalism, like its eighteenth-century predecessor, was focused 

on constructing ‘the psychological drama’ of the individual through the development 

of cultural values.25  Nicholas Rance, for example, believes that, during this period, 

                                                                                                                                 
Europe, as Aguilar’s medieval romances are all set abroad.   
19 Fay, Romantic Medievalism, 3. 
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21 Morris, The Image of the Middle Ages, 12. 
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‘the Middle Ages became charged with emotion and on a popular level’, which 

responded to multiple social crises: tensions growing between the working class and 

the middle and upper classes within England; and, tensions inherent in democracy 

illustrated by the French and American Revolutions of the eighteenth century, which 

showed that democratic principles were sometimes volatile.26  According to Rance, 

therefore, ‘a shaming contrast with the nineteenth century was the point of much 

medievalism’ in the nineteenth century, although ‘there was no serious attempt to 

show how the present had evolved from an idealized past’.27  Literature idealizing the 

medieval period emphasizes the ways in which members of society embedded in a 

medieval courtly ethos are unified, unlike in the nineteenth century, part of the feudal 

system that was perceived to keep such disorder in check.28  Nineteenth-century 

medievalism, therefore, analogically considers nineteenth-century social structures.   

Fiction in the 1830s and 40s also reflected particular issues related to 

Catholicism in England.  England’s national religion, as I discussed in my first and 

second chapters, continued to cause anxiety with the ramifications of Catholic 

Emancipation, Irish immigration, the Oxford Movement, and eventually the 

reestablishment of the Catholic hierarchy in England.29  Nineteenth-century 

medievalists sought to define English identity according to Protestant values.  They 

looked back to the time leading up to, and eventually the birth of, the faith in the 

sixteenth century.  Miriam Burstein argues that nineteenth-century English historical 

novelists using the Reformation as the setting for their literature ‘date the 

Reformation not from the sixteenth century and Martin Luther (German), but from 

the fourteenth century and John de Wycliffe (English)’ so that they could present 

Protestantism not as ‘an exotic import from the Continent’ but, rather, ‘an organic 

flowering of native tendencies’.30  Consequently, English-Protestant writers could 

show Protestantism as the natural faith of the English nation, attributing foreign 

otherness to Catholicism in order to argue against its reestablishment in England. 
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Aguilar at first seems enchanted by popular representations of the Middle 

Ages in fiction, which the number of her medieval histories attests to.  Her 

characters and settings adhere to the tropes of this mode of writing, and she was 

heavily influenced by contemporary literature.  In the following section I will explore 

the tropes of the medieval mode in the nineteenth century by closely reading popular 

medieval novels from the period to demonstrate the foundation upon which 

Aguilar’s medievalism is built. 

 

b. Nineteenth-Century Medieval Fiction  

Walter Scott is often cited in criticism as the progenitor of nineteenth-century 

medievalist literature, and his novel Ivanhoe (1819) helped to establish the prominence 

of the Middle Ages in nineteenth-century fiction.31  Paul J. deGategno argues that 

Ivanhoe’s appeal in the early nineteenth century arises from the ways that Scott 

participated in the discourse of political unrest resultant of the Napoleonic wars, as 

well as with the continued struggle between Scotland and England over union.32   

DeGategno believes that Scott’s characters helped readers to understand ‘the shifting 

forces of […] cultural conflict’, showing how ‘one age [was] dying and the other 

struggling to emerge’.33  For the reader who was living in a society that was being 

redefined politically and socially, Ivanhoe’s portrayal of the Saxons’ struggle to retain 

their autonomy in Norman England offered a model for the emergence of a new 

type of society.34 

Authors in the nineteenth century constructed medieval literature according 

to the notable characteristics that Scott created in Ivanhoe and his other historical 

romances, and these are consistently recycled in the texts comprising the genre 

during this period.  Andrew Lincoln suggests that Scott’s novel created a ‘heightened 

sensitivity to the political and communal function of spectacle’, which was played out 

in specific literary tropes: descriptions of tournaments detailing knightly honour and 

courtly love; minute details of the setting, including specific attention to physical 

attire and court decorations; exotic characters, which help to define Englishness 

through contrast; the deployment of the medieval ethos of chivalry and honour; and, 

love stories that, whilst they end the narrative happily, are deeply ambivalent by 
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34 ibid, 19-20. 
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modern readings.35   In his tale of the Saxon struggle against the Normans to 

establish a uniquely English nationality are the elements by which critics understand 

nineteenth-century medievalism.  

Aguilar’s medieval romances are similar in style to Scott’s and many critics 

have argued that Ivanhoe was the key influence on the ways in which she represents 

the past.36  Indeed, the most prominent feature of Aguilar’s historical writing that 

resonates with Scott’s is her construction of open-ended conclusions; all of the 

narratives under discussion in this chapter end on uncertainties, asking the reader to 

question both the nineteenth-century medieval ethos and modern gender relations.  

However, whilst it is true that Scott influenced Aguilar in her Scottish narrative 

histories, and in the ways that her romances use setting and description, her medieval 

romances set outside of English borders draw on other sources.  

Like all of the genres under discussion in this dissertation, medieval romances 

are gendered.  So, whilst Aguilar modeled her scenic descriptions on those of Scott, 

as well as Edward Bulwer-Lytton,37 female historical novelists inspired her thematic 

focus.  Anna Eliza Bray (1789-1883) wrote a number of popular historical romances 

between 1820 and 1841, and re-released her historical novels in a complete volume in 

1845.  Her subjects are split between England and the Continent and make use of the 

French medieval historian Jean Froissart’s chronicles of the Middle Ages in England, 

                                                
35 Walter Scott, Ivanhoe, George Stade, ed. (New York: Barnes and Noble Classics, 2005); Andrew 
Lincoln, Walter Scott and Modernity (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2007), 67. 
36 See especially: Elizabeth Fay, ‘Grace Aguilar: Rewriting Scott Rewriting History,’ British Romanticism 
and the Jews, 224-226; Michael Galchinsky, The Origin of the Modern Jewish Woman Writer, 140, 139; Nadia 
Valman, The Jewess in Nineteenth-Century British Literary Culture, 103-107; and, Judith W. Page, Imperfect 
Sympathies, 230.  I have used Elizabeth Fay’s article as a reference in Chapter Two, in which I discuss 
Aguilar’s gothic fiction.  Fay reads Aguilar’s novel The Vale of Cedars, like many other critics, as a 
revision of Scott’s Ivanhoe because of the ways in which she recycles the characteristics of Scott’s 
Jewess, Rebecca.  What is worth noting here is that Fay suggests that, ‘In the Jewish community, 
medievalism signified calcification and stagnation’ (224).  This is particularly relevant to two of 
Aguilar’s Jewish medieval romances that have not found a place in this dissertation: ‘The Val des 
Rivages. A Tale of the French Jews’ (Heath’s Book of Beauty, the Countess of Blessington, ed (London: 
Longman, Brown, Green, and Longmans, 1846), 140-165) and ‘Helon. A Fragment From Jewish 
History’ (Home Scenes and Heart Studies, Sarah Aguilar, ed. (New York: D. Appleton and Company, 
1853), 235-241 (published first in London in 1852).  Both of these narratives are about Jewish martyrs 
who sacrifice their lives for their faith, in the case of ‘Val des Rivages’, or their community, in the case 
of ‘Helon’.  In each of these tales Aguilar is critical of the treatment of Jews in the Middle Ages and 
she suggests that, because of intolerance in this period, Jews were unable to modernize in their choice 
of profession or education.  Aguilar is, therefore, critical of the popular idealizations of the medieval 
world in nineteenth-century fiction, and relates this directly to the experience of the Jews. 
37 Popular in the 1830s and 40s, Edward Bulwer-Lytton wrote extensively in the historical genre, 
exploring the medieval worlds of Spain, Italy, and Greece. The ways in which historical settings are 
described and characters are portrayed in Aguilar’s historical romances echo that of the same in 
Bulwer-Lytton’s Leila; or, the Siege of Granada, which was first published in 1838 (Edward Bulwer-
Lytton, Leila; or, The Siege of Granada (London: Longman, Orme, Brown, Green, and Longmans), 
1838).  
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France, Spain, and other countries.38  Among Bray’s medieval romances is De Foix; or, 

Sketches of the Manners and Customs of the Fourteenth Century. An Historical Romance 

(1826).39  Writing in the early years of the nineteenth century, Bray is part of a 

developing middle-class England in which women played a distinctly idealized role.  

Her use of a traditionally masculine discourse—history—is tempered by her social 

position as a woman: her historical romances are heavy-handed in their moral 

overtones.  Consequently, her narrative history is more about everyday life and not as 

indulgent in fantasy as that written by male authors like Scott and Bulwer-Lytton; she 

uses an intrusive narrator to ground the historical moments of the novel in anecdotal 

facts from popular eighteenth and nineteenth-century historical texts and to 

comment on the behavior of her historical personages, oftentimes comparing them 

to men and women of the nineteenth century. 

Female historical romance, as practiced by Bray, is defined by its emphasis on 

women as agents of social change by way of their moral influence on men in power.  

Bray holds women up as the inspiration for chivalric behavior in men.  In her 

romance about Gaston Phoebus, Count of Foix, Bray paints a picture of medieval 

France in the 1390s.  In much the same way as gothic novels like Horace Walpole’s 

The Castle of Otranto and Clara Reeve’s The Champion of Virtue, De Foix is about titles, 

ownership, and lineage.  The action of the novel fictionalizes the chronicles of Jean 

Froissart’s time in the court of De Foix during the war between Armagnac and 

Lourdes.  Having been left the charges of Lady Jane de Boulogne and Lady Isabel de 

Greïlly, De Foix struggles to restore Jane to her rightful inheritance that has been 

stolen by Count Armagnac from her.  In the process, he arranges marriages for Lady 

Jane and Lady Isabel with his two illegitimate sons so that, once he regains the lands 

for Jane he likewise gains them for himself.  Therefore, whilst the narrative is about 

struggles between men for land, it is also about the struggle of men to gain the 

women who represent the territory in question.    

In Bray’s emphasis on the treatment of women, she creates an important 

female role in the medieval past.  Women, by way of chivalric codes, become the 

gauges of virtuous manhood.  In order to set up the narrative, Bray’s narrator 

                                                
38 ‘Review of New Publications’, La Belle Assemblée; or, Court and Fashionable Magazine, Vol. III, July-
December (London: Shackell and Baylis, 1828), 174-176: In reference to Bray’s newly published The 
White Hoods; an Historical Romance, the reviewer writes: ‘Here, as in the former instance, the author has 
resorted to Froissart for her historical materials’ (175). 
39 Anna Eliza Bray, De Foix; or, Sketches of the Manners and Customs of the Fourteenth Century. An Historical 
Romance (London: Longman, Rees, Orme, Brown, and Green, 1826).   
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describes the codes that govern the medieval world.  She writes that ‘A strict 

observance of the laws of chivalry, like those of honour in modern days, formed a 

part of the character of a gentleman, or one of birth and breeding’.40  This honour, 

however, is not complete without the influence of women.  According to chivalric 

codes, the narrator explains, ‘The early and devoted attention of such as were 

designed for knighthood, to the fair sex, served also to refine their manners’ and 

temper their aggressive, masculine qualities with ‘a delicacy and benevolence of mind, 

that subdued [their] ferocious spirit’.41  So, whilst men dominate the politics of the 

day, women are part of this world by helping to restrain the raw brutality associated 

with the male court.  Bray illustrates this point at the end of the novel when Lady 

Jane begs De Foix to save the life of her lover, Count de Montpensier, who has been 

discovered as the son of De Foix’s enemy, the Duke de Berry: 

 

“He shall not die!” answered Jane of Boulogne, boldly.  “You dare not shed 

his blood.  Think upon what you do, and tremble at the consequence.  Your 

court was open at the tournament, by public proclamation, made in foreign 

courts, to all comers of honourable rank; by it you invited the young nobility 

of France, to try their fortunes in the lists against the knights of Foix and 

Bearn; how then can you, without a violation of the laws of chivalry, take 

away the life even of your enemy, who came during a time of truce, for such 

a purpose?”42 

 

Jane’s argument here challenges male authority through direct speech, and Jane’s 

position as the moral educator of men is very like the early nineteenth-century 

feminine ideal; Jane, therefore, functions as a model woman for Bray’s audience, 

speaking out against male authority and exposing her awareness of court politics.  

Jane also reveals that the position of women in these codes of conduct is as the voice 

of right because she insists on fair play.  She is successful in this and enables 

Montpensier to live, although she does not marry him in the end.  Jane is a willing 

sacrifice for values and persons outside herself.  This is a significant difference 

between male and female historical romance and one that Aguilar deploys in her own 

                                                
40 Anna Eliza Bray, De Foix, in The Novels and Romances of Anna Eliza Bray, vol. X (London: Longman, 
Brown, & Co, 1845), 13. 
41 ibid, 13. 
42 ibid, 217. 
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medieval fiction.  For Aguilar, women are stronger than their male counterparts 

precisely for the reasons illustrated by Jane.  Keenly aware of their duties to others, 

her heroines willingly take responsibility for the men who often ultimately destroy 

them.   

More than being barometers of masculinity in Bray’s historical romance, 

women are measures of appropriate femininity.  The narrator in the sections of the 

novel that detail Jane and Isabel’s personalities is another element that sets Bray’s 

style of historical romance apart from male versions of the genre.  Jane and Isabel, 

though both powerful, are opposite in temperament and Bray uses this to speak 

directly to her nineteenth-century female audience.  Whereas Jane is acutely aware of 

her feminine duties, Isabel is a model of negative female behavior.  Isabel ‘did not, 

like her fair friend, govern [her emotions] by reason’, which makes her ‘thoughtless, 

gay, […] animated [and] somewhat vain’; she ‘would too often (for the truth must be 

spoken) exercise [her] influence from the mere love of power, by playing upon the 

feelings of another’.43  Isabel’s self-interest wreaks havoc on her lover, the orphan Sir 

Eustace and causes him to align himself with an evil Prior and succumb to 

manipulation by corrupt members of the Catholic church.  Although the novel ends 

with his restoration to his rightful family and his marriage with Isabel, much of the 

chaos that ensues in the novel is caused by the apparent ‘levity of Isabel’ that is 

‘unfortunately but too well sanctioned by her own thoughtless conduct’.44  In the 

same way that Jane is a model of ideal femininity, Isabel is representative of improper 

female behavior and the narrator is gently critical of Isabel throughout the novel, 

often reaching beyond the text to speak directly to her audience.45 

 The intrusiveness of the narrator who is deeply enmeshed in nineteenth-

century gender politics is the most significant element of Bray’s novel, and what 

distinguishes her narrative voice further from historical fictions written by men.  Her 

novel, The White Hoods; A Romance of Flanders (1828) was criticized in La Belle Assemblée 

in 1828 for relying too heavily upon historical facts and an authoritative narrative 

                                                
43 Bray, De Foix, 1845, 70. 
44 ibid, 92. 
45 For example, the narrator writes of Isabel: ‘The lively in soul often commit a thousand faults, and 
utter a thousand follies, from the mere exuberance of animal spirits, which are apt to interfere with a 
steady principle of action; they have no bad design, nor improper feeling, although they sometimes 
subject themselves to the reproof of the more sedate, and always to the censures of those cold and 
heartless critics upon human actions, who, constantly following the direction of a calculating motive in 
whatever they do themselves, are apt to judge their fellow-creatures by the standard of their own 
character’ (Bray, De Foix , 254). 
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voice, which was said to diminish the power of the romance.46   This technique, 

however, is the way in which Bray conveys moral lessons through the relation of 

history and reveals her primary audience: women.47  Bray’s novel, unlike those by her 

contemporary male historical novelists like Walter Scott and Edward Bulwer-Lytton, 

is loaded with footnotes referencing the historical texts she has used to create her 

romance.  It is this element that makes female medieval romance in the nineteenth 

century distinct from male versions of these texts.  According to the structure of 

Bray’s novel, women needed to justify their use of history by writing histories that 

were both entertaining and educational.  Limited to instruction in the home, ‘The 

romance substituted for more formal instruction’ and nineteenth-century women 

relied on fiction to amuse and edify themselves.48  Aguilar’s medieval romances 

emphasise the social elements that Bray does.  Rather than deploy an intrusive 

narrator, as she does in her national tales and gothic romances, Aguilar allows her 

heroines to stand alone as the embodiments of nineteenth-century decorum.  These 

heroines, however, show that the romance of the medieval world was antagonistic to 

women.   

 

Challenging Medievalism 

a. Accounting for Victorian Anti-Medievalism 

Aguilar’s medievalism idealizes the Middle Ages in similar ways to Bray only so far as 

to create attractive settings that lure the reader into the represented world.  Like Scott 

she does not celebrate the politics of the Middle Ages as Bray and Bulwer-Lytton 

appear to do.  Rather, she builds up the medieval world of her romances with great 

attention to detail, only to gradually strip away the elaborate costumes of her 
                                                
46 Bray’s historical novels are significant to my discussion of Aguilar’s medievalism because a 
collection of Bray’s work was re-released in 1845, suggesting the continued appeal of medieval 
romances to mid-Victorian Britain.  The White Hoods is a novel set in 1380 during the period in which 
Philip van Artevelde led the opposition against King Louis II: ‘Of the romance of “The White 
Hoods,” as of that of “De Foix,[”] we must be permitted to remark, that the principal features and 
general conduct of the story, are confined too closely to the illustration of historical fact; a 
circumstance which deprives the imagination of that free and discursive play which seems essential in 
a work of fiction.  We prefer seeing the facts and characters of history rendered subservient to the plot 
of the novelist, to the introduction of incidents and persons, for the purpose of filling up a historical 
outline’ (‘Review of New Publications’, La Belle Assemblée, 175). 
47 Bray’s narrator identifies the sensibility of her audience directly when, commenting on the fact that 
Lady Jane has made arrangements to see the Count de Montpensier in private and alone, she says: 
‘‘And here, let not the female reader of the present day appear shocked or displeased with the conduct 
of Jane of Boulogne, who thus herself made an unsolicited appointment with a youthful lover to 
whom she was attached.  The manners of the fourteenth century differed from those of the 
nineteenth; and though there might be in those days a less exterior propriety of conduct, real delicacy 
of mind was as much then a distinguishing mark of the female character as in the present time’ (224). 
48 Rance, The Historical Novel and Popular Politics, 43. 
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characters to show the internal struggles women experience when attempting to 

abide by the governing gender politics of medieval court life.  Kevin Morris argues 

that ‘Religious medievalism’ in nineteenth-century fiction emphasizes ‘man’s sense of 

alienation’ from society and faith in order to offer up ‘a model or myth of 

reconciliation’ for the nineteenth-century reader and his/her society.49  Aguilar’s 

primary concern, however, is with women’s alienation from religion and society and, 

for her, the sixteenth century is an ideal historical moment to show that social neglect 

and maltreatment of women are historically grounded phenomena resonant with 

those of the modern period.  

Reactions against medievalism in the nineteenth-century were not 

uncommon, and often these used the predominance of Catholicism in medieval 

culture to structure their anti-medievalist arguments.  Kevin Morris defines anti-

medievalists as those who focus their criticism of the Middle Ages on ridiculing the 

Catholic Church.50  He cites several pieces of fiction that were published between 

1800 and 1830 as evidence of this type of discourse, arguing that the subject was 

mostly born from Catholic Emancipation in 1829.  Writers like Walter Scott, known 

for their frequent deployment of the Middle Ages as the setting of their historical 

fiction, make use of the Catholicism of the Middle Ages, often depicting Catholic 

ritual as meaningless superstition and clergy as corrupted and corrupting.  These 

elements all contribute to illustrate the ‘low […] ecclesiastical standards’ nineteenth-

century Protestants saw in Catholicism and, hence, diminish the value of looking 

back to the Middle Ages for help in constructing a modern English social ethos.51  In 

these cases, anti-medievalism asserted a superior Protestant sensibility that only 

existed in the contemporary world of the reader and author.   

I do not believe that anti-medievalism is only relevant to the religious debates 

such discourse explores.  Rather, as I will illustrate through Aguilar’s fiction, 

medieval values upset nineteenth-century English domesticity.  Her fiction suggests 

that the governing social conditions of the Middle Ages strip women of their agency, 

hindering them from becoming the moral instructresses of the home that nineteenth-

century society positioned them as.  Aguilar’s fiction, set during the sixteenth century 

focuses on the period in which the Middle Ages were in transition.  The gender 

values of the chivalric court were being replaced by the gender values of the modern 

                                                
49 Morris, The Image of the Middle Ages, 2. 
50 ibid, 68. 
51 ibid, 76.  
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nineteenth century.  Her criticisms of medievalism imply that nineteenth-century 

society is far more enlightened than was the medieval past.   

