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Preface
A time-honoured introduction to critical re-evaluations of long-dead authors is
to say that the writer in question would have been both astonished and delighted to find
his or her work receiving such attention. Margaret Oliphant, the subject of this book,
however, would have been far more likely to have greeted the news with a wry smile,
partly self-deprecatory, partly springing from a barely disguised sense that the belated
dues to a lifetime of hard work were finally being paid, and partly conceding that, in the
final analysis, it was hard to say what the accolade for her work counted for when set
against the fact that all her children had predeceased her. She would, however, have
been unequivocally pleased to see her work receiving attention beyond British shores
and in a European context. The sense, enjoyed by many leading Victorian writers, that
they were playing in a European arena, rather than within the narrower confines of the
Anglophone world, is a dimension of nineteenth-century culture which badly needs
recuperating. Studies by European critics such as Ana Clara Birrento will contribute to
this project.
Oliphant’s own attempt to lay out her life ‘as a landscape of the self’, as this
study reveals, demonstrates a particular quality of ‘self-reflexivity’. Written over a
period of years, which saw her self-inscription change from self-communing, to a
document intended at first for her immediate family, and finally for a wider public, her
autobiography was forced to negotiate transitions between the confessional voice, and
intimate anecdote, and the public world of the professional writer. Ana Clara Birrento
opens up for today’s reader the political nature of the choices that Oliphant made in
creating this autobiographical self. The study attends both to the specifics of Oliphant’s
Autobiography - its composition, textual strategies, and reception history - and views
it through a series of theoretical prisms which encourage us to reflect on what this
particular text has to teach us about the protean potential of the autobiographical genre.

Elisabeth Jay
Oxford Brookes University, 2010.
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INTRODUCTION

The critical fortune of Margaret Oliphant

Said to have been the most neglected novelist ever (Clarke
1979), Margaret Oliphant was considered until the 70s of the twentieth
century a hack writer, a ‘literary-Jack-of-all-trades’ or a ‘pot boiler’
(Vineta and Robert Colby 1966), a novelist who wrote too much and
too quickly, with an eye to the market; her prolific amount of work
became a myth of her literary status, an over production that prevented
her from composing a work of lasting reputation and created the idea
that she mutilated her talent, compromised her career and the integrity
of her work. The voluminous production of about 400 essays, of 100
novels, and of many histories of European culture, of English literature
and biographies has undoubtedly contributed to this opinion.
Easily identifiable in three distinct and seemingly paradoxical
moments, Oliphant’s critical fortune has known, in a first period,
respectful recognition by her contemporaries, vanguard proclamations
of an indefatigable pot-boiler, in a second,

and, finally, literary

resuscitation (Jay 1999). The conditions and progress of Margaret
Oliphant’s critical fortune connected with aesthetic processes and with
the political and historical contexts of literary and cultural evaluation.
From a positive appreciation by most of her contemporaries to
accusations of mercenary and depreciations of her professional and
personal choices, to a reconsideration of her art, coincident with the end
of WWII, and a revision of her place in the panorama of Victorian
literature, I have found in many articles of scholarly journals, in book
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chapters, and in British and foreign PhD dissertations, reasons to affirm
that the novelist does deserve a place on the stage of the nineteenthcentury literature. She is a figure that cannot be ignored in the
reproduction and consolidation of the critical, cultural and literary
mentality of her time. Thus, one of the aims of this work is to help
consolidate the place she won by right, the place of a great Victorian
writer, who responded to every keynote of her contemporary society:
Mrs. Oliphant also wrote competent criticism and played the
part, still comparatively novel among women, of an all-round
practical journalist, knowing the world of letters, familiar with
the publishers and the business of authorship, handling history of
biography like a person of culture. (Blair 2007: 191)
Throughout her career, she enjoyed popular success and
(...) by the end of her career Oliphant’s work was read not only
in England and Scotland, the original audience of her bifocal
authorial vision, but in North America and throughout Europe,
by courtesy of Tauchnitz editions and other translations (Jay
1999: 159).
In most of the articles published anonymously in many Victorian
periodicals,4 Margaret Oliphant was applauded due to the realism of her
characters, sharply drawn, and to the shrewd delineations of the true,
actual feelings and thoughts of people, dealing with themes common in
life but rare in fiction:
What a wonderfully full portrait-gallery hers is! If there are few
portraits in it of very exceptional physiognomy, it embraces
every variety of our every-day folk in their ordinary habit, and
no artist has given these with more fidelity and minuteness. It
4

cf. Atlantic Monthly, The Academy, The Athenaeum, Blackwood’s, British
Weekly, Christian Remembrance, Cornhill Magazine, The Edinburgh Review,
The Fortnightly Review, The Nonconformist, The Quarterly Review, The
Saturday Review, The Spectator, The Scottish Review and The Westminster
Review.
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might have been thought that this art, so unflinchingly truthful,
yet so completely free from this spice of truth, satire, would not
be sufficiently appreciated; but Mrs. Oliphant’s early recognition
by the reading public and her enduring popularity are happy
tokens, and prove again, if further proof were necessary, that
nothing in literature is so sure of success as honesty of
workmanship. Mrs. Oliphant has followed the natural bent of her
talent, making no concessions to the supposed demands of the
public either on the point of sensation or of sentiment, and the
result has shown her wisdom. Whether many generations will
continue to hold her in remembrance, and, better still, to read
her, is a matter on which it is idle to speculate (…) Mrs. Oliphant
has steered very clear of these two dangers; and while people
continue to be interested in reading about men and women there
seems to be no reason why they should not continue to read the
books in which her men and women are so well described.
(Slater 1897: 689-690)
She was often praised for the excellence, the individuality, and
the variety of her portraits of women, and for her special quality in
representing clergymen. Reviewers agreed in the tone of appraisal not
only of her concern with religion, but also in her talent in the
innovative composition of the female protagonists and in showing the
lower classes. Being a Presbyterian by birth, during her lifetime she
attended religious services in Catholic churches, in the Continent, and
in Anglican churches in England, a fact that accounts for her free spirit
and religious freedom, in the words of many critics. She was hence able
to create a vast gallery of characters connected with religion and with
the conflicts within the Church, ranging from High Church, to Broad
Church and Low Church, as well as within the Dissenting community,
an achievement that revealed her religious tolerance.
The Chronicles of Carlingford were considered the greatest
example of her skills, the hallmark of her artistic capacity as a novelist
– a valuable source for sociologists and social historians as human
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documents – and her book The Literary History of England from 1790
to 1825 was considered one of the most pleasant books on English
literature (Skelton 1883: 73).
Those periodicals paid tribute to Margaret Oliphant’s strength
and originality, applauding her minute observations, attention to detail
and the creation of common characters who became real through her
imaginative effort to bring them to the readers in simple human
contexts of experience; she was also applauded for her distinct
intellectual quality and profound perception of life. The obituaries were
in general respectful in tone; she was applauded by a Victorian
Anglican public, who much appreciated the fact that she had given
them the opportunity to know, namely in The Chronicles of Carlingford
the world of the non-conformists, which important Victorian authors
like Charles Dickens, Anthony Trollope or George Eliot mostly
ignored.
But the critical tone we find after the posthumous publication in
1899 of the Autobiography started to change, relegating the author to a
second plane, to the place of a survivor of the old-fashioned values of
the Victorian frame of mind, whose mentality, as Furtado and Malafaia
(1992) explain, constitutes the most complete repository of the
interests, values, ideas and conventions and also of the ghosts of the
European bourgeoisie of the time.
According to Elizabeth Jay (2002), in 1898 some titles could
still be found in the annual catalogue of Mudie’s Library, but since then
editors have never been contacted again and the not so cheap
subscription of Margaret Oliphant’s works did not attract a universe
and an editorial market more and more diverse and in expansion.
Although some cheap editions of some of her novels kept circulating in
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the first years of the twentieth century, neither their format nor their
fictional themes appealed to the post-war generation,
(...) only Salem Chapel, A Beleaguered City and perhaps
Kirsteen were likely to be remembered, along with two ghost
stories, "The Open Door" and "The Library Window", which
were often reprinted in anthologies. (Clarke n/d: 32)
Her popularity never reached the level of best-sellers;
nonetheless, Margaret Oliphant knew success, having occupied an
indisputable place in the Victorian intellectual and artistic milieu. She
was applauded as a novelist, feared as a critic and respected as a
woman of letters. Her privileged position at Blackwood’s Publishing
House as a ‘literary-Jack-of-all-trades’ conferred her power and
influence , of which she was aware, to mould public opinion, creating
characters that involved the readers, and representing by means of a
knowable community5 the subtle sense of change previous to any
alteration of the social order (Oliphant 1870).
Margarete Rubik’s The Novels of Mrs. Oliphant: A Subversive
View of Traditional Themes (1994) highlights the subversion of cliché
and the innovative treatment of conventional themes, stressing the
dichotomy, so common in Margaret Oliphant’s works, between
conformity and non-conformity to rules, conventions and ideologies.
Discussing how the novelist adhered to traditional patterns, Rubik
showed how she was able to subvert and play with the conventions,
projecting her personality into the novels, thus giving voice to unusual
values and opinions:
Her fiction is informed by the tension between traditionalism and
subversion, between adhering to conventional values and radically
5

cf. Birrento, Ana Clara. As Crónicas de Carlingford e a Autobiografia de Margaret
Oliphant: Contributo para um Estudo da Comunidade Conhecível. Évora: 2002 (PhD
Dissertation).
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challenging Victorian ideals. (…) In her novels about marriage she
often turns Victorian stereotypes upside down and conveys an
unromantic, prosaic impression of married life. Family hierarchy and
the creed of the complete submission of children are questioned,
although sentimentality and iconoclasm, maudlin identification with
her mother figures and the uncompromising description of family
conflicts tend to clash. (Rubik 1994: 2- 3)
In Nobody’s Angels, Middle-Class Women and Domestic
Ideology in Victorian Culture (1995), Elizabeth Langland analyses how
domesticity functions as the basis for cultural meanings in Margaret
Oliphant’s fiction, emphasizing questions of identity and representation
and the modes individuals are constructed by means of discursive
practices aiming to distinguish the Self from the Other:
(…) in an even more striking ideological revisions, Oliphant
dramatises the way in which women bond within local
sociopolitical spheres to facilitate class agendas, and
marriageable men function as pawns or tokens through which
class allegiances are defined and solidified by women. (…)
Challenging as they do, so many sacred Victorian cows –
romance, angels, feminine duty, innocence, passivity, and the
separation of home and state – we must ask if Oliphant’s novels
have been consigned to obscurity, if not oblivion, for that very
challenge, a position that reads canons as repositories of a
culture’s professed values and self-representations. Oliphant’s
vision of reality, however faithful to quotidian affairs, pierced
the myths that were sedulously guarded in other depictions of
Victorian life. (Langland 1995: 153)
Both her fictional work and her Autobiography were for the
nineteenth-century reader and still are a precious contribution to the
understanding of novels as knowable communities and of autography
as a landscape of the self. Choosing to represent characters that
developed a plausible oppositional identity in their experiences of life,
in their relationships and in the leverage of dissidence derived from the
conflict and contradiction that the social order produced, her novels and
12
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her Autobiography create faultline stories that comprise the ghosts of
the stories they are trying to exclude (Sinfield 1992).
When she was not placed side by side with George Eliot,
Margaret Oliphant was considered to be the second woman novelist of
her generation after Elizabeth Gaskell’s death.6 Generally compared
with Anthony Trollope and George Eliot, critics believed that Oliphant,
unlike Trollope and despite her massive literary production, never
neglected the construction of the stories and the correction of her
writing. Moreover, she
(…) had gifts denied to Trollope, she had eloquence, charm and
style, grace and ease where he is clumsy and heavy. Above all
she had the power to construct a story full of high-strung
situations, yet in no way sinning against common sense; and her
insight into feminine character and skill to depict it at least rival
his mastery over men. (Anonymous 1899a: 36)
Different was also the way Oliphant looked at social
transformations: whereas George Eliot looked back in nostalgia,
Margaret Oliphant dealt openly with the struggle between the
limitations imposed by class and the impulse to ascend socially.
After her death, on 25th June 1897, Margaret Oliphant was
almost forgotten and her fortune changed due, to a large extent, to the
damaging influential voices of Leslie Stephen7 and his daughter.
Imbued with the elitist, high-culture spirit of Bloomsbury, they

