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Exploring a range of early nineteenth-century cultural materials
from canonical poetry and critical prose to women’s magazines
and gift-book engravings, Sexual Politics and the Romantic Author offers
new perspectives on the role of gender in romanticism’s defining
paradigms of authorship. The romantic author’s claim to individ-
ual agency is complicated by its articulation in a market system
perceived to be impelled in large part by fantasies of female desire —
by what women read and write, what they buy and sell, how they
look, and where they look for pleasure. These studies in the
contested public spaces of literary labor elaborate the fundamental
if invisible function of the woman as embodiment of authorial
ambivalence in writing by Austen, Byron, Coleridge, William
Hazlitt, Sarah Hazlitt, Leigh Hunt, Keats, Mary Shelley, William
Wordsworth, and others.
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Figure 1 Rosina.
“Beneath this picture was inscribed in golden letters, “The Invisible Girl.””
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Introduction: invisible girls

An image of a young woman reading, the engraving accompanying the
short story, “The Invisible Girl,” published in The Keepsake for 1833 by
“the Author of Frankenstein,” illustrates the conjunction of writing and
the gendered body that I want to examine in a variety of situations in the
following chapters. As both a visual embodiment of Rosina, the story’s
heroine, provided as part of The Keepsake’s ornamental equipage, and a
functional artifact described within the narrative proper, the engraving
doubly frames the issue of materiality at stake in that conjunction. Such
emphatic framing is also itself fundamentally at issue in the discussions
that follow, where my project involves looking at assumptions about
meaning or value which motivate strategies of differentiation and defini-
tion, strategies that, like a frame, draw lines around a subject — an
individual or a field of study — and thereby describe its substantive,
signifying edge. I am interested in the implications of what this image
thus appears simply to describe, what it can be seen to represent on the
level of its content: a woman and a book. But I am at the same time
interested in what seems to disappear beyond or behind those represen-
tational borders — what we might call the dis-content of the subject — the
overdetermination or excess towards which the image, itself supple-
mental to writing, implicitly gestures, but which fades out of the view of
this woman reading.

I want to consider the figure of the woman reading specifically in terms
of the location of that figure and that activity in the context of the other
objects which so fully furnish this interior scene. This is a scene, as Mary
Shelley’s narrative describesit, of “home and privacy,” and as such, itisa
comfortable and a familiar scene. And yet it is simultaneously a scene of
culture, an evocative scene that alludes, in the parrot (“parroquet”) and
the mirrors and the dark chest with its open door, to some other place, an
exotic or mysterious elsewhere, whether beyond or more deeply within.!
In its shadowy suggestiveness, such allusion works visually as background

1



2 Sexual politics and the romantic author

to outline the portrait of the lady at leisure all the more insistently. Only
one of many portraits of ladies that decorated the pages of the lavish gift
annuals through the 1820s and thirties and which contributed significant-
ly to the appeal of those books as emulative artifacts of the bourgeoisie,
this engraving explicitly conforms to conventional expectations of how
culture should look; it contends that culture, domesticated, feminized, is
embodied in a certain aesthetic and associated with a certain class. In
thus highlighting its fulfillment of those expectations in the luminous
form of the reading woman, however, the engraving also potentially
disturbs the merely complacent gaze which we direct at her and which is
likely to dwell, satisfied, in the luxurious drapery of her dress and on the
folio pages of the book she reads until it seems as if they were not there.

In the very lavishness of its material detail, the engraving seems
simultaneously to draw attention to the tangibility of the aesthetic object
and to turn it transparent as such. It discloses even as it so elaborately
enfolds and covers over the provenance of the materiality that this scene
of domestic luxury indirectly depicts: in particular, the labor that is the
precondition of such feminine leisure, the production that renders such
consumption — of books as of other commodities — conspicuous, the
economics of appropriation, exploitation, or violence that furnishes
such a private space with foreign effects. We might see only a picture of
a woman reading a book. But in looking at this woman we are in fact
also seeing precisely what we are not supposed to be able to see, what we
cannot read, or, rather, what our reading so lavishly denies: ‘“Beneath
this picture was inscribed in golden letters, “The Invisible Girl.””” Shel-
ley’s narrative rewrites the title of the engraving, “Rosina,” as it serves
merely to decorate the gift book; as the narrative thus incorporates the
image into its own frame of reference, it underscores the discrepancies
of the market that the picture contains when it arranges its assortment of
alien features into a comfortable domestic scene. On the edge of the
image, as its frame, that inscription urges us to look again and to notice
what we didn’t think we could see; or, put another way, it urges us to
notice that what we do not see, that which is invisible in this image of
culture, is precisely what the engraving illustrates. The narrative written
by the woman who is herself curiously situated on the outer edge of an
inner circle and on occasion virtually invisible there (“a devout but
nearly silent listener”),? in this way suggests that if to be seen is to be
invisible, then to see is to be, like Sir Peter in the story, “‘very convenient-
ly blind.” Vision (imaging, imagining), like truth or power, must be
partial, a function of expectation and desire: “Delusion bold!”’3 In the
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performance of Jack the Giant-killer at Sadler’s Wells — “the word /
Invisible flames forth upon his chest” (286-87) — such delusion fascinates
the observer, who looks at the audience (“the rabblement”):

To watch crude Nature work in untaught minds;

To note the laws and progress of belief;

Though obstinate on this way, yet on that

How willingly we travel, and how far! (275-78)

My interest here is similarly to trace the “laws and progress of belief” in
the partial (empowering) visions that culture (looking like nature)
teaches us. When we, perhaps as deluded as the spectators at Sadler’s
Wells, look again at the invisible girl, might we begin to see that Aer gaze
may just glance over the top of the page of “one of those folio romances
which have so long been the delight of the enthusiastic and young” to
indicate a different subject of interest? That she looks towards a pleasure
of some text other than the one that appears so centrally and so
familiarly to our view? That our eyes have been willingly riveted so long
to a certain form, a certain normative embodiment of significance and
value, without seeing how it is a creation of its surround, both of what
evidently appears and, crucially, what does not?

Through a variety of early nineteenth-century texts and contexts, the
following chapters engage some of the issues, questions, and possibilities
thus outlined by the image of the woman and the book in order to
consider the way invisible girls are scripted into romantic tradition in
particularly material configurations — as bodies, among objects, like
books, in the marketplace — even as they appear to be overlooked or,
what may amount to the same thing, looked over. Mary Shelley’s “The
Invisible Girl” appeared in 1832, and therefore just on the chronological
edge of romanticism as it is conventionally construed; it provides an
angle from which to look at that tradition and its defining paradigms — of
presence, of vision, of the individual, imaginative subject, the author —
precisely as conventional constructions specifically motivated by the
appearance and disappearance of women at the scene of writing.
Shelley’s story thus affords us a way to see what we have been looking at
as romanticism from another direction and through other eyes, as if
through the eyes of the invisible girl. Reading with her in the picture,
following her gaze at or out of the frame, allows us to see in romanticism
some familiar things that we have not really looked at before.

“The Invisible Girl” opens by avowing its own diminished construction,



