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1. Introduction 

In this dissertation I will present the reader with an analysis of Rhoda Broughton’s literary 

accomplishments with the objective of determining whether Broughton’s work can be 

inscribed within the genre of sensation fiction as a number of scholars have argued before. In 

order to determine whether her oeuvre can be considered sensational, I will resort to the 

persona of the effeminatus, or, as Thomas Rosenmeyer calls it, the woman-in-man (infra). My 

reason for employing this character is, as I will elaborate upon in the first part of the 

theoretical framework, its intermediate position between the traditional sexes of male and 

female. For the sake of establishing the effeminatus’ social position, I am going to start the 

theoretical framework with an investigation of what masculinity entails since the effeminate 

male is perceived as unmanly.  

My second motive for commencing with a delineation of masculinity is the premise, as 

voiced by John Tosh (179), that in furtherance of researching changing perceptions of 

femininity, one must inevitably also study masculinity. Regarding masculinity, I am going to, 

drawing upon the work of R.W. Connell, make a distinction between “hegemonic 

masculinity” and “subordinate masculinity”, the former representing the most dignified male 

mode of life while the latter includes peripheral masculinities such as the homosexual and the 

effeminatus (832). This differentiation between hegemonic and subordinate masculinity will 

then reappear in the analytical part of this paper in which I intend to contrast the figure of the 

soldier, who exemplifies hegemonic masculinity, to the effeminatus in a selection of 

Broughton’s novels. 

After the exploration of the construct of masculinity against femininity, I am going to, 

in the second part of the theoretical framework, turn to the complexity of classifying 

Broughton’s oeuvre. In fact, Mrs Broughton started her literary career in the 1860s, the 

decade usually associated with sensation fiction. Sensation fiction is a generally female genre 
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which demonstrates a fascination with constructs of femininity, as Boardman and Jones 

explain (12). Broughton’s identity as sensation writer is based largely on her depiction of 

sexual female protagonists who denied convention in this manner. Consequently, it would be 

interesting to investigate the influence of the effeminate male on these women since both 

characters transgress traditional gender roles. However, a good deal of scholarly work also 

acknowledges that Broughton’s oeuvre fits the definitions of sensation fiction less well on 

account of the presence of romantic elements (Boardman and Jones, Terry).  

Significant authors such as Gilbert and Gubar and Showalter draw attention to the 

complexity of sensation fiction and Broughton’s work. In The Madwoman in the Attic, Gilbert 

and Gubar pinpoint Broughton’s conservativeness since her heroines cannot escape 

convention. Yet, the authors also acknowledge that Broughton’s oeuvre contains traces of 

ambiguity. Elaine Showalter recognizes the complexity of sensation fiction as well. 

According to her, the genre formulates protest but does so from within the restrictions of a 

feminine framework. Furthermore, as I will demonstrate, Showalter has developed a 

classification of phases and generations of women writers in which it is very difficult to 

inscribe Broughton. Using the figure of the effeminatus, I expect to agree with Gilbert and 

Gubar and Showalter that Broughton’s work does present us with an interesting challenge to 

Victorian gender roles but cannot, however, be analysed as transgressive since her novels still 

retain a moralistic conclusion and remain true to conventionality. 

With reference to the analytical part, I am going to start with an introduction regarding 

effeminacy, which I think might be relevant due to the complexity of defining this notion. 

During this introductory section, I aim to delineate my vision on effeminacy, which is based 

on Heilbrun’s Toward a Recognition of Androgyny. After defining the notion of effeminacy, I 

want to take the reader with me on an exploratory journey of effeminacy throughout 

Broughton’s four selected novels.  
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To begin this journey, the second part of this thesis will establish an opposition 

between hegemonic masculinity in the persona of the soldier and subordinate masculinity 

embodied by the effeminatus who will be our main concern. As will become clear from the 

analysis, the soldier is held in higher regard than the effeminatus, who is in fact dismissed as 

unmanly. This discrepancy is particularly notable in Lavinia in which the heroine Lavinia, 

who is engaged to an effeminate male, falls in love with an injured soldier and gradually 

grows more and more repulsed by her fiancé. Nevertheless, although one can interpret 

Lavinia’s preference for the hegemonic male as consolidating gender boundaries instead of 

disrupting them, the distinction soldier-effeminatus is not as black and white as it seems. 

While, several of Broughton’s protagonists, among others Lavinia and Nell LeStrange 

(Cometh up as a Flower) do demonstrate a preference for soldiers, these soldiers, however, 

can display at times rather feminine features. Female characteristics are especially perceivable 

in Dick M’Gregor, who is Nell’s lover in Cometh up as a Flower.  

In the third segment of the analytical part I am going to concentrate on the portrayal of 

males who display feminine character traits due to their association with Greek deities. The 

characters discussed in this part will be Dick M’Gregor, Rupert Campion and Francis 

Chaloner. The latter two will return in the discussion of aestheticism that will follow this 

section. The association with Greek deities is invoked, on the one hand, through sculpture, 

and, on the other hand, via painting. In Cometh up as a Flower one can notice an increase in 

the use of statuesque elements in the persona of M’Gregor, leading me to conclude that his 

marbleisation and static quality are indications of his forthcoming removal from the story. 

Furthermore, drawing on the work of Jane Thomas, I argue for the reading of this novel as a 

reversal of the Pygmalion myth in which M’Gregor gradually petrifies rather than gaining 

live. The same can be argued with reference to Rupert Campion in Lavinia. He too is depicted 

as a divine statue which, in my opinion, anticipates the stony quality of his grave. In contrast 
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to M’Gregor and Campion, Chaloner of Second Thoughts is not depicted as a statue but as a 

model posing for a painting, specifically a Botticelli-painting. Chaloner, himself a painter, has 

a studio that is filled with images of sickly virgins and diseased Aphrodites.  The Botticelli 

reference and distorted paintings present us with a transition to the next part, which will 

consist of an analysis of aestheticism. Nevertheless, before entering the discussion on 

aestheticism, I will present the reader with a possible explanation of the femininity expressed 

in statues and paintings of Greek deities. As scholars like Ellis, MacLeod and Dover point 

out, effeminacy has a long tradition and has been around since Ancient Greece. To Ancient 

Greeks, the hermaphrodite, a dual-sexed being, expressed the ideal of androgynous beauty 

and this ideal was represented mainly via sculptures of Greek deities. Therefore, by including 

her male protagonists in this tradition, Broughton is able to highlight their effeminacy and, 

seeing that the Victorian era was very interested in the practises of Ancient Greece, the 

effeminacy would be clear to her readers.  

Fourthly, I intent to offer some insight concerning the connection between 

aestheticism and effeminacy.  Chaloner and Rupert Campion are the two characters I will be 

using in this part. However, the section will be introduced by a brief introductory part in 

which I am going to explain the movement’s characteristics that are significant to this paper. 

Scholars as Anderson and Small will help us in understanding the movement’s fascination 

with tea-cups or pots, sunflowers and lilies. As Anderson elucidates, drinking tea has 

traditionally been seen as feminine while an interest in flowers is not very masculine either 

(221, 232). Consequently, theorists like Denisoff and Sinfield equate aestheticism with 

effeminacy. With regard to Chaloner, the author of this thesis would like investigate the 

Botticelli and Aphrodite- references further by drawing on Walter Pater’s The Renaissance: 

Studies in Art and Poetry. Pater was an aesthetic contemporary of Broughton whose work The 

Renaissance was denounced as effeminate. In this work, Pater dedicates a section to Sandro 
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Botticelli whom Pater calls a poetical painter. Considering Pater’s aestheticism and his praise 

of Botticelli, I aim to clarify the aesthetic connotations of referring to this Italian master. 

In the fifth and ultimate analytical part I will discuss gender inversion in A Waif’s 

Progress in which the Tancred couple’s roles are reversed. I am going to focus on Edward 

Tancred’s effeminacy on the basis of Havelock Ellis’s Sexual Inversion who claims that a 

sexual invert is a male who remains unaffected by feminine influences. However, Ellis seems 

to equate the sexual invert with the homosexual. Although Edward cannot be deemed 

homosexual, his appropriation of the feminine role is unmistakeable. Moreover, I will try to 

ascertain the reasons for Edward’s inversion focussing on the age difference between the 

couple and their lack of children. Before offering a conclusion to this analytical part I will 

finally investigate the influence of  the Tancreds’ gender inversion with regard to Bonnybell, 

their guest. In the preliminary conclusion I then recapitulate the most important notions that 

have been discussed in the analysis before turning to a general conclusion. Hereafter, in the 

final conclusion, I will connect my analysis of effeminacy and its effect on gender 

conventions with the theoretical framework in an attempt to determine whether or not 

Broughton’s oeuvre can be inscribed within the genre of sensation fiction. Considering the 

scholarly work of major theorists like Gilbert and Gubar and Elaine Showalter, I expect to 

conclude that, although Broughton’s work questions gender roles and the institution of 

marriage at times, its conventionality and moral undertone interfere with an attempt to 

classify her work as sensational.  
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2. Theoretical Framework 

2.1. Introduction  

By way of introducing the theoretical background upon which my analysis will be founded, I 

would like to briefly explore the historical context that brought about Britain’s preoccupation 

with gender barriers that is so notable in sensation fiction and Broughton’s work. As will be 

clear from the subsequent part, the Victorian period was characterized by clear-cut gender 

definitions that placed women in the private sphere, while men were able to frequent the 

public sphere. However, during the 1870s elementary education became compulsory in 

Britain, allowing women to enter public life (Carstens: 66). Moreover, from 1865 onwards, 

the year in which the first woman suffrage organization came into existence in Manchester; 

women demanded access to public life by reclaiming higher education, opposing to marriage 

and entering a profession among other things (Carstens: 66).  

Other than women’s emergence out of the private realm, the Victorian notion of gender 

distinction was also threatened by scientific discoveries. During the nineteenth century 

scientists discovered that embryos have the anatomical possibility of both sexes, meaning that 

an embryo that evolved to be male also had the basic lay-out of a female embryo (Carstens: 

69-70). As Carstens indicates, the existence of bisexual embryo profoundly changed man’s 

knowledge of biological sex since every man had “a latent woman inside him” (70). This led 

to the belief that sex did not always stay fixed, which is very important in view of effeminacy 

and gender inversion (infra) (71). As Carstens explains in her article, after the discovery of the 

bisexual embryo it is not so great a step to Ellis’s sexual invert (infra) and what we would 

today call homosexuality since it was believed that, if a man had a possible woman inside 

him, a sex-reversal could be triggered leading to same sex passion (74).  
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Consequently, as a result of these social and scientific developments, one can understand 

that the notion of gender is a theme of concern to the Victorians. In the next part of this 

theoretical framework, the author of this thesis aims to present the reader with an exploration 

of the traditional notions of femininity and masculinity that were threatened. After the 

discussion of gender conventions, the subsequent theoretical part will focus on sensation 

fiction, a genre which in itself threatens the conventional submissive role of the female. 

Ultimately, to end this theoretical part the reader will be presented with a conclusion to, once 

more, draw attention to the main theoretical points before starting the analysis. 

2.2. Masculinity, Femininity and Effeminacy 

In his article “What Should Historians do with Masculinity? Reflections on Nineteenth-

century Britain”, John Tosh argues that in order to analyse a phenomena as femininity one 

should first and foremost try to make sense of the system of social relation in general, both 

from the point of view of class and from the perspective of gender (179). Furthermore, Tosh 

agrees with Nathalie Zemon Davis who stated that if one wants to examine women’s 

circumstances, one must inevitably also study men’s. Consequently, Tosh claims that a study 

of masculinity is vital to any approach to femininity (179). Therefore I would like to 

incorporate an examination of masculinity and the male gender in this excursion about 

gender.  

According to Tosh, masculinity is “the norm against which women and children 

should be measured” (180). Elaborating on this statement, he explains that “women are 

‘carriers’ of gender”, their place in society is assigned as a result of their role as mother. Men, 

however, were not reduced to this role and therefore less restricted (180). Edward Carpenter, 

who wrote Love’s Coming-of-Age: A Series of Papers on the Relations of the Sexes, which 

was published in 1912, acknowledges that Man is the dominant sex and rules society (31-32). 
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He too, in fact, admits the necessity of dwelling upon the male gender when one is to examine 

changes in the female sex (e.g. the struggle for emancipation). As Carpenter clarifies so aptly, 

“whatever injures the one sex injures the other; and that whatever defects or partialities may 

be found in the one must from the nature of the case be tallied by corresponding defects and 

partialities in the other” (50).  

In Myths of Sexuality: Representations of Women in Victorian Britain, Lynda Nead, 

drawing upon George Elgar Hick’s triptych Woman’s Mission, clarifies how femininity is a 

norm defined in opposition to masculinity: “The three images show the same woman with 

three different men – her son, her husband and her father. In other words, she is defined 

through her relationship to these men.” (13). According to Nead, women are depicted in a 

subordinate position in comparison to men on the basis of notions of mission, duty and 

responsibility. Furthermore Nead demonstrates that it is man’s life-cycle that defines 

woman’s domestic roles and duties, that of young mother, dutiful wife and caring daughter 

(14). With respect to her role as dutiful wife, Nead uses the Victorian metaphor of the oak and 

the ivy to explain feminine and masculine norms:  

Norms of masculinity and femininity are constructed in this image; to 

use a much-repeated Victorian metaphor, he is the oak and she is the 

ivy. Just as the ivy needs the support of the tree in order to grow, so the 

wife depended upon her husband, and in the same way that the ivy may 

hold up the tree when it is weakened, so the wife was able to assist her 

husband when he was afflicted. Although it was possible for the woman 

to administer aid to the man, she was totally dependent on his strength 

and support to develop (13). 
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Nevertheless, Nead clarifies that this construct of femininity is imposed upon middle-class 

women (23-24). As Nead adds, the key notion of gender discourse was respectability. To 

Victorian women, this notion was seen in terms of dependency, delicacy and fragility (28). 

Dependency was not viewed as limiting women but rather to shield them from harsh public 

life (29). The concept of middle-class women’s dependency was able to sustain because of 

“the belief that respectable women were inherently weak and delicate” (29). In this regard, 

middle-class women were distinguished from working-class women who “were defined as 

inherently healthy, hardy and robust (29).  

The idea of female respectability was part of a cult of domesticity that followed the 

separation of work and home in the late-eighteenth, early-nineteenth century. From then on 

the home was associated with the female sphere in opposition to work or the public sphere, 

which was decidedly masculine (Nead: 32). As a result, “gender identities became organized 

around the ideology of separate spheres” (33). This notion of two separate yet complimentary 

spheres formed the basis of the ideal of middle-class marriage (34), which led to a 

hierarchical social structure in which marriage and family were perceived as the norm (35). 

As a result of this equation feminine-home and the importance of respectability with regard to 

women (supra), the ideal wife was seen as the “angel in the house”. This title is derived from 

Coventry Patmore’s “Angel in the House”, a hugely popular poem, in which he talks about 

“love that idealizes and worships not only the maiden but the wife as well” (Houghton: 377). 

Patmore characterizes the angel in the house as a very submissive wife who is devoted to her 

husband and family: 

Man must be pleased; but him to please 

Is woman's pleasure; down the gulf 

Of his condoled necessities 

She casts her best, she flings herself. 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  . . 

And whilst his love has any life, 

Or any eye to see her charms, 
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At any time, she's still his wife, 

Dearly devoted to his arms; 

She loves with love that cannot tire; 

(Patmore, Canto IX: I, 1-4; 17-21) 
 

With regard to the masculine sex then, Tosh argues that masculinity is a constructed 

gender which entails an opposition with subordinate masculinities (such as the effeminatus 

who will play a major role in the remainder of this dissertation) and the female gender (191). 

By seeing gender as a construction, Tosh draws upon Freud’s work (Morris: 107). Pam 

Morris conveys Freud’s perspective on gender as follows:  

According to Freud, we are born biologically female or male but not 

with a corresponding ready-made feminine or masculine gender 

identity; our first infant experience is of bisexuality and our eroticism is 

polymorphous, unconfined to a specific bodily zone. (Morris: 95) 

One can deduce from this citation the possible existence of a gap between the male sex and 

being masculine. Because masculinity is a social construct, one can consequently be male but 

not masculine. In short, both Tosh and Freud insist on gender as a construction and not an 

innate identity. 

Following what we have just established, that masculinity is a social construct, one 

could thus wonder what the characteristics of a “true” male are. In her article “Victorian 

Effeminacies”, Thaïs Morgan uses the Latin word vir to denote a “true” male. According to 

Morgan, a vir is an “adult man responsible for his action and capable of contributing to the 

welfare of the state” (112). Moreover a vir has physical and moral courage. Physically, the vir 

exemplifies virtus or manliness which is immanent in his every act and word. Morally, the vir 

exemplifies virtus or virtue; he has moral influence on others (Morgan: 112). However, Tosh 

argues that by the end of the nineteenth century there was a raising tension between the 
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physical and moral side of virtus (182). According to Tosh, morality was the more important 

side since moralists claimed that the body would take care of itself (182). Nevertheless, manly 

exercises were valued for their beneficial moral effects (182). 

With regard to this physical component of virtus, one could say that soldiers function 

as the epitome of manliness, as Morgan claims in her description of the vir (112). As Tosh 

explains in his article “What Should Historians do with Masculinity? Reflections on 

Nineteenth-century Britain”, at times during the nineteenth century, masculinity entailed 

hostility towards emotional expression and an intolerance towards homosexuality or 

androgyny (196). According to Tosh, this elevated sense of masculinity could very well be a 

reaction to the imperial frontier and the virtus needed there, resulting in the ideal of the 

masculine soldier. In the nineteenth century, domesticated males received less respect than 

previously (Francis: 641), while subordinate masculinities were even seen as a threat (Tosh: 

193). These sentiments were probably the result of the ideal of the masculine soldier. In short, 

as Martin Francis summarises in “The Domestication of the Male? Recent Research on 

Nineteenth- and Twentieth-Century British Masculinity”, from 1870 to about 1914 

hypermasculinity was celebrated in the British empire (640).  