6

cf. Towsend, Meredith. Obituary of Mrs. Oliphant, (1897); Anonymous. ‘Mrs.
Oliphant and her Rivals’ by One Who Knew Her. The Academy.1897).
7
Leslie Stephen, Anne Thackeray Ritchie and Margaret Oliphant met during a
summer holiday in Switzerland. According to Blair “While Stephen conceives of
Oliphant’s career in terms of dilemma and compromises, Ritchie’s professional
relationship with Oliphant points to the kind of female authorship that Woolf’s
thinking back through our mothers idealizes. (…) From the professional connections
among Oliphant, Ritchie and Woolf, a pattern of feminine influence emerges:
Oliphant mentored Ritchie and Ritchie served (….) as the model of an educated
man’s daughter who then became an author in her own right for Woolf.” (2007: 119)
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denigrated Margaret Oliphant’s personal image and professional
achievements.
They thought that Oliphant had compromised her artistic
production by catering not only for the needs of the marketplace but
also for a large dependent family of seven8.
Like her father, Virginia Woolf found Oliphant guilty as a
writer and as a woman (Blair 2007). Relegating her to a second-rate
position, as a mere scribbler, Woolf set the tone of criticism until the
70s, writing in Three Guineas one of the fiercest attacks on the
novelist, accusing her of selling her brain and of prostituting culture, of
enslaving her intellectual freedom in order to survive and to bring up
her children. Woolf suggested that reading Margaret Oliphant’s fiction
left the reader’s mind and imagination dirty as the continuous writing
of marketable fiction had made the novelist complicit with the political
evils of a patriarchal system. Virginia Woolf would therefore disavow
the novelist’s struggle with the material conditions that the middle-class
woman writer faced. According to Blair (2007), Woolf’s appreciation
of Oliphant revealed a literary hierarchy that created aesthetic value by
distancing it from economic necessity.
But if, according to Woolf, the exhaustion of Oliphant’s
creativity hindered her to write a few good works, Elizabeth Jay, on the
other hand, considers that all the reviewing fuelled her talent; being an
avid reader of the work of other writers, English or foreign, was an
enriching experience and gave her a cosmopolitan vision of the English
affairs.

8

Besides her three children, she had also to provide for her widowed brother Frank
and his 3 children due to his economic difficulties.
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The closing years of the nineteenth century and the opening
years of the twentieth were crucial moments for the destruction of
Margaret Oliphant’s literary and cultural reputation.
The emergence of a new literary environment and of new
structures of feeling left the novelist outside the literary canon on
grounds of being old-fashioned and conventional: a queen of the
circulating libraries

9

(Walbank 1950), then deemed to be the harbour

of mediocre writers. The literary canon excluded her from the pantheon
of the great10 as the literary scene of the end of the nineteenth century
was changing; we cannot forget that the popular three-decker novels
were no longer well accepted and the market was more and more
diverse, based on different literary and aesthetic preoccupations. All
these aspects impinged upon Margaret Oliphant.
9

Mudie’s Select Library was the most well-known of these. The circulating libraries
were a phenomenon in the history of English literature and culture, considered by
many as a Leviathan institution. During the 19th century, readers borrowed books
from these libraries instead of buying the first editions of the novels. The special
conditions of the literary market of mid-nineteenth century happened due to the
expensive prices of the novels and to the dominion of the circulating libraries. Novels
used to be published in 3 volumes (three deckers), but their price was not important as
no one bought them. As Griest (1970) explains, the novels were announced not for
sale but being available to the public in circulating libraries which negotiated such a
huge discount with the editors that the average price of the novels circulating in the
hands of the readers was, as a rule, half the price paid by the general public. The
publication in three volumes and the dissemination of borrowed books was a
phenomenon closely connected to Charles Edward Mudie, who, between 1842 and
1894, lent books in a shop in Bloomsbury. In 1894, the Library Establishment –
Mudie’s Limited associated with its rival W.H.Smith and destroyed the three-decker
novel, a format for which they had been responsible as they turned it into the main
object of the Victorian literary market. The adjective ‘select’ was also carefully
chosen, reassuring the readers that what they were reading complied with the moral
control that the word promised. For the novelist the amount of novels these libraries
reserved was crucial, because this indicator was useful to establish their market value,
a factor that either increased or decreased their power of negotiation.
10
Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar, for example, do not include Margaret Oliphant in
the Norton Anthology of Literature by Women (1979). However, her name has an
entry in the Dictionary of British Women Writers (1989), where a short biographical
note is provided and where the Chronicles of Carlingford are considered her best
work due to the focus on the struggle between temperament and ideology.
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The emergent authors condemned the Victorian age and its
provincial and sentimental culture. According to Raymond Williams
([1970] 1984), this was a period that lasted until the Second World
War, with such names as William Butler Yeats (1865-1974), Bernard
Shaw (1856-1950), James Joyce (1882-1941), T.S. Eliot (1888-1965)
and Ezra Pound (1885-1972), who headed a new literary and artistic
sensitivity dominated by the male sex, excluding women that during the
nineteenth century had been at the centre of a notable work of cultural
construction.
Margaret Oliphant was well aware of the transformations that
were taking place in the end of the century in the expansion of markets
for literary criticism and the publishing of new periodicals aiming at a
wider readership. In the preface to The Ways of Life (1897), the last
book to be published before her death and considered by some as her
own obituary, she called that moment ‘the ebb tide,’ showing an
extraordinary and eloquent consciousness of her coeval literary and
cultural scene:
(...) the strange discovery which a man makes when he finds
himself carried away by the retiring waters, no longer coming in
upon the top of the wave, but going out. This does not
necessarily mean the decline of life, the approach of age - or
any natural crisis, but something more poignant - the wonderful
and overwhelming revelation which one time or other comes to
most people, that their career, whatever it may have been has
come to a stop; that such successes as they may have achieved
are over, and that henceforward they must accustom themselves
to the thought of going out with the tide. It is a very startling
discovery to one who has perhaps been going with a tolerably
full sail, without any consciousness of weakened energies or
failing power.
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Writers of fiction, and those whose work it is to realise and
exhibit, as far as in them lies, the vicissitudes and alterations of
life, are more usually employed in illustrating the advance of
that tide in showing how it is caught or lost, and with what an
impetus, and what accompaniments it flings itself higher and
higher up upon the beach, with the sunshine triumphant in the
whirl of the big wave as it turns over and breaks into foam, and
the flood claps its hands with a rejoicing noise. But yet the ebb
has its poetry, too; the colours are more sombre, the sentiment is
different. The flood which in its rise seemed almost individual,
pervaded by something like conscious life of force and pleasure,
becomes like an abstract relentless fate when it pours back into
the deep gulf of a sea of forgetfulness, with a rush of whitened
pebbles dragged from the beach, or a long expanse of uncovered
sands left bare, studded with slippery fragments of rock and the
bones of shipwrecked boats. These are no more than symbols of
the rising and falling again of human feeling, which, in all its
phases, is of the highest interest to those who recognise, even in
its imaginary developments, a shadow of their own.
The moment when we first perceive that our individual tide has
turned is one which few persons will find it possible to forget.
We look on with a piteous surprise to see our little triumphs, our
not-little hopes, the future we had still believed in, the past in
which we thought our name and fame would still be to the good,
whatever happened, all floating out to sea to be lost there, out of
sight of men. (Oliphant 1897: 7-9)
In fact, what happened to the English fiction between 1890 and
1914 was not only an ebb tide, it was a period of crisis, of separation of
the path of fiction: from a social to an individualist or psychological
one (Williams [1970] 1984), and Margaret Oliphant floated out of sea,
going away with the tide:
The aesthetic values of the nineties are famous: on the one hand
the realistic, "naturalistic", exploration of experience however
ugly, sordid, painful, sexually explicit, and subversive of
preconceived ideas; on the other hand the pursuit of the distilled
essence of meaning and of precision of vocabulary, the giving
of priority to mood, atmosphere and intensity of feeling rather
than to moralising, to ambiguity and mplication rather than to
direct statement, to the conscious shaping and crafting of a work
17
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of literature rather than to the discursive open form of the
Victorian novel. (Clarke n/d: 28)
Despite having been forgotten by the so called Victorian
studies, Margaret Oliphant’s capacity to create a knowable community
in Chronicles of Carlingford and to represent herself allows me to state
that this is the moment for a further step towards

a new re-

appreciation. A re-appreciation that started in the 40s of last century
with an incipient biography by Lucy Poates Stebbins, an American
reviewer, who nonetheless placed the novelist as one of the four major
Victorian women novelists. Reinscribing the novelist’s work in the
nineteenth-century paradigms of low cultural production and written
under the influence of the intellectual environment of the first decades
of the twentieth century, the first biographies of Margaret Oliphant
composed a story of disillusions and hardships.
Following this trend, in 1966 the American critics Vineta and
Robert Colby published The Equivocal Virtue, Margaret Oliphant and
the Victorian Literary Market, launching Margaret Oliphant’s
rediscovery. They described her life as the product of the Victorian
literary market and viewed her literature as a commodity or an industry
that enabled good quality of life for her and for her enlarged family.
More than a novelist, the critics acknowledged her talent as a historian
of literature, representing the cultivated taste of the epoch. Margaret
Oliphant’s scholarship knew greater development with Q. D. Leavis’s
crucial prefaces to

Miss Marjoribansks (1969) and to The

Autobiography and Letters (1974).
Until then the tradition of comparing George Eliot with
Margaret Oliphant concentrated on the minor quality of the latter.
George Eliot, as the only woman writer, along with Jane Austen, to be
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admitted into what Frank Raymond Leavis called ‘the great tradition’,
became the paradigm for the discussion of the feminine experience,
becoming the measure by which all women writers were judged.
In my opinion, Margaret Oliphant’s career presents an
alternative lesson. Her first articles, better paid than fiction, were only
possible due to her success as a novelist; therefore, I consider that the
pattern of Margaret Oliphant’s life makes more sense when compared
with another prolific writer: Anthony Trollope. Like Trollope, Margaret
Oliphant needed time to find her own voice as a novelist; they both
started with regional novels, they both rehearsed the historical novel
and both their careers met success when they appropriated an imagined
English community and produced a series of chronicles. Like Trollope,
Margaret Oliphant admired Jane Austen’s fine humour and rejected
Dickens’s sentimentalism and pathos. They both produced volumes of
tales, biographies, and acknowledged the Victorian appetite for
literature of travel. They both suffered because their work was
discussed not for its quality but for its quantity. Like Trollope,
Margaret Oliphant opened the closed structure of the novel, questioning
the literary stereotypes, driving the novel away from its origins and
surprising the reader: the temperament and will of the feminine
characters were determining factors.
A central issue in Q. D. Leavis’s re-appreciation was the
challenge of tradition and the questioning of the Victorian conventions
she perceived in Margaret Oliphant’s work. Despite being conservative,
the novelist had a vision of the world which was contrary to the spirit
of the epoch. In the choir of the Victorian writers, her voice was
different, gaining for herself the epithet of “an exceptionally prolific
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and accomplished writer in the highly competitive market of the
Victorian literature’s golden age” (Jay 1995: 1).
From the last quarter of the twentieth century onwards,
Margaret Oliphant deserved a different kind of appreciation framed by
a feminist agenda. She was then considered a writer that was able to
subvert the Victorian conventions and to create feminine characters
that, although seeming to conform to these conventions, would defy
them.
The illuminating words of Q. D. Leavis in the above mentioned
prefaces, of Merryn Williams’s in Margaret Oliphant: A Critical
Biography (1986), and of Elizabeth Jay’s in Mrs. Oliphant, A Fiction to
Herself – A Literary Life (1995) turned the tide and Oliphant’s literary
fortune.
Leavis considered Margaret Oliphant an intelligent literary
critic and an exemplary woman of letters, Merryn Williams, framed by
a feminist perspective, placed the novelist in the first line of the
nineteenth-century novelists and read Oliphant’s novels 11 as the
representation of the novelist’s position regarding the role of women,
and Jay offered a fundamental tool for the understanding of the
Autobiography, a fictionalization of the self in her opinion.
These three women helped to rescue the novelist “from a long
spell of oblivion” (Dinnage 2004: 243), discarding previous
appreciations of minority. They revised the positions of the
predecessors and set the main conditions for scholarship. In fact, they
opened the path for many and diverse studies on Oliphant, which
motivated, for example, the working session of the Midwest Modern