 

b. William Harrison Ainsworth’s Anti-Medievalism 

Whereas the medievalism of Anna Eliza Bray suggests that nineteenth-century 

writers envisioned an order and cohesion in the feudal society of the past, anti-

medievalist writers react against this discourse and figured the Middle Ages as 

barbaric and unenlightened.  The movement away from Catholicism towards the 

establishment of the Protestant church in England and Europe, as represented in this 

type of literature, provides nineteenth-century historical novelists with a narrative 

that can be used to idealize contemporary English society.  These tales show that 

nineteenth-century England, as born from the Protestant Reformation, is a world 

based on rational, enlightened, and modern values, separate from the Catholic 

superstition that governed the medieval period of English history.  William Harrison 

Ainsworth, a popular historical novelist in the mid-nineteenth century, fictionalized 

the beginnings of the English Reformation in Windsor Castle (1843), debunking the 

myth of the refined social ordering associated with the Middle Ages.52  In the novel, 

Ainsworth writes about the history of the castle through the events relating to Henry 

VIII’s divorce from Catherine of Aragon, his subsequent marriage to Anne Boleyn, 

her beheading, and finally his courtship of Jane Seymour.  Into his narrative, he 

incorporates elements of folklore and legend, supplementing his history with a 

second plot that illustrates the religious and superstitious elements of sixteenth-

century, pre-Protestant culture.  These help to assert the supremacy of nineteenth-

century, Protestant England over literary idealizations of the medieval nation. 

 Ainsworth balances the narratives of Henry VIII and his many lovers with a 

side story about the English peasantry and their folk legends.  The subject of this 

other narrative is a forest spectre, Herne the Hunter, and his ghostly gang of 

marauders.  This second narrative enables Ainsworth to incorporate popular images 

of the Middle Ages as wrought with superstition in order to criticize England’s 

Catholic past.  Early in the novel, an unnamed earl explores the woods beyond 

Windsor Castle.  Soon into his ramble he is ‘Impressed with the superstitious feelings 

common to the age’ and, ‘fully believing he was in the presence of a supernatural 

being, could scarcely, despite his courageous nature, which no ordinary matter would 
                                                
52 William Harrison Ainsworth, Windsor Castle, An Historical Romance (London: Routledge, Warnes, and 
Routledge, 1859); first published in 1843. 
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have shaken, repress a cry’.53  Ainsworth develops the setting further by also 

incorporating religious belief into his narration, explaining how the young earl, 

‘Crossing himself […] repeated, with great fervency, a prayer, against evil spirits, and 

as he uttered it the light was extinguished, and the spectral figure vanished’.54  The 

descriptions here of the young man’s experience of something otherworldly add 

suspense and excitement to the narrative, whilst also illustrating a belief system 

specific to England during the end of the medieval period.  Not only does the earl 

acknowledge the possibility of supernatural beings, but he also knows what actions to 

take to combat them.  The linking of Catholicism and superstition, as I discussed in 

Chapter Two, illustrates the nineteenth-century preoccupation with these elements of 

Catholic practice and offers evidence to the contemporary, Protestant reader of such 

in order to justify nineteenth-century stereotypes about the faith.  Ainsworth deploys 

the tropes of the supernatural and Catholic superstition throughout the novel, 

showing how it also penetrates—and by extension corrupts—court life. 

 Ainsworth makes the women of Henry VIII’s court in some way connected 

with otherworldly activity.  Anne Boleyn and Jane Seymour are characterized by the 

ways in which they use their arts to control their lovers.  Herne the Hunter claims 

that he ‘only [has] power over’ Anne ‘when evil is predominant in her heart’, and this 

connection with evil, as well as her own artful nature, pictures Anne as a corrupt, 

manipulative woman.55  When confronted by her father about her relationship with 

the King, Anne asserts that ‘The king differs in no respect from any of his love-

smitten subjects’ because she has ‘him in [her] toils, and will not let him escape’.56  

Anne views her ability to incite Henry’s sexual desire as her ultimate power over him.  

She attributes her superiority over Queen Catherine to her powers of seduction, 

believing that ‘Catherine has not the art to retain’ the King.57  Ainsworth leaves 

Anne’s use of Herne’s power ambiguous and all that the reader knows for certain is 

that Anne is deceitful and ambitious, determined to gain and preserve her crown at 

all costs.  So well versed in the ‘art’ of courtly love, Anne does not fail to understand 

when she has lost her prize as easily as she comprehends her acquisition of it.  Once 

Anne realizes that Jane Seymour threatens her political position, Anne struggles to 

regain Henry’s affection and taint Jane’s reputation.  Because she is ‘Skilled in 

                                                
53 Ainsworth, Windsor Castle, 7. 
54 ibid, 7. 
55 ibid, 107. 
56 ibid, 68. 
57 ibid, 69. 
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intrigue herself, Anne […] perceived all the allurements thrown out by Jane to 

ensnare the king, and she intercepted many a furtive glance between them’.58  In a 

final, futile attempt to hold her position, Anne confronts Henry and Jane, accusing 

Jane of violating the royal marriage.  When Jane, however, refuses to acquiesce to 

Anne’s desire and reveals an adulterous flirtation Anne is currently engaged in, Anne 

‘turned as pale as death, and Jane Seymour perceived that she had her in her power’.59  

The women of the court in Ainsworth’s imagination are as sexually assertive as the 

men, and this desire manifests itself also in their desire for power.  They manipulate 

their lovers to suit their ambitions, destroying each other in the process; their success 

is consistently attributed to their artful nature.   

Through Anne Boleyn and Jane Seymour, Ainsworth argues that the 

medieval court was far from ideal.  Women, whom the nineteenth-century wanted to 

envision as domestic angels, are aligned with evil.  Their connection to the 

supernatural in the medieval period links women to what society sees as irrational, 

making them agents of social disruption.  Consequently, Ainsworth figures women as 

elements that threaten to destroy the political system along with their lovers, another 

element of Ainsworth’s anti-medievalism.  Aguilar reverses this, portraying women as 

victims of men, as in the case of Françoise’s position of powerlessness with King 

Francis in ‘Françoise. A Fragment’.60  Aguilar, I will show, takes issue with the 

portrayal of women as irrational and distances her female characters from the 

supernatural as constructed by nineteenth-century anti-medievalists in order to show 

women as instinctively moral.   

 Whilst Ainsworth portrays the women of Henry VIII’s court as manipulative 

seductresses governed by ambition, his portrayal of the virtues of a beautiful 

peasant—Mabel Lyndwood—does not offer a successful alternative model of 

femininity in the Middle Ages.  Throughout the text Mabel is victimized by her 

beauty; she attracts the attention of the King as well as that of Herne and members 

of his gang, and each in their turn imprison her in their attempt to gain her body.  At 
                                                
58 Ainsworth, Windsor Castle, 285. 
59 ibid, 286. 
60 Throughout Ainsworth’s novel, Anne Boleyn especially threatens male characters. Cardinal Wolsey, 
in his attempts to remove Anne’s threat to Queen Catherine, remarks: ‘“She is a bitter enemy […] I 
must overthrow her quickly, or she will overthrow me”’ (75).  Later in the novel, Anne’s former lover 
Sir Thomas Wyatt enlists the help of supernatural agents in order to gain Anne back, claiming: ‘I 
would give my soul to win her back from my kingly rival’ (91).  Suspicious of Anne’s flirtations with a 
man of the court, King Henry declares: ‘“would I had never seen this siren!  She exercises a fearful 
control over me, and enslaves my very soul’” (230).  Anne is responsible for the emotional suffering 
of these men, her arts blamed for their sexual desire for her and their willingness to defy social laws 
and values in order to obtain her. 
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first glance, Mabel is Ainsworth’s ideal woman according to a nineteenth-century 

sensibility.  She is loyal, subservient, pious, and feminine.  Devoted to her 

grandfather, Tristram Lyndwood, she strives to be a comfort to him in his old age, 

despite his disregard for her.  During a powerful storm, for example, Mabel urges 

Tristram to pray because she has been taught in a convent to do so during inclement 

weather.  Tristram responds by asking that she ‘mind [her] own business’ and leave 

him be.61  Immediately following the moment Tristram refuses to pray, the cottage is 

struck by lightening, apparently a direct result of his lack of faith.  Later in the novel, 

Tristram is taken prisoner by King Henry when the King learns that Tristram works 

with Herne and, pretending to seek Mabel’s safety, Henry also conveys Mabel to the 

court and plans to seduce her.  In order to gain their freedom from prison, Tristram 

desires to strike a new deal with Herne.  Observing this alignment, Mabel pleads with 

her grandfather, begging that he not ‘make any conditions with this dreaded being, or 

it will be at the expense of [his] salvation’.62  Mabel once more asserts the saving 

power of faith.  She is ignored again, however, and when Herne asks if Tristram will 

agree to his terms, ‘Tristram answered in the affirmative,’ both men ‘disregarding her 

supplications’.63  Mabel is made in the model of nineteenth-century ideal femininity: 

she is pious; she is loyal; and, she is morally upstanding.  But, whereas these traits 

would make her an ideal woman by nineteenth-century standards, she fails to exert 

any influence over the men in her life because of the superstition and corruption of 

the medieval world.  Ainsworth, therefore, suggests that the pre-Protestant period of 

English history is barbaric and uncivilized, in direct opposition to the enlightened, 

Protestant nineteenth-century world. 

 The women of Ainsworth’s medieval court, alongside the setting of the 

novel, contribute to his representation of chivalric values as corrupt.  His portrayal of 

courtly love is critical, and no one in the narrative remains unscathed.  Early in the 

novel, the narrator declares that ‘How severely [Anne] suffered for’ her ‘tendency to 

coquetry’ is the primary ‘purpose of this history’.64  In this rare moment of intrusion, 

Ainsworth’s narrative voice draws his reader’s attention to his thematic focus, which 

is illustrated by the events of the story.  Realizing she is soon to be replaced by Jane 

Seymour, Anne Boleyn makes a final attempt to appeal to King Henry’s emotions.  

                                                
61 Ainsworth, Windsor Castle, 186. 
62 ibid, 231. 
63 ibid, 231. 
64 ibid, 21. 
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She reminds him that he ‘swore by [his] life—[his] crown—[his] faith—all that [he] 

held sacred or dear—that [he] would love [her] ever’.65  Deploying sentiment in an 

attempt to regain control over her lover’s emotions, Anne appeals to the initial 

affection Henry felt for her, hoping this will help her to keep him.  His response, 

however, underlines Ainsworth’s vision of courtly love.  Henry responds to Anne by 

admitting that, as evidenced by her own behavior as well, ‘unfortunately the heart is 

not entirely under control’.66  Having already divorced Queen Catherine to release 

himself from ‘the sinful state in which [he has] so long lived’, King Henry is no 

stranger to change.67  The foundation of his relationship with Anne, one grounded in 

the pursuit of physical love, is even less stable than his marriage of duty to Catherine.  

The onlookers at Anne’s execution observe this as well, and drive home Ainsworth’s 

message: 

 

Jane Seymour is beautiful, no doubt, and so was Anne Boleyn. Marry! we 

shall see many fair queens on the throne. The royal Henry has good taste and 

good management. He sets his subjects a rare example, and shows them how 

to get rid of troublesome wives. We shall all divorce or hang our spouses 

when we get tired of them. I almost wish I was married myself, that I might 

try the experiment.68 

 

At the end of Windsor Castle, Ainsworth makes clear through his characters that 

medieval England is governed by unbounded sexual desire, both male and female, 

and this immorality stems from the irrational elements associated with the 

supernatural and superstition; all of these combine to make medieval society 

unstable.  By implicit contrast, the sexual and religious values of the nineteenth-

century stabilize nineteenth-century England.  

Ainsworth’s novel deconstructs popular images of the Middle Ages as ideal.  

He undermines popular nineteenth-century idealizations of medieval society by 

showing that it was ordered by superstition, ambition, and sexual promiscuity rather 

than reason, brotherhood, and sexual loyalty.  Using the period of King Henry’s 

challenge to the Catholic Church as his setting, Ainsworth shows a world on the 
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brink—and sorely in need—of change.  The movement away from the superstitious 

world associated with the Catholic church, as well as the type of femininity born out 

of corrupt court life establishes a comparison for the contemporary nineteenth-

century reader between his/her world and that of the past.  There remains, however, 

an overarching ambivalence about this progress.  The court that ultimately brings 

about the establishment of Protestantism in England is born out of King Henry’s 

alliance with Anne Boleyn, whom Ainsworth portrays as an artful woman often in 

league with the supernatural.  Michael Wheeler has rightly argued that ‘King Henry 

presented nineteenth-century Protestant historians of the English Reformation with 

something of a challenge, in that in their view, he did the right thing for the wrong 

reason—rejecting the authority of Rome, but doing so in order to divorce Catherine 

of Aragon’.69  It is, therefore, unclear whether the reader is meant to question 

Protestantism’s foundation, or accept Anne Boleyn as a necessary evil; she may be a 

sacrifice society must make in order to progress.  Jane Seymour is likewise presented 

as manipulative, but lacks a connection with supernatural agency.  Anne, therefore, 

appears something of a bridge between the old—medieval—and new—nineteenth-

century—world, a stepping-stone on the way to the modern, enlightened England 

the nineteenth-century reader is familiar with.   

The ambivalence Ainsworth expresses about the medieval ideal is not unique 

and, in the sections that follow, I will show that Aguilar’s ambivalences about 

nineteenth-century representations of the Middle Ages are, like in Ainsworth’s novel, 

centered on women.  For Aguilar, however, women are inherently good because of 

their moral superiority to men.  The medieval period, however, and the male chivalric 

ethos inhibit ideal femininity.   

 
Close Reading Aguilar’s Anti-Medievalism  

With ‘Françoise. A Fragment’, ‘Gonzalvo’s Daughter. A Tale’, and ‘Idalie. The Story 

of a Picture’, Aguilar makes provocative statements about the ways in which women 

in the medieval period, expected to uphold and pass on patriarchal cultural values, 

are hindered from fulfilling their duties because of medieval chivalric values.  In this 

section, I will show how Aguilar deploys her anti-medievalist argument, using the 

setting of sixteenth-century Europe to show how courtly convention renders women 

passive.  
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 ‘Françoise. A Fragment’ is one of Aguilar’s earliest historical romances set 

outside of Britain.70  Writing in 1834, she takes for her subject the relationship 

between Françoise de Foix, Countess of Châteaubriant, and King Francis I, situating 

Françoise at court as his mistress between 1518 and 1537.  Aguilar’s interest in this 

historical figure and her life was probably inspired by the two plays that were written 

in 1832, which dramatized Françoise or her world: Frances Kemble’s King Francis the 

First: An Historical Drama, written when Kemble was 16 in 1829 and staged in 

London in 183271 and Victor Hugo’s Le Roi S’amuse (The King’s Amusement or Joy), 

which was written and staged in France in 1832, and which would be translated into 

English by Frederick L. Slous who, working with Aguilar’s friend, Camilla Crosland 

(née Toulmin) translated Hugo’s dramas for the edition of his collected dramas in 

                                                
70  The story of Françoise de Foix was one that fascinated writers in the 1830s.  Aside from the texts 
referenced here, the epitaph inscribed on her grave was published in 1835 by Louisa Stuart Costello in 
a collection of French poetry, accompanied by a footnote that is sympathetic with Françoise and 
critical of her husband and King Francis the First: 
 
Beneath this tomb de Foix's fair Frances lies, 
On whose rare worth each tongue delights to dwell;  
And none, while fame her virtue deifies, 
Can with harsh voice the mede of praise repel.  
In beauty peerless, in attractive grace, 
Of mind enlighten'd, and of wit refined;  
With honour, more than this weak tongue can trace, 
Th' eternal father stored her spotless mind.  
Alas ! the sum of human gifts how small!  
Here nothing lies, that once commanded all! (Louisa Stuart Costello, ed., ‘Epitaph on Françoise de 
Foix’, Specimens of the Early Poetry of France from the Time of the Troubadours and Trouveres to the Reign of 
Henri Quatre (London: William Pickering, 1835), 204.   

 
This epitaph, like the plays discussed in this section and Aguilar’s version of the tale, are sympathetic 
with Françoise, absolving her of blame in her affair with King Francis.  This reading of Françoise’s 
story changed in the Victorian period, becoming a useful anecdote for writers who desired to 
compose a didactic tale warning young women to guard their virtue and not be ruled by their physical 
beauty.  William Harrison Ainsworth writes: ‘History offers many sad tales to our perusal, and records 
many stories which may serve as warnings to individuals in all future ages. There is 110 more 
miserable tale told than the tale of Françoise de Foix, no warning recorded which better calls us to 
consider the consequences of such sin as hers even in this life than the warning offered by her fate. 
[…] The tale is well known. Françoise fell—and in her fall was raised to the perilous and disgraceful 
elevation of Favourite to Francis I. M. de Chateaubriand sullenly and silently retired from the scene of 
his and her dishonour, and the lovely Françoise retained for years the humiliating but brilliant position 
to which her beauty had raised her’ (William Harrison Ainsworth, Ainsworth’s Magazine, XXIV 
(London: Chapman and Hall, 1853), 410-411).  A similar story appears in 1863, by Ainsworth in his 
narrative history ‘The Constable de Bourbon’ (Charles Dickens, William Harrison Ainsworth, and 
Albert Smith, eds., Bentley’s Miscellany, LVIII (London: Chapman and Hall, 1863), 441-500. 
71 ‘It was withheld, from false feelings of delicacy on the part of its accomplished author until 
Thursday March 15, 1832, when it was produced with every advantage of costume and decoration, 
which the liberality of the managers could devise. The excitement among the circles of London when 
it was announced was intense, and on the night of its representation the house was thronged with the 
very elite of its fashionable and literary society’ (S.D.L, ‘Memoir of the Dramatic Life of Miss Fanny 
Kemble’, in Frances Anne Kemble, Francis the First. A Tragedy in Five Acts. With Other Poetical Pieces 
(New York: Peabody & Co., 1833), 1-15 (11). 
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1846.72  Hugo’s play is a less likely influence on the action of Aguilar’s because his 

drama does not discuss Françoise’s relationship with King Francis.  His 

representation of women in the court of the King, however, is similar to that of 

Aguilar’s.  In the play, Hugo creates an elaborate, though ultimately tragic, courtship 

between King Francis and his Fool’s daughter in order to show how decadent and 

immoral the French court of the time was.  Unlike in Kemble’s play, Hugo’s King 

Francis is at first unwilling to seduce the women of his court.  Ironically, however, it 

is his fool who encourages the king to make use of his social position in order to 

obtain the women he is attracted to.  Though the king believes ‘De Cosse’s wife 

would suit [him] well’ as a mistress, he at first thinks that gaining her ‘‘tis a hopeless 

thing’ because she is married.73  Triboulet, his Fool, declares that all the king must do 

is ‘Command it’ and ‘this very night ‘tis done’.74  Accepting Triboulet’s interpretation 

of a monarch’s power, the king grows confident that his position of authority will 

allow him to indulge his sexual longings.  This goes terribly wrong for both men 

when Triboulet’s daughter enters the scene, however, and attracts the attention of 

the King.  In a desperate attempt to defy the king, who believes ‘A maiden’s honour 

[is] naught’, and protect his daughter, Triboulet plots to kill King Francis.75  

Tragically, however, the chaos of the murder scene confuses Triboulet and he kills 

his daughter by mistake.   