One of the regions where these British masculine soldiers were active during the 

nineteenth century was India. In 1857 the British suppressed the Indian Rebellion, thus 

consolidating their imperial power (Boyce: 88). From then on, elaborate British laws and 

policies were decreed, among them even laws with regard to sexuality (Boyce: 88). As 

numerous authors have indicated, difference of gender can be a strategy to differentiate 

between the dominant rulers and the subordinates (Boyce: 88; Chandra: 200; Haynes: 909). 

Additionally, Francis (651) refers to the work of Mrinalini Sinha who reveals that the British 

expressed superiority over their Indian subjects by viewing them as less masculine. M. 

Haynes voices Sinha’s explanation as to why the Brits employed this strategy: 
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As Sinha persuasively shows, British opponents deployed variations of 

the “effeminate” Bengali discourse to water down the Ilbert Bill – 

which narrowly extended the jurisdiction of native judges over 

European subjects – and to exclude middle-class natives from serving in 

volunteer reserve units or serving in the higher echelons of colonial 

administration on par with Europeans. (909) 

By deeming Bengali men effeminate, the Brits were able to reduce the power of these natives 

in their own country thus facilitating the colonization. However, Sinha and other authors also 

state that the Bengali disputed the charges of effeminacy and intended to reaffirm their Indian 

masculinity through, for example, competitive sports (Francis: 651). Nevertheless, the 

resonance of these ideas is still notable in popular television shows nowadays. Characters like 

Raj Koothrappali in The Big Bang Theory and Apu in The Simpsons retain a feminine touch 

years after the Indian independence. 

However, the figure of the effeminatus is not a unique phenomenon to the nineteenth 

century. As authors like Michel Foucault and K.J. Dover exemplify in their key works on this 

subject, respectively The Care of the Self: The History of Sexuality Volume Three (1990) and 

Greek Homosexuality (1978), androgyny was already part of the ancient Greek and Roman 

society. Especially noteworthy is the ancient Greek period as the Victorians were aficionados 

of this era according to Richard Jenkyns: 

The first part of the century [the 19
th

] is the great epoch of Grecian taste 

in literature, architecture, furniture, and even in dress […]. It is easy for 

us to think of the Victorian age, with its Gothic enthusiasm, as a period 

of reaction against the Hellenism of an earlier generation; the Victorians 

themselves thought differently. ‘We are all Greeks’, Shelley said, and 
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this sentiment was to be echoed again and again throughout the century 

(15). 

The Grecian taste of the Victorian will play an important role in the analytical part of this 

paper seeing that Broughtonian males are at times depicted as Greek deities (infra). With 

regard to these deities, in Greek Homosexuality, Dover, who concentrates his research on 

Greek vase-painting, has noted that male and female bodies are at times distinguishable only 

due to the presence of breasts and/or external genitals (70). This is especially the case in the 

figures of youths or youthful deities who are on many occasions even indistinguishable from 

females (72). In short, although this thesis concentrates on nineteenth century effeminacy, my 

intention of this digression was to demonstrate that this phenomenon was already present in 

Ancient Rome and Greece. Consequently, I prefer using the Latin denomination effeminatus 

because this terms represents the rich tradition (both in Greek and Roman culture) of 

effeminacy best in my opinion. 

Returning to the difficulties at hand in defining the concept of masculinity, R. W. 

Connell has introduced a number of useful categories with regard to a scale of masculinity. 

He has introduced the notion of “hegemonic masculinity” as opposed to “subordinate 

masculinity” (Francis: 638).  Tosh defines ‘hegemonic masculinity’ as follows in “What 

Should Historians do with Masculinity? Reflections on Nineteenth-century Britain”: 

‘Hegemonic masculinity’ denotes those expressions of masculinity - 

like exclusive heterosexuality or the double standard or the assumption 

that paid work is a male birthright - which serve most effectively to 

sustain men's power over women in society as a whole (192). 

According to Connell and Messerschmidt, “hegemonic masculinity” “embodied the currently 

most honored way of being a man”(832). As already indicated by the word “currently”, 
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Connell and Messerschmidt also state that “hegemonic masculinities came into existence in 

specific circumstances and were open to historical change” seeing that gender relations are 

historical and subject to change (832-833). As mentioned above, the most honoured way of 

being a man in the nineteenth century was to be hypermasculine, in the profession of soldier 

for instance. Consequently, one can deduce that the effeminatus and the homosexual will be 

considered as instances of “subordinate masculinity” since both types were not seen as 

masculine nor honourable. 

By the end of the nineteenth century, traditionally referred to as the fin de siècle, as a 

result of what males perceived as the rising threat of homosexuality and effeminacy, gender 

distinctions became increasingly difficult. Furthermore, the anxiety of these males was 

increased on account of the growth of women writers. In the new literary world of the 1880s 

and 1890s, women were a major presence, which outraged male reviewers (Showalter 1993: 

vii, ix). Male artists of the fin de siècle, who feared the death of familiar structures, saw 

women writers as a threat since, traditionally, literature has always been associated with 

masculinity. (Showalter 1993: xviii). As a result of all these challenges of masculinity, by the 

fin de siècle there was a phenomenon to which Elaine Showalter refers as the “masculine 

crisis” (Tosh: 193). Gender roles were changing and defining what Morgan would call a vir 

was becoming increasingly complex.  

Yet, not only men were concerned with changing gender roles; but constructs of 

gender also played an important role in female literature. In A Literature of Their Own, Elaine 

Showalter (1977) makes an explicit association between the woman writer and her novelistic 

character, the effeminate male: 

The revolutionary energies of the women novelists are entirely 

projected onto male figures, who are androgynous in the sense that their 
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disguise is to appear effeminate. Like their creators, these heroes 

survive by concealing their real strength and purposes, and “passing” as 

limp and ineffectual. (192-193) 

By mean of this citation, Showalter answers a question that has probably already entered the 

reader’s mind at this moment, namely: “what has effeminacy to do with Rhoda Broughton?”. 

Although I have already indicated that both the effeminatus and the women novelist occupy 

an ambiguous position with regard to gender, Showalter even goes so far as stating that the 

effeminate male is an extension of the author herself. Like the effeminatus, the woman 

novelist cannot truly express her own identity and has to resort to disguise. In taking up the 

pen, women novelists had, as Showalter (1977: 7) puts it, “outgrown the constraining 

feminine role”; just like the effeminatus cannot be deemed to pertain fully to the masculine 

role. In the next section of this theoretical framework, I will discuss women writer’s 

preoccupation with gender roles even further since sensation fiction, the genre in which 

Broughton’s work is generally inscribed, demonstrates protest against restrictive feminine 

roles.  

2.3. Sensation Fiction 

According to Boardman and Jones (12), Rhoda Broughton’s work is usually associated with 

one specific decade, the “sensational” 1860s. Effectively, two of her major novels have been 

written during the 1860s, namely Not Wisely but too Well (1867) and Cometh up as a Flower 

(1867). The latter will return in the second part of this thesis while analysing instances of 

effeminacy. The 1860s are called “sensational” because of the prevailing genre of sensation 

fiction, which is, as Boardman and Jones clarify, a “mix of realism and melodrama, 

domesticity and criminality” and entails moreover a “fascination with constructs of 

femininity” (12).  
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However, as Fantina and Harrison indicate (xi), defining sensation fiction is much 

more complex considering the genre’s hybridity. In their introduction to Victorian Sensations: 

Essays on a scandalous genre, Fantina and Harrison argue that sensation fiction displays 

characteristics of “melodrama, romance, the gothic, realism, and Newgate fiction” (xii). With 

regard to Broughton’s work, the presence of romantic elements has also captured Boardman 

and Jones’s attention who therefore concluded that Broughton’s novels conform less well to 

the definitions of sensation fiction (12). However, they resist classifying Broughton’s oeuvre 

as romantic since this generalization does not do justice to the “wit, subtlety and diversity of 

her work” (12). R.C. Terry also notes the romantic nature of her work, claiming that 

Broughton, similarly to the Brontës, writes romantic fatalism which was a dominant genre in 

French fiction of the time (110). Tamar Hellar also observes the similarities between 

Broughton’s oeuvre and that of the Brontës, especially Charlotte Brontë (89). Focussing on 

Not Wisely but too Well, Hellar states that Broughton, like Charlotte Brontë, “expresses 

discontent with traditional gender roles” (89). Moreover, Hellar explicitly links up Not Wisely 

but too Well’s male character, Dare, with Jane Eyre’s male protagonist, Mr Rochester (92). 

According to Hellar, Jane Eyre can be seen as a precursor of Not Wisely but too Well in its 

“innovative portrayal of female desire” which anticipates the threat that male desire poses to 

female autonomy (92).  

Taking Hellar’s observation into account, one can observe that the preoccupation with 

gender roles is a major theme in sensation fiction. Although, within scholarly circles, 

sensation fiction has been regarded as the insignificant little sister of classic Victorian realism, 

“attention to sensation fiction within the academy began to grow in the 1970s and 1980s with 

the expansion of the canon, a result of the cultural upheavals of the 1960s” (Fantina and 

Harrison: x). During that era some of the greatest “sources for feminist readings of sensation 

fiction” have been written; among others, Elaine Showalter’s A Literature of Their Own and 
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Sandra Gilbert’s and Susan Gubar’s The Madwoman in the Attic: the woman writer and the 

nineteenth- century literary imagination (x).  

Firstly, The Madwoman in the Attic (1979) is a study of the major nineteenth century 

women writers, among others Jane Austen, Charlotte Brontë and Elizabeth Barrett Browning. 

Gilbert and Gubar indicate in this work that women writers are determined by their sex since 

male sexuality is associated with literary power (4). Because of women’s exclusion from 

culture, female novelists are denied the autonomy the author’s pen can bring (19). In the 

patriarchal nineteenth century, the feminine ideal was that of “the angel in the house” and in 

order for women to take up the pen, she must, and here Gilbert and Gubar draw upon Virginia 

Woolf’s statement, “kill the angel in the house” (17). To Gilbert and Gubar, the feminine 

angel was regarded as “the aesthetic cult of ladylike fragility and delicate beauty” (25). The 

key act of the angel was her selflessness: “it is the surrender of her self – of her personal 

comfort, her personal desires, or both” (25). Moreover, women writers also needed to “kill” 

the opposite of the “sweet heroine inside the house”; the “monster” (29). The “monster” is 

stubbornly autonomous, “committed only to their own private ends” and the incarnation of 

male dread of women (29). However, women’s ability to “kill” both angel and monster is 

questioned precisely because of the patriarchal society they live in: 

And we must particularly do this in order to understand literature by 

women, as we shall show, the images of “angel” and “monster” have 

been so ubiquitous throughout literature by men that they have also 

pervaded women’s writing to such an extent that few women have 

definitely “killed” either figure (17). 

With regard to Broughton’s novels, the question to be posed is whether she succeeded in 

killing both “angel” and “monster”, or, in other words, whether Broughton succeeded in 
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transcending patriarchal society. Gilbert and Gubar seem to analyse Broughton’s fiction as 

being an intersection between dismissing patriarchy and conforming to it. Although her 

professional work calls into question traditional feminine roles, Gilbert and Gubar argue that 

Broughton suppresses awareness of its progressive nature (169). To Gilbert and Gubar, the 

content of Broughton’s novels appears to be conservative, yet, even though her heroines 

cannot escape conformity, there are traces of ambiguity present in her oeuvre (169). 

Secondly, In A Literature of Their Own (1977), Showalter also notices the ambiguity 

with respect to conformity in Broughton’s work and sensation novels in general:  

In […] the problem novels of the 1860s and 1870s, women writers were 

pushing back the boundaries of their sphere, and presenting their 

profession as one that required not only freedom of language and 

thought, but also mobility and activity in the world. The sensation 

novelists of the 1870s, including Mary Braddon, Rhoda Broughton, and 

Florence Marryat, used this new freedom in a transitional literature that 

explored genuinely radical female protest against marriage and 

women’s economic oppression, although still in the framework of 

feminine convention that demanded the erring heroine’s destruction 

(28-29). 

As Showalter explains, although sensation fiction expresses women’s displeasure with 

traditional gender roles, this protest still originated from within the “framework of feminine 

convention”. With regard to Broughton, Showalter acknowledges that her work is sensational 

although it is still “thwarted by the need to conform to moral formulas” (1977: 173). 

In her article “Immortal Fiction in the Late Victorian Library”, Dee Garrison supports 

Showalter’s statement by classifying Broughton as a domestic sensational novelist that writes 
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about “outwardly ordinary women who commit adultery, bigamy, and murder” (74). In the 

depiction of “crimes”, Broughton formulates a protest again feminine restrictions but does so 

from within the domestic sphere (Jones: 212). Because of this domestic and feminine 

orientation, Garrison includes Broughton among domestic sensation novelists, a group which 

she opposes to authors less oriented towards women (73-74). 

In A Literature of Their Own, Elaine Showalter distinguishes three phases with respect 

to women writers: the Feminine phase (1840s- 1880s), the Feminist phase (1880- 1920) and 

the Female phase (1920 onwards) (1977: 13). The first phase consists of imitating the 

dominant tradition and internalizing its standards and views. The second phase comprises 

protest against the dominant tradition and a demand for rights and values. Ultimately, the 

third phase is a phase of self-discovery, a search for identity. Considering the time span of 

Broughton’s writing (her first novel was published in 1867, her last novels have been 

published posthumously, after her death in 1920), she can pertain to both the Feminine phase 

and the Feminist phase of Showalter’s classification.   

In tandem with these three phases, Showalter identifies three generations of 

nineteenth-century women writers classified on the basis of their date of birth (1977: 19). 

Since Broughton was born in 1840 she can again belong to two categories, the second 

generation born between 1820 and 1840, who followed in the example of the great writers, or, 

the third generation born between 1840 and 1860, which included sensation novelists and 

children’s book writers (1977: 19).  

Showalter’s classification is particularly apt for demonstrating the difficulty of 

classifying Broughton’s work. With regard to the phases, Broughton can belong to both the 

Feminine and the Feminist phase. Moreover, concerning the generations, Broughton’s date of 

birth allows her to enter either the second or the third generation. As mentioned above, 
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Broughton’s sensation fiction expresses female dissatisfaction with gender roles from within 

the domestic sphere. This domestic sensation fiction, as Garrison calls it, corresponds to 

Broughton’s situation between the Feminine and the Feminist phase. Her novels seem to have 

preserved the domestic setting that is exalted in the dominant tradition (supra). 

Moreover, numerous scholars have observed that Broughonian novels still retain a 

moralistic conclusion and remain true to the conventional border (Flint, Showalter, Garrison, 

Terry, Stubbs, et al.). With reference to her intermediate position between the second and the 

third generations, one can again note that Broughton’s oeuvre expresses characteristics of 

both generations. As mentioned before, Tamar Hellar has noted that Not Wisely but too Well 

bears a number of similarities to Charlotte Brontë’s Jane Eyre, while other scholars have 

noticed resemblances between The Game and the Candle and Jane Austen’s Persuasion. In 

this regard, one could say that Broughton follows the example of great writers, as is the 

fashion of the second generation. Nevertheless, her novels have been analysed as sensational 

(supra), which is characteristic of the third generation. In short, the inability to neatly fit 

Broughton’s oeuvre within the categories devised by Showalter seems to me an indication of 

her ambiguous attitude toward gender, which will be the focus of my analysis in the second 

part of this thesis. 

In her article “’LOVE’: Rhoda Broughton, writing and re-writing romance”, Shirley 

Jones also seems to notice Broughton’s interceding position between Showalter’s Feminine 

and Feminist phase. Jones argues that Broughton’s literary career connects the “Girl of the 

Period” to the “New Woman” (209). In order to understand the gender implications of these 

terms, I will briefly try to shed some light on Jones’s statement. 

The “Girl of the Period”, on the one hand, is an article published in the Saturday 

Review of March 14 1868, written by Eliza Lynn Linton (Rinehart: 3). The period referred to 

is evidently the sensational 1860s. According to Linton, girls of the 1860s are only interested 
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in dress and the fashion of the demi-monde (Rinehart: 4). She characterizes these girls in the 

following manner: 

The girl of the period is a creature who dyes her hair and paints her 

face, as the first articles of her personal religion; whose sole idea of life 

is plenty of fun and luxury; and whose dress is the object of such 

thought and intellect as she possesses . . . Nothing is too extraordinary 

and nothing too exaggerated, for her vitiated taste . . . With purity of 

taste she has lost also that far more precious purity and delicacy of 

perception which sometimes mean more than appears on the surface. 

What the demimonde does in its frantic efforts to excite attention, she 

also does in imitation. (qtd in Rinehart: 4) 

In her article, Linton laments the loss of the ideal of womanhood and reacts against the 

changing position of women in the second half of the nineteenth century (Rinehart: 4). Linton 

rejects these women’s loss of “precious purity and delicacy of perception” (4). 

The “New Woman”, on the other hand, is an example of the sort of women Linton 

abhorred. The term was established in the 1890s to denominate women who were fighting for, 

or had secured, a level of equality and personal freedom (Stubbs: 54). According to Ann 

Ardis, New Woman writers wrote about “sexuality, reworking the romance plot to incorporate 

women’s non-domestic ambitions, and renegotiating women’s access to public sphere in the 

process” (127). In fact, Broughton has written a novel, Dear Faustina (1897) in which she 

portrays a woman “ostensibly working for women's causes, but in fact more concerned with 

self-promotion” (Flint).  

Returning to Jones’s statement, one can now understand how Broughton’s career 

connects the “Girl of the Period” to the “New Woman”. Broughton’s novels demonstrate the 
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changing Victorian perceptions about gender. In her earlier work, let us take Cometh up as a 

Flower as example, Broughton is able to criticize women’s place in society through the sister-

as-rival focus, for example (Faber: 150). According to Faber, Broughton uses the tension 

between Nell, the rebellious sister, and Dolly, the conventional sister, in order to satisfy or 

undermine conventions (154). In this novel, one can note that the process of social change is 

still in its early stages since the sisters’ marriages to gentlemen conform conventions (154). 

However, the methods used to realize this outcome “- manipulation, forgery, deceit, revenge - 

are highly unconventional” (Faber: 154). If we consider Dear Faustina then, one might note 

that the rebel heroine of Cometh up as a Flower, who still conformed to traditional roles, is 

replaced by a New Woman whose homosexual relationship with her chosen sister would have 

been scandalous to Victorians (Hager: 462). Moreover, according to Hager, Dear Faustina 

focalizes sexual inversion since the New Woman is an active invert, appropriating the 

masculine role (462-463).  