11

The Lady Lindores (1883), A Country Gentleman and His Family (1886), Kirsteen
(1890) The Marriage of Elinor (1892).
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Language Association Conference in 1995, 12 as well as some
celebratory conferences in 1997 throughout Europe and America, 13
from which resulted books and journal volumes dedicated to
Oliphant,14

besides the scholarly articles, chapters and PhD

dissertations already referred to15.
The introduction to the A&L published in 1974 by Q.D.Leavis
was indeed a key moment in the reconsideration of the novelist as an
original mind, a novelist on a par with Charlotte Brontë, George Sand
and George Eliot, in Leavis’s opinion. The variety and longevity of
Margaret Oliphant’s career makes us reconsider the terms under which
a writer is conferred a major or minor status, especially when she is
compared with George Eliot, oftentimes granted a paradigmatic place
of feminine writing and classified as a myth of progress (Jay 1995).
Jay (1995) proposes that we place Margaret Oliphant’s career
not against the monolithic figure of George Eliot, who refused to read
contemporary fiction because she was afraid of being influenced, but
rather in the same line of development of such writers as Anita
Brookner and Penelope Fitzgerald, among others, for whom literary
criticism was not understood as financial penalty for their minority but
as an integral part of what fed their creative talent.
As far as the role of literary critic is concerned, Q. D. Leavis
claimed that the extent and originality of Margaret Oliphant’s
contribution was much better than George Eliot’s. Her degree of
originality was a consequence of her experience of life – Margaret
12

cf Oliphant: Critical Essays on a Gentle Subversive. edited by D.J. Trela.
University of St. Andrews, University of Évora, University of Oxford; University
of Chicago
14
cf. Women’s Writing, 6:2, 1999.
15
My research undertaken at the British Library and at Senate House, University of
London has returned 161 titles.
13
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Oliphant wrote about the life she knew, dramatizing the role of women
in a society dominated by men, and conceiving her heroines as
intelligent, articulate and hard working, as well as magnanimous and
tolerant.
As Clarke explains,
[b]ut the consensus of opinion was that her strength was to be
found in domestic realism, in the portrayal of quiet, undramatic
life in small towns, Scottish or English, with a concentration on
middle-class life and people, especially women, of middle age,
who show the sobering effects of their hard experience (n/d:
25).
The tension between life and work is, in my opinion, Margaret
Oliphant’s literary signature. According to Jay (1995), the novelist was
one of the first women writers to explore her own life in the terms the
feminist

critique was

formed:

working conditions,

need

for

legitimization as a writer, tendency to compare with other women
novelists and the notion that women’s perspectives were always
considered more fragmentary. Notwithstanding and paradoxically,
critics recognize that despite this political position in the fictional
representation of women and of herself in the Autobiography,
Oliphant’s unequivocal conservative positions almost until the end of
her life, as spokeswoman of the also conservative Blackwood’s
Magazine, did not allow her to help in the construction of the feminist
paradigms and agenda.
In fact,
[w]hile she frequently expressed conventional opinions and
saw Jude the Obscure as an attack on marriage, she
consistently portrayed women in her own novels as being
the stronger vessels who made the decisions, held their
families together and shouldered the burdens.
(Haythornthwaite 1990: 87)
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But if in Blackwood’s Margaret Oliphant echoed the
conservative wing of the editors, trying to transmit, through what some
call a persona, the idea that she was a man behind the anonymous
writing, when she collaborated with the Edinburgh Review she
managed to reveal her feminine voice and she became an infallible
barometer of the tastes and interests of her contemporaries.
Elizabeth Jay’s restoration of the complete text of Margaret
Oliphant’s Autobiography in 199016 was another important step in the
novelist’s reconsideration: it enables us to have a full and a better
understanding of the distinctive and individual tone that underlies much
of Oliphant’s work (Jay 1990), as we shall see in chapters II and III.
Refusing to follow the chronological perspective used by the first
editors of the posthumous edition of the Autobiography, Jay proposes a
reading that deals with the cyclical rhythm of women’s life.
Margaret Oliphant’s role of critic and essayist has also deserved
the attention of critics that concur in the argument, as I have already
mentioned, that the voracious reading of foreign authors gave the writer
a more cosmopolitan vision of English affairs. The intellectual
insatiability that made her read everything that was published, fiction or
nonfiction, in book or in periodical form, in Britain, in the Continent or
even in America, helped her to educate her taste and to write. She was
able to evaluate the European cultural and literary panorama, moulding
many of the cultural patterns, showing a firm certainty of herself and of
her opinions, as can be read in a letter to the editor written in 1873:
(...) I can only review books at all on the condition that I
express my own feelings in respect to them. It is of course in
your power to bid me refrain from reviewing any particular
book or any books at all, but I can only say what I think and not
16

From now on all references to this book will be as A.
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what other people think, whatever the universities may say, I
read every word of both books mentioned, to my pain and
sorrow (…) The tremendous applause which has greeted this
performance is a good specimen of the sort of thing which I am
anxious to struggle against - the fictitious reputation got up by
men who happen to be ‘remembered at the universities’, and
who have many connections among literary men. (A&L: 240241)
Accepting Macmillan’s proposal to write a volume on Italian
poets, she wrote between 1876 and 1895 a set of books on three Italian
cities: The Makers of Florence: Dante, Giotto, Savonarola and their
city (1876) – where she surveyed cultural history with a series of
sketched biographies; The Makers of Venice: doges, conquerors,
painters, and men of letters (1887) – representing the non-democratic
history of the city; and The Makers of Rome: in four books (1895) – a
depiction of the early Church by means of the representation of the
wealthy, educated and well-positioned matrons of Rome, who
influenced the form of piety in the fourth-century Roman Empire and
of the first Popes.
These texts about the Continental cultural history gave voice to
her own critical perspectives on the Victorian ideology, negotiating a
place for her literary talent and self-projection. In them Oliphant
revealed her skills to describe the human stories in all their dimensions
and the common issues of life as she proclaimed in her Autobiography.
She revealed her mastery in articulating the common stories with the
great moments in the making of a nation. The 40 years as a reviewer
and the chronicling of almost one and a half century of English Literary
History17 “had developed in her a fine sense of the vagaries of literary
17

A Literary History of England from 1760 to 1825 (1882) and the Victorian Age of
English Literature (1892).
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fashion” (Jay 1999: 159). As a literary critic, Margaret Oliphant was
the representative of the literate, cultivated, well-informed and
conservative middle- class.
The efforts to rehabilitate her reputation reveal how rich and
full her work and her life were and hence how interesting. In fact, the
multiplicity of ideological, political and cultural positions that she
enacted are the story of her life and writing: she wrote subversive
stories on the margins of the dominant culture, she fictionalized her
own life and the lives of her feminine characters within an apparent
conformity and an implicit subversion, writing and re-writing the
traditional roles of women in society. Margaret Oliphant subverted the
stereotypes when, complying with her editors’ orientations and criteria
of censorship, she appropriated a masculine voice to discuss questions
of the feminine sphere, or used cliché themes and plot to show a
distinct vision of life.
As Josephine Haythornthwaite wrote:
In her published statements she expressed acceptance of,
and approval for, the status and role of women in Victorian
society, and opposition to any change in this. However, her
novels consistently display a very different view based on
her own experience of life, a view totally at odds with what
she believed she ought to think, and perhaps, what she
thought was congenial to her readers. (1988: 37)
Despite claims of neglect and the fierce attacks made by the
literary elite of the beginning of the twentieth century, critics have
understood the writer’s central role in culture. Sanders (1986), for
example, considers the writer a respected figure in the English letters,
who, in her essays and in her novels, led the opinion of women on the
great controversies of the time: the role of women in public life and in
religion and the relation between professional fulfilment, vocation and
25
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personal value.
Moreover, one cannot disregard the fact that
Oliphant’s achievements in rendering individuals and ideas
comprehensible, not only to her contemporaries but to modern
readers, would be impressive under any circumstances. That she
achieved what she did within that “limited orbit” open to
Victorian “feminine critic” is extraordinary. (Solveig 2005: 216)
Many critics recognize that Margaret Oliphant was well ahead
of her time in terms of social, religious and domestic representation, by
revealing her scepticism towards consolation by faith or by domestic
happiness. The divergent critical fortune has been the pathos and the
ethos of Oliphant’s life: she had always been able to be a professional
woman of letters, sometimes only with a bed of one’s own (Jay 2009)
to write, and also a mother, a breadwinner, teaching us the lesson of the
multifaceted and multifarious tasks a woman has to be able to perform.
Her life and career tell a story of entanglement between private and
public stages. And the efforts to establish a serious academic
scholarship, which started in the 1980s, seem now to be settled as
Margaret Oliphant has been accepted as an important Victorian writer
who seems to be joining the canon.