The French government was at first ambivalent about Hugo’s play: ‘The 

morning after its first performance the author received […] the order to suspend the 

representation of ‘Le Roi S’amuse’ because the French government feared it was a 

veiled attempt to insult the reigning King, Louis-Philippe.76  Hugo’s play was 

produced in the two years following the July Revolution, during which French 

citizens protested against King Charles X’s regime.  At issue in this revolution was 

the anger the middle classes felt at the attempt made by the aristocracy to reinstate 

the ancien régime that had been overthrown with the French Revolution at the end of 

the eighteenth century.  Although Hugo believed he could prove ‘the pretended 
                                                
72 Frances Ann Kemble, King Francis the First: An Historical Drama, 4th edition (London: John Murray, 
1832); Victor Hugo, Le Roi S’amuse! A Tragedy, in Five Acts: Francis the First: or, The Curse of St. Vallier, 
Frederick L. Slouts, trans. (G. Mitton: London, 1843), reprinted 1877.  Hugo’s play was first published 
and staged in France in 1832, and then not again until 1880.  The date for Slous and Crosland’s 
translations of Hugo’s dramas comes from William James Harris, The First Printed Translations into 
English of the Great Foreign Classics (London: George Routledge & Sons, 1909), 76. 
73 Hugo, Le Roi S’amuse, 17-18. 
74 ibid, 18. 
75 ibid, 65. 
76 Camilla Crosland, trans, ‘Preface to The King’s Diversion’, The Dramatic Works of Victor Hugo, Camilla 
Crosland and F.L. Slous, trans. (London: G. Bell, 1887). 
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immorality of [his] drama […] a nonentity’, it remained banned in France until the 

1880s.77  Nonetheless, a printed edition of the drama was circulated in England in 

1843.78  Aguilar, moreover, was well-versed in the French language, and it is possible, 

therefore, that she read the play in French when it was published in 1832.79  Aguilar 

seems to have been influenced by Hugo’s portrayal of King Francis’s treatment of 

women and she goes on to develop this idea to suggest that male court politics 

subjugate women.   

Aguilar’s portrayal of Françoise de Foix’s emotional state, I would like to 

suggest, was influenced by Fanny Kemble’s representation of Françoise in Francis the 

First, and she models Françoise’s characterization and the treatment she receives 

from King Francis on Kemble’s representation.   Unlike in Hugo’s play, women in 

Kemble’s play are relatively important characters.  In this version of Francis’s sexual 

exploits, Françoise is victimized by the Queen Mother who, seeing her son’s interest 

in Françoise, hires a monk to kill her.  Although the queen is directly responsible for 

Françoise’s tragic death in the play, the way in which Françoise is regarded as a 

sexual object by the king contributes crucially to her fate.  King Francis first observes 

Françoise at a tournament and is overwhelmed by her physical beauty.  He sees ‘in 

those bright eyes/ Tears! radiant emanations! drops of light!/ That fall from those 

surpassing orbs as though/ The starry eyes of heav’n wept silver dew’.80  Rather than 

inquire into the cause of Françoise’s apparent grief, the king only wonders, ‘Is yonder 

lady married?’.81  Françoise learns immediately that she has ‘read rightly in those 

dangerous eyes’ of the king ‘Which gaz’d so passionately on [her]’.82  Nearly all of 

Françoise’s spoken parts emphasise the idea that men fail to see beyond her beauty.  

Even at the moment of her death, Françoise struggles to be free of the male gaze.  

She declares, ‘Now, ye paternal hall, that frown on me,/ Down, down, and hide me 

in your ruins’, before killing herself in front of the monk sent to kill her and her 

fiancé.83  Her father’s home metaphorically suggests social disapproval emanating 

from male authority, alongside her sexual objectification.  Françoise is destroyed by 
                                                
77 Sally Waller, France in Revolution 1776-1830 (Oxford: Heinemann Educational Publishers, 2002), 135. 
78 Victor Hugo, Le Roi S’amuse! A Tragedy, in Five Acts: Francis the First: or, The Curse of St. Vallier, 
Frederick L. Slous, trans. (G. Mitton: London, 1843). 
79 Michael Galchinsky writes that, in 1838, Aguilar’s ‘literary efforts were briefly interrupted when, at 
her father’s request, she began a translation from French of Orobio de Castro’s Israel Defended, which 
was printed for private circulation in Brighton […].  Despite her youth and gender, Aguilar brought a 
self-confidence to her work that showed in her translator’s preface’ (Grace Aguilar: Selected Writings, 21). 
80 Kemble, King Francis the First, 23-24. 
81 ibid, 24. 
82 ibid, 41. 
83 ibid, 106. 
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the ways in which men victimize her, and even in her death, she is imprisoned by 

masculine power.   

Men attempt to possess Françoise throughout Kemble’s drama, regardless of 

her feelings; this is the element of the play that Aguilar recycles in her tale.  Aguilar, 

however, uses this trope to make a larger statement about women’s powerlessness in 

courtly society; she suggests that chivalric love inhibits female agency, placing women 

at the mercy of men’s whims and desires.  Aguilar extends her criticism beyond the 

relationship of Françoise and Francis in order to deconstruct the gender politics of 

medieval culture so that unlike her sources, which criticize the French government, 

she can challenge the nineteenth-century idealization of the Middle Ages.  Aguilar’s 

romance begins after the sexual relationship between Françoise and King Francis has 

been established, and explores the tensions Françoise feels between her guilt about 

leaving her husband and son, and her genuine love for the King.  The tale moves 

through this early period and Françoise’s ejection from the French court when she is 

replaced by Anne de Pisselea d’Heilly, Duchess of Étampes, who was made official 

mistress c. 1526.84  Of central concern for Aguilar is the way in which Françoise has 

been manipulated first by the King’s desire that she abandon her family, then by his 

decision to take on a new mistress.  Through this tale, Aguilar explores the ways in 

which court politics deny women any amount of agency. 

 Throughout the tale, Aguilar juxtaposes material and spiritual wealth to 

criticize the tradition of chivalry.  Early in the narrative, Françoise sits alone in her 

room, gazing out of a window.  Although ‘All around her told of riches, and of 

splendour e’en of royalty […] there was a tinge of sadness, ay of anguish’ in 

Françoise ‘that no earthly grandeur would remove’.85 Courtly luxuries envelop 

Françoise physically, obscuring the anxiety she feels about being mistress to the 

King.  Despite her wealth, Françoise thinks to herself that she is a ‘miserable wretch’, 

wondering ‘what avail these gaudy trappings splendid around’ her when she cannot 

allow herself to ‘be happy or at peace living with […] guilt’.86  Although King Francis 

believes Françoise should be happy because of the material luxury associated with 

court life, Françoise finds it difficult to enjoy it knowing that she is engaged in an 

adulterous affair.  She is, however, trapped by the ‘diamonds confin[ing] back her 

                                                
84 The King meets and falls in love with Anne during his captivity in Madrid during the Italian War of 
1521-1526. 
85 Aguilar, ‘Françoise’, 5. 
86 ibid, 6-7. 
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raven hair, & sparkl[ing] on her high […] brow’,87 and her ‘band of Emeralds [that] 

confined [her robe’s] long loose folds’.88  Françoise is truly ‘the glittering envied 

favorite of a monarch’ and she is physically imprisoned by the jewels he decorates 

her with.89  Françoise, however, ‘is not happy […] tho’ power, splendour beauty, & 

[King Francis’s] love, are hers’.90  Aguilar’s depiction of the materialism of court life 

and Françoise’s inability to be soothed by it criticizes the values of medieval courtly 

society.  

Françoise’s misery shows that the medieval value system limits female 

agency, discouraging the nineteenth-century reader from being seduced by the 

romance of medievalism.  Through Françoise, Aguilar takes issue with the 

nineteenth-century preoccupation with the Middle Ages.  She criticizes medieval 

chivalry by showing how court life was antagonistic to the cornerstone of nineteenth-

century social values: domesticity.  Throughout the narrative, Françoise finds it 

difficult to balance her position as royal mistress and her understanding of a woman’s 

duty.  Following Françoise’s meditation on the guilt she feels about becoming a 

mistress, Francis seeks her company.  Angered by the news that Charles of Spain has 

been given reign over Germany instead of himself, Francis turns to Françoise for 

solace.  With ‘Wrath flash[ing] in his speaking eyes’ he interrupts her reveries, angry 

because he ‘came to [her] for solace—for [he has] been injured—wounded’ only to 

find that Françoise is ‘sad’.91  Rather than act the part of lover and inquire after 

Françoise’s emotions, Francis demands she attend to his pride.  Once Françoise 

placates Francis, he inquires about her desire for him if he fails to become an 

Emperor.  Françoise uses the sacrifices she made to be with him to prove her loyalty: 

 

“Love thee! O have I not shown it I have left all all for thee”  “Left all for 

me! wert thou [?] and as now—thou hast power riches splendour a nation 

[who bows to thee], for their monarch loves thee, nay adores thee Françoise, 

and yet, thou hast left all for me!  what hast thou left—?”  “A Husband & a 

Son! […] Oh I have left peace of mind for thee…”92  

 

                                                
87 Aguilar, ‘Françoise’, 80. 
88 ibid, 165. 
89 ibid, 156. 
90 ibid, 82. 
91 ibid, 9-10. 
92 ibid, 21 (Aguilar’s emphasis). 
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Francis references objects as proof that Françoise should be happy.  However, 

Françoise defines contentedness as domesticity, a lifestyle that results in ‘peace’.  

Although she knows that she is Francis’s ‘own’, she ‘shudder[s]’ at this truth, which 

‘he saw […] not’.93  Many times throughout the romance characters wonder, ‘Can 

one so lovely courted honored call for pity’,94 whilst the truth is that ‘few would envy, 

could they gaze within [Françoise’s] heart’.95  Francis continually violates and destroys 

domestic spaces in this romance, upsetting Françoise’s home, as well as his own. 

Rather than reiterate the nineteenth-century belief that the medieval courtly ethos 

could be a model for English society, Aguilar undermines this idea by showing how it 

contradicts nineteenth-century England’s domestic ideology.   

 Unlike in Aguilar’s national tales and gothic romances, a woman’s power in 

‘Françoise’ does not lie in her ability to influence others to embrace spiritual morality.  

This also challenges the nineteenth-century concept that the social structure and 

morality of the Middle Ages were superior to those of nineteenth-century England.  

In this romance, Aguilar presents the government of Francis I as morally depraved, 

governed by male sexual desire and ambition, which neglects the domestic morality 

Aguilar’s nineteenth-century readers would have sought in the literature they 

entertained themselves with.  Moreover, Françoise will be replaced by a second 

mistress, Francis’s sexual appetite causing him to repeatedly disrupt domestic values.  

Court corruption influences Françoise and she is a transgressive woman by 

nineteenth-century standards.  She admits to King Francis that she ‘was happy with 

[her] husband tho’ [she] loved him not for he loved cherished’ her.96  It is Françoise’s 

pursuit of love that appears, therefore, to have driven her out of her family and into 

the arms of the King.  This acknowledgement of her longing for physical sex and 

emotional love disturbs the idealised role of women that Aguilar’s reader would have 

been familiar with.  Rather than enact the role of the contented wife and homemaker, 

Françoise seeks a fantasy of romance.  She participates in the destruction of her 

home because she is seduced by courtly love that is fed to her by the King.  It is only 

when Francis leaves Françoise for a new mistress that Françoise realizes that the 

happiness she thought she felt with Francis was in actuality ‘intoxication that, when it 

passed left noble misery behind it’.97  The ability of women like Mary MacIntosh in 

                                                
93 Aguilar, ‘Françoise’, 11. 
94 ibid, 80. 
95 ibid, 79. 
96 ibid, 21-22 (Aguilar’s emphasis). 
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Aguilar’s narrative history ‘MacIntosh, the Highland Chief’, and Josephine Castello, 

of Aguilar’s gothic romance ‘The Edict. A True Tale’, to influence the behavior of 

the men in their lives, teaching them to uphold social mores, is denied to Françoise.  

Through Françoise Aguilar suggests that courtly love obscures moral judgment, 

bodily satisfaction ruining individuals and families. 

Although Aguilar writes of Françoise’s reconciliation with her husband and 

his forgiveness of her affair with the King, Françoise does not survive the story.  

Once King Francis returns to France from his captivity in Madrid, Françoise is 

replaced by Anne de Pisselea d’Heilly.  Desperate and dying, Françoise is escorted by 

her page to a place of refuge far from the French court.  This page, however, is 

actually her son who, though he is not aware of the connection he has to Françoise, 

decides to take her to his home for shelter and protection in her final moments.  This 

home mirrors the destruction of Françoise ’s abandonment of her family: 

 

thro to the east […were] disclosed some ruined walls & there were two high 

turrets that seemed to say once it had been a larger & splendid castle and that 

tho’ parts were in a ruined state there were others that might form a refuge to 

the wanderer.98  

 

Françoise’s home is physically ruined and has lost its former splendour, a symbol for 

the present state of the family that once resided inside of it.  Upon further scrutiny of 

the structure, however, Françoise sees that, beyond the ‘ruined walls […] the inner 

ones were perfect, & the iron gate was open’.99  Just as Françoise felt differently than 

others felt she should as the mistress of the King, her marriage home is alive inside in 

ways that are imperceptible from the outside.  Françoise and her son enter through 

the iron gate, a fetter that has been cast off and that now allows free access in and 

out.  Françoise, no longer shackled by sexual desire, returns home and is restored to 

her husband.  Aguilar does not, however, write a happy ending.  She ends Françoise’s 

life differently to nineteenth-century historical accounts, killing her off whilst her 

husband is in the process of forgiving her.100  Once her son convinces her husband 

                                                
98 Aguilar, ‘Françoise’, 243-244. 
99 ibid, 248. 
100 In the text following the reproduction of the epitaph on Françoise’s grave, Louisa Stuart Costello 
writes: ‘The subject of this epitaph was the unfortunate Countess de Chateaubriant, beloved by the 
king, and, in consequence, the victim of her husband's jealousy, who, during the captivity of Francis in 
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to forgive Françoise, she dies with the ‘holy calmness on that lovely face a smile of 

seraphic brightness covered her lips—Beauty more than mortal beauty still was hers 

but—Life had passed away!’101  Despite learning the error of her ways, Françoise 

cannot return to a normal, domestic life.  Court politics have ruined these and, 

consequently, Françoise must die.   

Aguilar goes on in her later historical romances to explore further how 

medieval values contradict nineteenth-century domestic values.   Whilst her anti-

medievalism in ‘Françoise’ emphasizes the problems inherent in a courtly society 

founded upon material and sexual pleasures rather than domestic morality, 

‘Gonzalvo’s Daughter’ expands the problems of court life by looking critically at 

constructions of nineteenth-century womanhood set against the backdrop of the 

sixteenth century.    

 ‘Gonzalvo’s Daughter. A Tale’ appeared in Friendship’s Offering: A Literary 

Album and Annual Remembrancer in 1843102 alongside three other historical 

romances.103  Whilst it bears the common theme of persecution and tragedy with 

these other tales, ‘Gonzalvo’s Daughter’ is different because it is about women’s 

enactment of essentially nineteenth-century female gender roles in a narrative set 

during the sixteenth century.  Terence Hoagwood and Kathryn Ledbetter believe that 

the literary contributions in The Keepsake, the most popular literary annual of the 

nineteenth century, show ‘that, at least in their intellectual, imaginary world, women 

had less oppression, prescription, and victimization than some historical accounts 

suggest’, and much of the literature found in the popular annuals of the period seem 

to assert the same.104  This, however, does not seem to be what Aguilar is interested 

in exploring.  Her tale represents women as repressed and subordinated at the end of 

the medieval period when they try to enact the values associated with feminine virtue 

nineteenth-century England found acceptable.  Critical of court life and the male 

                                                                                                                                 
Spain, caused her to be taken to his castle, and there had her bled to death, in 1526’ (Specimens of the 
Early Poetry of France, 204). 
101 Aguilar, ‘Françoise’, 269. 
102 Grace Aguilar, ‘Gonzalvo’s Daughter. A Tale’, in Friendship’s Offering: A Literary Album and Annual 
Remembrancer, ed. Leitch Ritchie (London: Smith Elder and Co, 1843), 109-142.  Hereafter, all 
quotations from this story are from Grace Aguilar, ‘Gonzalvo’s Daughter. A Tale’, Home Scenes and 
Heart Studies, ed. Sarah Aguilar (New York: D. Appleton and Company, 1853), pp. 197-217. 
103 Emma Gray, ‘The Emigrants in England’ (86-104), which takes as its subject French exiles who 
made their way to England during the French Revolution; N. Mitchell, ‘Jessy. A Tale of Old London 
Bridge’ (163-171), which takes as its subject a Jewish family in the 17th century; and, Celia Moss, 
‘Jacob. A Tale of the Jews in Germany’ (257-272), which takes as its subject the ill-treatment of the 
Jewish people during the Middle Ages. 
104 Terrence Hoagwood and Kathryn Ledbetter, “Colour’d Shaddows”: Contexts in Publishing, Printing, and 
reading Nineteenth-Century British Women Writers (Houndmills: Palgrave Macmillan, 2005), 16. 
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chivalric ethos, as I illustrated in my reading of ‘Françoise’, Aguilar writes a narrative 

romance illustrating the irreconcilability of a woman’s nature to her social duty as a 

direct result of medieval court culture.  Set at the end of the Battle of Ruvo in 1503, 

the second part of the Italian War in that period, the action of ‘Gonzalvo’s Daughter’ 

looks at the people affected by France and Spain’s struggles for Naples.  It follows 

Luigi Vincenzio, a Neapolitan who has been taken prisoner by Spain under the 

command of Gonzalvo de Cordova, and the women who love him.  Aguilar uses the 

romance trope of the love triangle to consider how medieval chivalry puts at odds a 

woman’s duty and sexual desire.   

 Unlike ‘Françoise’, ‘Gonzalvo’s Daughter’ is not set in a royal court.  The 

action of the tale takes place on the battlefield, considering the dynamics of court life 

as it is transported to the site of physical combat.  Both Princess Constance of 

Naples and Lady Elvira de Cordova, the narrative’s heroines, are raised primarily on 

the battlefield and in male environments: Constance lives with her uncle and 

surrogate father, Duke Manfred of Naples, because she has refused to flee the 

country with her father, King Frederic of Naples; Elvira, the eponymous character, 

lives with her father, the Spanish general Gonzalvo de Cordova.  Though in similar 

proximity to physical warfare, Constance and Elvira experience different types of 

military camps and activities.  Constance nurses her uncle’s battle wounds in ‘a low-

roofed, rudely furnished chamber in the olden castle of Ruvo, supporting on its 

paneled walls and divisions of the ceiling many specimens of the warlike implements 

of the time’.105  The glamour and show commonly associated with chivalric activity 

and manly exploits is denied the royal Constance.  This contrasts directly with 

Elvira’s experience.  She is raised by her military father ‘in one of the best furnished 

apartments of Barletta, bearing little traces either of the eager warrior or sagacious 

general’.106  Elvira is raised in luxury, in part because she belongs to the conquering 

side.  However, it is significant to note the luxury of Elvira’s physical spaces because 

these position her within a court setting, and therefore associate her with the traits of 

court life discussed in ‘Françoise’.  Unlike Constance, Elvira participates in ‘chivalric 

games [that] agreeably diversified the dull routine of military duty’, Elvira’s position 

in these ‘as queen of the revels, crowning the victor with her own fair hands’.107  

Constance’s ‘revels’ consist of mourning her ‘second father’ when he dies and 
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confronting her arranged marriage with ‘the gay Duke of Nemours […] whom 

Constance instinctively abhorred’.108  Developing her construction of ‘Françoise’, 

Aguilar participates in the anti-medievalist mode and, through the depiction of her 

heroine’s womanhood, Aguilar criticizes the medieval chivalric lifestyle in 

‘Gonzalvo’s Daughter’, suggesting that courtly convention corrupts feminine nature. 

 Like the men on the battlefield, Constance and Elvira struggle to gain a 

conquest.  For them, however, it is not military glory, but Luigi Vincenzio, a young 

Neapolitan soldier who is captured by Gonzalvo in the battle of Ruvo and taken 

prisoner.  Through her descriptions of the ways in which Constance and Elvira carry 

themselves, Aguilar defines her ideal woman.  Both women are beyond childhood, in 

a responsible period of their lives.  Constance is young, her self still developing.  She 

possesses ‘a face […] youthful’ and, though ‘childlike as it was yet there was 

something in its sweet expression which told the threshold of life was past’.109  Elvira 

is older than Constance.  She is a ‘lovely, transcendent being […] in woman’s 

freshest, most beautiful prime’.110  Despite their age differences, Constance and 

Elvira at first appear to be similar in their feminine qualities, as they both play the 

part of ministering angel to the men they love.  In regards to Vincenzio, for example, 

‘Constance alone stood forth amid those troubled visions’ of Naples’s capture ‘like  a 

star gleaming through clouds on the trembling waves’.111  She inspires him to have 

hope despite the desperate situation his nation is in.   Elvira is also a celestial being, 

her mission to tend to the victims of war.  With ‘her woman’s tenderness and care’ 

she ‘would look to the comfort of [her father’s] wounded prisoners’, becoming ‘the 

angel visitant their fevered fancies deemed her’.112  To Vincenzio, and others, Elvira’s 

‘faintest smile was chivalry’s best fame’.113  Whilst Constance inspires emotional 

strength in Vincenzio, Elvira helps him to gain the physical strength he will need to 

survive.  Early in the tale, each woman, despite her different actions in relation to her 

lover, honors the codes pertaining to appropriate female behavior familiar to a 

nineteenth-century audience.   