According to Heike Bauer, the notion of inversion played a role in the woman 

question of the 1880s and 1890s, especially with regard to the New Woman who was 

considered a masculine female (85-86). However, inversion was originally seen as a male 

phenomenon (Bauer: 90). Bauer refers to Karl Heinrich Ulrich’s Prometheus in which Ulrich 

comments upon men with “a female soul confined in a male body” (qtd in Bauer: 90). This 

notion of male sexual inversion corresponds to effeminacy, which is the main focus of this 

thesis. Therefore, the notion of inversion will return in my analysis of A Waif’s Progress, a 

novel in which traditional gender roles are inverted (infra).  

However, despite the sexual inversion, Hager calls Dear Faustina an anti-New 

Woman novel (461). The novels assumes the plot of a rescue narrative since the protagonist is 

saved by a man from the clutches of the New Woman (461). As Hager argues, this 

development is less characteristic of sensation novels since the heroine reintegrates willingly 
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into a patriarchal domestic space (461-462). As a result, Hager argues that Broughton was 

seen as scandalous in the 1860s but as conventional in the 1890s (461). This statement is 

accepted by Tamar Hellar, who claims that Broughton ceased to write sensation fiction and 

wrote straightforward courtship narratives for the rest of her career (99). If one assumes 

sensation fiction to be confined to the 1860s, this move away from sensation fiction might be 

logical since Broughton continued to write up until her death in 1920. Yet, numerous scholars 

argue that the genre of sensation fiction is not confined to the 1860s but has, in fact, a wider 

scope and broader impact (Fantina and Harrison: xi). If sensation fiction is not limited to the 

1860s, one could wonder why Broughton turned away from the genre. In her article ““That 

Muddy, Polluted Flood of Earthly Love”: Ambivalence about the Body in Rhoda Broughton’s 

Not Wisely but Too Well”, Tamar Hellar argues that Broughton’s inability to come up with 

acceptable forms of femininity and masculinity led to her rejection of sensation fiction (99). 

Nevertheless, although Broughton’s work may have become less straightforward in her 

depiction of sexuality, Hellar  admits that she “continued to question marriage and 

domesticity in novels” (99).  

Other scholars have also noticed a change in Broughton’s literary career. In her article 

“Are the Victorians Still with Us?: Victorian Sensation Fiction and Its Legacies in the 

Twenty-First Century”, Beth Palmer argues that sensation novels were apt to serialization 

because of their cliff-hangers and red herrings (86). After appearing as a serial, sensation 

novels were generally published in volume form (86). Broughton’s first novel Not Wisely but 

too Well, for example, conforms to the proceedings of a common sensation novel (Jones: 

209). Before being released in volume form by the Tinsley Brothers, the novel was first 

published as a serial in the Dublin University Magazine (Jones: 209). However, as Flint 

observes, by 1894, the three-decker novel had lost much of its popularity and Broughton 

switched to single-volume publication, in this respect turning away from the volume form 
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associated with sensation fiction. Moreover, R.C. Terry (47) argues that Broughton herself 

was not a devotee of the three-decker novel on the basis of her refusal to expand Not Wisely, 

but Too Well to three volumes: 

George Bentley offered the enticement to Rhoda Broughton of £250 - 

£100 more than he paid for Cometh Up as a Flower – if she could 

expand Not Wisely, but Too Well to three volumes. Her refusal was 

typical in its forthrightness: ‘I have not the slightest intention of 

spoiling the story by padding it out to three volumes. We will therefore 

if you please say no more on the subject.’ (47) 

Broughton’s rejection of Bentley’s proposal seems at odds with her status of sensational 

novelist considering the three-decker is a particularly apt publication formula for sensation 

fiction, according to Palmer (supra). 

As a consequence of the difficulties encountered in categorising Broughton’s novels as 

sensational (supra), Shirley Jones has argues that Broughtonian novels have been analysed as 

only partly pertaining to the phenomenon of sensation fiction and only at a specific historical 

moment, namely the 1860s and 1870s (212). In the following analysis I intent to determine to 

which extent Broughton’s four selected novels can be considered sensational. As remains 

clear from the above theoretical exploration, sensation fiction “probes gender roles” (Fantina 

and Harrison: xv). The genre creates heroines who call into question gender conventions 

(xvi). However, although Broughton’s identity as sensational novelist relies upon her 

depiction of sensual heroines (Jones: 212), I am going to focus on the male transgressive 

character, namely the effeminatus. According to Fantina and Harrison, the rebellious woman 

is often juxtaposed to a weak man (xvi). By focussing on these male characters, I would like 

to investigate their effect on the gender roles in four of Broughton’s novels. In analysing these 

effeminate males, the questions to be answered are, as Fantina and Harrison pose them: 
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Did the controversial representations of gender and sexuality and the 

broader critiques of Victorian society within the pages of the novels 

provoke broader social critique and erode Victorian values? Or did the 

narrative structure contain the criticisms, neatly wrapping them up so 

that the average reader was content to find that often the “moral” 

characters married, inherited wealth, and lived happily? (xvi). 

As a result of Hager’s statement that Broughton was scandalous in the 1860s but conventional 

in the 1890s (supra) and Hellar’s theorizing that Broughton turned away from sensation 

fiction (supra), I expect to encounter a difference between her earlier and later work. 

Consequently, I anticipate to encounter a transgressive heroine in Cometh up as a Flower 

(1867) who will defy traditional gender roles from a feminine perspective. With respect to 

Second Thoughts, published in 1880 and therefore closer to the conventional 1890s, I expect 

to find a heroine who perhaps still challenges gender roles but who might already be more 

conventional. The two following novels, Lavinia (1902) and A Waif’s Progress (1906), I 

expect to be less sensational and entailing a retreat to traditional gender roles.  

2.4. Conclusion  

In the above theoretical section, the author of this thesis has established that, during the 

second half of the nineteenth century, gender roles became increasingly contested as a result 

of social, as well as scientific developments. As we have discussed, traditionally, women were 

associated with the private sphere and were seen as a sort of  “angel in the house”, which is a 

reference to Patmore’s famous poem. To clarify, an angel in the house is a submissive woman 

who is entirely dependent on male counterfeits; her father, husband or son. Therefore, many 

scholars have argued that in order to study femininity, one should also investigate 

masculinity.  
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In attempting to define masculinity or femininity, scholars like Tosh argue that gender is a 

construction and cannot be equated to biological sex. As we have discussed in the 

introduction (with the scientific discovery of bisexual embryos) and in Freud’s theory, if 

gender is a construct, one can be male without being masculine. This is where the notion of 

the effeminatus comes in since this character is biologically male but has no corresponding 

masculine personality. Masculinity is explicit in the soldier who can be considered a 

masculine ideal and is thus analysed as “hegemonic masculinity”. The opposite is then the 

“subordinate masculinity” in the figure of the effeminatus and, for instance, the homosexual. 

Using the colonization of India as an example, I discussed how British soldier effeminized the 

Bengali men so that Britain’s dominance was apparent. Nevertheless, effeminacy was not a 

unique phenomenon to the nineteenth century but was already part of Greek of Roman 

society. Yet, at the end of the nineteenth century, subordinate males were considered 

threatening, which resulted in what Showalter called a ‘masculine crisis’.  

In the next theoretical part we have discussed a genre which was in itself threatening to 

gender distinctions, namely sensation fiction. As many scholars have noted, the sensation 

novel is very difficult to define as a result of its generic hybridity. It shows a peculiar mix of  

a number of different genres, such as melodrama, the gothic and realism. Nevertheless, 

sensation fiction’s fascination with constructs of femininity is clear. The genre tries to 

formulate a critique of feminine roles and marriage but does so from within the feminine 

frame. This has been observed in two major feminist works, The Madwoman in the Attic and 

A Literature of Their Own. This latter, written by Elaine Showalter, confirms the complexity 

of sensation fiction on account of its impossibility to include the genre in one of the phases 

discussed. Furthermore, it proves difficult to enclose Broughton in one of the generations. 

This might be an indication of the debate whether or not Broughton can be seen as 

sensational. In the next section, the author of this thesis aims to determine whether or not 
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Broughton’s work is sensational drawing on the effeminatus since, as we have seen, this 

figure poses an interesting challenge to traditional gender roles.   



30 
 

3. An Analysis of Androgyny in the Novels of Rhoda Broughton 

3.1. Introduction 

With regard to androgyny, numerous scholars have stumbled over the problematic case of 

defining this notion (Heilbrun, MacLeod). In Toward a Recognition of Androgyny, Carolyn 

Heilbrun begins her attempt to define this concept by drawing upon the etymology. 

Androgyny is a Greek word derived from andro, which signifies male, and, gyn, which means 

female (x). From the etymology, Heilbrun deduces that broadly speaking androgyny is “a 

condition under which the characteristics of the sexes, and the human impulses expressed by 

men and women, are not rigidly assigned” (x). In this regard, as Heilbrun also indicates, 

androgyny can be applied to both women and men (x-xi). Furthermore, Heilbrun resorts to a 

description of Dionysus in Thomas Rosenmeyer’s review of Euripides’ Bacchae in order to 

reach a definition of androgyny. In this description, Rosenmeyer depicts Dionysys as “neither 

woman nor man; or better, […] as woman-in-man, or man-in-woman, the unlimited 

personality” (xi). Nevertheless, although I have also briefly touched upon the subject of the 

masculine women, this thesis will be mainly focused on the “woman-in-man” aspect of 

androgyny. Since the heroines of Broughton’s novels have been bestowed with more 

scholarly attention, I would like to concentrate this paper on the problematic masculinity of 

Broughtonian male characters. In this analytical part I will discuss effeminacy and the 

effeminatus in four of Broughton’s novels, namely Cometh up as a Flower, Second Thoughts, 

Lavinia and A Waif’s Progress. 

Firstly, I am going to start with contrasting effeminacy to the ideal of the masculine 

soldier. However, as we will note, soldiers did not always portray the epitome of masculinity 

since they too are subject to feminine traits. Secondly, I intent to explore the peculiar 

technique of bestowing characteristics and descriptions of female deities on some of 
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Broughton’s male protagonists. Thirdly I am going to comment upon the male aesthete and 

his androgyny, particularly in the persona of Chaloner in Second Thoughts and, finally, I am 

going to explore gender inversion in A Waif’s Progress. During this analysis I intent to 

investigate the effect on gender, particularly in the case of the novel’s heroine, of each of 

these techniques to express effeminacy. Ultimately, I would like to offer a conclusion with 

regard to this analytical part before proceeding to the overall conclusion. 

3.2. The soldier versus the Effeminatus 

Drawing on Thaïs Morgan’s definition of a “true” male, I established in the first part of the 

theoretical framework that men should have physical as well as moral courage. The physical 

side of courage is expressed by strength and force (Morgan: 112). Considering the fact that 

during the nineteenth century Britain profiled itself as an imperialistic world power, it will 

come as no surprise that the soldier was the epitome of masculinity (Tosh: 196). Because of 

Britain’s imperialistic motives, this ideal of the masculine soldier was encouraged while 

domesticated and subordinate males received less respect or were even shunned (Francis: 641; 

Tosh: 193).  

3.2.1. Richard M’Gregor of Cometh up as a Flower 

With respect to Broughton’s novels one can indeed see a prevailing presence of soldiers who 

mostly serve as love interest to the protagonist. This is for instance the case in Cometh up as a 

Flower, in which the protagonist Nell LeStrange falls in love with Richard (Dick) M’Gregor, 

a poor soldier. After meeting him in the graveyard, Nell describes him to her father as having 

a “decidedly warlike air” and confesses having a “penchant for soldiers” (14). In this regard, 

Nell’s attraction to Dick’s profession is clear from the start. Throughout the novel she 

describes him in warlike terms: “King Olaf” (26), “my Viking” (26), “strong fair Norseman” 

(103) etc. To explain, King Olaf was a mythic Norse king, previously known as Ólafr 



32 
 

Tryggvason, who arrived in England in 990 or 991 in order to make peace with the English 

(Gordon: 24). As a result, two treaties were signed with the Vikings securing peace once 

again (Gordon: 24).   

By aligning M’Gregor with Vikings, Norsemen and King Olaf, Nell emphasizes his 

masculinity since in the 10
th

 century the Vikings succeeded in invading and controlling 

England. Moreover, one can note a parallel between the Vikings of the tenth century and the 

British of the nineteenth century. At the time Cometh up as a Flower was published, Britain 

exercised control over India (supra). In fact, M’Gregor himself is sent on assignment to India, 

as Nell’s husband and mother-in-law inform her: “Nothing, darling, […], only I see it’s [his 

regiment] ordered to India” (361).  

In accordance with his Scandinavian appearance, Nell mentions multiple times that 

Dick has “curly yellow hair” (7). Furthermore, a “scar of a sabre-cut” runs down his cheek 

(27). Although his blonde hair aligns him once more to the Viking world, Nell also perceives 

its femininity: “Very curly Saxon hair - so curly as to excite in envious, lank-haired brother 

officers a suspicion (a base and unfounded suspicion) of the agency of tongs; […]” (27). 

Although the suspicion of his brother officers is called base and unfound, the fact that other 

men suspect M’Gregor of using curling tongs is a rather feminine depiction since the curling 

of one’s hair is usually associated with females and one would not expect this action from a 

soldier. In her article “Sensational Hair: Gender, Genre, and Fetishism in the Sensational 

Decade”, Galia Ofek talks about the centrality of hair to the sensational genre (102). 

According to Ofek, the Victorian distinction between virtuous and fallen women was often 

expressed by the contrast between respectively golden and dark-haired women (102-103). 

Yet, as Ofek explains, sensation fiction defies this equation: “And indeed, sensation novelists 

started undermining the traditional system of codification by striking at the very root of 

Victorian faith in the equation of golden hair and angelic femininity” (103). In this novel, 
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Broughton undermines the traditional system by depicting a golden-haired man. In this 

regard, M’Gregor is portrayed as very feminine. 

Not only Dick’s coiffure is perceived as feminine but Nell also frequently refers to his 

handsomeness and good looks, for example in “[p]erhaps he knew that he was pleasant to 

look upon, and trusted to that pleasantness to prepossess a stranger in his favour; […]” (27). 

These good looks seem to be the result of careful attention: “Just as dinner was announced a 

gentleman entered the room – a gentleman, the adornment of whose person had apparently 

detained him somewhat long” (26). This depiction of M’Gregor as a metrosexual avant la 

lettre who is running late as a result of his grooming is not a very masculine one, especially 

considering his profession.  

In short, although M’Gregor is a soldier who is presented as very masculine as a result of 

his profession, he does display some feminine features as, for example, the clear attention he 

bestows on his looks. Next, I would like to investigate what the effect of M’Gregor’s 

character will be on gender conventions in the novel and, in specific, on Nell Lestrange. 

3.2.2. Gender Conventions in Cometh up as a Flower 

As a consequence of M’Gregor’s profession, one would expect the traditional gender roles to 

be confirmed since a soldier is usually perceived as a take-charge dominant character who 

would have the upper hand of a woman or subordinate male. In what follows, I intend to 

determine whether M’Gregor is living up to these expectations. 

Firstly, I would like to elaborate upon the war imagery associated with soldiers. The 

use of war jargon is especially noticeable in Cometh up as a Flower, as Lindsey Faber has 

explained in her article “One Sister’s Surrender: Rivalry and Resistance in Rhoda 

Broughton’s Cometh Up as a Flower”. First of all, the novels centres around the rivalry 

between two sisters, Nell and Dolly, who attempt to sabotage each other’s marriages (Faber: 
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149). When Nell falls in love with the penniless soldier M’Gregor and intents to marry him, 

Dolly prevents this by forging a letter in her sister’s handwriting in which she postpones their 

marriage for a year: “I never wrote a word of it,” said I, compelling myself to speak very 

calmly, though I clutched hold of a chair back for support. “Never; it's all a forgery; this is 

Dolly's doing!” (366). Nell, in return, tries to prevent Dolly’s marriage to a rich gentleman by 

exposing her forgery:  

I go over to my writing table, and take out a letter. “This is what I 

mean!” I say, very slowly, holding it up before her; “I am sure Lord 

Stockport will prize the gift of your hand all the more, when he sees 

how clever it is! I intend to keep this to show him!” (392) 

Nevertheless, ultimately Nell defers from exposing her sister as forger to her future husband 

thus ending the battle. 

This battle between the sisters can also be seen as a battle between what is 

conventional and what is unconventional (Faber: 154). Dolly is analysed as “conventional, 

womanly, worldly, and cunning” while Nell is depicted as irreverent, artless, and naïve (149-

150). Since Dolly succeeds in separating Nell from Dick and is able to have her sister marry 

Sir Lancaster while she herself marries Lord Stockport, one could say that convention 

triumphs with respect to the sister plot (155). Nevertheless, the methods Dolly uses to bring 

about this ending – forgery and lies - are not conventional at all (154). 

Moreover, Faber argues that the battle between the sisters can also be seen as Nell’s 

battle against conventional womanhood (155). In fact, Dolly is the embodiment of this 

womanhood and everything that Nell has to become (155). In this regard, Faber reasons that 

Broughton expresses ambiguity with respect to conventional womanhood (156). In the 

character of Dolly one could observe a critique of Victorian conventions since, although 
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representing Victorian femininity at first sight, Dolly is, in fact, its antithesis (156). To Dolly, 

traditional femininity is seen as a disguise since she is, in reality, “jaded about love; cynical 

about religion; indifferent to her family; and revering only power, status, and wealth.” (Faber: 

156). Nonetheless, Dolly is the sister that achieves all her goals while Nell dies an untimely 

death (156). In this regard, one could argue that Broughton voices her doubts about the 

hypocrisy of femininity.  

Secondly, according to Faber, the battle between the sisters reflects the battle of 

courtship: “Relationships between men and women throughout the novel are often depicted in 

war imagery” (153). The battle depicted here is one to determine who will win Nell’s hand in 

marriage, Sir Hugh Lancaster or Richard M’Gregor. As Faber explains, it is no coincidence 

that this conflict is between an aficionado of hunting and a soldier since this creates the 

impression that Nell is a prize one can win (153).  