The critical fortune of the Autobiography
Margaret Oliphant has always been appreciated as the example
of the Victorian woman that “challenged the social conditions that
faced women as both mothers and professional writers”, whose pathos
generated “the tensions among maternal responsibility, creativity, and
making living” (Blair 2007: 121).
When it was published in 1899, the Autobiography was
received as an epic of domesticity, essentially the story of a typical
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woman of mid-nineteenth century as can be read in The Academy
(Anonymous 1899b). The tone and seriousness of such notable volume
(Anonymous 1899a) denote the mind and the heart of the writer. The
Quarterly Review reads:
We have here the personal note in perfection, the element
which, in spite of critics old and new, we hold to be as essential
to literature as to life. The gentler tone, the more intime voice of
an original and high-minded character, in the exercise of the
trade of reviewing, article-writing, and even – in a few cases –
book-making, shows that professionalism in writing may be
reduced to a minimum. Mrs. Oliphant’s mental and mortal
independence helped to free literature from conventionality, and
her ‘Autobiography’ sets the seal on her example. (Anonymous
1899c: 255-256)
The Edinburgh Review, a propos of the edition of the
Autobiography, published an anonymous article (1899a) which
classified Margaret Oliphant’s work as nothing else but good
journalism, whereas another article in The Pall Mall Gazette (1899d)
claimed that the fragmentary Autobiography was an interesting
document, but wrote a story of failure, a tragedy of happiness.
Leslie Stephen and Virginia Woolf, who so strongly disclaimed
Margaret Oliphant’s literary quality in fiction, acknowledged Margaret
Oliphant’s artistic sacrifice due to subsistence needs. Stephen used the
Autobiography to illustrate the dilemmas of sacrificing duty to art,
although honouring Margaret Oliphant’s choice:
Mrs. Oliphant thought (and, as I believe, with some justice)
that, if freed from pecuniary pressure, she could have rivalled
some more successful authors, and possibly have written a
novel fit to stand on the same self with Adam Bede. She
resigned her chance of such fame because she wished to send
her sons to Eton. It is of course clear enough that, if she had
sent them to some humbler school, she might have come nearer
to combining the two aims, and have kept her family without
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sacrificing her talents to over-production. But, granting the
force of the dilemma, I confess that I honour rather than blame
the choice. I take it to be better for a parent to do his (or her)
duty than to sacrifice the duty to “art” or the demands of
posterity. (Stephen 1899: 741)
Virginia Woolf repeated the same argument in 1938. She
appreciated the Autobiography, considering it an illuminating
document, a truly genuine and moving work and despite what she had
written about Margaret Oliphant’s place in the English Letters, as seen
above, she acknowledged that the novelist’s choice had to be applauded
and her courage admired.
In the preface to the 1990 edition of the complete text of The
Autobiography of Margaret Oliphant, Elizabeth Jay argues for the
literary artefact of the Autobiography and considers that the
fragmentary dislocations of the text were an experience in the narrative
strategy. The different fragments tell different moments, private and
public, of the novelist’s life, in a purposeful ambiguity between, on the
one hand, writing what she wanted and, on the other hand, submitting
to the masculine paradigms of the autobiographical genre, revealing in
her self-representation the double articulation in her process of writing:
representing her emotions and feelings, along with the established
conventions. No matter how intense her intimate moments of pain were
after the death of her three children (Maggie, in 1864, at the age of 10,
Cyril in 1890 at the age of 33 and Cecco in 1894 at the age of 34), they
were mixed with more public remembrances of the self-consciousness
of the professional writer that was looking for the most appropriate
form to write her autobiography.
For Jay, to become conscious of unvalued moments of
happiness and to recreate the impulses and the needs that underpinned
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her life was the only possible way of self-definition. The deliberate
privileging of domestic memories and intimate friendships, against the
myths of progress obtained in the public arena, the favourite tone of the
coeval masculine autobiographies, build the core of Margaret
Oliphant’s work.
Strongly criticizing the editors of the first edition of the
Autobiography (Denny Oliphant and Annie Coghill), because they were
unable to recognize Margaret Oliphant’s agony in keeping living
deprived of all that was interesting for her, Elizabeth Jay claims that the
re-arranging of the narrative according to traditional memoirs gave a
very inadequate image of Margaret Oliphant. Omitting more intimate
passages of the manuscripts, the editors built the image they deemed
Margaret Oliphant would have liked to have. The way these editors
dealt with the fragments of the Autobiography is a sign of how easily
Margaret Oliphant’s work might have been interpreted as minor, a
work responding to the needs of the Victorian literary market. To
restore the complete text allowed the modern reader to have a fuller
perception of “the distinctive timbre of the individual voice which ran
through much of her work” (Jay 1990: xvii).
Elaine Showalter (1978) also considers the Autobiography a
very unusual experience within the formal paradigms of the genre since
it is a profound revelation of Margaret Oliphant’s self, a self-revelation
produced against the masculine canon that emphasized the conquests in
the public realm. The moral and mental independence of Margaret
Oliphant helped hence, in Showalter’s view, to free literature from
conventionality. A different position is expressed by Linda Peterson
(1979), who claimed that any autobiography, Margaret Oliphant’s
included, aims at a reading public and thus the study of
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autobiographical texts must be done not only taking into account that
these are processes of self-knowledge, of dialogue between the present
and the past self, but also that they are public acts:
In the first place, one of the work’s primary concerns is the
audience’s view of the autobiographer – that is, the public’s
estimate of Mrs. Oliphant’s achievement as a literary artist. To
most Victorians Mrs. Oliphant was known as a prolific but
decidedly second-rate writer. But by showing another side of
her life, the Autobiography attempts to question if not the
validity at the least the completeness of that view. (Peterson
1979: 159)
Peterson argues that Margaret Oliphant’s target reader was her
son Cecco, which, to a certain extent, accounted for her difficulty in
representing herself as a professional writer. To enunciate herself as an
artist and to suggest that that role was natural to her was to betray her
own lifestyle that privileged the private sphere of the family. In fact, as
Peterson) writes (1979, the main objective of the Autobiography was
the definition of the relation between the roles of mother and of artist
and not the separation of the two.
Gabriele

Helms

defines

Margaret

Oliphant’s

style

as

manipulative. In her opinion, the control and manipulation of the
writing are obvious in the end of the Autobiography, an end that she
deems dislocated:
Cecco’s death occurs and is acknowledged by Oliphant much
earlier but does not result in her inability to write at that point;
rather, this inability is displaced into the narrative chronology
when her story has caught up with the present. Like her claims
to inability throughout the autobiography which I have read as
expressions of unwillingness, the way Oliphant constructs the
end of her life story could similarly be read as a gesture of
control. She can no longer write because she no longer wants to
write autobiographically. Oliphant does not close with a
resolution of her life, its tensions, and dilemmas; rather closure
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has only been achieved as far as her autobiographical self is
concerned. The ending reminds the reader that the
autobiographer is in control of her written life and that while an
autobiography always presents a textual life, the writer still has
one that exists or continues beyond the last line. (Helms 1996:
87)
Unlike all that has been written about the end of the
Autobiography, Gabrielle Helms claims that the end is a reflection of
the loss of the novelist’s family roots – her children and husband were
already dead – and consequently she had no interest in constructing a
public image. To write autobiographically implies, in Helms’ opinion, a
personal risk in the moment of writing and in the moment of reading.
Therefore, to finish the Autobiography was an act of self-preservation.
The act of remembering, combining emotions and selfreflections, is an act of choice which results from memory, through
which the meaning of certain events are postulated only afterwards, in
the exact moment when they are remembered. There is an intimate
connection between the past, the story of life and the present of the
writing. This tripartite connection is proved by the constant changes in
the Autobiography between the narrative of the past and the present
moment, stressing that memories are not objective representations of
the past.
As Gabrielle Helms argues:
Oliphant recognizes not only that the memories of her life, any
life, are discontinuous but also that meaning is ascribed to them
long after the actual events took place, actually not until the
moment they are remembered. The consequence of this
realization is that the past, the story of her life as she narrates it,
and the present, the time of remembering/writing and of
watching herself writing – and watching herself watching –
cannot be separated because one cannot exist without the other.
The frequent shifts between past and present emphasize that
memories are not objective representations of past events that
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can easily be retrieved; the process of remembering the past
constructs the past, which makes recalling those recollections
into a ‘fictitious sort of thing’. (1996:82)
The assertion that the construction of the past is done by
activating memories and that the subject of the text is hypothetical and
transcendental (Sturrock 1993) makes sense in the approach Helms
makes to the Autobiography, because the relation the novelist
establishes between herself and her memory is, in my opinion, the
relation of the creator and of the creation, in the process of giving life
to those fictitious memories.
My opinion follows Philip Davis’s argument:
(…) the very thing which makes the life more accessible
through the words - namely the skill of a practised writer even
in dealing with himself - is just what prevents a reader being
quite sure what it is that is being made accessible. The fact of
these people being writers may have affected not only the way
they lived their lives but also the way they remembered and
wrote about them. The writing talent was indeed a part of their
lives; what one cannot tell is how far it is being used in an
autobiography, intentionally or unintentionally, to subordinate
the other parts of the life to a style accepted as the writer’s own.
For the medium in which the life is written is the medium in
which the work was done, and the writing of the life may be
only another form of work. (1983:248)
The Autobiography of Margaret Oliphant is a text full of
paradoxes and duplicities; it is a double-voiced discourse, becoming a
testimony in the incessant search for the processes that gave origin to it
(Helms 1996).
The duplicity of voices and of layers of meaning encompasses
the mode Margaret Oliphant understood her public and private
existence. Seeming to write with a firm purpose in mind almost until
half way through the text, she was simultaneously looking for an
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explanation of herself in the process of writing. Refusing to be the
ultimate authority regarding something she was not in fact able to fully
represent (Birrento 1999), Margaret Oliphant denounced the masculine
convention as wrong, becoming herself an authoritative figure, with an
individual and original perspective, showing her creativity through a
transgressive discourse (Foucault 1984a).
Denying the canonical elements of the autobiographical genre –
to tell the story from birth to adulthood, putting the professional life at
the centre of the narrative – Margaret Oliphant demystified the
established order of the self, telling a different story. Her
Autobiography balances between her conflicting reality of being a
mother and a writer, between maternity and literature; as narrator of her
own story, Margaret Oliphant looks for a structure that imitates the
hesitations and changes of her objectives:
I am particularly interested in Oliphant’s role as a narrator of
her own life, as I recognize that her self is largely a deliberate
creation. Oliphant’s frequent self-reflexive and metanarrative
comments indicates her pronounced self-consciousness and
further suggest that she not only writes with an audience in
mind first her sons and later the public but that she is always her
own first reader. (Helms 1996: 88)
Philip Davis also refers to the connection between novel writing
and life writing, giving as an example, among others, Margaret
Oliphant’s Autobiography. He explains that autobiography, a highly
appreciated genre in the nineteenth century, is essentially false, adding
about Margaret Oliphant:
(…) her professional command shows how she has been able to
write her autobiography precisely by not using her life and
memory as she could have used in writing fiction. With all the
skill of a novelist herself, as well as with the prosaic ruefulness
of a disappointed author, she writes autobiography as if it were
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an anti-novel (1983: 276).
The dominion of the writing and of the style is an issue also
raised by Valerie Sanders (1989), who argues that autobiographies of
women novelists are interesting case studies. Firstly, because
professional life has given them the opportunity to narrate feminine
experiences within the limits imposed by society, namely what is or is
not accepted to be published. Secondly, because women novelists
dominate the conditions of omniscience, said otherwise, they know
how to enter the characters’ mind and how to manipulate it:
Faced with her professional knowledge of fiction-writing, the
autobiographer approached the construction of her own lifestory with an acute awareness of its difficulties. The question of
emphasis, of what to omit or include in the shaping of her tale,
was perhaps the largest problem, closely followed by choice of
style. Too much attention to her professional life (…) would
make the author look conceited, while too much attention to her
private life would violate the sacred notions of decency.
(Sanders 1989: 76)
Basing herself on the opposition between public and private,
where one does not superimpose the other, where the little tale of
events and the narrowest domestic record are as important as the
history of a nation, Laurie Langbauer states:
(…) by recognizing the importance of the commonplace in her
own, and other’s autobiographies, Oliphant has formed a theory
of history to herself, one that adds to the most recent debate on
the subject. Oliphant’s emphasis that the everyday is exactly
what we are unable to recognize or make out suggests that
shifting our larger historical record to the subjects’ relation to
their daily lives will give us no more access to historical truth
than our earlier attention to great events. (1995:132)
The connection of the banal and trivial with History revolves
around the question of the creation of a self, of the intimate relation
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between the quotidian and the ways human beings become what the
institutions and the nations name subjects.
Despite the divergent opinions about the merit of her work, we,
readers and critics of the twenty-first century, should have no doubts
regarding Margaret Oliphant’s substantial and significant contribution
to the Victorian cultural and literary panorama. During the time I
dedicated to this research I have oftentimes asked myself whether or
not it was worth working on this woman and which would be my
starting point, as I was not interested in reducing her to a phenomenon
of the cultural history of the Victorian times. As Elizabeth Jay claims,
Margaret Oliphant “was not merely a product of her culture, but she
had a greater hand than almost any other contemporary novelist in
forming the standards of that market” (1995: 4). As a woman aware of
the rules and conventions of her time, she was simultaneously the
“creation and creator of the social milieu in which she moved” (Jay
1995: 4).
Having in Blackwood’s an ample stage to express her
opinions, 18 her fictional, biographical, historical, and topographical
writings and literary criticism root Margaret Oliphant in a broader
framework of people and places, and enable us to consider her as one
of the powerful voices of the Victorian period. But Margaret Oliphant
has suffered for having produced too much. Having lived a life full of
people and of travels, she wrote continuously out of financial necessity
and constraints; hers was a life of infinite pain and labour. Defining
herself like a breadwinner, she had always provided for her extended

18

She also published with Cornhill Magazine, The Atlantic Monthly, The
Contemporary Review, The Fortnightly Review and Macmillan’s.
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family's needs to the detriment, according to some critics, of her
reputation.
The struggle to find a balance between her private and public
life and image is the theme of the following chapters, where the
Autobiography will be read against a critical apparatus rooted in
questions of identity, discourse and representation which articulate
narrative strategies that construct the story of a woman in a landscape
of the self.
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CHAPTER I

Autobiography: a text of life in a new landscape

Positioning

myself

in

a

critical

agenda

which reads

autobiography not as life itself, but rather as a text of life, I consider
that we can read autobiography as a ‘geography of the possible’
(Probyn 1993) or as a landscape of the self. My proposition is to read
autobiography as a map of possibilities of the self, where the author
(subject and object of the autobiography) and the reader move and
acknowledge conditions of possibility or plausibility (Sinfield 1992) for
an individual and social existence. To do this, some questions
concerning representation and memory have to be born in mind, as it is
by means of these that experiences are reshaped and the self recreated
in a new landscape.
An autobiography is, in Freeman’s formulation (1993), a story
woven out of those tangled threads believed to be responsible for the
texture of one’s lives. To understand the autobiographical writing as a
landscape of the self is to understand it as the consciousness of the
author in choosing and in selecting how and what should be represented
in the autobiographical text, leaving to the reader the task of knowing
and of discovering the identity of who knows himself

and who

materializes himself through discourse; of discovering the identity who
chooses strategies, practices and technologies to represent himself as a
cultural construction of power, through discursive alliances and in a
network of voices and positions.
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Autobiography or the enunciation of experience