Where the contrast between Constance and Elvira lies is in Aguilar’s deeper 

consideration of their femininity; Constance is feminine by nineteenth-century 
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standards, whereas Elvira is not.  It is in this contrast that their upbringing affects 

their understanding of appropriate gender behavior.  In an attempt to save her lover, 

Constance goes to Spain disguised as a boy in order to barter for Vincenzio’s life.  

Knowing ‘Constance of Naples is no common prize,’ she begs Elvira to ‘take [her] 

life, [her] liberty for his’.114  Although an admirable gesture, Constance’s desire to 

sacrifice herself in order to free Vincenzio only provokes Elvira’s anger because she 

realizes that Constance is her rival for the man she loves.  Constance’s gesture is one 

of self-sacrifice and, because of her upbringing in a court under threat and, having 

existed in the simple accommodation referred to above, Constance is not tainted by 

the excessive and corrupting influence of court life.  The language of self-sacrifice is 

one that Elvira does not speak.  Once Constance declares that Vincenzio loves her, 

Elvira unleashes her passion: 

 

Elvira, in a voice so changed, so unnatural, [says,] “Love! thou DAREST not 

tell me that he loves thee!—false—false—he does not love thee!”  She sprang 

up, cheek, lip, brow, flushing for a single instant crimson, then fading into a 

white so ghastly, it seemed as if life itself must have passed, save for the 

mighty passion which held it chained.115 

 

Elvira’s outburst is aggressively assertive, lacking the feminine passivity characteristic 

of the nineteenth-century reader’s ideal woman.  Nancy Armstrong has observed that 

‘monstrous women [in nineteenth-century novels] represent aspects of the female 

that exist outside of social institutions because these aspects constitute a form of 

resistance that social institutions control’.116  Armstrong argues this point in relation 

to women like Bertha Rochester in Charlotte Brontë’s Jane Eyre (1847), a woman who 

is represented as completely other because of her madness, sexuality, and race.  

Because Bertha does not gain a voice until Jean Rhys’s Wide Sargasso Sea (1966), it is 

impossible, in Brontë’s text, to see her as a sympathetic figure.  Where Aguilar is 

different in her portrayal of monstrous women, however, is not in her depiction of 

Elvira’s subversive behavior as monstrous, but in her construction of a reason for 

this characterization.  Elvira’s experience of courtly pleasures and indulgences come 
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from her father’s parenting, which has encouraged an unnatural ambition in her.  She 

asserts her desire unsympathetically over Constance, subjugating her through verbal 

accusations of dishonesty; she appears brutish, cruel, and above all, ‘unnatural’. 

Aguilar, in the quotation above, deploys the language of bondage in 

expressing the effect of Elvira’s emotions on her.  She writes that Elvira’s ‘mighty 

passion’ is the only thing able to keep her ‘chained’ to life.  However, this slavery is 

self-imposed as Elvira is mastered by her overwhelming passion, making her seem 

wild and unfeminine.  By allowing herself to be imprisoned to gain Vincenzio’s 

freedom, Constance resigns not only her liberty, but also her desire; she is willing to 

sacrifice all for Vincenzio.  Elvira is not so self-abnegating.  She relentlessly mocks 

Constance’s love for Vincenzio and demands that Constance secure his freedom by 

swearing that she will encourage him to marry Elvira.  The narrator does not 

sympathize with Elvira, however, and comments that ‘one only feeling prompted 

Constance’ to forsake Vincenzio, ‘but in Elvira it was the fierce contest of the evil 

and the good; one whelming passion struggling for dominion over all that had been 

so fair, so bright, so beautiful’.117  Elvira demonstrates that the ideal woman—self-

sacrificing angel—is not an easy role to inhabit when one is not accustomed to it.  

Paula Feldman argues that literature of the nineteenth-century annuals enabled 

readers to ‘indulge [a] transgressive fantasy while exploring strategies for resolving 

ethical dilemmas, attracting a suitor, and becoming more self-assured’.118  In 

‘Gonzalvo’s Daughter’, Aguilar writes a ‘transgressive fantasy’ about female sexual 

desire.  Elvira plays both the angel and the demon, expressing her passions as much 

as her desire to be an angel in the home.  She embodies the tension a woman might 

feel between doing her duty and indulging her desires, and this is an attractive fantasy 

to the nineteenth-century female reader.  But, whereas the reader can identify with 

Elvira’s longings, she can save herself from Elvira’s fate by assessing Elvira’s 

experience of courtly life and seeing that a more moderate middle-class life and role 

is ideal.  In the aforementioned climax of the tale, Elvira cannot easily reconcile her 

desire to indulge her self-interest—‘evil’—and the enactment of self-sacrifice—

‘good’.  Aguilar here suggests that feminine goodness, by nineteenth-century 

standards, is difficult to put into actual practice.  Moreover, the conditions of one’s 

upbringing have a direct impact on the development of these values.  Court life is not 

an ideal setting to cultivate such morality.   
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 Constance is superior to Elvira in feminine sensibility and, through her self-

sacrifice, she is able to inspire Elvira to relinquish her personal desires for others.  

After promising to encourage Vincenzio to marry Elvira, Constance declares, ‘Oh! 

lady, thou knowest not love, if thou deemest it needs oath to hallow that which I 

have said’.119  For Constance, the knowledge that she will save her lover enables her 

to deny her longings and she immediately puts her oath into action, persuading 

Vincenzio to accept Elvira’s terms.  This gesture does more than save Vincenzio’s 

life.  Elvira, inspired by Constance’s love, permits the two to be married.  On the 

wedding day, Elvira is ‘more than usually majestic in mien and carriage’ and ‘her 

resplendent beauty was heightened by an expression of countenance none could 

define, save that it affected the most indifferent spectator then present with a species 

of awe, of veneration, that could have bowed every knee in unfeigned homage’.120  

No longer is Elvira the untamed demon that is controlled by her longings for 

physical love.  Her self-sacrifice makes her awe-inspiring and beautiful.  Moreover, 

Elvira is restored to a more rational self, understanding the importance of this by 

refusing thanks and praise from Constance and Vincenzio: 

 

“Bid Constance tell thee how much Elvira owes to her, Signor Vincenzio, 

and thou wilt learn I have yet more cause of gratitude than thou hast,” she 

said, and not one word quivered.  “To thee she has given a life; to me—what 

is far more valuable—Elvira to herself, unstained, unscathed; her soul of 

honour cloudless, true, when all methought had failed.”121 

 

In putting others before herself, Elvira gains mastery over her hysterical passions.  

The language of this passage, however, does not portray Elvira’s control in feminine 

terms.  Her renunciation of Vincenzio is marked by masculine chivalric experience 

and values: ‘unstained, unscathed’, ‘soul of honour cloudless, true’.  The restored self 

that Elvira here refers to is not, therefore, that of an ideal woman but, rather, a 

reassertion of a masculine self that has learned the value of sacrificing one’s desires 

to benefit another.   Ultimately, it is too late for Elvira to reverse completely the 

damage that has been done by the environment in which she has been brought up. 
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 Although the lives of Constance and Vincenzio very definitely end happily, 

the same cannot be said for Elvira, and this is Aguilar’s way of suggesting that 

Elvira’s form of femininity is still transgressive.  After Elvira gives the couple her 

blessing and congratulations, she retires to the family chapel to pray.  There, her 

father finds her ‘either lifeless or in a deep swoon at the altar’s feet, her rich and 

luxuriant hair falling heavily and darkly around her’.122  This is similar to an earlier 

scene in the narrative when, petitioning for Vincenzio’s innocence in a plot against 

her father, Elvira aggressively confronts her father, the result being that she falls, 

‘lay[ing] without voice or motion at his feet’.123  Each swoon hinders Elvira’s further 

self-assertion and also strips her of any sort of agency.  Her body punishes her for 

speaking inappropriately against patriarchal authority.  The swoon at the end of the 

narrative is less clearly definable than the one early in the story, though both are born 

from an act of self-assertion.  If Elvira has merely fainted at the end of the narrative, 

there is still a possibility that she can be restored to life and, presumably, go on to 

employ her newly-found feminine humility in the service of her father and her 

nation.  However, if she has died, Aguilar has made for a deeply ambivalent 

consideration of femininity.  Elvira’s death, regardless of what she has learned from 

Constance, would suggest that reformed women are always essentially transgressive.  

Elvira’s repentance is not enough here, and this suggests the continuing domination 

of male authority in the unenlightened Middle Ages; in other words, men must 

dominate, and women must die.  Aguilar here adopts Walter Scott’s construction of 

women in Ivanhoe, in which ‘the female is always either a spectator or victim of [a] 

masculine power game, and her honour, once lost, cannot be restored’.124  This is 

similar to Aguilar’s positioning of her heroines as victims of male chivalric values 

and, because Elvira seems ultimately unforgiven, Aguilar draws a contrast between 

the medieval and the modern.  She implies that, in modern England, repentance 

would be enough to save Elvira, as forgiveness is an important moral value of 

nineteenth-century England.  Aguilar here simultaneously praises nineteenth-century 

English values, whilst criticizing the nineteenth-century fascination with the irrational 

medieval world.  

‘Françoise’ and ‘Gonzalvo’s Daughter’ deconstruct the tropes of knightly 

honour and chivalry to challenge nineteenth-century idealizations of the medieval 
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period.  In these tales, Aguilar sets the action of the narratives during the sixteenth 

century in the period leading up to the Protestant Reformation, signifying an interest 

in the shift between two value systems: medieval chivalry and a modern, non-

Catholic ethos.  In ‘Idalie. The Story of A Picture’, Aguilar engages directly with the 

conflict between Catholicism and Protestantism during the Reformation in France by 

considering the position of women in medieval culture.  Writing to her English 

Protestant reader, she argues that the incompatibility of chivalric codes and modern, 

enlightened religious values is resultant of the fact that Catholicism dominates them.  

Set in the middle of the sixteenth century, ‘Idalie’ explores two historical moments: 

the accidental death of King Henri II in 1559 at the hands of Gabriel de Lorges, 

Count Montgomeri; and, the rise of the Huguenots and the development of the 

French Protestant Reformed Church.  In this romance, as she is in ‘Gonzalvo’s 

Daughter’, Aguilar is preoccupied with the ways in which loss provides the potential 

for individuals to reconstruct themselves.  Engaging with the nineteenth-century 

concerns about England’s religious identity, she also considers conflicting religious 

devotions—Catholic and Protestant—and the incompatibility of Catholicism and 

modernity. 

Ending the first part of her narrative on the death of King Henri during the 

tournament held in honour of the Peace Treaty of Cateau-Cambrésis bringing 

together the contemporary Continent, Aguilar moves the action of her text away 

from a society based on courtly convention and towards the period of the Protestant 

Reformation.  It is in this way that ‘Idalie’ resonates with a sub-genre of medieval 

fiction popular in England during the 1840s: the ‘Reformation tale’.125  In this type of 

historical fiction, women figured more prominently than they did in the literature of 

medievalism.  Few critics have looked in detail at the deployment of the Protestant 

Reformation in nineteenth-century historical fiction.126  Miriam Burstein’s recent 
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work on female novels about the Reformation, however, focuses specifically on 

novels set during the Protestant Reformation in Europe and England.  Her argument 

is that these narratives functioned in nineteenth-century society as reminders of 

Protestantism’s superiority during a time of national crisis; if nineteenth-century 

readers were reminded of the inspiration for the establishment of Protestantism, 

authors argued, they would become ‘true Christians’ again and oppose the 

reestablishment of the Roman Catholic hierarchy in Britain.127  Whereas the 

medievalism of Anna Eliza Bray suggests that nineteenth-century Englishmen and 

women saw order and cohesion in the feudal society of the past, Reformation 

narratives react against this discourse and envision the Middle Ages as barbaric and 

unenlightened.  Aguilar participates in this discourse in ‘Françoise’ and ‘Gonzalvo’s 

Daughter’ by focusing on court corruption and the underlying barbarism of chivalric 

values.  In ‘Idalie’, an example of a Reformation tale, she focuses explicitly on the 

impact of the Protestant Reformation on individuals during the period of its birth.  

Aguilar’s narrative differs from others of this type, however, because in it she is 

sympathetic with French Catholics, not deeming Catholicism as an erroneous 

theology.  Aguilar’s treatment of Catholicism in ‘Idalie’, therefore, resembles her 

treatment of Judaism in her Inquisition tales.  By not entering into religious debate, 

the absence of theology in her religious fiction enables Aguilar to make both Judaism 

and Catholicism about loyalty to fathers, a core moral value of the nineteenth-century 

reader.  Consequently, to Aguilar, Judaism and Catholicism bear resemblances to 

Protestantism because all three faiths are governed by a patriarchal social structure. 

Jane Louisa Willyams (1786-1878) offers a good example of nineteenth-

century uses of the Protestant Reformation in historical fiction and likely influenced 

Aguilar’s ‘Idalie’. Her novel, Chillon: A Tale of the Great Reformation of the Sixteenth 

Century (1845) is intrusively didactic, and emphasizes not the initiation of the 

Reformation, but rather the actual transformation of Geneva, Switzerland from a 

Catholic to a Protestant city in 1535.128  Set primarily in the castle of Chillon, 

Willyams narrates the struggles of members of the Reformed Church against the 

stranglehold of Catholicism on Switzerland.  The action of the narrative focuses on 

three young people: Michael Cottier, who, with his cousin Rosette Bontemps acts as 
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a servant to Beatrice Beaufort, the daughter of Count Antoine Beaufort of Brieres, 

governor of Chillon.  These three adolescents are secret members of the Reformed 

Christian faith, and the tale follows their journey towards gaining public liberation 

from Catholicism, as well as their attempts to free from the prisons of Chillon 

Francois de Bonnivard, a French Republican who was instrumental in inspiring the 

citizens of Geneva to embrace Protestantism.129  Like Ainsworth’s Windsor Castle, 

Willyams’s narrative is a reaction against nineteenth-century medievalism, and she 

portrays the period of her narrative as one in need of enlightenment in the form of 

Protestant Christianity.  Unlike Ainsworth, however, Willyams’s locates the source of 

this awakening to reason in women; her heroines are willing martyrs for their faith 

and their moral integrity and religious piety is responsible for the triumph of 

Protestantism over Catholicism in the novel.  

Willyams’s female characters are the elements of Chillon that separate it the 

most from Windsor Castle and male representations of the medieval world.130  

Whereas Ainsworth portrays women as artful, manipulative, or merely ornamental, 

Willyams—as does Aguilar—makes heroic the domestic, pious woman nineteenth-

century England expected to see in the English home.  Madame Cottier and Beatrice 

Beaufort are the best examples in the novel of ideal women by nineteenth-century 

standards.  Willyams’s portrayal of them takes the conception of the nineteenth-

century domestic goddess further by ascribing to her a pronounced role in the 

Protestant Reformation of individuals, on the one hand, and nations, on the other.  

Madame Cottier is Michael’s mother, and it is to her that he owes his Protestant 

morality.  Early in the novel, before Michael sets out to become Beatrice’s page, 

Madame Cottier is described as one of ‘angelic sweetness’, with ‘a soul […] gentle 

and […] pure’ and ‘a heart that overflowed with tenderness and benevolence’.131  

Moreover, these attributes are ‘not wasted in useless sympathy, but called into daily 

action by religion and principle, since her whole powers of mind and body were 
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employed in the service of God and man’.132  In these descriptions are the 

nineteenth-century expectations about ideal womanhood.  Described in religious 

terms, it is not surprising that ‘In all that praying city [Geneva] no holier hands were 

held up’ in prayer.133  It is significant that Willyams does not gender the language she 

uses to describe those who pray; Madame Cottier is not just a model woman, but a 

model human being and a universal ideal of religious practice and sentiment.   

Because she is an ideal woman and Christian, she is also an ideal mother 

because she educates her son, Michael, in her faith.  Michael’s main mission, under 

the guise of acting as a page to Beatrice, is to penetrate the dungeons of Chillon in 

order to find Françoise de Bonnivard, and give him hope that there will still be a 

Protestant Reformation in Geneva.  When Bonnivard asks Michael how one so 

young could have such religious fervor, Michael responds: 

 

I can answer that question with grateful certainty.  My mother was early 

called from that fallen church to the confession of a purer faith, which she 

taught her child, and which that child would die sooner than abjure.134 

 

Not only does Madame Cottier give birth to Protestantism in her son, but she is 

implicated in the earliest history of that faith.  In this way, she can be seen as a 

mother to both Michael and, in part, Protestant Christian belief in Geneva, and her 

son carries forth the seeds of her values into the political, public world.  Via Michael 

and the teachings he imbibes from his mother, Beatrice Beaufort is reformed and 

embraces Protestantism, despite her father’s political position and his intimate 

relationship with the Catholic Church.  Like Madame Cottier, Beatrice embraces 

Protestant Christianity and is, too, pictured as an ideal woman in similar ways that 

Madame Cottier is.   

Whilst a staunch Protestant, Beatrice is a transgressive woman, often 

asserting her values and opinions by rejecting traditionally feminine roles and 

expectations.  These are all made acceptable, however, because Willyams makes them 

products of a necessary radical departure from the Catholic faith.  At the same time 

that Beatrice resolves to enact her Protestant faith, a childhood friend returns to the 

castle.  This man, the Chevalier Fernando di Rossi, would have been betrothed to 
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Beatrice, had Beatrice’s mother not died before publicly sanctioning the union.  

Whilst di Rossi is away from Beatrice, his travels expose him to the Reformed 

Church and he embraces Protestant Christianity.  As a result, Beatrice’s father no 

longer permits his presence in Chillon or near his daughter.  Managing to gain a 

private interview with Beatrice, he pleads with her to be with him.  Although Beatrice 

admits that, ‘had [her] mother been spared to confirm her sanction of [their] union 

[…he] would have been also the object of [her] choice’, she declares that she is ‘now 

called on to fulfil another vocation’, making ‘the tender charities of life’ no longer for 

her.135  Beatrice’s primary ambition is not the traditional role of wife and mother, but 

of Protestant martyr.  She renounces personal desire in obedience to her newfound 

religious sentiments.  Willyams is advocating an active form of femininity that is 

neither passive nor decorative.  As nineteenth-century domestic ideology required 

women to be active educators, Willyams’s portrayal of Beatrice would be attractive to 

nineteenth-century women readers.  Beatrice is allowed to be borne ‘over the rough 

path of duty’ to her father and his faith because she is committed to Protestantism.136  

She is, therefore, permitted to argue that, for women, ‘the lute and the embroidery-

frame are but sad comforters in sickness and sorrow’ when ‘The essential duties of 

the office’ of being a woman, ‘such as ministering to a diseased mind, cheering the 

drooping spirit, clearing the doubting soul’ are an essential part of their social role.137  

As a Catholic woman, Beatrice is denied these duties because they are instead 

ascribed to members of the clergy.  Miriam Burstein correctly argues that 

Protestantism is portrayed in Reformation tales as ‘particularly liberating’ for women, 

and Willyams here shows that the Reformed Christian faith enables women to fulfill 

the duties that nineteenth-century readers would expect of women.138  Responsible 

for the religious and moral edification of family members, nineteenth-century women 

needed a high degree of piety, and Beatrice illustrates that she understands this.  Her 

defiance of her father is, therefore, made acceptable because his Catholic faith 

hinders her ability to enact her function as a woman in terms that accommodate 

nineteenth-century gender discourse. 