Nevertheless, Nell herself describes courtship, in my opinion, more like a business 

transaction. She presents herself as a piece of goods that can be purchased: ““No,” I say 

doggedly, “leave me alone; I won't be made up for sale; if he chooses to bid for this piece of 

goods, he shall see all the flaws in it. I don't want to cheat him in his bargain.” (310). The idea 

that Nell is selling herself is literalized when she accepts the proposal and immediately asks 

money in exchange: 

Do you mean that you want me to marry you?” I ask, bluntly. “Yes, I 

do,” he says, simply; “you know I do; you know how long I have been 

wishing and longing for it.” There is a little pause—a little minute, 

when my thoughts go back miserably to that curled Greek head, to 

those dark, passionate, gray eyes that looked so true and were so false; 

then I say very slowly and with infinite difficulty— “I will—do as you 
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wish, if—if—you will—lend me—give me—some money—a great 

deal; oh dear—oh dear!” My sobs burst out fresh, I feel so degraded in 

my own eyes. He did not ask me what I wanted money for—no doubt 

he divined; only the jollity died out of his honest face, and a pained 

look took its place. (311-312) 

This business transaction is concluded on her wedding day on which Nell remarks, upon 

seeing herself in the mirror, “I’m worth my price” (334). 

Because of Nell’s marrying Sir Hugh Lancaster, the courtship plot also reaches its 

conventional ending, since, as mentioned in the theoretical part, marriage was the ultimate 

goal for women (Faber: 155). Furthermore, the conventionality is secured by M’Gregor’s 

refusal to destroy Nell’s marriage and reputation (Faber: 155). Before leaving for India, 

M’Gregor pays Nell one last visit in order to find out why she left him for Sir Hugh. During 

this conversation Dolly’s intervening and the forgery become clear, upon which Nell begs 

Richard to take her with him: ““If you go,” I said in my insanity, throwing myself into his 

arms, “I'll go too. Oh! for God's sake take me with you”” (369). However, M’Gregor refuses 

to be her ruin: “you don't know what you're saying; do you think I'm such a brute as to be the 

ruin of the only woman I ever loved?” (369). By doing the honourable thing, M’Gregor 

insures conventionality. 

However, with regard to Nell’s character, one can wonder whether she really succumbs to 

conventionality. As we have established, Nell’s marriage and entrance in womanhood comply 

with women’s role in society. Yet, one could argue that her death is an ultimate act of 

rebellion. As Faber argues, Nell could not hold off womanhood and marriage but she can 

refuse to become a mother and an old woman (158). To Nell, death is an escape from the 

further restrictions that still await her (158). Nevertheless, according to Faber, Nell’s wish to 
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be buried under the tree where she and Dolly used to cut their names on, is her final 

acceptance of womanhood (158). Nell opts for creating a women’s tradition, with Nature as 

her grave, instead of being buried next to her male ancestors, and embraces womanhood in 

this manner  (158).  

3.2.3. Rupert Campion versus Captain Binning in Lavinia 

In Lavinia, Lavinia Carew, the protagonist, is engaged to her cousin Rupert Campion, an 

effeminate male. The story concentrates on Lavinia’s struggle between her engagement to 

Rupert and her preference for a more hegemonic male represented by the character of Captain 

Binning.  

Upon first meeting Captain Binning, Lavinia becomes aware of the differences 

between him and her fiancé. In fact, even before the encounter Lavinia already tries to 

compare the two. In her unease about visiting the wounded Binning, she tries to imagine how 

Rupert would look like after being shot: “She tries to picture his head lying in patient pain 

upon a pillow - yes; so far imagination obeys easily: […]” (89). However, Lavinia soon 

discovers that she cannot imagine Rupert becoming hurt in battle: “No! She has gone too far! 

Imagination strikes work; confessing its utter inability to represent her future husband as 

prostrated by a wound received in battle!” (89-90). Lavinia’s incapacity to picture her cousin 

suffering from war wounds is already a first indication of the soon to be discovered 

differences between the latter and Binning. Furthermore, the impossibility of Rupert being 

hurt in battle reduces immediately his masculinity since, as we have established, being a 

soldier and defending your country in battle is the epitome of masculinity.  

A second difference between Binning and Rupert dawns upon Lavinia during that first 

encounter in which Binning confessed that he would have preferred to die instead of Bill: 

““And we all felt that you would have changed places with him if you could, wouldn't you?” 



38 
 

[…] “Yes, I would.”” (99). Lavinia then recalls a conversation with Rupert two months before 

in which he acknowledges not wanting to trade places with Bill: “”No,” he says, […] “I 

would not rather change places with Bill”” (20). Lavinia’s realisation of Rupert’s inferior 

masculinity in comparison to Binning is an unpleasant one since it inspires a sentiment of 

repulsion in her:  

It is the question she had put to Rupert two months ago – to Rupert, the 

unblushing candour of whose answering negative had given her one of 

those accesses of repulsion towards him, which for the future it will be 

a crime for her to indulge. (99) 

In fact throughout the novel, as a result of her encounters with the captain, Lavinia becomes 

gradually more and more repulsed by her fiancé and his lack of manliness. Another 

unpleasant discovery is, for example, that when Lavinia discovers a scar on Binning’s jaw he 

dismissed it saying: “That bit of a cut! Oh, I got that in the Soudan. It is an old story, and it 

was nothing worth mentioning. It did not keep me above a week in hospital” (128). She, 

however, remains “oppressed by a sense of contrast” remembering that “[w]hen Rupert cut 

his leg a year ago, over a fallen tree in the wood, he all but fainted at the sight of his own 

blood!” (128).   

Nevertheless, Lavinia’s growing dislike did not increase solely because of mere 

comparison, in fact, Mrs Darcy’s comments upon Rupert’s accomplishments as well as 

Rupert’s own disposition and actions contributed to her repulsion. First of all, Mrs Darcy, an 

intimate friend of Lavinia and the rector’s wife, is not very taken by Rupert and frequently 

comments rather ironically upon Rupert’s knowledge of lace and how to mend a tea-pot: 

“”When you praised him it has always been in some damming way,” pursues Lavinia, 

breaking more and more into flame - “saying what a good judge of lace he is, and how well he 
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mended your Bow teapot!”” (77). The tea-pot is a symbol of effeminate aesthetes, as I will 

discuss in a next part of this dissertation (infra). However, although Lavinia does not 

appreciate Mrs Darcy’s remarks, she too dislikes his interest for feminine activities: “Lavinia 

wishes that Rupert did not take quite so great an interest in the latter [wedding laces], and did 

not know quite so much about Point de Venise, Point de Flanders, and Point d’Angleterre - ; 

[…]” (67-68). To clarify, Point de Venise, Point de Flanders, and Point d’Angleterre are 

different types of laces (OED) with which Rupert is acquainted, apparently to Lavinia’s 

disapproval. During one of her visits to Captain Binning, who remarks upon the womanliness 

of Rupert’s touch, Lavinia confirms her fiancé’s effeminacy thinking how “even this 

generously meant encomium takes the feminine shape that all praise of Rupert must do” 

(128). She admits to herself that “[n]o one can deny that the bridegroom she has chosen can 

hold his own as a judge of lace, mender of china, and shaker of pillows, with any expert in 

either of these three branches of accomplishment in Europe” (128). From this point onward, 

her preoccupation with Rupert’s effeminacy increases and she begins to question his 

expressions and actions wondering if “it is quite manly?” (141). After the accident with the 

train, her absorption with effeminacy takes a turn for the worse culmination in statements as: 

a) But then Rupert has always been more like a woman than a man. Hasn't he 

always regretfully said so? - regretfully, not for being like a woman, but for 

not being really one. (267) 

b) “What a charming head it is! how delicately modelled! what a finish in the 

moulding of the features! what a spirituel expression, with something of the 

light malice of the classic Mercury!”  

Spirituel! It is an adjective more often used in the feminine than the 

masculine gender. Oh, tricky gods! Why is not he feminine? What a 

delightful woman he would have made! (272) 
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As one can deduce from these statements Rupert’s effeminacy has become clear to Lavinia 

while she realizes simultaneously that his femininity repulses her and that she would prefer a 

masculine husband like Captain Binning for instance.  

Secondly, however, Rupert’s effeminacy remains not only clear from other character’s 

perspectives, but his own conduct and ejaculations also contribute to his androgynous image. 

Rupert enjoys singing, drawing and writing, as we can understand from this sentence: “Sir 

George must be kept in ignorance that his last surviving son stoops to singing in Madrigal 

Society, draws clever caricatures of Tory statesmen for a weekly, and writes brilliant little 

leaders for a new Liberal daily paper.” (83-84). First of all, the fact that Rupert’s hobbies are 

to be hidden from Sir George is already an indication that the latter would not agree with this 

type of pastime. His father’s disapproval might suggest that they are not fit activities for a 

man. 

 In the second place I would like to note the use of the verb “to stoop to”. According to 

the OED, “to stoop to” can signify “to condescend to one’s inferiors or to some position or 

action below one’s rightful dignity.” Moreover, this verb can also mean “to lower or degrade 

oneself morally; to descend to something unworthy.” (OED) As we have established in the 

theoretical part, a true male possesses high morals (Morgan: 112). If we then apply the 

definition of to stoop to as meaning “to degrade oneself morally”, one can argue that since 

Rupert declines morally, his masculinity declines as well. However, one can also apply the 

first signification since we have already said in the introduction that women were considered 

inferior to men. If one then states that Rupert “condescends to his inferiors”, this could be 

interpreted as a male stooping to female positions or actions. 

In order to illustrate the femininity of Rupert’s activities, I would like to refer to a 

statement expressed by Caroline Bingley in Pride and Prejudice: “A woman must have a 

thorough knowledge of music, singing, drawing, dancing, and the modern languages, to 
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deserve the word [“accomplished”]; […]” (257). Although, Pride and Prejudice has been 

published in 1813, 89 years before Lavinia, Rupert’s activities where still considered feminine 

in 1902. According to Heidi J. Holder, “the late nineteenth and early twentieth century 

witnessed an undeniable increase in women’s cultural work of all kinds.” (166). Performances 

like recitation, dance and singing were part of women’s education  and central to their lives 

(167). In this regard, Rupert’s pastime can be inscribed within the feminine realm. 

Another instance in which Rupert’s femininity prevails is when Lavinia notes his 

paleness after he returns from a drive to Shipstone: “[…]; and looking realizes that he is paler 

than his never highcoloured wont.” (141). Upon asking why he looks “as white as a sheet” 

(141), Rupert relates that the young horse that pulled his chart has had a fright and bolted 

(142). Although Rupert says that Lavinia does not need to worry that he “did anything 

unworthy of a man and a gentleman!” (142), she still snubs him stating that “[a] man has no 

business to have nerves!" (142). In this regard, we note once again a clash between the lovers, 

as a result of Rupert’s effeminacy. To Lavinia, his womanly manners are unattractive: “White 

as a table-cloth because a horse shied!” (142). In New Woman Strategies, Ann Heilmann 

explains that femininity is associated with whiteness by referring to the expression “a face… 

white as a woman’s” (142). Consequently, seeing that Rupert is “never highcoloured” at any 

rate, one can argue that even Rupert’s facial colour contributes to his effeminacy. Later on in 

the novel, Lavinia herself makes the connection between whiteness and effeminacy when she 

is with Captain Binning, who just received the Victoria Cross, and an “image of Rupert seems 

to pass vapourishly between them” (186). The image is “not of Rupert the admirable son, the 

delicate reticent lover, the perfectly comprehending friend, but of Rupert in white effeminacy, 

paling at the mere memory of a jibbing horse.” (186). Here Lavinia links whiteness to 

effeminacy and confirms consequently Heilmann’s assertion. 
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Furthermore, Rupert himself comments frequently upon his womanish nature and at 

times even expresses his desire to be a woman. After the train accident, for instance, Mrs 

Prince pronounces “Well, I am afraid we all have been rather in the habit of taking poor 

Rupert for somewhat of a muff!" (250). According to the OED, one of the possible meanings 

of a muff is “the female pubic hair. Hence also: the vulva, the vagina.” In this regard, Mrs 

Prince acknowledges Rupert’s identity of woman-in-man. Yet, Rupert himself uses the same 

word as well a couple of pages later: ““I muffed it, as usual,” he says, with a ghost of his old 

self-ridicule, […]” (256). By using the same word, Rupert indicates that he knows what 

people like Mrs Prince think of him, which the narrator also pinpoints by stating that 

“muffed” is used as an expression of “self-ridicule”. The verb “to muff” itself then signifies 

“To make a mess of, to bungle (something); […]” (OED), referring to the train accident in 

which Rupert messed up by not getting away in time. Because of the reasons mentioned here, 

the use of the word “muff”, a couple of pages before Rupert himself uses it, and the indication 

of self-ridicule; I do not believe the reoccurrence of this word is a coincidence and argue 

therefore that Rupert was deliberately referring to his own effeminacy. 

However, there are other instances as well in which Rupert refers to his own 

femininity. As mentioned before, Lavinia perceives her cousin’s muliebrity when he is 

bedridden after the accident: “But then Rupert has always been more like a woman than a 

man. Hasn't he always regretfully said so? - regretfully, not for being like a woman, but for 

not being really one.” (267). In this statement, Lavinia recognizes that her fiancé is in fact a 

woman-in-man who, rather than regretting his effeminacy, regrets not being a real woman. A 

few pages later, Rupert verifies Lavinia’s thoughts when he says “I have always liked your 

bonny locks, dear, and I should fret like the blessed damosel whom I have always wished to 

be, if I saw them pining and dwining away into skinny unsightliness!” (275). During this 
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conversation with Lavinia, Rupert once again admits that he would have preferred being born 

a girl. 

However, I would also like to point out that the distinction between hegemonic and 

subordinate masculinity is not as black and white as I have thus far presented it. In what 

follows, I will return afresh to the characters that I have discussed up until now and I will 

demonstrate how Captain Binning is not the hypermasculine soldier he seems to be while 

Rupert Campion does have some very masculine features and is therefore not as effeminate as 

appears at first sight. 

Firstly, I would like to start with Captain Binning. Although finding effeminate 

features in Broughton’s description of Binning was a lot harder to do than it was of M’Gregor, 

I want to point out that even the depiction of the former can exhibit ambiguity. With respect 

to Binning, his possible effeminacy is most noteworthy when he is still very weak, as a result 

of his war injuries. In his weakness, Lavinia notes, Binning is less master of his emotions than 

he otherwise would be: “”Thank you for mentioning him to me,” he says, physical weakness 

making him less master of his emotion than she divines that he would normally be.” (97). In 

The Wilde Century. Effeminacy, Oscar Wilde and the Queer Moment, Alan Sinfield explains 

by means of the subsequent excerpt that emotionality is associated with femininity and the 

effeminatus: 

Up to the time of the Wilde trials – far later than is widely supposed – it 

is unsafe to interpret effeminacy as defining of, or as a signal of, same-

sex passion. Mostly, it meant being emotional and spending too much 

time with women. (27) 
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Seeing that Binning is subjected to the sole company of nurses and women attending him 

while he recovers and left without male companion, his emotionality, possibly the result of his 

exposure to femininity, is no wonder.  

Furthermore, the narrator also hints that Binning is more emotional due to his physical 

weakness. As discussed in the theoretical part, numerous authors elaborate upon the link 

between femininity and illness or weakness. Talia Schaffer, for example, explained that “to be 

a man in decline was to become a woman” (75). Sinfield makes the connection between 

weakness and effeminacy as well, stating that “[e]ffeminacy is founded in misogyny. Certain 

manners and behaviours are stigmatized by associating them with ‘the feminine’ – which is 

perceived as weak, ineffectual and unsuited for the world of affairs” (26). In short, during his 

illness even the masculine Captain Binning can be attributed with effeminacy. However, at 

the end of the novel, it becomes clear that his weakness was only of a limited time span and 

that once recovered, he embraces his masculinity again: “It is no spirit; it is in very truth, in 

gallant bodily presence, her own dear upstanding fighting man, in the glory and vigour of his 

manhood, such as till now she has never seen him.” (320). Captain Binning returned to the 

battlefield, thus finding himself among male company again and shedding himself of the 

feminine influence he endured. As a consequence, when he and Lavinia reunite at the end of 

the novel, she notices “the glory and vigour of his manhood” that she had previously not been 

able to perceive due to his ailments.  

Ultimately, with regard to Broughtonian soldiers, I would like to pinpoint that 

Broughton seems to mock the profession of soldier slightly in Lavinia. The rectory adjacent 

Lavinia’s house has a good deal of hens in order to procure eggs each morning. Mrs Darcy’s 

children enjoy themselves by naming these chickens after famous soldiers as one can see from 

this utterance of Lavinia: “I thought all your hens were soldiers” (87). Seeing the female sex 

of these hens, the attribution of such a masculine profession to them seems a bit mockingly 
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done as if indicating that even a hypermasculine ideal as the soldier is not safe from the 

changing gender conventions. With reference to Major M’Gregor, one can indeed argue that 

his masculine depiction might be slightly ambiguous. The same can be applied to Captain 

Binning although in his case the femininity is only present during illness and is eradicated at 

the end of the novel.  

With reference to Rupert, the same gender ambiguity can be argued. Thus far I have 

analysed Rupert as a woman-in-man as a result of his feminine qualities. Although I do not 

wish to nullify what I have said up until now, I do want to point out that Rupert also displays 

masculinity, especially with regard to the train accident. After his return from London, where 

Rupert and his father had been arranging papers for the upcoming wedding, and his father’s 

subsequent illness, the couple goes out for a walk in which they discuss their break-up as a 

result of Lavinia’s illicit kiss with Binning. This conversation takes up a lot of time and 

Lavinia and Rupert find themselves a long way from home while having to be back soon. 

Consequently, they decide to run back along the railway line but after a couple of minutes 

they hear the train coming up behind them. At the same moment Lavinia notes a small child 

hovering dangerously close to the tracks. Unfortunately, she could not get to the child in time 

but Rupert did save the toddler. In his attempt to do so he did, however, become hurt himself 

because he could not avoid the train. His heroic rescue of the toddler provokes a change in the 

opinion of many people about Rupert. Rupert’s father, for instance, who was in the habit of 

belittling Rupert and undoubtedly preferred his eldest son, now thought them equals, as we 

can infer from the following statements: “No one can say that I have not had two brave sons!” 