Before the labyrinth and proliferation of theories and definitions
about autobiography in general and feminine autobiography in
particular, and tangled in articulations of teleology and epistemologies,
as well as in the tension between poetics and historiography, this
research mapped several questions: where to start and which critical
stance to adopt in the study of Margaret Oliphant’s Autobiography?
When I started, I was aware that
[t]he problem of beginnings is one of those problems that, if
allowed to, will confront one with equal intensity on a practical
and on a theoretical level. Every writer knows that the choice of
a beginning for what he will write is crucial not only because it
determines much of what follows but also because a work’s
beginning is, practically speaking, the main entrance to what it
offers.(Said 1975:3)
Confronted with equal intensity between practice and theory I
knew that my starting point would be the entrance to my reflections.
Reflections that soon led me to the conclusion that most critical
agendas are based on two lines of development that have allowed and
supported an approach to the study of autobiography: the referentiality
of the language and the authenticity of the self. These lines, although
crucial for the development of the autobiographical studies, did not
fully fit into my objectives given the nature of the text I wanted to
explore, a text that questions the duplicity of being and of becoming
and where the self and subjectivity are clearly put outside the critical
apparatus of truth and individuality. Hence, the contribution of Elspeth
Probyn in Sexing the Self: Gendered Positions in Cultural Studies
(1993) provided me with the analytical tools that helped the reading of
38

The Autobiography of Margaret Oliphant. The Story of a Woman, a Landscape of the Self

Margaret Oliphant’s autobiographical text as an ontological affection of
the feminine self and a factual material of the social self, privileging
thus the experiential within an epistemological project of articulation.
An articulation based on a tripartite theoretical framework: Raymond
Williams’s definitions of experience and of structure of feeling 19;
Michel Foucault’s proposition of the care of self, 20 which involves
practices and technologies that construct the self; and Stuart Hall’s
explanations of identity and representation. 21
Probyn proposes that we articulate in as many ways as possible
the questions: who am I and who is she? Because only embodying a
critical endeavour that studies the care of the self and discourse, a
critique rehearsed between the self and my other self, can we reach an
understanding of the self beyond what I am or who I am.
Although our modes of thinking are marked by the self, these
modes do not erase the different ways the other(s) see(s) us. As Probyn
explains, when we consider our different modes of thinking
(...) we cannot pretend that this is an easy thing to do, that there
is an unmediated innocence to the self. The possibility of the
self rests within a filigree of institutional, material, discursive
lines that either erase or can be used to enable spaces in which
‘we’ can be differently spoken. (1993: 4)
When considering the self, we have to consider that it is
mediated and thus that it may be spoken in different ways. In order to
understand the autobiographical self, we have to connect it to the
absence and to the presence of such opposing concepts as private and
19

cf. The Long Revolution (1961); The English Novel, from Dickens to Lawrence
(1970, The Country and the City (1973); Marxism and Literature (1977).
20
cf.“Technologies of the Self” (1988).
21
cf. “Who Needs Identity?”(1996); Representation: Cultural Representations and
Signifying Practices (1997).
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public, individual and universal, masculine and feminine (Probyn
1993). We have also to bear in mind that the author of an
autobiography is simultaneously a subject and is regarded as a subject.
He is a subject speaking about himself, a subject that knows that the
present is different from the past and that the past is not repeated in the
future, because, on the one hand, its horizontal axis cannot be
recovered, and, on the other, the axis of the future, for which one
yearns, is crossed by the vertical axis of the present (Gilmore 1994), an
axis that contains the immediate and the real. In spite of all the efforts
of truthfulness and verisimilitude, the obstacles for a faultless
reconstruction of the past highlight and turn inevitable the creation of a
new past, recognizable and similar to it, but also different from what it
hides and from the created coherence that has nothing to do with real
life.
The practice of representation implies, in Hall’s words (1990),
the positions from where one speaks or writes, because although one
speaks about oneself , and about one’s experience, who speaks or
writes, who determines the identity of the narrator and of the subject
are not identical and are not in the same place. One writes and one
speaks from a particular space and time, from a specific history and
culture; what one says is always contextualized and positioned.
According to Gilmore (1993), the autobiographical subject is a
representation, and this representation is a construction of his identity.
Identity that, as Hall claims (1990), is not as transparent and not as
problematic as one thinks. He proposes that we think about identity not
as a pre-existent fact, represented by the new cultural practices, but as a
process, a production, never complete and always constituted within
representation.
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Grounded on Probyn’s proposition to consider the self like a
double entity, I read Margaret Oliphant’s Autobiography as the story of
a woman, as a landscape of the self. It is the story of a woman involved
in the practice of everyday life (de Certeau 1984) who questions its (??)
material conditions Everyday culture, according to Fiske (1992), is
imbricated in the social and historical context where the self is
considered as a combination of filigrees (Probyn 1993), of layers and
directions in an attempt to answer the questions: who speaks to whom,
why, how and when.
The position we occupy in the social space, the practices we
engage in and the identities we have are not separated categories in a
deterministic or hierarchical relation; they inform each other mutually,
creating a dense and detailed texture of narratives, of relations and of
experiences. This double articulation, the knowledge of the self and the
care of the self, the constraints of daily life, compensated and
contradicted by the density of the individual experiences (Fiske 1992),
allow for a critical analysis based on epistemological and ontological
technologies of the self.
Margaret Oliphant’s Autobiography is the narrative of a
feminine, fluctuating self (Probyn 1993) represented in several levels of
meaning, in a discursive arrangement that agglutinates in tension the
different meanings of the self and that raises a fundamental
epistemological question: to know how experience and the knowledge
of the self are organized in a narrative that constitutes a metaphor of
life, a landscape of the self.
This study investigates the discourse of self-representation and
how it operates in the family and in the social relationships Margaret
Oliphant chose to represent, and between these and the structures of
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social formation, reproducing, resisting and transforming the structures
of power (Grossberg 1988). The self, as Probyn (1993) suggests, is a
set of techniques and practices based on the quotidian that questions
these same practices and that reconfigures itself in enunciation,
operating a conversion.22 Margaret Oliphant converted the past and
transformed it into a story, a story that does not exist outside the
autobiographical text,23 because it was experienced only by the self,
only she dominated her memories and converted them, creating in the
space of communication between author, text and reader a hypotext, a

22

According to Sturrock (1993), the author makes a conversion, in so far as
throughout the development of the narrative process he transforms a certain state of
affairs into another. Such practice is characteristic of autobiography as a process of
singularity of the subject that is converted, changing from anonymity to social and
literary distinction. Sturrock argues, thus, that if autobiography is to be defined, it can
only be so under the terms of the relation established between the autobiographical
text and its readers, instead of between the text and the life shown before our eyes like
an unverifiable report of events and sensations; what the reader has before him is not
life itself, but rather a text of life, a literary artifact (Freeman 1993), or a verbal one
(Fleishman 1983), which tells how that life was.
23
The concept of text used here derives from the definition provided by
M.A.K.Halliday and R. Hasan in Cohesion in English. London: Longman, 1976. Text
is a semantic unit that relates with sentences by means of the codification of a
symbolic text into another; a text is not a grammatical unit, like a clause or a sentence,
but it is codified through them. A text is also generated by textual components defined
by Halliday as the set of resources in a language, whose semantic function is to
express relations with the social and cultural environment. This is an important
definition for the analysis of Margaret Oliphant’s Autobiography because it is not a
unit of form but rather of meaning that is accomplished throughout the text, in the
different enunciative modalities, by means of a texture that, still echoing Halliday,
happens by means of a cohesive relation between the different elements of discourse.
Oliphant’s Autobiography gives the reader the notion of the semantic cohesion that
occurs by the interpretation of some elements of the discourse, dependent on others,
in the ontological and epistemological representation she makes of experience. A text
is a material manifestation resulting from an act of communication that witnesses the
conscious choice that the self makes of the categories of the language – the
modalization – and of the modes of organization of the discourse that, in the specific
case of the autobiography, is translated by the enunciative mode. A text has as its
main function to account for the position of the locutor and the interlocutor and for
the relation between what is said and other discourses (cf. Patrick Charaudeau.
Grammaire du Sens et de l’Expression. Paris: Hachette Éducation, 1992).
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pre-textual reality, a potential nebula of thoughts and sensations
(Sturrock 1993).
By textualizing this pre-textual life, by converting a life
experience into a shared and symbolic order - language - Margaret
Oliphant verbalized the reassessment of her experiences of life. She
shared with other men and women the creative imagination, the
capacity to find and to organize new descriptions of that same
experience. According to Williams ([1961] 1965), every human being
feels the need to describe his experience, because in such process he
remakes himself, starting a creative change in his personal
organization, a change that includes and controls experience.
To communicate the lived experiences allowed Margaret
Oliphant to elucidate the past and to perceive her structure as a self
throughout time, a structure that is implicit in the conditions of
possibility that she created for herself as subject and for the readers.
The subjective choices she made were influenced by several external
factors, namely the structures of power and of culture. These concur to
a perspective that fits into the horizon of expectation of the reader,
creating processes of signification that, according to Sinfield (1992),
develop identity and ideology.
Neither the self, nor the experiences are present in the text
unequivocally or unambiguously; they are constructed by the reader
and are envisaged as the context that allows him to negotiate his
understanding of the text. If the description of the experiences is, as we
have seen before, of vital importance for the human being, it is also
important that there is a capacity of perception, a creative activity that
interprets experiences. This process of communication of experiences
cannot be, as Williams [1961] 1965) suggested, transmitted to a passive

43

The Autobiography of Margaret Oliphant. The Story of a Woman, a Landscape of the Self

audience; it has to be understood like an offer that can be accepted,
rejected or ignored.
It is the readers’ function to construct the narrative and its
historical consciousness, because they are culturally powerful elements
in the construction of the structures of meaning present in the story,
being able to construct a linear narrative from the complex forms of
representation of the self and of the experiences. The conditions of
possibility or plausibility depend both on their creator and on who reads
them in a certain interpretative context; thus, Sinfield (1992) proposes
that in any textual analysis we should not only produce different
readings according to the different subjects involved; we should also
change the criteria of plausibility that embody our reading of the texts.
In fact, the different horizons of expectation, the different readings and
interpretations are determined by the effects of already constituted
social differences (Grossberg 1988), which construct the experiential
context in which the readers appropriate the text.
In this dialogical space both parts construct a knowable
community, a landscape of the self, in an attempt to unite the
subjectivity of the different selves, who simultaneously acknowledge
otherness. The construction of a landscape of the self happens in the
production of plausible and appropriate interpretative contexts, which
may contain what is written and read (Freeman 1993). By considering
life stories, especially by considering them as processes of rewriting of
the self, the reader is immediately confronted with not one but two
poetic acts: the poetic act of the person that reflects and transmits a life
story and the poetic act of the reader that, by attributing meaning to
what he reads, creates an interpretative context for the information
available.
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Margaret Oliphant’s Autobiography, understood as a knowable
community of experiences, can be read against Williams’s basic
proposition: to understand the knowable community as a question of
the author’s consciousness in knowing how and what he should
represent in the text, leaving to the reader the task of knowing the entity
that

detains

the

knowledge

about

himself.