 For Willyams, the Protestant Reformation is an ideal setting for the 

construction of an ideal femininity.  She reacts against the Victorian preoccupation 
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with medievalism in ways similar to Ainsworth by portraying the Middle Ages as 

superstitious, barbaric, and unenlightened.139  The light of rationality, however, is not 

located in male chivalric activity, but in the moral influence of women upon men, 

regardless of their faith.  The novel ends happily, with Bonnivard’s liberty and the 

surety that Geneva will become a reformed city; Count Beaufort is stripped of his 

title and his power, and these actions occur as a direct result of Michael Cottier’s 

religious convictions, as taught to him by his mother.140  Gender expectations are also 

restored, as Beatrice is finally permitted to embrace her Protestant faith and obtain 

her lover di Rossi; the novel ends on a positive meditation about Geneva’s 

awakening to ‘true’ Christianity.  Arming himself against Count Beaufort’s iron rule 

over Beatrice, Father Ambroise, the Count’s Catholic confessor, is instrumental in 

bringing about Beatrice’s happy marriage.  Confronting the Count about his part in 

the torture inflicted upon Beatrice as a means of forcing her return to Catholicism, 

Ambrose demands he make amends.  The Count determines to repent his sins, 

declaring that he ‘will make any atonement’ the monk desires, and vows to ‘build 

churches, endow hospitals, go on pilgrimages, enrich shrines’.141  Ambroise, 

however, does not accept this type of material penance because Willyams makes him 

a Protestant kind of priest who believes that emotional, rather than monetary, 

repentance is the only way to ‘wash out the stain of blood,’; Ambroise decides to 

‘probe the sincerity of [the Count’s] repentance’ by asking him to ‘[wipe] off the 

insult [he has] offered the noble Di Rossi, and give him the hand of’ Beatrice.142  The 

Count can only be absolved of his sins if he does right by his daughter; Beatrice is 

placed in the position of savior to her father, her piety and morality winning out over 

his tyranny and faith.   

The happy ending of Chillon, though historically grounded, resembles those 

of traditional romances through Willyams’s development of the personal struggles 

Beatrice, Madame Cottier, and others overcome. Willyams’s novel is blatantly 

didactic, and her preface to the narrative provides a back-story to her motivation for 

writing the text, as well as her intentions for its reception in the nineteenth-century 
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literary market.143  Willyams’s novel takes liberties with the history it relates, and it is 

this narrative strategy that also links it with Aguilar’s tale; both writers take creative 

license with history.  Rather than rely on historical accounts only, Willyams explains 

that fictional elements of the novel like the romance and gothic tropes add to the 

appeal of these tales, throwing a ‘light veil over startling and heart-rending realities’.144  

Willyams deploys language and description that inspires her Protestant reader to 

favor the side of moral right, in this case Protestantism, despite the sometimes 

transgressive actions her heroines perform in embracing their reformed faith.  She 

remarks in her preface that she decided to publish Chillon because it portrayed a 

period ‘of peculiar interest to [her] church and nation’ in 1845.145  I would extend this 

audience to include the nineteenth-century woman reader, who was likely meant to 

gain inspiration from Beatrice and Madame Cottier to fight against the increasingly 

prevalent Catholic presence in nineteenth-century England.  By focusing her 

medievalism in ‘Idalie’ on the period of the Reformation, Aguilar’s fiction follows the 

literary patterns established by authors like Jane Louisa Willyams.146  She, however, 

does not see women’s position in the Middle Ages as one of influence, denying her 

heroines the moral sway that those of Bray and Willyams exert over the men in their 

lives.  Whereas, as Burstein believes, Reformation novelists depict the conversion of 

Catholic women as a moment of liberation because these seem to ‘demonstrate that 

Protestantism offers women access to an authentic spiritual equality denied to them 

in Catholicism,’ Aguilar’s makes admirable her heroine’s Catholic values, although 

these end her life prematurely.147  Indeed, Aguilar is divided about modernization.  

Whereas she admires her heroine’s commitment to the old ways of her Catholic 

                                                
143 Inspired by a trip to Geneva, and born out of Willyams’s ‘search for tangible relics of olden times’, 
Chillon ‘is strictly historical in its leading features, in character of its principal actors, as well as in the 
outline of their lives’. But, ‘where history has been silent, […] fiction has interwoven a few glittering 
threads and love-knots to ornament and connect the whole’ (Willyams, ‘Preface’, Chillon, 8-9). Like the 
preface in Willyams’s novel, Aguilar’s preface to ‘Idalie’ explains how, whilst wandering a castle, the 
narrator is moved by the building.  She seems excited that she is in ‘a gothic chateau of the olden time, 
just sufficiently ruinous to give it the interest of age, yet containing costly tapestried chambers, paneled 
halls, long rambling galleries, secret rooms, and […] deep dark dungeons’.  Despite their age, they are 
‘all still in sufficient preservation to fill the mind with visions of the past as with the breathing realities 
of the present’.  For Aguilar, the topics of her romance are still relevant to her audience and this 
anecdote encourages her readers to bring the history of her tale into the present reality of their lives so 
that they can learn from the past. Collecting details of the history of a painting depicting a woman at 
prayer from the groundskeepers, the narrator begins her version of the tale of the woman represented 
in the painting (Aguilar, ‘Idalie’, Home Scenes and Heart Studies, 266-267).   
144 Willyams, ‘Preface’, Chillon, 9. 
145 ibid, 9. 
146 For another illustration of the Reformation tale see, for example, Anna Eliza Bray, The Protestant; A 
Tale of the Reign of Queen Mary (London: Colburn, 1828). 
147 Burstein, ‘Reviving the Reformation’, Women’s Writing, 80. 
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faith—possibly an analogue to the commitment of Jews to their faith despite social 

restrictions in nineteenth-century England—she is also critical of Idalie’s failure to 

embrace a modern, Protestant sensibility. 

As I argued in the sections considering ‘Françoise’ and ‘Gonzalvo’s 

Daughter’, Aguilar is unsympathetic with the medieval ethos because it denies 

women the power to influence men that her readers would identify as a quintessential 

feminine attribute.  The setting of ‘Idalie’ during the final jousting tournament in 

medieval France is significant because it establishes the world of the tale as one of 

transition between the values of the Middle Ages and those of the modern period.  

Gabriel de Lorges, a renowned military leader in King Henri’s lists, at first refuses to 

enter into the tournament.  Despite the King’s ‘unrivalled’ success and ‘courage’, 

Lorges understands that ‘the practice of a soldier brings these things to greater 

perfection than monarchs ever may obtain’.148  Lorges’s comment is important here 

because it illustrates Aguilar’s view of the medieval tournament as juvenile and 

reckless; the King uses it to display his ego.  He is ‘Excited by the presence of his 

distinguished guests’ and is ‘urged on by an ardour and impetuosity which, while it 

endeared him to his subjects, caused many a female heart to tremble’.149  Aguilar is 

critical of this masculine activity, showing how the court lifestyle subjects women to 

anxiety that they are powerless to combat.  The titular character of this narrative, 

Idalie de Montemar, is the daughter of one of Henri’s respected military generals.  

She is betrothed to Lorges and, understanding his reasons for wishing out of the 

tournament, anxiously appeals to Queen Mary of Scotland to encourage Catherine de 

Medici, Henri’s wife, to urge her husband to leave the games before jousting with 

Lorges.  Henri, however, refuses to do so, because of his pride: 

 

Would she have our noble guests proclaim Montgomeri so brave and skilful 

that Henri dared not meet him even after his challenge had gone forth?  

Shame, shame on such advisers.150 

 

The ambition and pride Henri here displays is directly related to his investment in the 

chivalric value system governing his court.  He fails to heed his wife’s anxiety, and 

that of other women, simply because he desires to display his prowess before his 

                                                
148 Aguilar, ‘Idalie’, Home Scenes and Heart Studies, 269. 
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court.  Consequently, he is fatally wounded in the tournament, soon dying from the 

wounds he incurs from Lorges.  Aguilar here asserts that the male chivalric ethos is 

dangerous, illustrating also that it hinders women’s ability to be the intuitive moral 

compass nineteenth-century society expects her to be.  The medieval world, she 

suggests, is not the ideal nineteenth-century England would have it be. 

Although anti-medieval, Aguilar does not construct her criticism in this 

Reformation tale around anti-Catholicism, as does Willyams, and is mostly 

sympathetic in her portrayals of the faith in ‘Idalie’.  Once Gabriel Lorges 

accidentally kills King Henri, Idalie and others encourage him to retreat to Scotland 

to avoid the wrath of Queen Catherine, despite the King having publicly absolved 

Lorges of responsibility for any harm that may befall him during the games.  This 

leaves Idalie alone under the guardianship of her father and, as news of the rise of 

Protestantism abroad spreads to France, Count de Montemar seeks to comfort 

himself and his daughter by renewing their Catholic faith.  Rather than characterize 

her father’s discussions as coercive, and his confessor manipulative, the narrator 

claims that  

  

no violence of party spirit mingled in these discussions, and therefore it was 

that Idalie felt the conviction of the truth and beauty of her long cherished 

religion sink into her soul like balm […] her father’s favorite subject became 

equally a resource and comfort to her, thus unconsciously fitting her for the 

martyr part which she was only too soon called upon to play.151  

 

Idalie is not pressured by her father and his confessor, but rather inspired to continue 

to embrace Catholicism of her own accord.  Aguilar’s language here does not depict 

the Catholic faith negatively, and she revises the language writers like Willyams 

deployed to characterize Protestantism.152  Aguilar is ambivalent here, however, about 

Idalie’s inevitable martyrdom, portraying it as admirable, but also depicting it as a 

costumed role in a drama.  Nonetheless, it is Idalie’s Catholic beliefs that make her a 

good woman.  Once reunited with Lorges in Scotland after leaving France, Idalie is 

instinctively aware of some change in her lover.  When he reveals that he has 

                                                
151 Aguilar, ‘Idalie’, Home Scenes and Heart Studies, 278. 
152 For example, when discussing Beatrice’s suffering at the hands of the Abbess at the convent she is 
imprisoned in, Willyams writes: ‘She struggles yet’ but ‘her spirit is undaunted—a spirit of freedom, 
enlightened by the bright beams of dawning truth’ (Chillon, 170-171).   
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embraced Protestantism and she realizes that she cannot, therefore, marry him, ‘it 

seemed as if the noble spirit of her race returned to give her strength for that 

harrowing hour’.153   It is at this stage in the narrative that Idalie becomes a martyr.  

Aguilar does not criticize Idalie’s faith but, rather, foreshadows the unnaturally early 

death she will have as a result of her beliefs. 

Aguilar’s anti-medievalism is central to her criticism of Idalie’s religious 

ethos.  Idalie’s downfall is resultant of her failure to evolve, like Lorges does, and 

embrace Protestantism, and Aguilar portrays this by showing Idalie’s investment in 

the old world of chivalric convention. On his deathbed, Idalie’s father expresses his 

anxiety about Idalie’s faith and his fear about his family heritage.  Without the benefit 

of a male heir, Count de Montemar relies on Idalie to continue their family line, 

especially their Catholic faith.  Idalie becomes the ‘sole heiress of [their] olden 

heritage’ and her father desires she ‘wilt not wed with heresy’.154  Part of her 

inheritance is also the chivalric world encompassing Catholicism: 

 

Although chivalry had lost much of the enthusiasm and warmth which 

characterized it not half a century previous, its memory still lingered in the 

minds of men; and something of this feeling actuated the men of Montemar 

as they looked on their youthful countess.  Shrinking and timid as she had 

been while her parent lived, a new spirit now seemed her own; and it was 

with all the proud consciousness that she was now sole representative of one 

of the most ancient and most noble families of France that Idalie de 

Montemar, at the head of her loyal vassals, received her royal guests, and 

knelt in homage to the youthful Charles’.155  

 

Those dedicated to her, and Idalie herself, are mobilized by chivalric values.  She is in 

her element when entertaining royalty according to these old ‘enthusiasms’ and, 

though she is presented here as noble and powerful, she still retains a connection 

with a world that, from the first page of the tale, has ended.   

The last of her family line, Idalie is forced to assume the traditionally male 

position of progenitor of the family name and heritage.  Her father’s death makes her 

the ‘sole representative of one of the most ancient and most noble families of 

                                                
153 Aguilar, ‘Idalie’, Home Scenes and Heart Studies, 286. 
154 ibid, 279. 
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France’ and she is positioned ‘at the head of her loyal vassals, received her royal 

guests, and knelt in homage to the [French] King’.156  Idalie must step beyond her 

natural position as a subservient woman and become a dominant figurehead, a 

position typically reserved for male heirs and cousins.  She is also left to carry the 

banner of her father’s ‘ancient race’, one that he designates as his—‘mine’—rather 

than theirs.157  When confronted by Lorges Idalie explains that, because her father 

‘demanded this vow’, and regardless of her affections for Lorges, she will only marry 

a Catholic man and so retain her family’s faith.158  The language of this passage is 

significant because it suggests that Idalie may only have agreed to her father’s dying 

desires out of filial duty; he ‘demanded’, she obeyed.  Idalie is, therefore, restricted by 

her obligations to a male power that is governed by masculine interests and which 

force her into the position of martyr.    When her cousin tries to comfort her by 

asserting that ‘the martyr at the stake might envy [her] strength’, Idalie is 

unconvinced.159  She seeks refuge in the convent in order to shield herself from the 

temptation to forsake her father in favor of herself.  Only in this sheltered, female 

community, can she find ‘peace’ away from her ‘fearful heritage’.160  She defies both 

her father and her lover by dying, thereby living accountable to herself and absolving 

herself of her responsibility to continue her family line and heritage and, potentially, 

similar struggles of future generations. 

Although a piece of fiction, the narrative is inspired by the story behind a 

painting in which all that remains is a young woman at an altar.  Aguilar uses this 

historical narrative in order to draw attention to the types of family relationships, 

gender dynamics, and social values of the medieval world.  Her narrator sees in this 

picture something ‘so lovely, baffling every effort to dismiss it from [her] mind’161 

and, consequently, helps her reader to resurrect an element neglected in popular 

histories: women and womanhood.  By distancing her narrator from the action of the 

narrative, Aguilar uses her to encourage the nineteenth-century reader to compare 

the sixteenth and nineteenth centuries.  The tale does not end with a return to the 

present in which the narrator contemplates further the facts she has learned about 

the painting.  Therefore, the narrative history representing Idalie blurs the boundaries 
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between the past and the present to question timeless anxieties about a woman’s 

place within a social structure that renders her powerless.   

 

The Victims of Medieval Romance  

Aguilar’s medieval romances set during the sixteenth century participate in the 

construction of social ideals about nineteenth-century men and women.  At the same 

time she constructs these values, so too does she struggle against them.  This could 

be for a number of reasons.  Alice Chandler argues that, ‘With few exceptions, 

medievalist writers shared a pessimistic attitude toward man’ of the medieval period, 

seeing ‘him as a fallible, selfish creature, dominated by emotion rather than reason, 

and prone to weakness, error, and greed’.162  By contrast, therefore, the modern age 

of the writer is rational and moral.  These representations could also be the product 

of what Nicholas Rance describes as ‘an abstract “moral truth”’ that mid-Victorian 

writers and critics felt the historical novel is obligated to express: model behavior 

illustrated through admirable historical characters that are attractive to the reader.163  

Medievalism in the nineteenth-century historical novel, therefore, was obligated to 

reinforce contemporary—rather than past—morality.  The characters deployed in 

these fictions must ultimately uphold the principals governing modern, English 

society, their role as monarchs and nobility in a world that was structured around 

such personages placing them in an influential position through which to educate the 

modern reader.  Aguilar follows this pattern, but often finds it difficult to avoid 

expressing the tension bound up in social morality. 

For Aguilar, this ‘moral truth’ focuses on defining women’s position in 

society, as evidenced by her fictionalized histories, and in this way her characters are 

both individuals, as well as representative character types embodying specific social 

mores.  Yet, Aguilar is not simply didactic, although her narratives overtly designate 

right and wrong behavior.  Whereas Françoise, Elvira, and Idalie embody explicitly 

nineteenth-century moral stances on femininity, they are also complex characters, a 

narrative technique that was to be developed from the mid-Victorian period in the 

Realist novel.  Aguilar’s heroines, therefore, are representative of early nineteenth-

century values.  All three of the historical romances discussed in this chapter end 

                                                
162 Chandler, A Dream of Order, 5. 
163 This makes it so that ‘any amount of historical anachronism is admissible’, so long as the figures 
presented were admirable and expressed nineteenth-century morality (G.H. Lewes, Westminster Review, 
quoted in Rance, The Historical Novel and Popular Politics, 39-40). 
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with the main heroine’s death, and I believe that, more than an assertion of her anti-

medievalist values, this is Aguilar’s overt criticism of nineteenth-century idealizations 

of the middle ages and which is most powerfully articulated in the tragic endings of 

her medieval romances. 

‘Idalie’ is about religious martyrdom and Idalie’s decision to sacrifice her 

sexual desire for the good of a larger faith community.  Idalie herself struggles with 

her inability to evolve a modern sensibility reflective of the social changes in her 

society.  This is especially pronounced in her romantic feelings for Lorges.  Despite 

having determined to give Lorges up, she acknowledges that her affections are ‘too 

intense, too twined with her being’, but still she ‘clung pertinaciously to every mental 

image’ of him that now ‘weighed upon her spirits like lead’.164  Idalie cannot 

relinquish the emotional connection she has with Lorges, despite her resignation of 

their physical connection.  The internal struggle depicted here displays Idalie’s sexual 

desire and that is in conflict with her obligation—and her desire—to honour her 

Catholic faith and her dead father.  Her only consolation is to retreat again into the 

chivalric world and resume her position as a passive image that enables men ‘to be 

once again the brave, the high-souled warrior [he] hast ever been’.165  Idalie can only 

speak the discourse of courtly convention.  Here she desires to inspire Lorges to 

fight, but not to influence his morality. 

 The language of chivalry attaches Idalie to the medieval world and 

Catholicism.  Her refusal to forsake the vow she makes to her father and marry 

Lorges is symbolic of one key nineteenth-century criticism of the Catholic faith.  I 

discussed in detail nineteenth-century anti-Catholicism in my second chapter when I 

outlined popular literary representations of the Catholic Inquisition.  It is useful here, 

however, to reiterate that a prominent Protestant criticism of the faith rested on the 

ways in which priests were perceived to interfere with domesticity.  Interceding 

between wife and husband, daughter and father, priests were considered dangerous 

because they knew women’s minds more intimately than their male spouses and 

paternal authorities.166   Ultimately, Catholic priests were perceived to occupy too 

much male authority over women.   

                                                
164 Aguilar, ‘Idalie’, Home Scenes and Heart Studies, 282. 
165 ibid, 286-287. 
166 See especially Susan Griffin, Anti-Catholic and Nineteenth-Century Fiction, 95-96 and Patrick O’Malley, 
Catholicism, Sexual Deviance, and Victorian Gothic Culture, 19-20. 
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In ‘Idalie’, Aguilar revises this depiction of priests as threatening to the home 

by placing Idalie’s father in a similar role—one that is also used in ‘Gonzalvo’s 

Daughter’—and making him the primary threat to Idalie’s establishment of a 

domestic family unit.  Because she is ‘Motherless from early childhood, a more than 

common tie bound her to her father’, and ‘so deep was the darkness’ of his death 

‘that even love itself succumbed beneath it’.167  Idalie’s connection to her father limits 

the romantic feelings she entertains for Lorges.  She believes that her ‘vow [not to 

marry a non-Catholic] is registered in heaven—sworn unto the dead’ and that ‘by 

death only [can it] be absolved’.168  Count de Montemar’s demand of his daughter 

forbids her marital connection with Lorges.  It does not, however, enable her to 

sever her emotional connection and she, therefore, sees death as the only way she 

can honour her father’s wishes.  Finally, Idalie accepts that ‘Only the convent walls 

can shield me from a broken vow, a dead father’s curse’; it is only then that Idalie 

feels she can ‘be at peace.169  Idalie later dies at the moment she takes orders as a nun. 

Idalie’s determination to enter the convent is the only moment in the 

narrative that the language of Aguilar’s narrator criticizes Catholicism.  ‘Peace’, for 

Idalie, is bound up in her being ‘relieve[d] from [her] fearful heritage’, and Aguilar is 

ambivalent about Idalie’s martyrdom.170   Although it enables Idalie to honor her 

promise to her father, it limits her ability to continue her family line.  Aguilar does 

not offer her readers an easy resolution through a happy conversion, but rather a 

woman’s conflict between performing her duty and indulging her sexual desire.  

Neither does Aguilar provide her readers with a sure stance on Idalie’s inability to 

convert.  Rather than providing a critique or a celebration of Idalie’s possible union 

with Lorges, Aguilar poses a question to the reader: should Idalie be rewarded with 

her lover, or punished for her desire?  Aguilar very cleverly constructs a story that 

can be used on both sides of the argument. 