(250); and, “We put the saddle on the wrong horse when we called him Milksop!” (254). His 

father’s restored good opinion of Rupert is also notable in the remorse he expresses whenever 

he returns to belittling his son: “Can you never look at life except from the ridiculous point of 
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view?" cries his father, in quite his old manner. Then, riddled with remorse, he falls to 

scolding Lavinia for having […]” (261-262).  

The Darcys also think better of Rupert in the aftermath of the accident. Mrs Darcy, on the 

one hand, repents her previous contempt of Rupert: “The other [Mrs Darcy] turns away, 

writhing at having her own thought translated into the brutality of words. Who has held 

Rupert so cheaply as she?” (250). Her children, on the other hand, think favourable of Rupert 

as well now: ““If we had known that Rupert was a hero, we should have christened a hen after 

him long ago,” says Phillida, coming to her sister's aid. “But one can't always tell by people's 

looks, can one?”” (259). In short, Rupert’s heroic action has been a great boost to his 

masculinity, which we can also see in the inscription of his tombstone: “RUPERT LOVEL, 

Younger Son of the above, Who not less heroically died in saving the life of a fellow-creature 

on a less glorious field.” (288). This inscription directly links up both brothers with the words 

“not less heroically”. Rupert is now held as highly as his brother Bill, who died on the 

battlefield saving Captain Binning’s life. 

3.2.4. Gender Conventions in Lavinia 

Similarly to Cometh up as a Flower, gender conventions seem to be reinforced in Lavinia. 

Lavinia’s preference for Captain Binning, the hegemonic male, is apparent. Rupert Campion, 

on the other hand, the subordinate male, dies thus clearing Lavinia’s path to marry the man of 

her choice. According to Dee Garrison, women writers could not defy convention by letting, 

for example, a runaway wife live contently. Consequently, “they often killed off the husband 

in one way or another […] before they could assure lasting joy to the rebellious heroine.” 

(81). In Lavinia, in order for Lavinia not to have to break her engagement Broughton lets 

Rupert and his father die so that Lavinia is able to marry her love interest, Captain Binning. In 

this regard conventionality is ensured in the form of marriage, much like in Cometh up as a 
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Flower, although the marriage between Nell and Sir Hugh is a rather unhappy one. By killing 

off Rupert and his father, Broughton liberates Lavinia from the sense of duty she has towards 

them and therefore she is now able to follow her own mind. In conclusion, Broughton does 

express protest against the institution of marriage in Lavinia since the choice of marrying was 

taken away from the heroine and made for her by a father figure, in this novel her uncle. 

Nevertheless, in spite of this protest, Broughton does not let her heroine break away from her 

engagement or live happily as a single woman. In fact, Broughton persists in the goal of 

marriage by ending the novel with Lavinia and Captain Binning’s happy reunion and thus, 

insists on convention, in my opinion. 
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3.3. Greek Deities and Effeminacy 

One peculiar implementation of effeminacy in Rhoda Broughton’s novels that captured my 

attention was her attribution of properties of Greek deities to effeminate male protagonists. In 

this section I intent to pinpoint these features in certain characters, namely, Dick M’Gregor of 

Cometh up as a Flower, Rupert Campion of Lavinia and Francis Chaloner of Second 

Thoughts.  Moreover, I would like to trace the origin and reason of this way of designating 

effeminacy. 

3.3.1. Richard M’Gregor and Sculpture in Cometh up as a Flower 

First of all, with regard to the male characters I intent to discuss, I am going to start with Dick 

M’Gregor of Cometh up as a Flower. As mentioned in the previous part of this analysis, 

Major M’Gregor is a soldier who despite his profession does bestow quite some attention on 

his looks. We have already reflected on the paradox this character represents; on the one hand, 

Nell considers him to be her Viking, a King Olaf, a Norseman etc.; but, on the other hand, she 

remarks upon his fairness, upon the curly hair that seems to be curled with tongs, etcetera. 

Aside from this paradox, however, Dick’s persona also expresses ambiguity in his description 

as Greek deity, which cannot be considered wholly masculine, nor feminine. Major M’Gregor 

is portrayed in Hellenic terms in the following sentences: 

a) And then my father called me, and I ran hastily away, and left him standing 

under the portico, with the carriage lamps gilding his severe Greek beauty. 

(34) 

b) “You would not be a very hard school-mistress, would you?” pursued he, 

leaning his head on his hand, with his hat tilted over his eyes. (77) 



49 
 

c) The rain dripped from his hat, and from his curly yellow hair, and Heaven’s 

tears washed his bronze cheeks; I looked up at him with shy rapture; at that 

brow “that looked like marble, and smelt like myrrh,” […] (104) 

d) Dick’s face was troubled “as if with anger or pain,” as he reclined, like a 

young river god, among the yellow irises by the rushy margin of the lake. 

His hat was off, and the sun was busy weaving an aureole like a saint’s 

round his curly head. (204) 

With regard to sentences a) and b), what captured my attention most is the statue-like image 

in which Richard is portrayed. In the first phrase, he is left “standing under the portico” with 

lamps that emphasize his “Greek beauty”. This is to me a very static image reminiscent of a 

sculpture in a museum whose beauty, elucidated by numerous lights, can be marvelled at by 

spectators.  In her article “Icons of Desire: The Classical Statue in Later Victorian Literature”, 

Jane Thomas argues that the sculptural figure is an icon of desire (246, 248): “The work of 

art, then, does indeed excite desire, a desire that is at once aesthetic and sensuous and, in the 

case of sculpture, sometimes sensual and troublingly erotic” (248). Relating to Richard 

M’Gregor, this incitement of desire because of his sculptural qualities is notable in Cometh up 

as a Flower since he and Nell become lovers and her desire is apparent: “He kisses me softly, 

and I forget to be scandalized” (105). In this aspect, the use of sculptures is apt to the genre of 

sensation fiction. As Shirley Jones indicates, Broughton has been analysed as sensational 

mostly because of her depiction of the highly sexual and sensual (212) and, seeing that, 

according to Thomas a sculpture inspires a sensual and erotic desire, the statue-like depiction 

of Dick fits well within the sensation novel.  

Furthermore, Thomas calls this desire a pure ‘aesthetic’ response to, in this case, a 

statue that offers the onlooker an insight in the Ideal Form of Beauty which can never be 

realized in material form (247). This kind of desire is reminiscent of Ovid’s Pygmalion, a 
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story in which a sculptor falls in love with his statue. However, in my opinion, Cometh up as 

a Flower presents us with a statue that does not get converted in a reachable man. Rather, the 

myth of Pygmalion is reversed and the story presents us with a man seemingly turning into 

marble instead of coming to life. In phrase c) Nell describes his brow as “that brow “that 

looked like marble […]”” (104), suggesting that rather than remaining alive, Dick will turn 

into an unreachable marble statue.  

Sentence b) also confirms Dick’s sculpturesque image since the pose he assumes, 

“leaning his head on his hand, with his hat tilted over his eyes” (77), is a position one expects 

to see among the marble Greek and Roman statues in a museum. Dick’s marbleisation seems 

to be an indication of his elusiveness during volume two and the subsequent unhappy ending. 

In volume two, Dick joins his regiment again and in his absence Nell marries Sir Hugh 

Lancaster since she believes Dick has forgotten her. Nearly at the end of the novel Dick’s 

regiment is sent to India and, at the wedding of her sister, Nell hears he has died: “Well then, 

poor fellow! he is dead! I heard of it a day or two ago, from a man who was quartered on the 

same station with him; died of fever and ague at Lahore! very sad thing! nobody he cared a 

straw about near him.” (410). With his untimely death in mind, one could argue that his 

marbleisation and accompanying immobilisation seems to be an indication that death is 

lurking around the corner because, as MacLeod argues, “[t]he marble statue represents a 

movement eternally frozen in time, soft flesh becomes hard stone; […]” (39). In this regard, 

the reversal of Pygmalion’s myth seems complete: instead of granting life to an object, in this 

novel, a human being appears to marbleise before turning into dust. 

The last feature of Richard’s depiction I would like to discuss is expressed in example 

d) and involves the “aureole like a saint’s”. Noteworthy is that, when looking up “aureole” in 

the OED, the first meaning listed belongs to the realm of art and signifies “[t]he gold disc 

surrounding the head (or ? the whole figure) in early pictures, and denoting the glory of the 
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personage represented.” Remarkable is that, again, Richard pertains to the artistic world and is 

described in transnatural wording. The second signification of aureole listed in the OED is 

fascinating as well with regard to this paper: “The oblong glory, or vesica, with which divine 

figures are surrounded.” (OED). Once again, we can thus see that Dick’s portrayal has 

something of the divine, although the deity, in this regard, is not specifically Greek. 

According to Catriona MacLeod, statues are “animated by the gaze of the viewer; the viewer 

falls before the statue as before a religious icon.” (40). Furthermore, MacLeod observes that 

the androgyne is again marked by doubleness. Firstly, we commented upon the deep sexual 

desire that the statue can excite; and, secondly, MacLeod explains that “the androgyne is 

marked by quasi-religious awe” (40). With reference to Richard and Nell, one can thus say 

that Nell is the viewer of the Richard statue  for which she feels both desire and religious awe.  

Concerning the gender roles invoked because of M’Gregor’s statuesque description, 

one could then conclude that conventionality is maintained on account of Dick’s portrayal as 

Greek deity. Following MacLeod’s train of thoughts, if Nell views Dick as her deity for 

whom she feels religious awe, traditional gender roles seem to be enforced. Women are 

supposed to honour and look up to their husbands, as they are supposed to respect and 

worship their deities. Consequently, one could argue that Nell embodies feminine 

respectability in this regard. 

Nevertheless, Nell also clearly expresses her desire for M’Gregor. As Jones (228) 

states, [t]he presentation of passion in ‘wetness’ or through ‘wetness’ is entirely typical of 

Broughton. This is also notable in Cometh up as a Flower, since two of the major scenes 

between Nell and Dick occur during rainfall. Firstly, when they kiss for the first time it is 

raining: “For all answer, I lay my head on his breast, which the inclement weather has 

rendered rather a moist resting-place, and my cheeks put on their rouge, which the May 

showers vainly endeavour to wash off.” (105). Secondly, the scene in which they say goodbye 
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is also marked by bad weather: “Suddenly there comes a lull between two rainbursts; the 

moon comes sweeping out from behind a great cloud shoulder; the Portugal laurel behind me 

shakes and rustles; and from behind it a man steps out suddenly – […]” (363). According to 

Jones, this passion in ‘wetness” signals the dangers of sensuality and the vulnerability of the 

heroine. (228). Effectively, during these scenes Nell is most vulnerable by opening up to 

Richard and letting him see her insecurities:  

“Oh, please, don’t mock at me any more. I cannot bear it; I thought you 

were only turning me into ridicule, and I –I – haven’t a very good 

temper, I’m afraid, and I – I – oh! if you only knew how I felt, I’m sure 

you’d leave me alone.” (102-103) 

Still, although this vulnerability ties in with the belief that respectable women were inherently 

weak and delicate, “according to some experts sexual desire was entirely unknown to the 

virtuous woman.” (Nead: 19, 29). Therefore, in her expression of desire Nell cannot be said to 

be a virtuous woman and seems to be challenging conventionality. She appears to express 

protest against traditional feminine roles in the following quotation as well: 

My father’s notions of propriety were rigidity itself. A woman’s virtue, 

in his code of les convenances, should be a stiff vestment of buckram 

and whalebone; he would have liked his daughter’s modesty to be 

inferior only to that of the young lady in “Mr. Midshipman Easy,’ who 

affirmed, that to shake hands with a man made a cold shudder run down 

her back (157). 

In this excerpt Nell seems to lament the restrictions imposed on women, in this case 

specifically by her father. Nevertheless, Nell also expresses slight appreciation for traditional 



53 
 

gender roles. Her ambiguity towards convention can be best expresses by the following 

quotation: 

The man of the family may be, and often is, a very inferior animal to his 

woman-kind; made of infinite poorer, commoner clay; he may be a 

coarse, surly brute, all body and no soul worth speaking of, or a soul 

wrapped up and enfolded in swine and turnips, or in gray shirting, or 

brown sugars, or pill-boxes and blisters. Even so, the sound of his 

heavy boots on the stairs, of his gruff, untuneful voice, mixes 

harmoniously and healthily with the women’s noiseless, cat-like 

footfalls and shrill treble pipes.  (171)  

In this regard, one might conclude that, although Nell expresses protest against her limited 

feminine role, she neglects to attempt to change gender traditions. In the above quotation, Nell 

states that, in spite of men’s behaviour to women, their sounds mix harmoniously together. 

Thus, Nell conveys ambiguity; on the one hand, she tries to break away from womanhood but, 

on the other hand, she embraces tradition. 

3.3.2. Rupert Campion and Sculpture in Lavinia 

Rupert Campion, the effeminatus of Lavinia, is connected to the realm of sculpture at one 

point in the novel as well. The moment I refer to is when Lavinia utters the following 

sentences: 

“What a charming head it is! how delicately modelled! what a finish in 

the moulding of the features! what a spirituel expression, with 

something of the light malice of the classic Mercury!” Spirituel! It is an 

adjective more often used in the feminine than the masculine gender. 
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Oh, tricky gods! Why is not he feminine? What a delightful woman he 

would have made! (272) 

Similarly to M’Gregor, Rupert’s sculpturesque qualities seem to be an indication of his 

upcoming death. In this excerpt, Lavinia is contemplating his appearance while Rupert is 

wounded in bed after his rescue action. Lavinia appears to be lamenting over Rupert’s body as 

one would do at a funeral with an open casket, commenting how wonderfully modelled his 

head is. Furthermore, in my opinion, death is implied by the mention of Mercury. In Roman 

mythology Mercury led souls to the underworld (OED) and therefore I think that Lavinia 

might be anticipating Rupert’s decease by making this connection.  

 Furthermore, like M’Gregor, Rupert’s forthcoming death is accompanied by an 

immobilization. Yet, contrarily to the former’s textual marbleisation, Rupert’s paralysis 

becomes literalized after the accident since he is forced to keep to his bed: “he is an ideal 

patient, never rebelling against the restrictions prescribed him, content with the narrow 

monotony of sick-room routine, […]” (267). This immobilization as an indication of death 

becomes clear when Lavinia calls Rupert’s bed his “bed of death” (268), which it eventually 

will become. In short, both M’Gregor and Rupert seems to develop into a state of 

immobilisation which is literalised in Rupert’s case due to the train accident.  

3.3.3. Francis Chaloner and Painting in Second Thoughts 

In this part, I would like to turn to the persona of Chaloner in Second Thoughts. Although 

Chaloner is more significant to the next section of this thesis, I wanted to include his character 

here as well since he does present us with an interesting use of deities. 

Contrarily to Rupert and M’Gregor, Chaloner does not belong to the realm of 

sculpture but to that of painting. As the following excerpt elucidates, Chaloner’s head is 

specifically linked to those of Botticelli paintings:  
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He is far from suspecting her unholy wish, as he lies back in a low chair 

by the fire, leaning his Botticelli head – which he always feels a grudge 

against nature for not having provided with a permanent nimbus of dead 

gold – against the cushion, twanging a little zither and sighing. (11) 

Not only the mention of Botticelli is reminiscent of painting, but so is the position in which 

Chaloner finds himself. The way in which he lies back in the chair and leans his head against 

a cushion reminds the reader of a model posing to be painted. In fact, Chaloner himself is a 

great aficionado of painting as we learn later on in the novel:  

On easels stand various pictures in different stages of finish: all, 

however variously named, being representations – either alone or 

multiplied by several – of the same livid, dislocated woman; the same 

woman, carrot-headed, thumb-nosed, sunk-chested – almost always 

backed by sunflowers, and invariable swaddled in unwholesome 

draperies. (37) 

Chaloner’s studio also relates to painting since it presents us with images of “sickly 

virgins and diseased Aphrodites” (39). MacLeod (248) notices, drawing on the work of 

Pulham and Ziolkowski, that in the nineteenth century there was a cult of Venus. In The 

Victorians and Ancient Greece, Jenkyns links the Venus of Melos to the Victorian male’s 

ideal of womanhood (143-144). According to Jenkyns, this ideal offered a strange paradox 

between “[a]ngel and mistress, vision and reality” (143). Therefore Jenkyns concludes that 

“only a statue come to life could perform all these functions” (143). This is again reminiscent 

of the myth of Pygmalion, which we have already discussed with regard to Richard M’Gregor 

and which underscores the femininity of this character (supra).  
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However, Chaloner seems to mock this ideal in his images of “diseased Aphrodites”. 

Not only does Chaloner himself presents us with a challenge to masculinity on the basis of his 

effeminacy in phrases such as “his hair flowing in a long fair fell over his shoulders” (36), 

and, “he floats over the candles like a lawny mist across the moon” (7); but also, his defiance 

of the ideal woman in the images of Aphrodite disputes the perspective of ideal womanhood 

since his Aphrodites are “diseased”. 

As to the reason why Broughton aligns her effeminate males with descriptions of 

Greek deities, statues, and paintings, Catriona MacLeod’s Embodying Ambiguity: Androgyny 

and Aesthetics from Winckelmann to Keller might offers us some helpful insights in spite of 

MacLeod’s focus on the German tradition. In her work, MacLeod refers to theorists like 

Winckelmann, von Humboldt, Schiller, and Schlegel who link the ideal of androgynous 

beauty to the Greek hermaphrodite (27). In fact, the German art theorist Winckelmann uses 

hermaphrodite to designate its artiness since the term is used to refer to Greek statues of dual-

sexed beings (28-29).  According to Winckelmann, the Greek ideal of beauty consist of 

incorporating “into the manliness of a beautiful boy [a eunuch] the forms of enduring 

feminine youth.” (30). However, this eunuch does not come close to the true androgynous 

ideal, namely the Greek sculptures of certain deities (30): 

The many hermaphrodites of different size and posture show that artists 

intended to express in this entity comprised of both sexes an image of 

exalted beauty, and this image was ideal… […] All figures of this kind 

have, in addition to the reproductive organs of our [the male] sex, 

virginal breasts, and their bodies and facial appearance are generally 

feminine. (qtd. In MacLeod: 30-31) 
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This Greek ideal of beauty is confirmed in Greek Homosexuality by Dover who notes while 

examining painted vases that “[s]tanding or seated male figures, especially youths and 

youthful deities, become indistinguishable in pose from female: […]” (72). 