Doing

this,

an

autobiographer constructs his landscape of the self. The interior world
and thought represented by the self have a social audience that
understands the environment, the values and the current structures of
feeling.
Bearing in mind that enunciation24 is a dialogic act determined
by who speaks to whom, by an enunciative subject and an addressee, a
result of a reciprocal relation between a speaker and a reader, the
autobiographical text expresses a relation of the self with the other. The
concept of audience describes a relation that is simultaneously
produced and productive; it is constitutive of communication as a social
practice (Grossberg 1997). Moreover, in Benveniste’s words, the writer
enunciates himself in the act of writing and inside his writings he
24

The concept of enunciation owes its origin to the French linguist Émile Benveniste,
in Problèmes de Linguistique Générale. Paris: Gallimard, 1966. Benveniste defined it
as an individual act of the use of language that introduces the speaker as the parameter
of the necessary conditions for enunciation; this individual act introduces the speaker
into his own language, because his presence in his own enunciation enables each
instance of discourse to become a centre of internal reference. As an individual
achievement, enunciation might be defined as an appropriation of language: the
speaker appropriates the formal apparatus of language and enunciates his position.
What Benveniste calls the indexes of person – the relation I/you – are only produced
in enunciation, being I the enunciator and you the recipient. Thus, enunciation is
characterized by the discursive relation with the other, in the figurative charter of
enunciation. As a form of discourse, enunciation presents two figures equally needed
to the ‘structure of the dialogue’: the enunciation source and its objective: these two
figures are partners and alternatively protagonists of the enunciation. The situation of
enunciation, according to Benveniste’s theory, presupposes an enunciator, an
addressee, a moment and a place; it is the language working by means of an
individual act of use, an act opposed to the enunciated statement.
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makes the individual speak. As far as the autobiography is concerned,
the writer appropriates the discourse for his other self or selves like
Margaret Oliphant in her Autobiography.
Being aware that there are stories that are sanctioned whereas
others are forbidden, the autobiographer adjusts his narrative to the
social construction. He tries, notwithstanding, to transform himself
from object of the constricting power of culture to agent, to someone
that questions the existing stories and writes other stories, transforming
also the social landscape (Freeman 1993), and becoming a dissident
subjectivity (Sinfield 1992), in which the operations of power and the
possibilities of resistance are played. As Sinfield (1992) notices, all
stories comprise the ghosts of the stories they try to exclude, that is to
say, every position presupposes its opposition; dissidences have to
invoke the structures against which they are opposed, because, still in
his words, the interconnection between resistance and control is
systemic, deriving from the mode language and culture are articulated.
This is the case of Margaret Oliphant’s Autobiography, which
opposed to the current structures of feeling, like the economic
dependence of women, the strong influence of domesticity and of
maternity, the masculine autobiographical paradigms and the literary
market, , choosing to articulate elements in a whole way of life.
Choosing and selecting the moments and the facts, she was not
only representing her own experience, but also bringing to the fictional
space of communication what she wished to be known, creating thus a
fictional landscape of the self, from where the past was revealed.
Choices determine the kind of story we want to tell. Margaret Oliphant
did indeed participate in that fictional space before the reader, since
what she gave to read was her interpretation; she became an active
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agent in the choice of what was fictionally created. Illusion (Gusdorf
1980) starts when the narrative postulates a meaning to an event that,
when it occurred, might have had several meanings or even none at all.
The postulation of a meaning to a past event imposes the choice of facts
we want to retain and the details we want to preserve according to a
preconceived intelligibility. It is in this choice that, according to
Gusdorf (1980), failures happen, that the lapses and deformations of
memory spring from a conscious option of the writer that wants to be
acknowledged for his revised and corrected version of the past and of
his private reality.
The Autobiography shows the marks of an unusual composition
and represents a set of tensions. Margaret Oliphant started to write the
narrative for her sons, in particular for the youngest and apparently her
favourite, Francis (Cecco). But before the text was finished both
Francis and the eldest, Cyril, died, a fact that implied a change of
audience. What had been conceived for a domestic and intimate circle,
had to be reconceived like a professional memory to the public in
general:
How strange it is to me to write all this, with the effort of
making light reading of it, and putting in anecdotes that will do
to quote in the papers and make the book sell! It is a sober
narrative enough, heaven knows! and when I wrote it for my
Cecco to read it was all very different, but now that I am doing
it consciously for the public, with aim (no evil aim) of leaving a
little more money, I feel all this to be so vulgar, so common, so
unnecessary, as if I were making pennyworths of myself. Well!
What it does it matter? Will my boys ever see it? Do they ever
see me? Have they the power, as some one says, of being
present when they desire to be by a mere process of thought? I
would rather it were not so. I should not like to fix them to
earth, to an old mother, an old woman, when they are both
young men in the very height of life. But why should I turn
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back here to this continual strain of my thoughts? There is too
much of this already. (A&L: 75)
Throughout the narrative Margaret Oliphant told about incidents
connected with crises of the family that compromised her art. In
Mermin’s words (1993), while the maternal force of Margaret Oliphant
empowered her as a woman, it weakened her as a writer.
Although I do not deny these evident tensions that underpin
questions of power, the analysis I propose aims at understanding the
Autobiography not as a report of the tensions between motherhood and
authorial authority, but rather as a means to solve those tensions. The
different images or enunciative points of view that Margaret Oliphant
produced as a mother, a writer, a daughter and a wife do not exclude
each other; on the contrary, they overlap so as to provoke ways of
thinking and forms of producing knowledge about what to do (Probyn
1993).
As a life testimony, the Autobiography turns visible the
experiences and the order of affects, becoming an ego document about
the self and the times, positioning versions of the self in a time and in a
place (Probyn 1993). Thus, what emerges from the articulation between
a point of reference and reality is the mode the author uses the self,
working it so that it becomes real, turning it simultaneously into an
object of interrogation and a means to analyse where and how the self
is represented within the social formation (Probyn 1993). Oliphant’s
self articulates an epistemological critique to the discursive order of the
social, claiming the ontological recognition of affection and emotion
and commenting on the common and daily discourses.
The Autobiography is the grain of a political project of care of
the self and of hope in the transformation of the structures of feeling
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which represent the experience of women in the nineteenth century. It
is a project that speaks of transformation and that, placed in the terrain
of the social, becomes a geography of the possible (Probyn 1993), or, I
would add, a landscape of the self. Margaret Oliphant understood that
her discourse, making use of the residual and dominant formations,
notations and conventions, was generated from the need to assert her
gender, to open new perspectives, inscribing the images of the self in a
new political project of the self in transformation, in a process of
becoming.
Taking into consideration that the Autobiography does not have
as sole objective the construction of an ontology of origins (Probyn
1993), or of a genealogy that aims to go back in time and restore a nonbroken continuity, which operates beyond the dispersion of the
forgotten things (Foucault 1972), or even to guarantee the authenticity
of discourse, the images of the self are articulated with epistemological
projects of knowledge of the self, in the interaction of the individual
with the social, of the family circle with the professional. These
different effects, created by an autobiographic enunciative practice, are
the core subject of this work.
The epistemological use of the category of experience proves
the existing connection between the structural determination and the
individual relations that constitute the social formation, and allows to
locate and to question the conditions that articulate individual
experiences. If at an ontological level experience presupposes a
separate sphere of existence, a sphere that witnesses the racial and
sexual matter-of-fact existence of the self in society, what Probyn
(1993) calls the immediate experiential self, at an epistemological level
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the self reveals himself in his conditions of possibility and
acknowledges experience as discursive, politicizing the ontological.
When considering experience as a form of articulation, we must
take critical analysis a step beyond the culturalist and structuralist
paradigms, which, respectively, assert that men are active agents in the
construction of their own history and that they are the creators of
structures that identify them as subjects. This means that we have to go
beyond the Romantic sense of authenticity and epiphenomenal product
(Probyn 1993) that, according to the two paradigms, used to consider
experience as an element separated from ideology and as a product of
ideology. The experiences represented in the Autobiography enable the
construction of an alternative structure of feeling that allowed Margaret
Oliphant to delineate the articulation of moments of being within the
social

determinations.

To

consider

the

ontological

and

the

epistemological analysis of the Autobiography is to take into
consideration the fact that the moments of the feminine self occur not
only in the elaboration of her personal experience, but in the
elaboration of the other self; it is a means to achieve the understanding
of the experiences and of the feminine self (Probyn 1993).
Assuming that the autobiographical texts entail a cultural work,
I discuss how the self, discourse and history articulate in the fictional
construction of a self that has no origin prior to the text and that does
not coalesce with its creator. I look for the conditions of possibility of a
critical enunciation that, by means of processes of subjectification,
creates subjectivities that do not agglutinate the subject. The analysis is
centred on the processes of production of subjectivity, of identity and
of agency and it takes into the consideration that experience helps the
retrospective and prospective creation of meanings (Pickering 1997).
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To understand experience as the most open, active and comprehensive
kind of consciousness that includes feeling and thought (Williams
1976) implies also to question the social and historical formations that
embody and structure the autobiographical material – the identities by
means of which the subject lives and that allow him to become an agent
of change.
Refusing the masculine discourse centred exclusively on the
myth of progress, on work and on productivity, on events and on
actions, Margaret Oliphant used that same discourse, ideologically and
hegemonically marked, telling simultaneously an experience of
difference – the story of a woman – with a wider and a fuller
conception of life,25 including in the narrative the common places and
the banal and daily aspects that were also part of her life and that
connected her with other common lives. She did not cause the
impression that her life differed from the life of her readers,
constructing herself not as a heroine, but simply as a woman that
expressed, by means of her conditions of possibility, the experience of
difference of being a woman.
To take experience as a key concept in this study is to focus
attention

on

the

tension

between

the

ontological

and

the

epistemological, between the consideration of experience as the
25

Margaret Oliphant uses this expression in the Autobiography when she compares
herself with Charlotte Brontë or George Eliot. ‘Full’ means complete, powerful, and
these adjectives qualify not only the novelist’s life, but also her art. One should
remember that she had always had a life fulfilled by her children, who had been a
cause of worry and grief, by her large family that had always been a cause of
economic anxieties, and by travels and work. Merryn Williams (1986) called her “a
general utility woman”. Writing different genre provided her with a vaster and fuller
vision of life and of art. This diversity of genre and forms, corroborated by sentences
like “I had always a lightly flowing stream of magazine articles &c., and refused no
work that was offered to me” (A&L: 126) has guided critics to consider her, as seen
previously, as a product of the laws of the literary market and of its needs.
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description of a way of life and as a tool to analyse the relations that
construct the quotidian of that way of life. Only thus can we understand
the practices and the politics of everyday life produced by an
enunciative position, to the extent that the enunciative strategies used
are strategies of reference that report to the conventions of the everyday
life. Creating images of the self in the discourse and refusing to
consider the self as a mere reflex of [her]self (Probyn 1993), Margaret
Oliphant articulated the alternative positions of speaking herself,
inscribing herself in an agenda of cultural studies that debates the
questions of identity and difference and the questions of knowing who
speaks, from where and to whom.
We cannot disregard the work of reconstruction in her relation
with a dominant and acquired discourse, allowing modes of
experiencing the self in an active articulation between the discursive
and the lived. Identities are constructed within discourse (Hall 1996);
therefore, we have to understand them as being produced by specific
enunciative strategies, in specific historical and institutional locations,
in specific practices and discursive formations.
Echoing Michel Foucault (1972), we have to bear in mind that
the enunciative modalities manifest their dispersion, revealing the
different states, places and positions that the speaker occupies or that
are given to him in the moment of speaking, instead of referring to a
synthesis or to a unifying function of the subject. This manifestation
embodies a discontinuity of the planes from where we speak; planes
that when connected to a system of relations are established by the
specificity of a discursive practice. Emerging within modalities of
power, identities mark the difference and the exclusion, and can be
understood, using Hall’s metaphor (1996), like points of suture, of
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connection between the practices and the discourses that try to place us
as subjects of particular discourses, and the processes that produce
subjectivities and that construct us as enunciative subjects. The
Autobiography of Margaret Oliphant articulates with the concept of
identity not like a mirror that reflects what already exists, but like a
representation that constitutes us as new kinds of subjects, giving us the
possibility to discover places from where one can speak (Hall 1990).
The presupposition from which this study departs is that cultural
identity is constructed on difference (Hall 1990), on what we are and on
what we become, because one experience and one identity contain the
other, the disruptions and the discontinuities. Cultural identity is both a
becoming and a being and belongs both to the future and to the past,
because it is not something that already exists, and it does not transcend
place, time, history and culture: cultural identities have an origin, have
a history (Hall 1990), being hence subject to a constant transformation.
Identities, instead of being imprisoned in the past, are constructed like
processes subjected to culture and to power.
Hall’s lesson enables us to understand Margaret Oliphant’s
position the writer did not regard the construction of her identity as a
mere recovery of the past, that awaits to be discovered throughout the
process of writing and that may serve to give a sense of eternity to the
self (a sense that was frequent in the Victorian masculine
autobiographies). She constructed, on the contrary, her identity in the
representation of the different contexts of experience and the different
positions she politicized within the narratives of the past.
Identity constructed in representation by the