 The uncertainty of the ending of ‘Idalie’ speaks to the complexity of Aguilar’s 

approach to nineteenth-century idealizations of the Middle Ages, as well as 

nineteenth-century anti-Catholicism.  What is admirable in Idalie is her faith in an 

ancient religion, which is localized in her loyalty to her father.  This is, in some ways, 

what Aguilar makes a case about in her gothic romance ‘The Martyr’, in which the 
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heroine Marie, like Idalie, finds peace in her life only by sacrificing herself for their 

ancient faith and her love of her father, believing that there is ‘a love, a duty stronger 

than that [she] bears’ and that she ‘would resign all else, but not my father’s God’.171  

Aguilar deploys the language of patriarchy here and in ‘Idalie’, ties the ancient 

religions of Judaism and Catholicism together through the heroines’ fathers.  Despite 

being critical of idealizations of the Middle Ages, Aguilar sees an attraction in ancient 

religions like Catholicism—and, by extension, Judaism—in her evaluative language.  

For example, Idalie feels a ‘truth and beauty’ in her ‘long cherished religion’, which 

‘sink[s] into her soul like balm’;172 discussions of Catholicism with her father ‘become 

equally a resource and comfort to her’;173 when she is forced to give up her lover, ‘the 

noble spirit of her race returned to give her strength for that harrowing hour’.174  

Moreover, the priest that leads her father and herself through prayer is ‘sincere and 

earnest’ in his lessons, as well as ‘true and zealous though humble’.175  The Catholics 

of ‘Idalie’ are not the hypocritical and rapacious villains of Aguilar’s gothic tales.  

Aguilar, therefore, suggests that conversion is not always the simple answer 

Protestant England would imagine it to be, especially as Idalie’s loyalty to the dictates 

of a patriarchal social structure resonate so closely with Protestant domestic 

principles.  Nonetheless, both Idalie and Aguilar’s Jewesses follow religions that are 

in tension with modern nineteenth-century Protestant values; they, consequently, die.  

Aguilar seems to see the appeal of the social order of the past but, like Scott, is 

essentially in favor of a modern, nineteenth-century sensibility.   

Although ‘Françoise’ and ‘Gonzalvo’s Daughter’ are not about martyrdom, 

they do end on the main female characters’ death.  Both Françoise and Elvira are 

victims of male desire and, like Idalie, are forced to sacrifice their longings and their 

needs in order to honour those of the men in their lives.  Françoise is the unwilling 

mistress who breaks apart her domestic unit in order to honor the wishes of a King 

who fails to see her as anything but a sexual object, eventually discarding her for 

another.  Elvira, like Idalie, has been reared by a supremely masculine military general 

and, therefore, imbibed his behavior.  She struggles to be feminine, but fails because 

her father has not taught her how. 
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Despite her assertion that she loves King Francis, Françoise is consumed by 

the guilt she feels in leaving her husband and son when she assumes the position of 

royal mistress.  At the same time that she takes the King to task for asking her if she 

truly loves him, she reveals that she feels a tension with her sexual desire for the king 

and her guilt about leaving her husband and son.  The guilt that consumes Françoise, 

however, is in some ways inappropriately assumed.  As Queen Claude reminds 

Françoise, she was ‘decoyed’ to the palace.176  Françoise’s position as a woman, and 

the expectation that she be always deferential to the whims of her father, then her 

husband—and, in this case, her king—limits her autonomy.  Nonetheless, 

Françoise’s husband holds her accountable for the King’s lust.  When Françoise and 

her son are expelled from the French court to make way for the King’s new mistress, 

her son leads her home to his father and her husband.  The Count at first denies 

Françoise entry, telling his son that men should never trust women because they will 

always be unfaithful.177  However, Françoise has been true to the men who dominate 

her life.  She at first honours her husband, despite her acknowledgement that she 

does not love him; she is likewise faithful to her nation’s king, despite the inevitable 

fracturing of her family that is the result of her adultery.  Problematically, however, 

by being faithful to one she is forced to be unfaithful to the other.  

Françoise’s loyalty is stronger than that of the men who control her and this 

is exemplified by a gift the king gives her.  Whilst mourning that Francis has been 

taken prisoner in war, she reflects on ‘a band of Emerelds [sic.]’ that ‘confined [the] 

long loose folds’ of her robes, ‘Her gift of Francis, and on its clasp were imprinted 

“Constancy & Faith”’.178  These sentiments of the King prove to be as superficial as 

the decoration upon Françoise and on being dismissed from court Françoise believes 

that, though ‘those words are vanished from the gems—if [Francis] would [look for?] 

them he will find them written on [her] heart’.179  Although eventually unfaithful, 

Françoise was committed to her husband, then to her king.  She sees herself as a 

‘guilty wretch’ and overlooks the King’s seduction of her, as well as her husband’s 

                                                
176 In Kemble’s play, Françoise admires the King early on, but determines to honour her arranged 
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acquiescence to the King’s will.180  Like the other women of Aguilar’s historical 

romances, Françoise’s death is described ambivalently. The beauty that makes 

Françoise miserable haunts her even in her death.  Although it is described in ways 

that suggest Aguilar meant her to be seen as untainted and forgiven, she still must die 

in order to be freed of her position as a pawn in the game of male desire.   

In many ways, Elvira is also a chess piece in courtly revels and her upbringing 

causes her tragic end.  Like Idalie, Elvira is her father’s only daughter and has, 

therefore, ‘a more than common tie’ to Gonzalvo.181  He keeps her near him 

throughout his military activities.  As a result, Elvira, like Isoline Campbell of The 

Days of Bruce, is reared in the masculine world of war and politics: 

 

…even in his glorious campaigns, [Elvira] reigned uppermost—love for the 

lovely […] being, who […] was seated at his feet, [… whose] dark, splendid 

orbs [were] fixed on his face as he narrated his last triumph.  It was his 

daughter Elvira, for whom so deep was the hero’s love, that even in his 

foreign wars she was never known to be parted from his side.182 

 

The intensity of the bond between father and daughter is reflected both in the way 

Elvira consumes Gonzalvo’s thoughts, and in the physical closeness of the two.  She 

participates in his military activity by being constantly with him and, therefore, a 

fixture in the male politics that govern war.  Their bond is problematic, however, 

because it causes her to be raised as a boy would have been, and exposes her to male 

brutality.  This is reflected in her active aggression, which conflicts with the 

expectation that she be a passive, silent—but ultimately morally influential—woman.  

When Elvira’s love for Vincenzio threatens to usurp her fidelity to her father, she is 

unable to control her emotions and indulges a wild outburst whilst attempting to 

express her feelings for Vincenzio.  Hysterical, ‘the proud, the majestic daughter of 

Spain […] sunk in powerless agony on the earth, grasping the robe of her father, […] 

her tone becoming wilder and shriller in its agony’.183  When Gonzalvo confronts 

Elvira, her already passionate outburst becomes mixed with pride in her name and 

prowess, a typically masculine sentiment.  Gonzalvo demands that she do ‘away with 
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the unworthy weakness; it shall not so debase thee’, to which Elvira responds: 

‘“Weak! debased! who dares to say these words to me—to me?  Am I not still 

Elvira?”’184  Elvira is a woman out of control.  The very connection she has to her 

father that bids her love him has corrupted her femininity.  She is now a woman who 

not only stands up to her father, but also challenges him as an equal.  She is, in this 

way, more masculine than feminine.  Yet, despite her capacity for education, the tale 

ends ambivalently and it is unclear whether Elvira survives.185   

Although Françoise’s and Idalie’s deaths are the clear conclusion of their 

respective tales, the ambivalence Aguilar shows about the reformed woman, in 

Françoise’s case, and the martyr in Idalie’s, is similar to that in ‘Gonzalvo’s 

Daughter’.  Aguilar seems to suggest, therefore, that women corrupted by court 

values can never become socially acceptable; death or insensibility are the only 

destinies for them.   Really, it is not Elvira’s failure to be a woman that ruins her, but 

her father’s failure to provide her with the tools she needs to assume her appropriate 

social role.  Helen Hughes has argued that the nineteenth-century ‘ideal of a 

gentleman […] was based on the Victorian concept of chivalry’ which is 

distinguished from normal patterns of behavior by its emphasis on a ‘strong moral 

dimension: honour […], protectiveness towards the weak and poor, and the ability to 

put the needs of others before one’s own’.186  Aguilar, however, debunks this 

idealized version of masculinity and paints a far more negative picture of chivalric 

manliness.  It is in this way that Aguilar’s medieval romances show that Alice 

Chandler is right to believe that ‘Medievalism has ultimately to fail’ as a moral 

template for nineteenth-century England.187  Like the gothic romances that I 

discussed in my second chapter, Aguilar’s medieval romances critique contemporary 

idealizations of the middle ages by emphasizing men’s role in the perpetuation of 

unrealistic idealizations of femininity.   

Aguilar’s depiction of women as victims of male court politics challenges the 

belief that a medieval social ethos could remedy nineteenth-century anxieties.  This is 

because women in a courtly culture were unable to morally improve men.  However, 

Aguilar does not uncritically assert nineteenth-century society as the best option for 

modern society.  ‘Françoise’ seems to articulate Aguilar’s version of the modern 

                                                
184 Aguilar, ‘Gonzalvo’s Daughter’, Home Scenes and Heart Studies, 206. 
185 ibid, 278. 
186 Hughes, The Historical Romance, 91. 
187 Chandler, A Dream of Order, 11. 
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femininity boasted of by nineteenth-century gender ideology and female influence, 

she believes, empowers the nineteenth-century domestic woman; this type of 

woman, however, fails to survive in chivalric society.  In ‘Gonzalvo’s Daughter’ and 

‘Idalie’, however, Aguilar’s celebrations of contemporary society are not without 

tension.  Medieval repression as it is manifested in ‘Gonzalvo’s Daughter’ is 

metaphorically representative of modern, nineteenth-century repression of women; 

she uses the anti-medievalist mode to discuss types of modern powerlessness for 

women and, as I have shown, women fall victim of the society that pretends to 

protect them.  Modernization in the form of religious conversion, as in the case of 

‘Idalie’, is synonymous with life and Aguilar shows that the retention of ancient 

values results in death.  Idalie’s death is problematic because she has only failed to 

adopt majority religion, not majority behavioral codes.  All three heroines under 

discussion in this chapter demonstrate that, in Aguilar's eyes, women must be both 

pious and domestic according to social dictates.  All three of the narratives analysed 

in this chapter work in many directions at once, however, and Aguilar does not offer 

a clear stance on femininity and domesticity.  Whilst readers and critics claimed to 

have seen a ‘masterly analysis and development of the motives and feelings of 

woman’s nature’ in her historical romances, we cannot overlook the tensions Aguilar 

demonstrates in the very ‘motives and feelings’ of the women she represents.188   

                                                
188 This review is cited in each of Aguilar’s published novels and comes from the magazine the Critic.  
I have taken them from: Grace Aguilar, Home Scenes and Heart Studies, Sarah Aguilar, ed. (New York: D. 
Appleton and Company, 1853). 
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Conclusion: ‘Though he slay me, yet will I trust in him’1 
 
The tale is well told, the interest warmly sustained throughout, and the delineation of 
female character is marked by a delicate sense of moral beauty.  It is a work that may 
be confided to the hands of a daughter by her parent (Court Journal). 
 
A very pleasing and successful attempt to combine ideal delineation of character with 
the records of history.  Very beautiful and very true are the portraits of the female 
mind and heart which Grace Aguilar knew how to draw (Literary Gazette).2 
 

Nineteenth-century critical acclaim of Grace Aguilar’s work both during her life and 

after her death emphasized the powerful way in which she used history to celebrate 

popular domestic morality.  The case was also made that she was ‘a Christian in 

everything but name and creed’,3 who could ‘teach professing Christans Christian 

charity’.4  As was remarked in the The Jewish Chronicle in 1871, Aguilar was perceived 

to be ‘essentially an English authoress’. Her historical romances are focused on 

women’s home-life and from her earliest writing endeavors, Aguilar struggled to 

construct images of ideal women—Protestant and Jewish—by nineteenth-century 

standards.  The ways in which she recycled and revised popular literary modes won 

her praise from contemporary literary critics, family members, and friends, all 

remarking most prominently on her contribution to the establishment and 

dissemination of nineteenth-century social values.   

One of Michael Galchinsky’s strongest arguments about Aguilar is about the 

detriments of classifying her as sui generis.  He suggests that such a designation 

‘enables the almost immediate erasure of the burgeoning Anglo-Jewish women’s 

intellectual community from historical memory’.5  Whilst it is true that Aguilar is not 

the only successful female Anglo-Jewish writer in this period, her popularity eclipses 

that of her contemporaries like Celia and Marion Moss, Anna Maria Goldsmid, and 

Charlotte Montefiore.  I agree with Galchinsky that it is important to regard Aguilar’s 

work as part of a larger ‘intellectual community’, but not to the exclusion of reading 

                                                
1 Camilla Crosland writes that these were Aguilar’s last words when, in September 1847 she died 
(Landmarks of a Literary Life, 177).  The quotation is taken from the Book of Job, 13.15 (The Bible, 
Authorized King James Version with Apocrypha, Robert Carroll and Stephen Prickett, eds. (Oxford: Oxford 
Paperbacks, 1998), 617).  
2 These reviews are for The Days of Bruce and are cited in each of Aguilar’s published novels.  I have 
taken them from: Grace Aguilar, Home Scenes and Heart Studies, Sarah Aguilar, ed. (New York: D. 
Appleton and Company, 1853). 
3 Camilla Crosland, Landmarks of a Literary Life, 175. 
4 Camilla Toulmin, ‘The Late Grace Aguilar’, La Belle Assemblée, 1 November 1847 (Notebook 
containing tributes to Grace Aguilar, compiled by Sarah Aguilar, UCL Special Collections, Grace 
Aguilar Collection, MS ADD 378, Box B, n.d., n.p.). 
5 Galchinsky, Origin of the Modern Jewish Woman Writer, 153. 
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her fiction in the context of a broader literary culture; she is part of the English 

literary community as much as she is part of the Anglo-Jewish literary one.  This 

dissertation has sought to isolate Aguilar’s historical romances, and examine the 

revisions she made to the rhetoric deployed in popular English literature.  She is 

significant to this analytical context because of her ability to master the genres of 

popular fiction, whilst also shifting the concerns of these modes towards what would 

become a distinctly Victorian sensibility.     

Although contemporary scholarship positions her at the center of religious 

debates, I have shown that she contributed an equal amount, if not substantially 

more, to gender discourse.  This is not to say that Aguilar’s subjects were not part of 

a larger religious discourse; indeed, as I have argued, several of her historical 

romances take up nineteenth-century concerns about England’s national religion 

through the deployment of specific historical settings, e.g. the Catholic Inquisition 

and the Protestant Reformation.  What I have suggested is that Aguilar’s revision of 

popular literary genres demonstrates her participation in the discourse of nineteenth-

century domestic order.  Michael Galchinsky remarks that Aguilar’s  

 

career begins with a sustained engagement with historical romance […]; 

moves through translation […], theology […], and midrashic biography […]; 

and ends with a sustained series of moral and domestic fictions […].  It is 

intriguing that critics and historians have fastened on to the middle period, 

when from this chronological perspective domestic fiction appears to have 

been Aguilar’s final destination, the genre in which her version of domestic 

ideology found its most lasting home.6  

 

I would like to close this dissertation by suggesting that Aguilar’s historical fiction 

was not, as Galchinsky suggests, abandoned in favor of a more contemporary version 

of domesticity but, rather, the beginning of an active and critical engagement with the 

past used for the moral improvement of the present.  What I hope I have shown 

throughout this project is that Aguilar’s use of the historical mode of writing does 

not conform to Galchinsky’s, and others’, understanding of her writing trajectory 

because her primary literary output until just before her death was in fact historical 

fiction. 

                                                
6 Galchinsky, Origin of the Modern Jewish Woman Writer, 140. 
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Aguilar’s version of nineteenth-century domestic ideology was not, as I have 

pointed out, without troubling revelations.  At the same time that she celebrates a 

nation structured by familial principles in her national tales, she suggests that the only 

way to achieve such is to rely on incestuous bonds that limit familial evolution in the 

long term.  Her gothic romances envision nineteenth-century Jewish women as ideal 

models for Protestant women, encouraging English women to embrace the strength 

of the female Jewish martyr to heroically defend their nation and faith to the death.  

However, death denies women a future and martyrdom results in an ultimate finality.  

Aguilar’s medieval romances suggest that women could be important moral 

influences, a role denied to them in the Middle Ages.  She also suggests that 

nineteenth-century notions of chivalry and constructions of the English gentleman 

based upon representations of courtly behavior victimize women.  Aguilar’s historical 

romances, therefore, do not position her neatly within the discourse of domesticity.  

That her dying words, ‘Though he slay me, yet will I trust in him’, are the same that 

Job speaks whilst attempting to overcome God’s trials is helpful to understanding her 

belief that the sacrifices humans—especially women—make for a patriarchal order 

are essential to the greater good.7   

 

The Literary Annual: Decorum Threatened  

As I noted in a previous chapter, many of the tales under discussion in this 

dissertation, as well as the majority of Aguilar’s domestic short fictions, were 

published in literary annuals, a new publishing medium in the early nineteenth 

century that began in 1822 when Rudolph Ackerman created Forget Me Not, a 

Christmas and New Year’s Present for 1823.8  There is a great deal of historical fiction in 

these volumes, which suggests the past continued to be a rich resource for thinking 

about the present for writers and readers.  The portability of the literary annual, as 

well as its gift book status, has been noted by several critics as significant to the 

annual’s impact on constructing, asserting, and criticizing social trends.9 I wish to end 

                                                
7 See note 1.  
8 Anne Renier, ‘Friendship’s Offering: An Essay on the Annuals and Gift Books of the 19th Century’ 
(London: Private Libraries Association, 1964), 5. 
9 Anne Renier, ‘Friendship’s Offering’ (1964); Ledbetter, Kathryn. "Lucrative Requests: British 
Authors and Gift Book Editors", Papers of the Bibliographical Society of America 88.2 (June 1994), 207-16; 
Peter J. Manning, ‘Wordsworth in the Keepsake, 1829’, Literature in the Marketplace: Nineteenth-Century 
British publishing and reading practices, John O. Jordan and Robert L. Patten, eds. (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1995); Harriet Devine Jump, ‘‘The False Prudery of Public Taste’: Scandalous 
Women and the Annuals, 1820-1850’, Feminist Readings of Victorian Popular Texts: Divergent femininities, 
Emma Liggins and Daniel Duffy, eds. (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2001) 1-17; Katherine D. Harris, 
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my dissertation on a brief discussion of two of Aguilar’s short stories, both published 

in the annual Heath’s Book of Beauty: ‘The Stone-Cutter’s Boy of Posagno. A Sketch 

from His Life’ (1843) and ‘The Fugitive. A True Tale’ (1845).10  Each of these tales 

explores a feminine ideal that would have been familiar to the nineteenth-century 

reader, despite the story’s settings in the historical past.  These narratives, however, 

offer troubling conclusions about the image of the proper woman they depict; 

Aguilar’s conservatism is often in tension with the values it promotes. 

Criticism on the content of the annuals unanimously points to the 

paradoxical nature of these texts; though typically exchanged as gestures of 

friendship or romantic affection, or as evidence of the reader’s awareness of current 

popular tastes, the literature of these volumes both supports and subverts popular 

expectations about domesticity and English manners.  Emma Liggins and Daniel 

Duffy, Terence Allan Hoagwood and Kathryn Ledbetter, and Paula R. Feldman 

argue that annuals were the sites of domesticity unhinged.11  The literature, 

engravings, and personal lives of some of the editors evoke images of sexuality and 

desire, which exist in direct contrast to idealizations of nineteenth-century decorum.  