Therefore, one might argue that Broughton resorted to Greek deities, either in sculptures 

or in paintings, in order to underscore the effeminacy of her male characters. As mentioned in 

the theoretical framework, effeminacy has a large tradition dating back to Ancient Greece 

and, by drawing upon this tradition, Broughton is able to highlight the effeminatus and his 

ambiguous position with respect to gender norms.  
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3.4. Aestheticism and Effeminacy 

In The Aesthetes: A Sourcebook, Ian Small starts his definition of aestheticism by referring to 

the complex paradoxes this movement entails (xi). The Aesthetic Movement, also known as 

the Art for Art’s Sake movement, bloomed from the 1860s to the 1890s (xi). In Britain, the 

movement reached the height of its popularity from about 1880 to 1895 (Denisoff: 6). 

According to Small, the fundamental paradox this movement occupied itself with was the 

possibility of art to exist for its own sake, as expressed in the movement’s name (xi). 

Aestheticism is both a doctrine of life as a philosophy of literature. With regard to the 

literary side of Aestheticism, precise definition is problematic to obtain since, as Small 

indicates, the one characteristic that unites the wide range of aesthetic literature is the premise 

to value art higher than had been done thus far (xii).  With regard to aestheticism as a way of 

life, on the other hand, aesthetes were people who viewed life itself as art (Denisoff: 6). 

Regarding the social appearance of an aesthete, the characteristics are far easier to recognize, 

admits Small, than in the case of the literary movement (xii). The aesthete has a preference for 

extravagant dress and poses, and, has a taste for the beautiful in objects such as wallpapers, 

flowers (mostly sunflowers) and blue china. (xi-xii). These characteristics already indicate 

some affiliation between aestheticism and effeminacy since, as we have discussed with 

reference to Major M’Gregor (supra), an interest in outward appearances does not correspond 

to the masculine ideal. 

However, the association between aestheticism and effeminacy is more profound than 

a preference for extravagant dress and the beautiful in certain objects. According to Schaffer, 

“[t]he literary projects of the aesthete […] involved a heightened awareness of sexuality and 

of gender, both of which were expressed in highly visible, physical terms – in the content of 

their literature and in their choice of clothing and mannerisms.” (64). This aesthetic 
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preoccupation with gender is acknowledged by Showalter in A Literature of Their Own, in 

which she asserts that “female aestheticists saw the world as mystically and totally polarized 

by sex.” and that “[s]exuality hovers on the fringes of the aestheticists’ novels and stories, 

disguised, veiled, and denied.” (1977, 33-34). Denisoff then takes the association between 

aestheticism and sexuality even further and claims that the aesthete is “a marker of a 

particular sexual-aesthetic philosophy and certain sexual identities” (1). With regard to which 

sexual identity the aesthete is a marker of, Sinfield offers us the solution by simply claiming 

that the aesthetic is effeminate (85).  

As to the explanation of the link between literary aestheticism and effeminacy, 

Sinfield claims that “literature, and poetry especially, has, since the time of the Romantics, 

been in a state of conflict around imputations that there is something intrinsically feminine in 

its constitution.” (85). Sinfield further notes that “[v]ery many poets and novelists have been 

women, despite the attempts of academic English to write them out of the story, and a hint of 

effeminacy lurks around many male writers” (85). In short, according to Sinfield, the idea of 

writing literature, and poetry especially, is feminine in its very nature and consequently a 

movement called Art for Art’s Sake has to be intrinsically occupied with effeminacy since art 

itself is a female form of expression. To Sinfield the answer is simple, “[t]o be sure, the 

aesthete was regarded as effeminate – […]” (90).  

Having thus established that aestheticism is obsessed with gender construction and that 

male aesthetes are to be considered as effeminate, I would like to turn to an analysis of two 

aesthete figures in Broughton’s novels, namely Francis Chaloner in Second Thoughts and 

Rupert Campion in Lavinia, to determine whether these are indeed perceived as effeminate 

and, ultimately, what their effect on gender norms is.  
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3.4.1. Francis Chaloner’s Aestheticism in Second Thoughts 

First of all, Second Thoughts was published in 1880, a period in which the British Aesthetic 

Movement was most popular (supra). However, according to R.C Terry, Broughton was no 

fan of “the excesses of the aesthetic movement” (129). With regard to Second Thoughts, I 

would like to concentrate this part on the character of Chaloner, who is, according to many 

scholars, a satiric revenge on Oscar Wilde (Flint).  

In the novel, Chaloner is one of the protagonist’s, Gillian Latimer, suitors. He is 

introduced at the very beginning of the novel and his aesthetic outlook on life becomes 

immediately clear: 

He is a long, fragile, young man, slender as any reed, and with legs 

even more spidery than Jane's, though, unlike hers, they give no idea 

less than that of jumping. If you were a good motherly soul, with 

healthy red and white boys of your own, you would probably say, "Poor 

fellow! how thin he is! I should like to feed him up!" But you had better 

not let him hear the wish. What would a young gentleman, gnawed 

upon by the Weltschmerz, a vowed votary of Our Lady of Pain, do with 

gross flesh and unaesthetic fibre? Far, far liever would he be lying in his 

narrow, poet grave, with the seamews screeching above him, and the 

bitter, bright sea-mother singing him an amorous salt lullaby, as in 

several of his minor poems he has already affectingly described 

himself. (4-5) 

As one can immediately defer from this citation, Chaloner views life as an instance of art. He 

is described as not caring for food nor clothing but dreams of becoming a celebrated poet to 

whom the sea and seamews address their lullabies.  
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At the start of the novel, the Marlowe family (including Gillian, who is the squire’s 

niece) and Chaloner are celebrating New Year’s Eve and their tradition entails jumping over 

twelve candles in order to see in which of the upcoming twelve months one is to be happy and 

prosperous (if the candle keeps burning) or unlucky and miserable (if you put candles out). 

When it is Chaloner’s turn to jump, the action is described as following: “With his long, fine 

hair waving behind him in the wind of his going, and a sad, small smile on his parted lips, he 

floats over the candles like a lawny mist across the moon” (7). I think the femininity 

expressed in this sentence is quite clear: the image of someone with long hair waving behind 

them while they seem to be floating, instantly makes one picture a woman. By describing 

Chaloner in this manner, the narrator makes his effeminacy obvious. 

Another instance in which Chaloner’s effeminacy remains evident is his subsequent 

portrayal: “he lies back in a low chair by the fire, leaning his Botticelli head – which he 

always feels a grudge against nature for not having provided with a permanent nimbus of dead 

gold – against the cushion, twanging a little zither and sighing.” (11). The mentioning of 

Botticelli seems to be a reference to Walter Pater’s Studies in the History of The Renaissance, 

a work which was first published in 1873, but later renamed as The Renaissance: Studies in 

Art and Poetry. Pater himself was an aesthete engaged in the underscoring the “contested 

character of “manliness”” (Adams: 442). In fact, Pater’s Studies in the History of The 

Renaissance was attacked for its betrayal of English masculinity and denounced as effeminate 

(Adams: 441). In his essay on Sandro Botticelli, written in 1870 that pertains to his 1873-

work, Pater glorifies Botticelli as a poetical painter (52). Pater remarks upon Botticelli’s 

Madonnas who have, according to him, no evident beauty but yet attract onlookers more and 

more (56). This strange attraction could be what the narrator meant by calling Chaloner’s 

head “a Botticelli head”.  
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However, Botticelli’s name is also explicitly connected to his world famous painting 

of The Birth of Venus, upon which Pater also focusses in The Renaissance. Pater sees in this 

painting the love/pleasure and sorrow: “Men go forth to their labours until the evening; but 

she is awake before them, and you might think that the sorrow in her face was at the thought 

of the whole long day of love yet to come.” (59). In Pater’s estimation, Botticelli has provided 

the goddess of pleasure with an unmistakable sadness (59-60). He argues that Botticelli 

always depicts Venus with “some shadow of death in the grey flesh and wan flowers” (60). 

Moreover, he also paints Madonnas who “shrink from the pressure of the divine child, and 

plead in unmistakable undertones for a warmer, lower humanity.” (60). 

Turning back to Mr Chaloner in Second Thoughts then, this paradox between pleasure 

and sadness, love and death, is also present in his first depiction in which he combines the 

image of his poet-grave with the sea-mother and seamews composing him an amorous lullaby 

(supra). Moreover, Chaloner himself admits his fascination with this paradox when discussing 

dolorous love with Gillian: “”And yet,” he says mournfully, “it can never be truly rhythmical 

and sweet unless it is laved with the chrism of tears.” (38). Perhaps this struggle is what the 

narrator sees reflected in Chaloner’s face and what could be called a “Botticelli head”. Above 

all, however, I believe that “Botticelli head” underlines the aestheticism which characterizes 

Chaloner’s persona so fully.  

Chaloner’s aestheticism and subsequent effeminacy remain persistent in the remainder 

of the novel, especially with regard to Gillian’s visit to his studio, as we can deduce from the 

sentences listed below: 

a) Chaloner himself comes to help her from her carriage, his hair 

flowing in a long fair fell over his shoulders, and a lotus lily in one 

pale hand. (36) 
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b) At once he is ready with pensive obsequiousness to comply, and for 

the next ten minutes Gillian, absent-minded and uneasy, strays 

about among dead-gold screens, sodden, blurred hangings, Japan 

tea-pots, and wry-necked Byzantine virgins. (36-37) 

c) On easels stand various pictures in different stages of finish: all, 

however variously named, being representations – either alone or 

multiplied by several – of the same livid, dislocated woman; the 

same woman, carrot-headed, thumb-nosed, sunk-chested – almost 

always backed by sunflowers, and invariable swaddled in 

unwholesome draperies. (37) 

d) Before almost all, as before an altar, a great white lily stands in a 

large blue vase. (37) 

e) […]: the sickly virgins and diseased Aphrodites; the votive pots; 

and, lastly, the fragile tea-cups and sugared rose-leaved prepared for 

her reflection, and clearly betokening that she either has made or 

means to make some considerable stay. (39) 

There is no mistaken the aestheticism of the surroundings in which Gillian finds herself. The 

numerous references to lilies, tea-pots and cups, sunflowers, etc. are clearly designed to mock 

Chaloner’s aesthetic disposition since, as Small notes, the aesthete cultivates the beautiful in, 

among other objects, flowers and blue china (xi-xii).  

First of all, I would like to start with the analysis of the tea-pot and cups featured in 

sentences b) and e). In her article ““Fearful Consequences … Of Living Up to One’s Teapot”: 

Men, Women, and “Cultchah” in the English Aesthetic Movement c. 1870-1900”, Anne 

Anderson argues that the tea-pot is “the ultimate parody of Aesthetic Sensibilities” (219). 

According to Anderson, the tea-pot represents the aesthetes’ obsession for being artistic which 
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they have taken too far until the point of emasculation or androgyny (219). As Anderson 

explains, both the material of the tea-pot, china or porcelain, and the drinking of tea was 

associated with femininity: “Tea was gendered feminine from the outset, through its 

association with china, the elaborate ritual of making it, and the equipage required; it was a 

part of a woman’s world: […]” (221). Consequently, Anderson notes “a correlation between 

tea and a loss of masculinity” (229). Therefore she argues that because of the feminine 

connotations, “[c]hinamania would inevitably be equated with the trope of the effeminate 

aesthete” (246). By depicting Chaloner among tea-pot and tea-cups then, Broughton makes 

his effeminate aestheticism very clear, not only in the description of his persona but also in 

the portrayal of his environment. 

Secondly, Anderson also inscribes the presence of lilies and sunflowers in the realm of 

effeminate aestheticism. These types of flowers are loaded with aesthetic significance, 

according to Anderson, and would have been immediately recognized as signifiers of 

aestheticism by readers (219, 232). The sunflower, on the one hand, “embodied desire, 

unconditional love, constancy but also unrequited love, longing, sorrow and finally hope. It 

was the most expressive emblem of aesthetic longing” (233). The lily, on the other hand, is 

the “flower of purity, [which] implied that Aesthetic desire was chaste and spiritual” (233).  

In short, Chaloner’s interest in things as tea-pots and flowers was seen as highly aesthetic 

at the time Broughton wrote this novel. According to Anderson, the result of aesthetes’ care 

for objects robbed them of normal relations (246). Consequently, Anderson argues that “[t]he 

male sexual libido was suppressed or “inverted,” while female maternal instincts were 

supplanted by unnatural and insatiable desires” (246). The suppression of their male sexual 

libido resulted in effeminacy since, according to Ellis (chapter III), true sexual inverts are 

those lads that “remain insensitive to the influence of women” (infra). In the subsequent part 
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of this dissertation the notions of “sexual inversion” will be explained more fully with regard 

to A Waif’s Progress.  

3.4.2. Rupert Campion’s Aestheticism in Lavinia 

As we have established before, Rupert Campion is the effeminate fiancé of Lavinia. 

Nevertheless, despite his feminine traits already mentioned above, Rupert’s effeminacy can 

also be linked to aestheticism.  

“Rupert and his group of aesthetics” (108) add to Lavinia’s doubts about the 

engagement. When Rupert invites one of his friends to stay with them, Lavinia is afraid that 

she has been offered a glimpse of the future:  

Does she indeed see before her what Rupert will come to in the ten 

years by which his friend is richer than he? Is this his logical 

conclusion? - this little decadent, who is trying to fit his conversation to 

a hostess whom he suspects of being sporting? (109) 

Her fear is confirmed by Rupert himself who states that “he is like me, only more so!”, upon 

which Lavinia shudders (109). To Lavinia, aestheticism is certainly not attractive since she 

perceives Rupert’s above phrase “like melted lead upon her heart” (109). She calls the thought 

that the rudiments of him [the aesthete friend] lie in Rupert “hideous” and deems him 

“contemptible and uncongenial” (110).  

Another moment in which Lavinia worries about Rupert’s aesthetic disposition is when 

they decide to break off their engagement and he displays “in prosaic strength, his aesthetic 

detestation of all scenes, rows, uglinesses” (265). Even in such a crucial moment in both of 

their lives, Rupert still depicts aestheticism, underscoring in this regard that it is a way of life, 

which Lavinia detests. Rupert’s aestheticism seems to be associated with stoicism on account 
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of his detestation of rows. Rupert’s stoic attitude is also present after the accident when he is 

forced to keep to his room and he does tranquilly. To Lavinia, this is once more an indication 

of his unmanliness since, according to her, real men do not accept confinement to a room: 

“[…], with no restive manliness kicking against limitations cried out against as needless and 

unendurable” (267). Naturally, Rupert’s contentment with being sick presents Lavinia once 

more with a contrast to Captain Binning who hated not being able to get out of his room. 

In short, similarly to Chaloner, Rupert’s aestheticisms underscores his womanly nature 

and to Lavinia it is, once more, a reason to question her upcoming marriage.  
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3.5. Gender Inversion and Effeminacy 

3.5.1. Feminine and Masculine Roles in  A Waif’s Progress 

The feminization of male characters reaches its culmination point in A Waif’s Process. This 

novel centres around Bonnybell Ransome’s stay with the Tancreds. Bonnybell, an orphan 

after the death of her infamous mother, lodges for a period of three months with Edward and 

Camilla Tancred. The Tancreds, as the reader soon discovers, are no ordinary couple. Directly 

from page one onwards the Victorian reader is presented with statements contradictory to 

their traditional view of gender: 

Mr Tancred gave as much acquiescence as lay in silence to his wife’s 

indictment. If you are credited with having married a woman for her 

money, and can never for one whole minute forget it, you must 

acquiesce in many statements for which you differ far more widely than 

he did from the one in question. (1) 

One can immediately note that Mr Tancred’s characterization is not very masculine. He is 

depicted in this quotation as accepting his wife’s opinion over his own in order to maintain 

peace in the household. Mrs Tancred, on the other hand, is more dominant as becomes 

instantly clear from the following dialogue: 

C: “You remember my old acquaintance, Lady Ransome?” 

E: “Was that the woman who drank eye-wash and methylated spirit if 

she could not get anything else to quench her thirst?” 

C: “She did it once too often. Do not interrupt again.” “You remember 

my old acquaintance, Lady Ransome? She died under rather disastrous 

circumstances three months ago.” 
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E: “Methylated spirits?” he threw in, disobedient to his wife's hest, and 

she avenged herself by beginning all over again. 

As one can deduce, Camilla is the stronger character of the Tancred couple, much contrarily 

to traditional gender roles. In fact, on could say that gender roles are being inverted in this 

novel seeing that Edward assumes the feminine role of keeping peace, while Camilla 

appropriates superiority over her husband. These peculiar roles can be clarified best by the 

symbol of the chair. Camilla has her own chair in the room while Edward has not got a chair 

of his own (38-39). This little anecdote confirms, in my opinion, Camilla’s superior position 

in the Tancred household since, as Lynda Nead explains, the man as head of the family is 

usually seated in a central armchair (38). However, with regard to the Tancreds, it is Camilla 

who has her own chair instead of Edward. 

This inversion of gender roles leads us to the sexologist Havelock Henry Ellis who 

published the first serious study of homosexuality in Britain (J. Weeks). In his Studies in the 

Psychology of Sex, Volume 2: Sexual Inversion, Havelock Ellis states that “[e]ach sex is latent 

in the other, and each, as it contains the characters of both sexes (and can transmit those of the 

recessive sex) is latently hermaphrodite” (chapter III). This corresponds to MacLeod’s and 

Freud’s perspective (supra). According to Ellis, “as the lad leaves school or college to mix 

with men and women in the world, the instinct usually turns into the normal channel, […]”.  

Nevertheless, “a certain proportion [of lads] remain insensitive to the influence of women”. 

These are what Ellis regards true male sexual inverts.   