feminine

autobiographical discourse in the narrativization of the self does not
point to the stable nucleus of the self that, living the vicissitudes of the
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story, does not know changes. It points, as Hall argues (1996), to a
non-unified identity, fragmented and fractured, constructed by means
of discourses, practices and multiple positions, and defines the
functions the subject occupies in the diversity of the discourse. The
image the reader gets in reading Margaret Oliphant’s Autobiography is
not a singular image, but rather a multiple one, constructed by means of
discourses, practices and different positions, oftentimes antagonic and
intersective.
Seeming to invoke as origin of the autobiographical narrative
an historical past,26 the discourse, the practice and the enunciative
position of Margaret Oliphant construct an identity that, in the process
of becoming, questions the use of history, of language and of culture. It
is a question of knowing what she might become, how and on which
paradigms the representations of the feminine and of the masculine self
during the Victorian Age were based, and how these representations
influenced or not the representation that she made of her own self. But,
as Hall (1990) explains, this is not a question of knowing who we are or
from where we have come, since identities are constructed within and
not outside representation:
They arise from the narrativization of the self, but the
necessarily fictional nature of this process in no way
undermines its discursive, material or political effectivity, even
if the belongingness, the ‘suturing into the story’ through which
identities arise is, partly, in the imaginary (as well as the
symbolic) and therefore, always, partly constructed in fantasy,
or at least within a fantasmatic field. (Hall 1996: 4)
Probyn’s work in 1992 and in 1993 has enabled me to discover
a place from where I can position myself critically in the cultural and
26

Margaret Oliphant makes some references to her childhood and adolescence,
safeguarding the fact that these memories and images are vague reminiscences.
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literary analysis I make of the Autobiography of Margaret Oliphant, a
position I think new and ground-breaking before the autobiographical
voice.
Not aiming to construct a metaphysics of the autobiographical
self (Foucault 1984b), this approach is genealogical in its conception
and archaeological in its method (Foucault 1984c). Archaeological
because it tries to deal with the instances of discourse that articulate
what we think, say and do, like in many historical events, and also
because it inscribes in an agenda that tries to know the conditions of
history that enable the production of an autobiographical discourse both
inclusive and exclusive of its conditions of production. It is also
genealogical in the sense that it tries to separate the possibility of no
longer making or thinking what we are from the contingency that made
us what we are, from our history, our culture and our social origins.
Analyzing the contexts of experience, the historical, cultural
and social contingencies where the writer fits into, I try to understand
the ways Margaret Oliphant includes not only the formal paradigms,
but also a new form of self-representation.
Memory, time and place
Memory, 27 according to Foucault (1988),28 is a technology of
power because the subject selects the images he wants to transmit

27

According to the psychoanalytic theory, memory becomes discourse; i.e., the past
meanings are only known in terms of what they become. In The Interpretation of
Dreams (1955) Freud claimed that memories are never memories of real events; they
are fantasies created from wishes. The story told from memories does not have an
existence prior to discourse and has thus to be constructed.
28
In an attempt to understand forms of production of subjectivity, Foucault defined
these as technologies: the technology of power that determines the behaviour of the
individuals and subjects them to a certain domain, and the technology of the self that
allows individuals, alone or with the help of others, to make changes in the body and
in the mind so as to transform them and to allow them to achieve happiness.
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according to the place and the time of enunciation. The memory of an
autobiographical narrative is a story or a discourse about the original
experience and seems to be the solution for the human concern of being
able to translate the knowing into telling; that is to say, the problem of
being able to give form to experience.
To be known, to be constructed, discovered, created or revealed
is a dilemma that, according to Freeman (1993), every human being
faces. A dilemma that cannot be solved, because while we have to be
able to confess our interpretative participation in the rewriting of the
self, we have also to be humble enough to acknowledge that the past
that culminated in that rewriting is excluded. Não faria parágrafo
By means of choice and selection, the author creates his
conditions of possibility, the coherent knots and the insertion into the
real. In this dynamic process of choice and selection, present in any
autobiographical act, the author unveils for the reader aspects of his
personality and experience, which are normally hidden. The choices
Margaret Oliphant made are an answer to the order and to the
conventional and known paradigms that belong to the cultural category
of excellence and that show how the experience of the feminine, in its
subjectivity and difference, is the only valuable measure, as there is no
experience that is not a way of thinking. The representation of a
fragmented self in the narrative process of the Autobiography is the
subjective experience of continuity and discontinuity (Robins 1995), or,
as Smith (1987) put it, it is the paradox of continuity in discontinuity.
The past has no existence but in the representation of words
based on residual images of memory, as words are the only appropriate
means

of

communication

and

the

verbal

configuration

of

reminiscences. Inclusive as an author of an autobiography wants to be,
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he is forced to make choices, turning thus many of the reminiscences
irrelevant. Being a representation of what no longer exists, life writing
is a means of dealing with the irrecoverability of the past (Eakin 1992),
it is a representation that extends in time, like a succession of signs, a
representation that has a past, a present and a future that interact.
Remembrance and memories do not bring our past but only the
presence in spirit of a world already finished (Gusdorf 1980); these
memories and remembrance project ontologically the configuration of
the sphere of existence of the self. Memories and the different voices
Margaret Oliphant enacted allowed her to convince the reader that there
was another level of abstraction, the level of her individual self. This
ontological projection articulates with an epistemological project, to the
extent that while a sphere of the self is proposed it is based on historical
circumstances.
To represent a past experience means to refract it in the present
and under the disguise of presenting himself as he was, the author of an
autobiography exerts the right to recover the possession of his existence
in the past and in the present. However, the present reproduction of the
past is only meaningful in its structural relation with the previous
experience (Pickering 1997):
It cannot recall the past in the past and for the past – a vain and
fruitless endeavour – for no one can revive the dead; it calls up
the past for the present and in the present, and it brings back
from earlier times that which preserves a meaning and a value
today; it asserts a kind of tradition between myself and me that
establishes an ancient and new fidelity, for the past drawn up
into de present is also a pledge and a prophecy of the future.
(Gusdorf 1980: 44)
An autobiography is never the final or fixed image of a life, and
as the image of the self is always constructed, memories look for the
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essence beyond existence and by doing it they create that essence
(Gusdorf 1980).
The recapitulation of a life only reveals an image of that same
life, an image that is distant and incomplete, distorted by the fact that
the self that remembers is not the same that as a child, adolescent or
young adult lived in the past, showing thus that transformation is the
operative metaphor of the autobiographical discourse (Barros 1998).
The image of childhood and adolescence that the reader accedes is an
imagination of those phases of life. Memory produces a narrative
subjectivity, working on consciousness, dissolving it and fragmenting
it, blurring the frontiers between past and present, where memories are
reminiscences and remembrances. The passage, in memory, from
effective experience to consciousness makes a repetition of that same
experience and serves to modify its meaning. The remembered past
loses its flesh and bone (Gusdorf 1980), but gains a new and more
intimate relation with the individual life that can, hence, after being
scattered, be discovered and re-organized in a timeless form.
The transformations that occur in the Autobiography are not
transformations operated by time or by nature. In fact, the
metamorphoses we find are a significant mutation in the characteristic
qualities and in the social relations of the author. The Autobiography
structures the different metamorphoses by language and inscribes them
in configurations of words and images. Some images of the self rearrange the position from where we speak; the rhetorical tactics are a
strategy to relocate the personal in the discourse.
When dealing with memories, the reader faces an additional
challenge, as he is a step behind the life he is reading. Memories are
subjected to countless distortions and falsifications; they are necessarily
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selective, conferring meanings to experiences that, when they
happened, did not have them. Thus, the inclusion of all these memories
and these meanings in an autobiographical text, with the objective of
making sense of the structure of the past, is nothing else but the
construction of a fiction, of a literary, imaginative and selective
construction of who we were and of who we are (Freeman 1993).
Paradigmatically, life writing means a distancing of the self in relation
to his other self, so that he can reconstitute himself in a focus of unity
and of identity throughout the time. Narrating her own story, Margaret
Oliphant reassembles, in a comprehensive way, the lost elements in
time.
The process of self-understanding is reminiscent (Freeman
1993); it regathers all the dimensions of the self that had been
disarticulated, scattered or lost until the moment of writing. This
reminiscence is an active critical process that combines emotions and
moments of self-reflection that give access to the omitted experiences,
allowing memory to see events of the past in a new way.
Margaret Oliphant made a chronology of the facts that is not
inherent to facts themselves, it is instead her option and a reflection
about herself; it is the creation of a possibility of what was seen or
thought. The Autobiography shows that past experiences are never
recovered; they can only be represented, because life writing only
produces meaning in representation (Hall 1997). Given the fact that
autobiographical

representation

cannot

be

apprehended

instantaneously, it has, notwithstanding, to give the readers the notion
that the horizontal narration of a life allows a glimpse of a vertical and
unitary image of the narrator (Sturrock 1993) as someone that is outside
that life and that is thus not fully identified with it. Therefore, the
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relation established between the past, present and future time of the
autobiographical text occurs in the moment of the writing, when the
beginning and the end of the text are predetermined, as well as the way
the self is introduced and develops. According to Benveniste (1966),
each time a locutor uses the present tense he is considering the narrated
event as contemporary with the instance of the discourse 29 that
mentions it. The formal present tense explains the present inherent to
enunciation that is renovated in each production of the discourse:
(...) continuité et temporalité s’engendrant dans le présent
incessant de l’énonciation qui est le présent de l’être même, et
se délimitant, par réference interne, entre ce qui va devenir
présent et ce qui vient de ne l’être plus. (Benveniste 1966: 84)
Every autobiographical process is, therefore, a product of a
choice, since the narrator has a privileged position of knowing the end
of the story. The act of telling 30 is in itself a trick (Freeman 1993),
because it gives the idea that it starts in the beginning, when, in fact, it
starts in the end of the narrative; there is a connection between the past,
the present and the future, where the end is implicit in the beginning
and the beginning is a product of the present (Robins 1995).
The time of autobiography moves in the opposite direction of
the real, linear time, because to live and to tell, especially when the
latter has to do with a deliberate reflection about the past, are different
phenomena that are incorporated in the context of a plausible narrative
29