Examining The Keepsake for example, Hoagwood, Ledbetter, and Feldman suggest 

that this annual was riddled with ‘sensuality and sexual fantasy’, in both the 

engravings and the writing, that could in some ways ‘release women from social 

strictures’,12 so that the publications themselves seemed to function as ‘physical 

mementos of desire or intimacy’.13  Emma Liggins and Daniel Duffy make a similar 

argument, however their discussion explores the ways in which the unfavorable 

personal reputations of female editors of the annuals—for example, Marguerite 

                                                                                                                                 
‘Feminizing the Textual Body: Female Readers Consuming the Literary Annual’, The Bibliographical 
Society of America, 99.4 (December 2005), 573-622; Terence Allan Hoagwood and Kathryn Ledbetter, 
“Colour’d Shaddows”: Contexts in Publishing, Printing, and reading Nineteenth-Century British Women Writers 
(Houndmills: Palgrave Macmillan, 2005); Vanessa Warne, ‘Thackeray Among the Annuals: Morality, 
Cultural Authority and the Literary Annual Genre’ in Victorian Periodicals Review, 39.2, (2006), 158-178; 
Paula R. Feldman, ‘Introduction’ in The Keepsake for 1829, Frederic Mansel Reynolds, ed. 
(Peterborough: Broadview Press, 2006), 7-25. 
10 Grace Aguilar, ‘The Stone-Cutter’s Boy of Possagno. A Sketch From His Life’, Heath’s Book of 
Beauty, the Countess of Blessington, ed. (London: Longman, Brown, Green, and Longmans, 1843), 
241-253.  All citations from this text come from ‘The Stone-Cutter’s Boy of Possagno. A Sketch From 
His Life’, Home Scenes and Heart Studies, Sarah Aguilar, ed. (New York: D. Appleton & Co., 1853), 91-
99; Grace Aguilar, ‘The Fugitive.  A True Tale’, Heath’s Book of Beauty, the Countess of Blessington, ed. 
(London: Longman, Brown, Green, and Longmans, 1845), 209-228.  All citations from this text come 
from ‘The Fugitive.  A True Tale’, Home Scenes and Heart Studies, Sarah Aguilar, ed. (New York: D. 
Appleton & Co., 1853), 105-117. 
11 Liggins and Duffy, Feminist Readings of Victorian Popular Texts, 2001; Allan Hoagwood and Ledbetter, 
“Colour’d Shadows”, 2005; Feldman, ‘Introduction’ in The Keepsake, 2006. 
12 Hoagwood and Ledbetter, “Colour’d Shadows”, 96. 
13 Feldman, ‘Introduction’, The Keepsake, 9. 
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Gardiner, Caroline Norton, and Letitia Landon—may have influenced the ways that 

literary contributions ‘undermined and deconstructed the very models of femininity 

and domestic bliss that they were overtly recommending’.14 Current criticism would 

imply, then, that the editors of and contributors to literary annuals consciously 

subverted gender ideals and encouraged men and women to challenge the social 

codes governing their lives.   

Aguilar’s contributions to Heath’s Book of Beauty discussed here, as well as her 

others to Friendship’s Offering and The Keepsake, build upon her previously developed 

literary patterns often reconsidering the ideal womanhood she appears to support.15  

Whilst Aguilar’s fiction inadvertentnly contributes to developing foregrounding 

nineteenth-century ideals about gender, her texts often cannot help but express the 

difficulties these expectations pose for women who must put them into actual 

practice.  By reading ‘The Stone-Cutter’s Boy of Possagno. A Sketch From His Life’ 

and ‘The Fugitive. A True Tale’ against the framework of nineteenth-century 

domesticity and the other romances discussed in this dissertation, I will conclude this 

project by considering some of the underlying tensions Aguilar leaves her readers 

with in her depictions of nineteenth-century masculinity and femininity. 

 

Heroine Type One: Romantic Ekphrasis  

Published in Heath’s Book of Beauty in 1843, ‘The Stone-Cutter’s Boy of Possagno’ 

appears a simple tale about the ways in which women can influence men.  The story 

is a fictional narrative about the Italian sculptor Antonio Canova (1757-1822), when 

he is thirteen years old and apprenticed to Guiseppe Falieri in order to learn the art 

of sculpting human images from marble.  The story, set in Venice around 1770, takes 

place primarily in an art gallery where the young Antonio goes to observe 

masterworks and practice sketching figures.  Aguilar attributes Canova’s talents to a 

keen ability to appreciate female beauty that is the result of being enchanted by a 

young girl he views in the gallery.  This tale is written in the tradition of ekphrastic 

                                                
14 Liggins and Duffy, Feminist Readings of Victorian Popular Texts, 3. 
15 Grace Aguilar, ‘Lucy. An Autumn Walk’ in The Keepsake for 1844; Grace Aguilar, ‘Amête and Yaféh. 
An Allegory’ in The Keepsake for 1847; Grace Aguilar, ‘Red Rose Villa, and its Inhabitants. A Sketch’ in 
The Keepsake for 1848; Grace Aguilar, ‘The Stone-Cutter’s Boy of Possagno. A Sketch From His Life’ in 
Heath’s Book of Beauty for 1843; Grace Aguilar, ‘The Fugitive. A True Tale’ in Heath’s Book of Beauty for 
1845; Grace Aguilar, ‘The Spirit of the Night.  Founded On A Hebrew Apologue’ and ‘The Val des 
Rivages. A Tale of the French Jews in Heath’s Book of Beauty for 1846; Grace Aguilar, ‘Lady Gresham’s 
Fete. A Tale of the Day’ in Heath’s Book of Beauty for 1847; Grace Aguilar, ‘The Triumph of Love’ in 
Friendship’s Offering, A Literary Album and Annual Remembrancer for 1842; Grace Aguilar, ‘Gonzalvo’s 
Daughter’ in Friendship’s Offering, A Literary Album and Annual Remembrancer for 1843. 
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writing that was recycled by poets of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, who 

were inspired by classical poems about art.16  Examples of ekphrasis are marked by 

the ways in which ‘the temporal art of literature alludes to paintings, statues, urns, 

[and] their traditional themes’.17  Aguilar recycles and revises this literary mode in her 

own fiction and, like writers such as Anna Letitia Barbauld (1743-1825) and Felicia 

Hemans (1793-1835), looks carefully at the object of the male gaze: women.18  The 

girl Canova sees in the art gallery encapsulates the images associated with the 

nineteenth-century feminine ideal; however, the conclusion of the narrative suggests 

that women cannot uphold these values whilst living.   

Like Wilfred Wallace in ‘William Wallace’, Aréli in ‘The Edict’, and Alleyne in 

‘Françoise’, Antonio has the sensibility and spiritual maturity of a child older than his 

years.  He possesses a ‘light of mind’ that makes him susceptible to ‘a spirit within 

him, urging, impelling […] a longing for the Infinite which pressed so heavily upon 

him’.19  Whilst his ability to transcend reality contributes to the development of his 

art, it also enables him to be affected by female beauty.  Whilst studying in the 

Farsetti gallery, Canova is struck by the appearance of an adolescent girl, whom we 

learn at the end of the tale is named Julia.  This moment is significant because 

Antonio’s commitment to his studies, ‘however severe or little interesting,’ found 

him ‘generally so absorbed as to be unconscious of all outward things’ that  ‘it was 

strange that a voice had power to rouse him from such preoccupation, and bid him, 

half-unconsciously yet inquiringly, look round’.20  The voice of the young Julia 

attracts Canova’s attention almost instinctively and powerfully affects him:    

                                                
16 For more on the use of ekphrasis by writers see, for example: James A. W. Heffernan, ‘Ekphrasis 
and Representation’, New Literary History, 22.2: ‘Probings: Art, Criticism, Genre’ (Spring, 1991), pp. 
297-316; Tamar Yacobi, ‘Pictorial Models and Narrative Ekphrasis’, Poetics Today, 16. 4 (Winter, 1995), 
pp. 599-649; Abigail S. Rischin, ‘Beside the Reclining Statue: Ekphrasis, Narrative, and Desire in 
Middlemarch’, PMLA, 111.5 (Oct., 1996), pp. 1121-1132; Grant F. Scott, ‘The Fragile Image: Felicia 
Hemans’s’ Romantic Ekphrasis’, Felicia Hemans: Reimagining Poetry in the Nineteenth Century, Nanora 
Sweet and Julie Melnyk, eds. (Houndmills: Palgrave, 2001), 36-54; and, Michele Martinez, ‘Women 
Poets and the Sister Arts in Nineteenth-Century England’, Victorian Poetry, 41.4: ‘Whither Victorian 
Poetry?’ (Winter, 2003), pp. 621-628. 
17 Yacobi ‘Pictorial Models and Narrative Ekphrasis’, 600; Rischin, ‘Beside the Reclining Statue’, 1122.  
A well-known literary example of this mode appears in George Eliot’s Middlemarch (1871-1872), when 
Dorothea Brooke, on her honeymoon with Edward Casaubon, is viewed by Will Ladislaw.  Observing 
her near the statue of Ariadne carved in the moment prior to her discovery that she has been 
abandoned by her lover, Theseus, Ladislaw begins an impassioned tirade against Casaubon, picturing 
Dorothea as Ariadne.  Abigail Rischin has argued that ‘the statue [can be seen] as a catalyst for the 
birth of desire, as a prefiguration of the novel’s central romance plot, and as a vehicle for representing 
female eroticism within the constraints of Victorian fiction’ (1122). 
18 Michael Galchinsky notes that Aguilar corresponded with Felicia Hemans and also that Aguilar’s 
and Hemans’s literary works were often compared (Origin of the Modern Jewish Woman Writer, 145).   
19 Aguilar, ‘The Stone-Cutter’s Boy’, Home Scenes and Heart Studies, 92. 
20 ibid, 95. 
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Soft, low, silvery, it thrilled to the boy’s soul, as a voice that had haunted his 

dreams, and was yet to reality unknown.  And the being from whom it came?  

Had he ever seen one like to her, or was it the mere embodying of all those 

visions of beauty, which, sleeping or waking, haunted his soul?  He knew not.  

He only knew he sat entranced, breathless, awestruck, as though some angelic 

being had stood before him, demanding adoration.  Young, very young, she 

seemed yet older than himself; and pale, but oh! so exquisitely lovely—with 

all of heaven, naught of earth!  E’en the deep feeling resting on that full 

bright lip; the dark, lustrous, deep-souled eye; the rich, the glorious intellect 

sitting throned upon that beauteous brow; the smile flitting round that 

chiseled mouth, as an emanation from the soul.21 

 

The language of spirituality and religion is associated with this young woman.  She 

possesses an ethereal beauty of body and of voice, much like the heroines of 

Aguilar’s gothic romances. Canova remarks on her ‘pale’ skin and ‘the smile flitting 

round that chiseled mouth’ as if she were a sculpture rather than a woman, and 

Canova positions her here as a work of art.  Julia enchants Canova, causing him to 

pay more attention to her figure than to those of the sculptures he is meant to 

observe.22   

Tension is embedded within this idealized image of a young woman.  The 

narrator writes of how ‘every movement of the sylph-like form is too light, too spirit-

like, for coarser earth’ and Julia’s power to inspire Canova cannot be reconciled with 

day-to-day humanity.  Consequently, Julia—Canova’s ‘treasure’ and the embodiment 

of ‘ethereal purity’—returns early ‘to that heaven whose child she was’.23  This young 

woman is not merely a visitor to the gallery but the woman who becomes responsible 

for Canova’s later reputation as an artist.  Bringing the narrative into the modern day, 

Aguilar writes: 

 

and even now, in the perfection to which his art attained, man may behold 

the realization of those vague yet impelling yearnings after Beauty, Infinity, all 

                                                
21 Aguilar, ‘The Stone-Cutter’s Boy’, Home Scenes and Heart Studies, 95-96. 
22 It is unclear, in the text, whether the feelings that develop in Canova are motivated by admiration or 
sexual desire.  
23 Aguilar, ‘The Stone-Cutter’s Boy’, Home Scenes and Heart Studies, 97, 98. 
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that Genius craves, which had started into life and being from the lovely 

vision of his first and only love.24 

 

What the reader is left with in this narrative is a creative imagining of a renowned 

artist’s inspiration.  Although women acted as men’s muses from the earliest records 

of humanity, Aguilar’s portrayal of Julia’s effect on Canova is specific to her 

assimilation of ekphrastic rhetoric as it is applied to nineteenth-century domesticity.  

Deploying the tropes associated with angelic femininity and the position of women 

as domestic goddesses, Aguilar uses religious imagery to signify that Julia is an ideal.  

This theme is reflected in the form of the literary annual in which the story appeared.  

Indeed, Katherine Harris has argued that the contents of the literary annual comply 

with ‘male-generated codes of propriety and morality’.25  She suggests that this is 

illustrated from both the literary and artistic contributions, to the delicate bindings 

designed to appeal to women, so that the annual becomes ‘a feminine body regulated 

by masculine intellect’.26  In the representation of Julia in ‘The Stone-Cutter’s Boy’, 

Aguilar writes of a feminine body constructed by the male gaze and its imposition of 

gender values that would be familiar to the nineteenth-century reader.  Art becomes 

the place where patriarchal ideals are enacted and inscribed.   

Aguilar’s portrayal of Julia as Canova’s muse seems to suggest that only dead 

or ethereal women can be inspirational.  This portrayal of ideal femininity becomes 

troubling when we remember that her tale would be intended to inform the female 

reader about a woman’s role in nineteenth-century society.  According to ‘The Stone-

Cutter’s Boy’, as well as a number of heroines from each of the literary modes I have 

discussed in this project, women who embody nineteenth-century ideals die.  Many 

of the historical romances under discussion in the chapters before this one portray 

women as ethereal goddesses or sculptures endowed with life, and these can be 

divided broadly into two categories: those who die, and those who live.  Of the 

heroines who resemble Julia, both in their holy beauty and their death, are: Edith 

Camden of ‘Edmund de Clifford’; Agnes of The Days of Bruce; Françoise of 

‘Françoise’; Gertrude of ‘Edmund the Exiled Prince’; and, Marie of ‘The Martyr’.  

These heroines are described in language that makes them appear too perfect for the 

                                                
24 Aguilar, ‘The Stone-Cutter’s Boy’, Home Scenes and Heart Studies, 98-99. 
25 Harris, ‘Feminizing the Textual Body’, 589. 
26 ibid, 573, 589. 
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human world; they are all too beautiful or too good and described in the language of 

divinity. 

 Although all of the heroines referred to above are remarkable for their more 

than natural beauty, Edith, Agnes, and Françoise are the women who are most 

strikingly ethereal.  Edith appears to her adopted brother and future husband as one 

who, though ‘always beautiful [...] attain[s] angelic loveliness’ when she mourns 

Edmund’s departure for war.27  As I argued in my first chapter, Edmund and Edith’s 

downfall is the result of their inability to focus their affections outward; they are so 

consumed by their love for each other that neither can live in the social world.  When 

Edmund reveals to Edith that he will die from the wounds inflicted upon him in 

battle, he tells her that she must find comfort in the fact that she can marry another 

man.  Edith, however, declares that she ‘will be none other’s bride save that of 

Heaven!’28  She is so devoted to her lover that she dies shortly after Edmund does, 

fulfilling her decree.  Edith is very similar, in this way, to Agnes in Aguilar’s later 

national tale The Days of Bruce, whose ethereal qualities become more pronounced as 

her sanity deteriorates; her ‘form […] dwindl[es] more and more into a spirit shape’29 

and it is soon apparent that her ‘lovely, […] angelic mind’ cannot exist in life.30  She, 

consequently, dies.  Romantic notions about love govern both Edith and Agnes.  

Their beauty is similarly fantastical and they do not, therefore, survive their 

narratives. 

 Although Edith’s and Agnes’s failure to develop causes their deaths, even 

Aguilar’s angelic heroines who do evolve often cannot live either.  As I argued in 

Chapter Three, Aguilar suggests that the medieval ethos hinders women from 

obtaining the position of moral influence that they would assume in nineteenth-

century England.  Françoise de Chateaubriand ends her story as a reformed woman.  

However, at the moment she acquires a new understanding of gender values, she 

dies.  When Françoise is restored to her husband and gains his forgiveness for her 

adulterous affair with King Francis, the narrator observes that ‘there was holy 

calmness on that lovely face a smile of seraphic brightness’, and despite the fact that 

‘more than mortal beauty still was hers […] Life had passed away!’31  Francoise’s 

death makes her appear similar to Aguilar’s heroines who are too heavenly for earth.   

                                                
27 Aguilar, ‘Edmund de Clifford’, ‘Legends of Times Past’, n.p. (14). 
28 ibid, 123. 
29 Aguilar, The Days of Bruce, vol. 2, 63. 
30 ibid, 94. 
31 Aguilar, ‘Françoise’, 269. 
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Patriotism sets Gertrude, of Aguilar’s national tale ‘Edmund the Exiled 

Prince’, apart from the other heroines who die at the end of their narratives.  

Consequently, her death appears less futile than do those of Aguilar’s other female 

characters.  Nonetheless, Gertrude is unearthly like they are, her husband and his son 

viewing her as King Harold’s ‘angelic wife’32 who possesses a ‘complexion […] 

beautifully fair’.33  Gertrude is different from the aforementioned heroines, however, 

because she is also described in artistic terms.  The narrator of ‘Edmund the Exiled 

Prince’ remarks that ‘Every inch, every feature was in perfect symmetry’.34  Although 

this description is in accordance with other representations of heroines by authors 

like Walter Scott, the reference to Gertrude’s symmetrical features could also be read 

as an allusion to her as a constructed image, whose ‘physical description[s] [stand] for 

character traits’.35  Gertrude’s physical perfection is likely connected to her 

metaphoric position as the feminised nation.  In this way, Gertrude resembles 

Aguilar’s other vision of the ideal, albeit martyred, woman: the marble statue.   

Aguilar’s use of the trope of the sculptured woman appears in several of her 

narratives, and is most prominent and most problematic in ‘The Martyr’.36  The 

heroine Marie’s aestheticised beauty is disconcerting because it is meant to figure her 

as an ideal woman, though in terms that are used to describe constructed images 

rather than real life.  Working to abide by her duties as a wife to a man she does not 

love, Marie manages to retain her physical attractions, but they become ‘the 

loveliness of a marble statue, not of life’.37  It is only after Marie confesses her 

adolescent love of Arthur Stanley to her husband that she loses her sculptured 

existence, finding joy in her marriage and life as Morales’s wife.  Nonetheless, when 

Marie dies at the end of the narrative, after surviving attempted rape and torture in 

the tribunals of the Inquisition, she embodies again the image of a chiseled figure.  

Sitting in ‘The awful stillness of sculptured repose’ and ‘like marble sculptured by 

                                                
32 Aguilar, ‘Edmund the Exiled Prince’, Tales From British History, 110. 
33 ibid, 3, 2. 
34 ibid, 2. 
35 See, for example: Jeanne Fahnestock, ‘The Heroine of Irregular Features: Physiognomy and 
Conventions of Heroine Description’, Victorian Studies, 24.3 (Spring, 1981), 325. 
36 When the titular character of ‘Idalie. The Story of A Picture’ becomes ‘marble pale’ when she 
realizes she can no longer marry her lover (Aguilar, ‘Idalie’, Home Scenes and Heart Studies, 290); Isabella 
Buchan of The Days of Bruce possesses a ‘pure, pale brow and marble cheek’ that inspires awe in her 
fellow Scots (Aguilar, The Days of Bruce, vol. 1, 14).   
37 ibid, 47.  Rachel Asher, Josephine’s mother and a minor character in ‘The Edict’ is described 
similarly when she, like Marie, is forced to live without the man she loves: ‘From the moment she was 
released from the parting embrace of her doubly-wretched husband […] She resumed her usual duties, 
but it was if a statue had been endowed with movement’ (Aguilar, ‘The Edict’, Home Scenes and Heart 
Studies, 124).  Like the other heroines discussed in this section, Rachel also dies. 
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God’s hand’, Marie remains strikingly beautiful and angelic whilst observed by her 

Uncle and Catholic lover after her death.38  Marie’s purpose in ‘The Martyr’ is to 

show the reader the importance of making sacrifices for the right reasons; however, 

that she still dies as a ‘marble statue’ suggests that Aguilar saw female self-abnegation 

as problematic, and Marie seems punished for her transgressive sexual desire despite 

her reformation.   

All of the heroines discussed in this section are described in similar terms and 

end their respective narratives in death.  They all, in some form, are victims of their 

circumstances.  The reader is left unaware of anything about Julia of ‘The Stone-

Cutter’s Boy’ except that she inspires Canova’s art; she is a ghostly muse who never 

seems part of the human world.  Whereas Gertrude, in Aguilar’s early national tale, is 

a noble martyr for her nation, Edith and Agnes are ruined by their failure to see 

patriotic love as more important than romantic desire. Françoise, of Aguilar’s 

medieval romance, dies as the result of problematic romantic affairs, the former of 

which is localized in adultery and the latter in unrequited love.  Finally, Aguilar’s 

Inquisition heroine Marie is simply too faithful to accommodate physical love 

because she is extraordinarily committed to her religious values.  All of these 

heroines are perceived, understood, and pursued by the male gaze.  Their beauty 

appears constructed by the men who are attracted to them, and Aguilar’s depiction of 

several of her heroines as pieces of art demonstrates her assimilation and revision of 

popular literary tropes to express her understanding of nineteenth-century gender 

values.  That women, as represented in these national, gothic, and medieval 

romances, cannot uphold these values in life may be troubling for the nineteenth-

century reader if she is to look to these literary figures as models of appropriate 

behavior.  Aguilar’s non-tragic historical tales, moreover, go some way to criticize the 

false promises of romance that her tragic heroines indulge.   