In this work, Ellis argues against the division in heterosexuals, bisexuals and 

homosexual claiming that they have “no great practical use”. Therefore, Ellis concludes “to 

attempt no classification at all”. Ellis subsequently lists a number of cases in which a man 

generally expresses homosexual or bisexual feelings. However, I would like to emphasize that 
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although Edward Tancred expresses feminine features, he is not be considered a homosexual 

in my opinion. Unfortunately, Ellis’ research is mainly focused on homosexual cases but, 

nevertheless, I do think Edward can be seen as a sexual invert. As Ellis explains, a number of 

sexual inverts probably have somewhat undeveloped sexual instincts, which seems to 

correspond nicely to Edward. The latter married Camilla when he was only an innocent 

twenty-year-old. Camilla, fifteen years his senior, has never been an attractive woman nor 

does she attempt to appear so, as Bonnybell notes: “With a little touching up, Mrs. Tancred 

would not look a day over thirty” (148). In this regard, it is plausible that Edward’s sexual 

instincts were never awakened by his wife, which might have resulted in his effeminacy. 

Moreover, his wife’s dominance might have contributed to the blow to his masculinity. 

Camilla is Edward’s superior physically as well as financially. Physically she has no problem 

detaining him, as we can see in the description of her clasp: “”What do you feel like?” he 

answered resignedly, not struggling in a clasp which had more of mastery than endearment in 

it.” (8). Financially, Edward is entirely dependent on Camilla, as his sister explains: “Why, if 

Camilla were to die to-morrow, he would be left with his paltry younger son’s portion, and 

with whatever he makes […] on the Stock Exchange” (340). Consequently, Edward gave up 

his own name upon marrying, as a woman generally does.  

Another possible explanation for the Tancreds’ gender disruption might be the absence 

of offspring. As Lynda Nead explains, “[m]otherhood was regarded as the most valuable and 

natural component of woman’s mission; it was woman’s main reason for being and her chief 

source of pleasure” (26). Yet, Camilla Tancred was denied this pleasure which she herself 

feels very heavily:  

He [Edward] had married Camilla, and he had not given her the 

children for whom she hungered in that passionate greed, only 

increased by years and improbabilities, with which some women crave 
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for offspring. And now they had been married for fifteen winters, and 

Camilla was fifty years old. (5) 

One might argue that their childlessness has had a profound impact on the husband-wife 

dynamics of the Tancred household, which eventually resulted in the gender inversion at 

hand. Due to the absence of children, Camilla was able to reject her female role and could, 

facilitated by her majority of age, appropriate the masculine role. Edward, on the other hand, 

oppressed by feelings of guilt, did not protest and resigned himself to the feminine submissive 

role: “If you possess a wife with very decided opinions and a very trenchant mode of 

expressing them, why not let her enjoy them in peace? You may, at least, make her these 

trifling amends for the irreparable injury you have done her.” (6). 

In conclusion, gender inversion is a major theme in A Waif’s Progress. The Tancred 

couple’s gender roles appear to be inverted in that Edward, the male, assumes an inferior, 

more feminine-like position while his wife, Camilla, is clearly in charge. In the following part 

I am going to investigate what the effect of this inversion will be on their guest, Bonnybell 

Ransome. 

3.5.2. The Effect of Gender Inversion on Bonnybell in A Waif’s Progress 

As mentioned in the above part Bonnybell Ransome resides for a period of three months in 

the Tancred House in Stillington. Her position as long-time guest allows her close contact to 

the family and therefore the effect of their gender inversion would be particularly interesting 

to study in Miss Ransome. 

Even before Bonnybell’s arrival at Stillington it become clear that her character does 

not correspond at all to the ideal of the angel in the house (supra). As she admits to Mrs 

Glanville, Edward’s sister, Bonnybell has not “the least idea what sort of things the right kind 

of jeune fille does say.” (13). Her ignorance regarding a woman’s mode of conduct becomes 
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apparent to Camilla and Edward from day one of her stay: “what a girl! what a plane of 

thought she moves on! what a moral standpoint!” (49). By revealing too much about her 

unconventional past and shady connections, Bonnybell frequently demonstrates her want of 

feminine respectability: “Was it possible that there existed in the civilized world a benighted 

being who had not heard of Lolotte? – an establishment where she was as unmentionable as 

Sir Algy?” (43). Moreover, her lack of education is perceived as contrarily to the ideal of the 

jeune fille, as Bonnybell herself calls it:  

During that baleful half hour she had, in answer to questions, revealed a 

knowledge of history and geography quite on a par with her 

orthography, since she had married Richard II. of England to his 

grandmother Philippa; had treated Argentina as a town, and generously 

given it a seat on the Italian sea-board. (109) 

In short, Bonnybell has very little to recommend her as a proper young woman. Her 

connections are undesirable, she does not express herself as a young woman ought to, nor has 

she had the advantage of a good education. Nevertheless, Bonnybell understand the necessity 

of marrying and constantly keeps an eye out for possible suitors: “Did John Drake sound like 

the name of the South African millionaire who was to pilot her out of her present slough of 

dependence and manoeuvring to the odious but indispensable anchorage of marriage?” (64). 

To Bonnybell marriage is a necessary evil a woman has to endure in order to secure her 

future. In this regard one can see that despite her negligent upbringing, Bonnybell does 

express a profound understanding of women’s position in Victorian society. 

Bonnybell is depicted as a very self-sufficient young woman who tries to make the 

best of her circumstances. Much like Dolly in Cometh up as a Flower, Bonnybell resorts to 

deception and feigning in order to ameliorate her own situation claiming that “the truth was 
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always a mistake for people like her, who had to live by their wits” (205). Firstly, as Edward 

seems to understand, lying comes natural to Bonnybell: “Both [Jock and Bonnybell] follow 

their nature; she her shifty, lying one. She is a liar! Yes, […]” (197). Lying seems to be an 

intrinsic part of Bonnybell’s character resulting in her denomination of “the ever-lying 

Bonnybell” (72).  

Secondly, Miss Ransome uses her beauty in order to secure society’s favourable 

opinion. After their first meeting, Camilla comments upon Bonnybell appearance as follows: 

“Oh, I grant you that she is extraordinarily pretty!” […] “prettier than a person has any 

business to be!” (48). Bonnybell herself is very aware of her beauty and uses her prettiness as 

a strategy to lure men (or society in general) in her web: “Whether her prettiness was to be 

further ornamented by a sweet innocence or a daring raciness of conversation must depend 

upon what a further acquaintance with Toby's tastes and methods might reveal.” (160). As one 

can note in this excerpt, Miss Ransome employs her looks as a means of introduction and then 

decides what would be the best strategy to reel somebody in.  

However, to Bonnybell, her looks are only a means to obtaining her goal, an 

advantageous marriage. Consequently, she derives no pleasure from her prettiness and views 

it merely as a practical asset that increases her value in the marriage market:  

But it was not the source of pleasure to her which their good looks 

afforded to most handsome women. It had been associated with too 

many disagreeables; had obliged her to struggle against too many 

imminent degradations, for her to have much fondness for it, apart from 

its commercial value as a matrimonial asset. (189) 
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The commercial value of her beauty is reminiscent of Cometh up as a Flower in which Nell 

LeStrange views herself as an object than can be purchased and marriage as a business 

transaction. 

Furthemore, next to their commercial value, Bonnybell is also very apt in using her 

looks and body language to deceive. Her features are describes as being “practised in 

dissimulation” (167). This deception is for example as plain as day when the Aylmers, friends 

of the Tandreds, accuse Bonnybell of corrupting their youngest girl’s mind. Using her state as 

orphan and her childlike features, Bonnybell is able to take advantage of Mrs Aylmer’s 

motherly nature in order to secure the latter’s good will again: 

“She looks such a mere child! not a day more than fifteen!” A quiet 

remonstrance with Camilla upon the subject had been all she [Mrs 

Aylmer] had bargained for; and now to be suddenly summoned to stick 

a knife into this pretty, fragile, motherless creature who had run up to 

her with such a sweet sureness of welcome, such pretty open pleasure, - 

this poor little waif whom she felt so much more inclined to take into 

her warm motherly arms! No, it was more than human nature could 

stand. (124) 

Nevertheless, during her stay with the Tancreds, Bonnybell gradually begins to 

approach the jeune fille ideal better. Especially her high regard of Edward results in 

Bonnybell’s softening of her ways: “But her deep-seated and universal distrust of man - 

falsified though it had been in the case of Edward by a fortnight's acquaintance - made her 

finally resolve to temper her raciness, if she was racy, with caution.” (160) In the past, 

Bonnybell has had some negative experiences with men, for example Tom, Edward’s brother-

in-law, tried to seduce her even though he was married. Yet, Edward, having assumed the 
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feminine position in his marriage, lacks the masculine directness that his wife and Tom 

express. He makes no attempt to get closer to Bonnybell and diminishes in this regard her 

abhorrence of men. Consequently, by showing Bonnybell that not all men are alike, Edward is 

able to temper the sharp edges of her character. 

Camilla has a positive influence on Bonnybell as well. At the start of the novel Miss 

Ransome regularly refers to Camilla as “the old camel” or “the old witch” but soon she 

changes her opinion and starts to genuinely care for Camilla. As Bonnybell explains to Flora 

Tennington, her first impression needed to be revaluated:  

“Yes, from Camilla. But she is not quite all hateful. I thought she was at 

first, but she isn't. After having ground me to powder - while those two 

women looked on - oh, I should like to be even with them! - she told me 

she would give me another chance! It doesn't sound any great catch,” 

beginning to laugh heartily; “but I can assure you that I was very much 

relieved, as I felt certain that I was going to be turned out then and 

there, neck and crop.” (194) 

When Camilla kisses Bonnybell goodnight one evening, it becomes clear that Camilla’s 

increasing fondness of her guest is reciprocated:  

Was it in order to test the reality of her slumbers or to break them that 

Camilla had inflicted that astounding caress? Or was it humanly 

possible that the poor old lady was growing a little fond of her, and 

treated her as she would have done a young Camilla? The notion, to her 

own surprise, touched her oddly at first, but she shook off the sensation 

almost indignantly. (190) 
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Miss Ransome, who has not had the luxury of loving parents, feels strangely affected by 

Camilla’s expression of affection but quickly dismisses the feeling so that she does not have 

to think it over. Ultimately, upon leaving the Tancreds for the Bletchleys (formerly the 

Glanvilles), Bonnybell acknowledges that she has grown to love Camilla and Edward: 

It is ridiculous--deadly dull as it has been - but I believe I shall be sorry 

to go. One cannot enjoy the old camel's pummellings, but I do not 

dislike her as much as I ought, and Edward, dear, courteous, hesitating, 

incredible Edward, who has never once tried to kiss me! (228-229) 

The feeling is mutual as Camilla admits that “it would have been sweet to have called her 

daughter” (273). With regard to Edward, his feelings have developed into something closer to 

love: “How could he help thinking of her? Was not she the one scarlet thing that stood out 

saliently from the iron-grey background of his life?” (288-289).  

As her companions note, Bonnybell has changed positively during her visit: 

Bonnybell was, as her housemates more and more realised, a shining 

instance of the value of small virtues in daily intercourse. She was 

immovably good-tempered, invariably civil, always on the look-out for 

opportunities for paying little attentions, light-hearted even beneath the 

pressure of the severe affliction under which she was at present 

labouring, yet subdued in her mirth as in her graceful movements. (290) 

In short, although Bonnybell might lack the background of a jeune fille, education-wise as 

well as with regard to her family; ultimately, she does come quite close to this ideal. During 

the few shooting parties, Bonnybell “modestly proferred attentions […] to the least attractive 

among the guests” and, although there were “one or two unlucky lapses from jeune-fille-ism 

in conversation”, these “did not transpire till long afterwards” (291). 
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Bonnybell’s change is also perceivable in the compassion she is now able to express 

towards other people. During her mother’s lifetime the Ransome women did not have female 

friends, with the exception of Flora Tennington (159). Yet, after her time with the Tancreds, 

when Bonnybell returns to Edward’s sister Felicity, she seems to be making an effort to 

become friends with Felicity’s secretary: “It was a very crushed Miss Sloggett [the secretary] 

whose failing heart Bonnybell good-naturedly tried to uplift on the homeward drive, […]” 

(259). Moreover, Bonnybell tries to disengage herself from undesirable former acquaintances 

such as Flora Tennington and Charlie Landon. For instance, when Flora calls out to her 

publicly in London, Bonnybell wonders “[w]ho could be Bonnybell-ing her here in Picadilly, 

wither her maiden feet had now strayed?” (348). There seems to be a slight dismay in her 

thoughts at not being addressed more formally as “Miss Ransome”. Furthermore, the turn of 

phrase “maiden feet” is noteworthy here, indicating that Bonnybell views herself more as the 

jeune fille she aspires to be. Lady Tennington also notes this change and comments that 

Bonnybell always had been “a very good little miss!” (352). 

Illustrious in this regard is also the scene in which Bonnybell repents paying Flora and 

Charlie a visit. She does no longer enjoy their company and senses that their acquaintance 

might be incriminating in view of her future with the Tancreds: 

Scarcely ever, in all the reach of her eighteen years' memory, had Miss 

Ransome sat at a feast - and Flora's cuisine deserved that title - with a 

more uneasy and unenjoying mind. Not even the unwonted solace of as 

many post-luncheon cigarettes as she could desire at all compensated 

her for the distastefulness of the company, or for the racking twin 

anxieties that occupied her mind; the anxiety to get home as fast as 

possible, so as to obviate all risk of discovery incident upon a possible 
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change of plan in Mr. and Mrs. Tancred, and to prevent Charlie from 

escorting her. (170) 

Furthermore, Bonnybell’s gradual liking of the countryside seems to reflect her 

transformation as well. According to Lynda Neat, during the Victorian era the healthy, moral 

and peaceful countryside stood opposed to the disease-ridden and revolutionary city. (39). 

Bonnybell infinitely prefers the City to Stillington: “Of course she had rather be in London. 

Who but a fool wouldn't? London or Paris! Were there any other places where a sane person 

who was not fifty, and had not a young husband whom she wanted to keep an eye upon, could 

wish to live?” (311). However, after her removal from the Tancreds and Stillington, 

Bonnybell frequently thinks nostalgically about the woods and the birds:  

a) No, she had no wish to go back to Stillington, and yet - what a noise 

those tiresome birds must be making in the wood by now! (363) 

b) […]; and at this time of the year I suppose all those horrid birds in 

the copse would be love- making, and it might have been catching. 

(391) 

c) Give my love to the birds. (397) 

As one can deduce from these quotations, Bonnybell has gradually grown fond of the 

countryside as she has come to love the Tancreds. Bonnybell’s attachment to the birds might 

be an indication of her transformation into jeune fille. As Nead explains, “the roles of the 

ideal woman were seen to carry particular moral significance” (24), and, as the countryside is 

seen as a moral place, Bonnybell’s nostalgia might indicate a moral transformation. While 

before, the Tancreds noticed Miss Ransome’s loose morals: “what a moral standpoint!” (49), 

Edward observes now that she has changed for the better:  
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God knows he had tried to do his best for her; to give her some notion 

of honour and truth, and decent living; and he had made some progress. 

She lied still, but she said fewer indecent things; and she tried with such 

sweet docility to see his point of view, when she managed to grasp what 

it was. (387). 

This transformation is also reflected in the description of her appearance. As mentioned 

with regard to Cometh up as a Flower, according to Galia Ofek hair is of a major importance 

in sensation fiction. Golden-haired women were traditionally considered as virtuous while 

dark-haired women were fallen women (102-103). In A Waif’s Progress, we can see this 

distinction as well, especially in the description of her clothes. Naturally, she is wearing black 

to mourn her mother’s death and would have stopped wearing black after a period of time. 

However, one could also interpret her initial blackness in terms of unrespectable femininity 

since, in the latter half of the novel, after her transformation, Bonnybell is more linked up 

with whiteness. Bonnybell is referred to as “the slender black figure” (86) with “her little 

black orphaned hands” (150). Furthermore, she has “inky hair” (144). Nevertheless, in my 

opinion, later on the novel, the focus shifts from Bonnybell’s black clothes and hair to her 

white skin: “the white skin” (246), “embracing her knees with her lily arms […]” (344) and 

“white as a lily” (393). Besides the passing of her mourning period, I believe this to be an 

indication of Bonnybell’s improved morals. By the end of her mourning period, Bonnybell 

seems to be able to free herself of her mother’s unconventional life and return to a virtuous 

maiden-like state. In this regard, at the end of the novel, Bonnybell’s name seems well-suited, 

not only with regard to appearance but also concerning her disposition. 
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3.6. Conclusion 

With this section we have reached the ending of my analysis of effeminacy and its effect on 

gender in Broughton’s four selected novels: Cometh up as a Flower (1867), Second Thoughts 

(1880), Lavinia (1902) and A Waif’s Progress (1906). After a first introductory part, I have 

discussed, in the second part of this analysis, the opposition between “hegemonic 

masculinity” represented by the soldier and “subordinate masculinity” embodied by the 

effeminatus. This distinction has been particularly noticeable in Lavinia since the heroine 

struggles between her love for a soldier and her duty towards her family, which entails 

marrying her effeminate nephew. As I have examined, Lavinia’s preference for Captain 

Binning supports conventionality since this relationship maintains the traditional gender roles 

of masculinity and femininity.  

Furthermore, this conventionality is ensured by her nephew’s  and uncle’s death since 

the duty a respectable female has toward her family is now no longer an issue and Lavinia is 

free to marry her lover. To a lesser degree, the struggle between “hegemonic” and 

“subordinate” masculinity is also apparent in Cometh up as a Flower’s male protagonist, 

Richard M’Gregor. On the one hand, Dick’s masculinity is emphasized by aligning him to 

Vikings; yet, on the other hand, he is depicted as someone who spends a lot of time on his 

appearance, as a metrosexual avant la lettre. In opposition to Lavinia, Nell does not abhor 

M’Gregor’s feminine side but seems to enjoy his good looks. 

The third part of this analysis concentrated upon the use of Greek deities to express 

effeminacy. As I have explored, with regard to Richard M’Gregor and Rupert Campion the 

sculpturesque qualities of Greek deities are invoked. One can read Cometh up as a Flower, in 

which Dick’s removal from the story is revealed as a gradual marbleisation, as a reversal of 

the Pygmalion myth. Instead of coming alive, M’Gregor is portrayed gradually more out of 
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reach as a Greek deity on Mount Olympus. This reference to Greek deities and elusiveness is 

also employed in Lavinia as a sort of announcement of Rupert’s upcoming death. Yet, in 

Lavinia the immobilisation is literalized since after the train accident Rupert is confined to his 

room.  

However, Chaloner of Second Thoughts is aligned more to painting than to sculptures. 

He is represented as someone modelling for a Botticelli painting. As to why Broughton would 

use Greek deities in order to express effeminacy I have explained that Ancient Greece was a 

period of interest to the Victorians and that the origins of the effeminatus seem to be located 

in this period. Drawing upon MacLeod’s and Dover’s work I have established that the 

hermaphroditus was considered the ideal beauty in Ancient Greece on account of its peculiar 

mix of masculine and feminine features. Consequently, as Dover has noted, Greek deities 

were often portrayed as neither fully feminine nor masculine.  

In the fourth analytical part, I discussed the link between aestheticism and effeminacy. 

Subsequently I applied this connection in elaborating upon the effeminacy of Chaloner and 

Rupert Campion. Both are clearly portrayed as aesthetes and therefore effeminate. With 

regard to Chaloner, the paintings of Botticelli resurfaced whilst I explained their importance 

to the Aesthetic Movement and Walter Pater in particular. Chaloner’s aestheticism is 

unmistakeable in his obsession with tea-pots, sunflower, lilies, etc. In fact, Anderson argues 

that this love for collecting and for objects is what makes aesthetes effeminate. It robbed them 

of normal relations and suppressed their male sexual libido. In Lavinia, Rupert’s aesthetic 

disposition is a source of distress to Lavinia who sees it as an indication of everything a man 

should not be. During dinner with one of Rupert’s friends, Lavinia even wonder if “this little 

decadent” is what Rupert will become in ten years.   
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In the fifth and final part of the analysis I investigated gender inversion in A Waif’s 

Progress.  As discussed, the Tancred couple has an extraordinary marriage in which Edward 

has appropriated the feminine role while Camilla is clearly the woman in charge. However, 

this strange family seems to have a healthy effect on Bonnybell, the orphaned girl who stays 

with them for three months. After her stay with the Tancreds, Bonnybell’s morals have 

seemingly improved and she now resembles the ideal of jeune-fille-ism more. Again 

conventionality is brought about since Bonnybell, now quite a respectable woman, marries a 

rich husband, which has been her goal all along. In this regard, A Waif’s Progress ends in true 

Broughtonian fashion with a marriage or the anticipation of a marriage. The only one of the 

four novels discussed that does not end with a conventional marriage is Cometh up as a 

flower which will be of interest for our general conclusion (infra).  
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4. Conclusion 

In this overall conclusion to my master’s thesis I would like to return to the question at hand 

in the introduction, that is, whether the representation of gender in Broughton’s oeuvre 

confirms the transgressive nature of sensation fiction. In order to answer this question I have 

used the effeminatus because of his intermediate position between the male and female sex.  

As we have established in the theoretical framework, sensation fiction “probes gender roles” 

seeing that the genre creates heroines who call into question gender roles (Fantina and 

Harrison: xv-xvi).  

Nevertheless, in the analytical section we have investigated that conventionality is 

brought about in nearly all four novels in the form of marriage. The exception in this case is 

Cometh up as a Flower which ends with the death of the female protagonist. As mentioned in 

the analysis, Nell’s death could be interpreted in two ways. Firstly, one could argue that her 

death is a final act of rebellion against marriage and womanhood. Trapped in an unhappy 

marriage and miserable after the death of her beloved, one could say that death was Nell’s 

only way out of further limitations in the guise of motherhood and/or old age (Faber: 158). If 

one is to analyse Nell’s decease in this regard, one could state that Cometh up as a Flower 

does indeed express a critique of gender roles. This protest is also notable in other instances in 

the novel as we have discussed. For example, Dolly appears to be an ideal woman but is in 

fact a liar and a forger. Nevertheless, secondly, Faber argues that in the end conventionality is 

ensured in Cometh up as a Flower since Nell had to bent to convention. She “came up as a 

flower” in the fact that ultimately she embraces womanhood and its restrictions (158). 

In this regard, Cometh up as a Flower shows similarities with A Waif’s Progress. In 

this latter novel, the heroine Bonnybell Ransome, also learns how a woman is supposed to 

behave during the course of the novel. Thus, although both women express protest against 
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their restrictive female role, ultimately they cannot escape convention. In this respect, both 

novels seem to pertain qualities of the Bildungsroman, which can tie in with the generic 

hybridity of sensation fiction. Lindsey Faber analyses Cometh up as a Flower as a “resistant 

Bildungsroman” in which Nell expresses resistance and subsequently surrender to 

womanhood (155). However, as we can infer from the novel’s subtitle (Cometh up as a 

Flower: An autobiography), Broughton herself viewed this story as an autobiography, which 

contributes to the difficulty of defining her work on account of its generic hybridity, which is 

typical of sensation novels (supra). 

In her article “The Feminine “Bildungsroman”: Education through Marriage”, Elaine 

Hoffman Baruch states that a Bildungsroman is a novel in which “the education of the hero 

who is brought to a high level of consciousness through a series of experiences that lead to his 

development” is the central theme. (335). Consequently, Hoffman Baruch claims that “many 

of the great novels that deal with women treat similar themes”, which leads to the existence of 

a feminine Bildungsroman. (335). Applying this definition to Nell LeStrange, one can indeed 

argue that she is brought to a high level of consciousness (consciousness of the impossibility 

to escape womanhood) through a series of experiences (Dolly’s forgery, Sir Hugh’s proposal, 

Dick’s departure and death etc.).  

Furthermore, Hoffman Baruch claims that “the heroine longs for a marriage that will 

increase her knowledge, often in some wide experiential sense” (336). Again, this 

characteristic fits perfectly within Cometh up as a Flower since Nell has a hankering for 

knowledge: “Papa knows everything; Dolly knows most things, and I know nothing.” (168). 

Therefore, she asks M’Gregor to teach her: “Perhaps – perhaps -” […] “perhaps you’ll try and 

teach me something. I asked Dolly once, but she would not.” (169). Sir Hugh, on the other 

hand, Nell’s other suitor, does not entail this promise of knowledge within marriage: “He had 

[…] enough brains to carry him decently through his very easy part in life, and not enough to 
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make him feel uncomfortable wise in any company; nobody ever heard him say a clever thing 

[…]” (96).  

Additionally, Hoffman Baruch connects the feminine Bildungsroman to important 

works by women writers of the nineteenth century like Emma and Jane Eyre (338-339). As 

we have seen in the theoretical framework, scholars like Tamar Hellar, Gilbert and Gubar, and 

R.C. Terry also connect Broughton’s work, and sensation fiction in general, to the Brontës 

and especially to Jane Eyre (supra). In consequence, the generic hybridity is apparent again. 

A Waif’s Progress as I have said before, might also bear traces of the Bildungsroman. 

Yet, in Bonnybell’s case the wish for education through marriage is less present. 

Nevertheless, as mentioned during the analysis, Bonnybell also transforms and becomes 

educated in the ways of a jeune fille. However, Bonnybell does not seek to educate herself 

through her husband but wants a naïve rich husband who ensures her independence. 

Ultimately she finds this future with Lord Bletchley, claiming that they “shall be much more 

like father and daughter than husband and wife” (401). 

Not only Cometh up as a Flower and A Waif’s Progress bear characteristics of the 

Bildungsroman, in fact, all four Broughtonian novels discussed in this dissertation may be 

said to carry traces of this genre. With regard to Second Thoughts, the protagonist, Gillian 

Latimer, learns what her real place is within her uncle’s family. Although Gillian considers 

herself indispensable to the family, she is in fact not the mistress of the house but her cousin 

Jane is. Throughout the novel, Gillian learns that she is not as indispensable as she deems 

herself and consequently she is humbled:  

The prop has been removed, and the family has found that it still stands 

upright; the angel has been obligated for a time to withdraw, and the 
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family has made the discovery that the winnowing of her wings was 

rather irksome than otherwise. (83) 

Gillian learns in Second Thoughts to become more modest once she understands her past 

behaviour:  

Is it possible that the very qualities which have been rendering Jane so 

odious in her eyes – the insolent self-assertion; the deep-laid, high-

spoken confidence in her own, and contempt for other’s judgment; the 

rude and selfish snatching at power, and veiling it under a thin mask of 

filial duty – that these very qualities are but reflected from herself; that, 

as Jane now appears to her, so has she been appearing all those years to 

other people? (81) 

In short, similarly to Nell LeStrange and Bonnybell Ransome, Gillian Latimer transforms and 

grows throughout the novel. 

This growth and transformation also occurs in Lavinia, in which the protagonist, 

Lavinia, comes to understand her own mind through the struggle between romantic love and 

sisterly love. Lavinia grows from a dependant woman, who had her life cut out for her, to a 

more or less independent woman ready to marry for love. In this regard, Lavinia’s growth ties 

in less well with conventionality since she was already very conventional at the start of the 

novel. Yet, Broughton was thus able to criticize conventions since Lavinia was willing to 

enter in an unhappy marriage out of a sense of obligation. By emphasizing Lavinia’s gradual 

awareness of the importance of romantic love, Broughton is able to criticize marriage out of 

the feminine perspective. Lavinia’s “Bildung” seems to be about realizing that there are more 

important things than loyalty to one’s family. 
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However, although I have now determined that these four novels show similarities to 

the Bildungsroman, I would like to point out that these characteristics do not mean that they 

cannot be sensational as well. As I have indicated many times before, all four novels display a 

preoccupation with gender typical of sensation fiction. All four heroines present us with 

resistance of their restraining feminine roles and a rebuff of the institution of marriage. 

Nevertheless, in spite of their protest, the novels generally end conventionally. This 

conventional ending takes the form of marriage or, in the case of Cometh up as a Flower, 

death. As mentioned in the theoretical part, marriage was considered the highest ideal. 

Keeping this in mind, it is noteworthy that not one heroine remains single in these four 

novels, either they marry or they die. In this regard, Broughton seems to indicate that an 

unmarried woman was not accepted in a society that highly praised marriage.  

With respect to the effeminatus then, Fantina and Harrison argue that heroines are able 

to call into question convention because of their juxtaposition with weak male characters 

(xvi). Therefore, on the one hand, one can indeed conclude that the effeminatus has the power 

to disrupt gender roles and is subsequently particularly apt for the genre of sensation fiction. 

If one is to consider Lavinia, for example, Rupert’s weakness seems to be contrasted with the 

character of Féodorovna, the daughter of Mrs Prince. While Rupert is perceived as a passive 

man, Feó is presented as an active woman: “I have a right and wrong of my own; and they are 

not the conventional ones” (9). Like Rupert, Feó breaks with gender expectations; for 

instance, she offers herself to men and wants to go as a nurse to South Africa. Therefore, 

although this paper has concentrated on the impact of the effeminatus on gender, it might be 

interesting to dedicate further investigation to its counterpart, the “manly woman” personified 

by, for instance, the “New Woman”, who plays an important role in Dear Faustina (supra) 

among other novels. 
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Nevertheless, returning to the effeminatus, in Cometh up as a Flower, the most 

sensational novel of the four, content-wise as well as concerning the date of publication, there 

is no explicitly effeminate male present. Although we have argued that M’Gregor does exhibit 

some feminine traits, we cannot fully consider him a woman-in-man. Yet, despite the absence 

of an effeminatus, the novel questions conventions more profoundly than the other three 

novels that do present us with an effeminate male.  

Consequently, on the other hand, one could argue that the effeminatus solidifies 

traditional gender roles. Although Second Thoughts, Lavinia and A Waif’s Progress still 

criticize gender roles and the institution of marriage (e.g. gender inversion and Bonnybell’s 

low opinion of marriage in A Waif’s Progress), there is no mistaking the conventional 

endings. As mentioned in the theory, the effeminatus poses a threat to traditional conceptions 

about masculinity and femininity. Yet, instead of being gender disruptive I have analysed that 

the novels which include effeminate males seem to embrace conventionality. Therefore, rather 

than disrupting gender roles, the effeminatus is used to preserve them. In Second Thoughts 

and Lavinia, the characters of Chaloner and Rupert fill the heroines with aversion. Hence, 

they encourage a retreat to “hegemonic masculinity” in the form of Dr Burnet and Captain 

Binning. In these novels the effeminatus has the function of helping the heroine know her 

own mind and leading her to a conventional ending. However, Bonnybell of A Waif’s 

Progress does not dislike Edward but, nevertheless, he too guides her to jeune-fille-ism albeit 

with soft reproach instead of repulsion.  

Firstly, in Second Thoughts, during a visit to his studio, Gillian is horrified by 

Chaloner’s behaviour when he sinks on his knees before her. The scene is dramatically 

interrupted by Dr Burnet whose uncivil behaviour angers Gillian. Consequently, she thinks: 

“He shall see that she is not of the stuff of which Griseldas are made.” (39). By claiming she 

is no Griselda, which signifies patience and submissiveness (Dawkins: 365-366), Gillian 
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admits she is no angel in the house. As a result, Burnet feels obliged to point out the 

indecorum of being unchaperoned with a man, which results in an argument: “Let us each 

keep to our opinion of the other. I, for my part, shall always think that you have greatly 

exceeded your office; and you, if you please, may continue to believe that I am ignorant and 

unmindful of the commonest rules of decorum.” (43-44). However, during the night Gillian 

repents and concedes that Burnet might have been right: “In the night, it is our sins against 

others that have greatest prominence in our minds; […]” (44). As we can see, this insight has 

its origins in the visit to Chaloner, which resulted in the fight with Dr Burnet. Consequently, 

one can observe that the effeminatus has the purpose of guiding the heroine to a better 

understanding of herself and society. 

Secondly, in Lavinia, Rupert is portrayed more as Lavinia’s brother than as her fiancé, 

a fact which Lavinia herself also frequently observes: “Oh if he were only her cousin! only 

dear Rupert, her brother-friend!” (272). The relationship between Rupert and Lavinia is closer 

to a brother-sister relationship in which the brother serves as a mentor. Like a brother, Rupert 

tries to help Lavinia when she struggles, even at the moment of their break-up Rupert shows 

no anger but approaches the situation rationally: “”We must keep our heads clear!” he says, 

[…] “We must think it out. If we could stave off the marriage for a few weeks or months, I 

see a way out of the difficulty”” (235). Even after the accident, when Rupert is recovering he 

takes his time with the objective of aiding Lavinia: “”He is doing it on purpose – to give you 

time,” […] “He knows that Sir George can't hale him to the altar in pyjamas; but that as soon 

as he has got one arm into a coat-sleeve his father will drag him up the aisle by it”” (269).  

Rupert’s unselfishness and brotherly affection reach their culmination point in one of 

his last conversations with Lavinia: ““All I want to say is, that, supposing I do not get well -” 

[…] “I want it to be clearly understood that I have no wish that you should play at being my 

widow that you should offer up your good solid flesh-and blood happiness”” (274). As we can 
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see, even when on the verge of dying, Rupert still looks out for Lavinia, making sure she will 

attempt to find happiness with someone else. In this regard, one can conclude that like 

Chaloner, Rupert’s character has the purpose of guiding Lavinia to a conventional ending in 

the form of a marriage based on love: “he has departed in magnanimous reconcilement, and 

selfless forethought for that future of hers in which he will have no share. Yes; it has been 

well done of him thus to die, tactful, like himself!” (286).  

Thirdly, Edward’s effect as a friend on Bonnybell has already become clear during the 

analysis of A Waif’s Progress. He serves as a teacher and instructs her in the jeune fille- ways. 

It is Edward on whom Bonnybell relies to follow convention by frequently searching his face 

before saying something possibly indecent: “She was about to accept joyfully the offer, when, 

just in time, some inward monitor – or was it a look on Mr. Tancred’s face? – warned her that 

it was scarcely meant to be taken seriously.” (54). Ultimately, as Edward notes, Bonnybell 

approaches the ideal of jeune fille partly because of his efforts:  

God knows he had tried to do his best for her; to give her some notion 

of honour and truth, and decent living; and he had made some progress. 

She lied still, but she said fewer indecent things; and she tried with such 

sweet docility to see his point of view, when she managed to grasp what 

it was. (387) 

In conclusion, we have seen that, contrarily to what one would expect, rather than 

disrupting gender conventions, the effeminatus guides the heroines to conventionality in 

Broughton’s novels. Furthermore, Cometh up as a Flower, the most sensational novel to me, 

features no effeminate male contributing in this manner to the understanding that the presence 

of an effeminatus leads to a more traditional ending. Interestingly, Cometh up as a Flower is 

also one of Broughton’s earliest novels which could tie in with Hager’s and Hellar’s 
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statements discussed in the theoretical part. According to Hager, Broughton was sensational 

in the 1860s but conventional in the 1890s. I partly agree with this statement since as we have 

seen Nell’s defiance and death is certainly more sensational than the course of the other 

heroines discussed. Nevertheless, as I have indicated, even Cometh up as a Flower retains 

conventional elements that oppose to Broughton’s sensational identity. Tamar Hellar, for her 

part, argues that Broughton moves away from sensation fiction to write more straightforward 

courtship narratives although still questioning constructs of femininity and the institution of 

marriage. Again I partly agree with Hellar. In my opinion, one could also analyse Cometh up 

as a Flower as the failure of M’Gregor courtship as opposed to the success of Lancaster’s 

suit. Nevertheless, Broughton herself seemed to agree with Hager and Hellar on the changing 

perceptions surrounding her literary career: “I began by being the Zola and I have now 

become the Charlotte Yonge of English fiction” (Flint). In this regard Broughton seems to 

indicate that while her work was once considered shocking, in later days it no longer 

possessed this ability to scandalise. 

Finally then, I agree with Elaine Showalter (1977: 173) who said that Broughton’s oeuvre, 

in spite of its protest, was still determined by the need to conform to moral conventions. This 

tension between sensation and convention confirms Broughton intermediate position between 

the Feminine and the Feminist phase. The protest against the dominant tradition Broughton 

expresses corresponds to the Feminist phase while her conventional undercurrent and traces 

of Austen’s and the Brontës’ works inscribe her in the Feminine phase. In short, there are 

arguments in favour of and against Broughton’s classification as sensational and although she 

maintains the traditional conventions of Victorian Britain, she does criticize women’s position 

in society and in marriage. 
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