 

Heroine Type Two: Early-Victorian Domesticity 

Aguilar’s historical romances in which the heroines do not die all explore the 

maturation of the main female character, emphasizing her relinquishment of fancy in 

favor of a more rational outlook.  ‘The Fugitive. A True Tale’, published in Heath’s 

Book of Beauty in 1845, resembles Aguilar’s Catholic Inquisition tales, though this 

story does not use the tropes of the literary gothic.  Set abroad and in the past—the 

                                                
38 Aguilar, The Vale of Cedars, 250. 
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date of the narrative is never disclosed—‘The Fugitive’ is essentially a domestic story 

about a Sephardic Jewess and an Anglo-Jew who are like any other English citizen.  

In a general reading this tale seems to reiterate the statement Aguilar makes in her 

gothic romances: that Jewish women are ideal models for all women, regardless of 

their faith.  In ‘The Fugitive’ Aguilar reveals her other ideal woman: the desexualized, 

devoted, martyr-like woman.  

‘The Fugitive’ is about an Anglo-Jew, Judah Azavédo and a Portuguese 

Marrano, Inez Benito.  The story begins with Azavédo, the narrator exploring his 

passion for travel to new places and his self-loathing.  The story of Inez is much 

more complicated, considering her marriage and her husband’s death, her Jewish 

faith, and her existence as a Marrano in Portugal at the time of the Inquisition.  The 

story traces her life from just prior to and through her escape from Lisbon to 

England, as well as her subsequent marriage to Azavédo.  Unlike Aguilar’s other 

stories, ‘The Fugitive’ continues with Inez’s maturation in England where she 

successfully assimilates English values; the reader watches her become an English 

woman.  In this romance, Aguilar shows the rewards a domestic wife will receive in 

England if she is appropriately feminine.  The setting of the Inquisition, therefore, 

functions as a catalyst for Inez’s maturation, as it brings her to England as a new 

woman governed by English social expectations.   

Aguilar’s story follows Inez’s journey from childish disregard for social values 

to adult understanding of proper feminine conduct.  Aguilar begins her story 

differently than she does her other Inquisition tales, starting at the end by 

introducing the hero first, whom her heroine will spend the tale trying to gain.  Then 

Aguilar presents her heroine, whom Azavédo sees on his travels to Portugal and falls 

instantly in love with, although the two do not converse.  As with many of Aguilar’s 

heroines, Azavédo’s attraction to Inez lies in her ‘extraordinary beauty which ever 

fastens on the memory as if by some strange spell’, a characterization similar to the 

one Canova makes of Julia when he first observes her.39  Unlike Julia, however, Inez 

has a voice and actively participates in her social world.  Early in the story, Inez’s 

self-assertion puts her life in danger, forcing her to learn to be more passive and, by 

extension, appropriately feminine.  Whilst speaking with a cousin about her recent 

refusal to marry her brother-in-law following her husband’s death, Inez explains her 

repugnance at the thought of marrying this man.  In reflecting on her confrontation 

                                                
39 Aguilar, ‘The Fugitive’, Home Scenes and Heart Studies, 108. 
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with him, Inez notes ‘in sober truth, I was feeling too thoroughly indignant to weigh 

my words’.40  Only too soon does Inez come to repent her ‘indignance’ when Padre 

José, a fellow Marrano pretending to be a Catholic priest, informs her that ‘the voice 

of vengeance [from her brother-in-law] had betrayed the fatal secret of [her] race and 

faith, the very first whisper of which [was] consigned to the Inquisition’.41  Inez’s 

careless disregard of propriety affects not only herself, but her family as well.  Using 

her literature to instruct young women, Aguilar argues that women must always 

adhere to the strictures of social decorum, regardless of the abuses one is subjected 

to.  

Inez’s Jewish identity forces her to leave her homeland, and she must 

reconsider her behaviour if she is to survive.  Aguilar does not portray her as 

awkward in adjusting to life in a free land because she is consumed by learning 

English expectations about female behavior, what she had neglected in Spain.  

Everything Inez does is with the motive to please, blend in, and subscribe to the 

traditions of the country that now protects her.  Throughout her voyage to England 

from Portugal, Inez ‘retained not only firmness but liveliness […] and when received 

in England’ by her uncle’s friends, ‘gaily consulted them on the best means of 

subsistence—whether to take in plain work or enter upon the business of fancy 

confectionary, for both of which her convent education had well fitted her’.42  

Moreover, Inez wastes no time in preparing to assimilate English fashion and 

behaviour: once settled and part of a social group, Inez declines to attend a social 

function because she fears her dress will ‘bring shame on [the] fashionable 

reputation’ of her friends;43 later, when she finally goes out, she indulges the fashion 

and desires of others by laying ‘aside her veil’ upon their request.44  She assumes the 

image of an ideal woman who abides by social expectations to fulfill her duties and 

she is rewarded for it.  Throughout her Anglicization, Inez learns to avoid being a 

transgressive woman, helping to cultivate in herself a socially-acceptable English 

femininity.  

This tale relies on the contrast between romance and reality that I referenced 

in my general introduction.  Inez survives the narrative because she successfully 

matures into a woman who behaves rationally and according to the established social 
                                                
40 Aguilar, ‘The Fugitive’, Home Scenes and Heart Studies, 109. 
41 ibid, 110. 
42 ibid, 114. 
43 ibid, 115. 
44 ibid, 116. 
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ideals of the country she resides in.  Once learning to abide by these, she can 

establish a domestic home with the tale’s hero, Judah Azavédo.  Hating himself 

because he is physically unattractive, ‘Judah had dreaded, and so forsworn love, 

feeling it next to impossible for him ever to be loved in return’.45  Nonetheless, he is 

effected by his first encounter with Inez in Portugal.  He finds her  

 

surpassingly lovely, [and] though he had seen her but three times, never near, 

and only once without her veil, her beauty both of face and form lingered on 

his memory as indelibly engraved as if it had lain there for years, and then 

had been called into existence by some strangely awakening flash.  […] Once 

only had he heard the sound of her voice, and it breathed music as thrilling 

and transporting as the beauty of her face.  Yet was she neither saintlike nor 

angelic; it was the arch witchery, a shadowless glee, infused with the 

nameless, descriptionless, but convincing charm of mind.46 

 

This passage resonates with those of Aguilar’s other Inquisition tales, in which the 

heroines are remarkably attractive, physically and emotionally.   However, Inez is not 

beautiful in an unearthly way like the heroines are in the tales I discussed in the 

section previous to this one.  Though not perfectly angelic like Canova’s Julia and the 

other heroines discussed in this chapter, she attracts Judah with her physicality and 

the sound of her voice in a similar way that they do.  Judah’s obsession with his self-

hatred is translated into an obsession with a real woman that is entirely bound to the 

human world.  The reader is aware that Inez is not faultless, her powerful personality 

having forced her to flee to safety in England in the first place.  It is only after having 

put herself and her family at risk that she learns to abide by the governing social 

dictates pertaining to ideal femininity.  She attracts Azavédo through her physical 

beauty, going on to form a relationship with him because she enacts ideal femininity. 

 The language Aguilar uses to demonstrate Inez’s model femininity reveals 

that nineteenth domestic ideology provides women with a private glory through 

desexualized affection.  Finally agreeing to marry Judah at the end of the tale, Inez 

accepts her position as his wife, regardless of her true feelings for him.  Aguilar 

writes that she cannot ‘blazon the simplicity of truth with the false colouring of 

romance’, admitting that Inez ‘did not love him, in the general acceptation of the 
                                                
45 Aguilar, ‘The Fugitive’, Home Scenes and Heart Studies, 107. 
46 ibid, 107. 
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term’.47  Aguilar revises the traditional romance trope in which the hero and heroine 

would be united by their mutual physical desire, and she debunks the escapist 

idealization of love-based relationships to instead celebrate rational affection: 

 

The romance of love before marriage [Inez] might not have known, but its reality 

afterwards she made so manifest, even when disease, joined to other 

infirmities, so tried her husband as to render him fretful and irritable, that 

there are still living some to assert that never was wife more tenderly 

affectionate, more devotedly faithful than was Inez Azavédo.  Her 

extraordinary beauty seemed invulnerable to age, for I have heard it said that 

even in her coffin, and she lived to the full age of mortality, she retained it 

still.48 

 

Aguilar is here critical of romance.  Love, in this representation, is not based upon 

sexual desire, but on a wife’s ability to nurture her husband.  Aguilar does not idealize 

her portrayal of married life, commenting only on the uncomfortable aspects of it—

‘disease’, ‘infirmity’, ‘irritability’—and she shows that women are empowered by their 

role as helpmeet, rather than as sexualized beings.  The narrative ends here on a 

description, again, of Inez’s beauty and that she retains this even in death suggests 

that Aguilar believed that the desire for physical love would be detrimental to a 

woman’s ability to live according to social expectations. 

 Whilst a twenty-first century reading of ‘The Fugitive’ might find it difficult 

to understand Inez’s experience of married life as a reward, the nineteenth-century 

reader would have been comforted by the ways in which Aguilar celebrates Inez’s 

domestic industry.  This is not the only tale that asserts the value of a domestic life of 

servitude, as the desexualized ideal woman recurs in a number of the romances under 

discussion in this dissertation.  The women who survive Aguilar’s historical romances 

are those who embrace their domestic roles without allowing romantic notions about 

physical love to govern their ambitions.  Aguilar’s devoted, martyr-like woman can be 

found in all of the literary modes discussed in this project.  In the case of Annot of 

‘William Wallace, the Dauntless Chief’, Isabella and Isoline of The Days of Bruce, 

Almah of ‘The Escape’, and Constance of ‘Gonzalvo’s Daughter’, disinterested love 

becomes its own reward. 
                                                
47 Aguilar, ‘The Fugitive’, Home Scenes and Heart Studies, 117 (Aguilar’s emphasis). 
48 ibid, 117 (Aguilar’s emphasis). 
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 Several of Aguilar’s heroines learn to renounce romance because they force 

upon themselves a life of permanent penance in order to atone for inaprorpiate 

behaviour.  Like Marie of ‘The Martyr’, Isabella Buchan experienced a forbidden love 

in her early womanhood.  Isabella refuses to indulge this sexual attraction, choosing 

to abide her father’s choice of husband for her, a choice that ends up causing her 

more misery than she anticipated.  As Robert Bruce prepares to take back the crown 

of Scotland and fight England for Scottish independence, Isabella meets again the 

young knight with whom she fell in love prior to her marriage, and this causes her 

anxiety.  Aware of her adolescent desire as well as her adult position and 

responsibilities, Isabella’s  

 

Fancy and reason strove for dominion, but the latter conquered. […] She 

rose up from that weakness of suffering, strengthened in her resolve to use 

every energy in the queen’s service in supporting, encouraging, endeavoring 

so to work on her appreciation of her husband’s character, as to render her 

yet more worthy of his love.49 

 

Isabella retains this firmness throughout the novel, even after her husband kidnaps 

and imprisons her, and feigns the murder of their son.  Her reward comes in the last 

pages of the novel when, ‘fixed on a self-imposed duty’ to go to England and attempt 

to reconcile with her husband, she learns that he has died, ‘sinning but repentant, 

cruel but atoning’.50  There is no indication in the final pages that Isabella will now go 

on to obtain the man she loved as a young woman, but rather the novel emphasizes 

the influence Isabella had in reforming her husband.   

Repentance for her transgressions against gender codes is the driving force 

behind Almah’s reformation in ‘The Escape’.  As I argued in Chapter Two, Almah 

assumes a masculine role when she actively attempts to rescue her husband from the 

Inquisition.  She cross-dresses as a man in order to infiltrate the Inquisition, but is 

discovered and she and her husband are sentenced to be burned at the stake.51  In my 

discussion of ‘The Escape’, I posit that Almah and Alvar survive because they each 

assume their appropriate gender roles by the time of their intended execution.  

Almah blames herself for their near-death experience and consequently the couple 

                                                
49 Aguilar, The Days of Bruce, vol. 2, 132. 
50 ibid, 228, 229. 
51 Aguilar, ‘The Escape’, Selected Writings, 77. 
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celebrates ‘every returning anniversary of that awful day’ by donating ‘certain articles 

of clothing to a limited number of male and female poor’.52  Almah’s life is marked 

by an annual reminder of her transgression against religious and gender values.  She 

survives her narrative by permanently atoning for her indiscretion. 

 Self-abnegation, and not only penance, enables some of Aguilar’s heroines to 

survive as well.  Whereas Isabella and Almah spend their lives making up for 

breaches of decorum made in their early womanhood, Annot of ‘William Wallace’, 

Isoline of The Days of Bruce, and Constance of ‘Gonzalvo’s Daughter’, survive their 

respective narratives because they all willingly relinquish their lovers to fulfill their 

duties to family and country, only to be rewarded with them in the end; they sacrifice 

romance only to see it fulfilled after they have learned to understand the value of 

realistic, rational love.  

Aguilar’s main concern about romantic love is the way in which it can 

interfere with a woman’s domestic duties.  Annot is one of the more fanciful of 

Aguilar’s national heroines.  Her sexual desire for Ronald/Wilfred rules her at first, 

and she struggles early on to relinquish the hero.  She must, therefore, learn about a 

more rational form of affection.  From her childhood Annot, an orphan raised with 

Ronald and Robert Glenallyn, nurses a romantic affection for Ronald, who is later 

revealed to be William Wallace’s long-lost son, Wilfred.  When Ronald/Wilfred 

determines to enlist in the army, he bids her farewell with ‘no affection save that of a 

brother’s’, and Annot is devastated.53  After giving vent to ‘agonizing’ and 

‘maddening’ grief, Annot ‘reasoned herself to calmness, and returned to her usual 

employments’.54  It is this strength that enables Annot to survive her daily duties 

without the object of her love.  Her ability to carry on in her domestic duties 

becomes responsible for her eventual marriage with Ronald/Wilfred.  Returning 

from war, Ronald/Wilfred determines to ‘Protect poor Annot’ by marrying her and, 

‘though he did not love perhaps quite as much as she did, yet when the wars were 

over and he could remain at home, the gentle Annot soon gained his heart, and he 

loved as devotedly as she did’.55  Annot’s reason enables her to overcome the 

sufferings associated with unrequited love.  As a reward for her ability to relinquish 

romance, she ends up with the initial object of her affection. 

                                                
52 Aguilar, ‘The Escape’, Selected Writings, 85. 
53 Aguilar, ‘William Wallace’, Tales From British History, 355. 
54 ibid, 355. 
55 ibid, 377, 378. 
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A woman’s ability to accept that her affection for her lover is of less 

importance than his public duties is another important element of Aguilar’s ideal 

femininity.  Isoline of The Days of Bruce and Constance of ‘Gonzalvo’s Daughter’ are 

markedly different heroines from the ones I discussed earlier.  This is because they 

both willingly sacrifice their lovers—and their sexual desire for them—in order to 

uphold a promise, in the former case, or to save her lover’s life, in the latter.  Isoline 

Campbell, Robert Bruce’s niece, attracts the attentions of most of the Scottish men 

in Bruce’s camp and, as I argued in Chapter One, she achieves this because she 

accepts the role of self-less ministering angel.  Having promised her uncle to marry 

whichever soldier rescues the Scottish standard from the English, Isoline is at first 

betrothed to Sir James of Douglas.  Though she had secretly hoped that Alan would 

become her husband, she determines to forsake romance and encourages Alan to 

‘think on the mother for whom [he] hast […] borne so much, and whose love, whose 

worth demands yet more’, rather than on her thwarted affections.56  It is this sacrifice 

that Isoline makes which enables her to obtain the husband of her choice.  

Overwhelmed by her dutiful resignation, Douglas relinquishes his claim on Isoline’s 

hand and permits Alan to marry her.  Isoline’s happiness, therefore, is a direct result 

of her adherence to her duty. 

Constance of ‘Gonzalvo’s Daughter’ enjoys a similar happy ending because 

she sacrifices her desires, and her physical self, for her lover.  When Luigi Vincenzio 

is taken as a prisoner of war by Gonzalvo de Cordova’s Spanish army, Constance 

assumes the guise of a page and demands an audience with Gonzalvo’s daughter, 

Elvira, who makes her save Vincenzio’s life by convincing him to marry Elvira.  

Because Constance is content knowing that she ‘shall have saved [Vincenzio], have 

given him back to life, to his fellows, to honour, to glory’,57 Constance is a willing 

sacrifice.  Elvira is so inspired by this gesture that she makes a sacrifice of her own, 

orchestrating Constance and Vincenzio’s marriage and release from Spanish custody, 

at the same time that she learns to be a true woman according to Constance’s mould.  

Constance survives her narrative because she is not ruled by a desire for sexual love 

but rather a respect for her lover’s position of power, and this is what enables her to 

win him in the end. 

 In these romances, Aguilar locates a feminine ideal that is different from that 

of her ekphrastic narratives.  Rational love, as opposed to romantic love, is presented 
                                                
56 Aguilar, ‘William Wallace’, Tales From British History, 204. 
57 Aguilar, ‘Gonzalvo’s Daughter’, Home Scenes and Heart Studies, 210. 
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as a saving grace for women, and Inez, Annot, Isoline, and Constance each must 

make a visible and conscious sacrifice of romance in order to obtain the lovers they 

desire all along.  Aguilar’s martyr woman—Edith, Agnes, Gertrude, and Marie—

demonstrate the problems inherent in ideals about femininity.  Rational women, 

however, resolve these.  In this version of Aguilar’s femininity, the ideal woman is 

not sexual.  Rather than actively pursue romantic love, she is willing to learn the 

value of self-sacrifice.  These types of heroines are rewarded in the narrative by not 

being required to make the sacrifices they willingly would.  Like Inez of ‘The 

Fugitive’, these women are all marked by their commitment to the private world of 

the home.  Aguilar’s overall message in these tales is that women who live a domestic 

life that does not indulge romantic fantasies will be rewarded. 

 

A Final Comment  

Mary Poovey has remarked that expressions of domestic ideals in eighteenth- and 

nineteenth-century conduct manuals are affected by the paradoxes in these, and 

authors of these literary modes appear ‘compelled to forestall frustration by 

celebrating the virtue of endurance and the rewards of self-denial’.58  Aguilar was able 

to avert ‘frustration’ in various representations of the past.  In her national tales, 

Aguilar gives women an important role in the construction of the nation by making 

them morally influential.  These heroines contribute to nation-building by inspiring 

their fathers, brothers, and lovers to act patriotically.   In her gothic romances, 

Aguilar makes Jewish women into models of femininity by nineteenth-century Jewish 

and Protestant standards.  The Catholic Inquisition enables Aguilar to construct a 

specific role for Jewesses—that of the martyr—and they inspire others to relinquish 

their proselytizing and accept that Jews and Christians share similar core values.  

Aguilar’s medieval romances find the past less accommodating for nineteenth-

century gender ideals.  The position of influence given to women in the national and 

gothic romance is denied women who live in courtly societies.  Aguilar is critical in 

these histories of chivalric ideals and argues that they are not suitable for the 

development of a rational, nineteenth-century femininity.   

Aguilar’s uses of the past in her historical romances all contribute to her 

participation in the development of what would come to define conservative 

Victorian values.  Though these values can be troubling, they ultimately appealed to 
                                                
58 Mary Poovey, The Proper Lady and the Woman Writer: Ideology as Style in the Works of Mary Wollstonecraft, 
Mary Shelley, and Jane Austen (London: University of Chicago Press, 1984), 28. 
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the nineteenth-century reader.  Aguilar’s continued commercial success throughout 

the nineteenth and into the twentieth centuries likely comes from the safety of her 

topics and affirms the argument that  

 

Grace Aguilar knew the female heart better than any writer of our day, and in 

every fiction from her pen we trace the same masterly analysis and 

development of the motives and feelings of woman’s nature (The Critic).59 

 

This review indicates clearly that readers felt that Aguilar’s fiction understood and 

articulated core truths about women; readers did not perceive that she was 

constructing these.  But Aguilar’s fiction tells us that ‘the motives and feelings of 

woman’s nature’ involved not only superior spirituality and devotion to others.  It 

also involved painful self-sacrifice and the ability to renounce all claims to autonomy. 

 

                                                
59 This review is for The Days of Bruce and is cited in each of Aguilar’s published novels.  I have taken 
this from: Grace Aguilar, Home Scenes and Heart Studies, Sarah Aguilar, ed. (New York: D. Appleton and 
Company, 1853). 
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