Every discourse depends on a mise en narration that articulates two spaces of
signification: an external space, where a real author and a real reader meet, social
identities that correspond to the locutor and the recipient, and an internal space, where
the two subjects of the discourse meet, the narrator and the reader, discursive
identities that correspond to the enunciator and the addressee of the general apparatus
of communication (Charaudeau 1992).
30
Tto tell is an activity posterior to the existence of a past reality, an activity that
helps the creation of a told universe. It is the construction of a universe where the
representation of human actions is made by means of a double imaginary: the human
being and truth (Charaudeau 1992).
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order. The beginning and the end of an autobiography are connected by
the process of writing, a poetic act in which what once was present is
represented like a story of the past:
(...) when I write I do not only move forward in time because in
the very process of figuring out just what it is I want to say, I
need to reach back into my memories, drawing upon what I
know, so that I don’t talk gibberish; the very condition for my
writing being at all intelligible, therefore, is my ability to
remember. Likewise were I to take that step back and reflect
upon my life, I would not only be moving backward, for my
desire to do so would have derived from the present, in the form
of a concern for the future. Indeed, oddly enough, I move
forward in time even as I look backward; I proceed further into
the future as I remember the trajectory of my past. (Freeman
1993: 159)
Although present time cannot be experienced because
experience is successive, it is only in the present that we can represent
the lived experiences and that we can conceive and give form to the
past and to the future, in a temporal dynamics (Pickering 1997). The
juxtaposition of the plane of the past with the plane of the present of the
writing gives form to autobiography (Shumaker 1953), and the
materials of memory are placed in a matrix from where they are only
dissociated by analysis.
Margaret Oliphant’s autobiographical text constructs a self in
time and in conflict with the times, a conflict that, in Sinfield’s (1992)
words, happens between opposing interests, between a state of
unsteadiness and an active struggle along the structural faultlines
produced by the intrinsic contradictions of the social process.
Life writing represents and effort of integration of the past life
and of the present self, an effort of creation of a form apprehended by
means of a vision that acts upon the process of looking back and gives
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form to what is produced by this retrospective process; it represents the
before and the after of the individual that suffered in one way or in
another some kind of transformation (Barros 1998), a transformation
that is a reflection on experience. In the act of remembering the past in
the present the author of an autobiography imagines the existence of
another self, of another world that is not, in any real sense, the same as
the past world, which, under no circumstance, has any possibility of
existing in the present.
The narrative of memories of a life is not simply the duplicated
image of that same life, as Gusdorf explains:
Lived existence unfolds from day to day in the present and
according to the demands of the moment, which the individual
copes with the best he can using all the resources at his disposal.
Life is a dubious battle in which conscious schemes and
projects mingle with unconscious drives and with the desire to
give up and to strive no more. Every destiny opens its way
through the undetermined variables of men, circumstances, and
itself. This constant tension, this charge of the unknown, which
corresponds to the very arrow of lived time, cannot exist in a
narrative of memories composed after the event by someone
who knows the end of the story. (1980: 40)
In general, what distinguishes autobiography from other
narrative genre is that the activity that acknowledges what is significant
in a specific past is itself fixed by that same past experience whose
meaning it reveals. By means of this forward and backward movement,
the past and the present structure and restructure themselves mutually
(Pickering 1997). The past is transfigured by memory and by the
memory of memories (Mermin 1993), and locates emotional truth in an
impossible space that includes the sequence of the remembered
moments, being, however, none of them.
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Between the historical facts the author tells and the
autobiographical act there is a constitutive hiatus of the autobiography
itself: autobiographical identity and agency (Gilmore 1994) are not
identical to the identity and agency of real life; the former are a
representation of that life, or rather its construction. Between the
narrator and the narrated self there is a temporal distance that
determines the enunciative position to the extent that the flow of time
tears the identity between the two, establishing an ambiguous and
complex relation between both, a relation of continuity and of rupture.
From the intersection between the person, the historical facts, the
textual construction and the author arises a triangular autobiographical
self (Gilmore 1994) where each vertex has a different function in the
autobiographical act. Pressed by textuality, the autobiographical self
owes his existence to the system of representation in which he develops
and finds expression. In the autobiographical pact,31 or identity contract
(Lejeune 1975), between author, narrator and character,32 the
autobiographical subject represents metaphors of the self (Olney 1972)
created by the author by means of the autobiographical language, able
to generate a new textual order. These metaphors, defined by Olney
(1972) as all the points of view, models, hypotheses and myths, are
created and chosen by the author. They are the means by which the
subjective consciousness imposes an order to itself and to the objective
reality, constituting a means of knowledge of the self and of reality and
31

Lejeune defines this pact as the confirmation in the text of the identity of a name.
Although the autobiographical character does not have a name, the author is
obviously identical to the narrator and consequently to the character because the
discourse is self-referential.
32
Narrator and character are in Lejeune’s words (1975), the figures to which the
subject of the enunciation and of the subject of the text point; due to the
autobiographical pact, the author represented in the embroidery of the text by the
name is the referent to which the subject of enunciation refers.
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allowing the author to connect the known self with the unknown world,
turning viable new patterns of relationship, while constructing the self
as a new and richer entity (Olney 1972).
Life writing is characterized by a particular act of interpretation
– the lived experience is moulded, revised, contained and transformed
by representation. By telling the story of the self, the author imposes
order to the chaos and a structural coherence to memory and to
chronology, giving voice to silence.

But if the autobiographical

moment prepares the encounter of the writing with the self, a
combination of method and raw material, this encounter is oftentimes
postponed because the autobiography reveals faultlines, not only of
time and space, but also of the individual with the social and between
the mode and the matter of the discourse.
In order to turn this study into a different approach in the light
of Probyn’s propositions, I needed to set my critical terrain and frame it
with some explanatory notes regarding the formal paradigms and the
feminist critique. Probyn’s propositions work against the tendency to
read autobiography as a guarantee of authenticity and against the poststructuralist tendency of a return to the individual like a disembodied
subject:
Seen from the position of an alternative conception of the self,
the self as an enunciative and theoretical strategy, this new
landscape contains the possibility of ways of living within the
social, of new sexual and gender ethics, of constructing
theoretical accounts, and of experiencing oneself in relation to
others in the historical present of oneself (Probyn 1993: 136).
This task places me in the cultural landscape, and highlights and
allows new vectors and relations to be revealed and created. To look at
the tradition of autobiographical studies allows, as Foucault wrote
(1972), to isolate the new against a frame of permanence, transferring
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merit to the originality of the critical position I take here.

And

memory, being a technology of power, does indeed enhance
experiences of the past to be reshaped in the future, giving them the
possibility of existing in a new and recreated landscape, because
“Memory is constantly changing, reshaping our experience of the past
and present to create a sense of the future.”33
The formal paradigms and the feminist critique

Autobiographical studies have traditionally been based on
theoretical presuppositions, which assume that childhood and
adolescence belong to a logical sequence of cause and effect that
culminates in the adult personality. According to Lejeune (1975), nine
in ten autobiographies start with birth, following the chronological
order of the natural cycle of life. Making use of a stable and fixed
perspective, the autobiographical self constitutes himself like a unifying
element of time, space and of identity.
But, the feminine autobiography writes, however, another story,
as it allows women to be reborn in the act of writing and to reconstruct
several discourses – of representation and of ideology – in which
subjectivity was formed. The autobiographical subject is no longer a
singular entity, to become instead a net of differences (Gilmore 1994)
within which the subject is inscribed. The self is, thus, multiple and
heterogeneous,

factors that

disclose the technologies of the

autobiography, which have to do with the construction of versions of
the self, and with representations of the historical self and of the textual
self.
33

Unsigned inscription of a photographic exhibition at the British Museum, London,
July 2003.
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Until the 80s of the twentieth century, the place of women in the
autobiographical canon was precarious. In Gilmore’s opinion (1994),
the dominant form of autobiographical writing seemed to omit the
feminine writing, in the form of identity and authority it inscribed. As a
general rule, autobiography was the name given to a repeated
invocation of an ideological formation – what men wrote was
autobiography, what women wrote belonged to a minor tradition of
writing diaries and domestic notes. This vision, based on the difference
of gender, as well as the emphasis on the individualistic paradigms of
the self concealed and affected the production and reception of selfrepresentational feminine texts. This was the tradition in the Victorian
Age, when women wrote domestic memoirs because they had no place
in the public tradition of autobiography (Peterson 1999), tending, or
rather, having been subtly forced to write about forms of private and
culturally sanctioned lives. Memoirs, domestic in focus and relational
in the mode of self-construction (Peterson 1999), allowed women to
write as mothers, daughters and wives, giving them also the possibility
of self-representation in terms of feminine plots, but not allowing them
to develop or disrupt the masculine traditions of autobiography, the
public side, the report of the res gestae, or even a more introspective
form of an intellectual career. Não faria parágrafo aqui
Those memoirs gave Victorian women a means to contribute to
an increasingly popular genre. While the masculine writers established
the narrative structures, the forms of development and the interpretative
modes of the classic res gestae, women tried alternative structures,
adding a feminine sensitivity to the autobiographical genre, in a more
profound reassessment of feelings, with greater subjectivity and more
subtle self-analysis.
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We cannot forget that the structures of feeling of the eighteenth
and nineteenth centuries granted women no professional status, even if
their literary talent was acknowledged, because the common pattern for
the cultural and social role of women was immersed in domesticity.
Thence, for obvious reasons, women had always found more obstacles
in claiming their importance in the public sphere. Since the seventeenth
century that the writing of family memoirs had established a cultural
connection with the domestic memoirs of the nineteenth century,
preserving valuable cultural and historical information about the
attitudes, customs and conditions of living of England.
According to Peterson (1999), this feminine sensitivity, allied to
alternative structures present in the feminine texts of the seventeenth
century, seems to validate the notion of a feminine autobiographical
sphere and the development of a separate autobiographical tradition.
Those texts that were at the inception of feminine autobiography gave
historical weight to the task of writing about domestic life and attached
meaning to a tradition that Victorian women cherished. The normative
definition of autobiography and the criteria to evaluate its success
reside in the relation of the author with the arena of public life and of
public discourse. The patriarchal notions of the nature of women and
their consequent social role proscribed their access to the public space.
The repression of the feminine discourse condemned it to silence and
contaminated the relation of feminine self-representation with writing
as an instrument of power (Smith 1987). However, when they held the
power of words and of representation women projected in history an
identity that was not only individualist or social. On the contrary, it was
a new identity that combined community with unity. The self created
in the feminine text is not isolated from the others nor a teleological
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entity; it is a self constructed in the consciousness of the significance of
the cultural category – to be a woman.
The masculine autobiography follows the pattern of coherence
and unity and is characterized as a narrative that shows a stable and
autonomous self like a hero. The great figures of an epoch write their
autobiography to establish their distinctive character, while establishing
their adhesion to the cultural norms. In Fleishman’s opinion (1983),
what is interesting, in the wish to establish a unique identity is the
persistent need to use images, actions and patterns from other stories to
tell his own story. The codes of masculinity, by means of which the
discourse of the hero is transmitted, cause an autobiographical effect
(Gilmore 1994), composed by a tautology where we discover what we
are looking for, that is to say, where we find that the masculine gender
is always at the centre of the production of meaning. The feminine
autobiography, appropriating a traditionally masculine form,34 shows a
transformation of the woman into a social and political self (Steedman
1997), and reveals that the feminine identity acknowledges the
presence of another consciousness. The revelation of the feminine self
is thus connected with the identification of the other (Mason 1980). The
male-centred paradigm represents autonomous individuals with
inflexible egos that write autobiographies about conflicts and position
themselves at the centre.
The feminine writing, by contrast, represents flexible egos and
develops a vision of the world characterized by relationships.
According to Mason (1980), this ‘other’ or ‘others’ might be
represented by the husband, the children or even God, but in each case

34

The autobiographical locus is formed by the narrativization of the self and of the
world in the masculine gender.
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the feminine subject is represented as being deeply influenced by her
other, a relation that structures the autobiography. The feminine
autobiographyrepresents diversity as a stable and natural identity of
women, being an ideological formation of that identity, making use of
different strategies of self-representation, and breaking with the
monocultural imperatives of the self (Gilmore 1994).
To an uncritical eye, autobiography is a non- problematic reflex
of identity, like the reflex of a mirror. Generally speaking, it has been
thought that autobiography is a transparency, unmediated and
undistorted, by means of which we can perceive life and the truth of the
facts, a truth that is subordinate to the truth of the subject. In
autobiographical studies, mainly those that do not inscribe into a
feminist agenda, the definition of autobiography is recurrently about
the true report of an individual, written by him and composed like a
unique work. I have to emphasize, though, that the true report excludes
metaphorical and affective analogies and the expression ‘composed like
a unique work’ excludes letters and diaries (Shumaker 1953).
In the enunciative strategies and modalities it formulates,
Margaret Oliphant’s Autobiography rejects these parameters of
professed truth and uniqueness to the extent that, oscillating between a
report of domestic memoirs and a report of professional memoirs, it
constructs an autobiographical self and a dissident discourse, which
does

not

exclude

metaphorical

or

affective

analogies.

The

Autobiography offers the testimony of a self about herself and about
her experiences, it offers the dispute of a self in dialogue with herself, a
self that turns public the private and that reclaims the authority of the
individual experience, as well as the sole knowledge of the subject that
is being narrated.
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While the masculine autobiographical model centres on the self,
representing in detail the professional career, his development, his
religious, political, intellectual, scientific and philosophical conversion,
the feminine autobiography is based on the discovery of the other self
of the locutor that has in life and in the narrative different roles. The
feminine autobiography is a narrative of resistance to the masculine
authority and it is a project of change in relation to it (Robins 1995),
becoming a form of access to the identity it constructs.
Grounded on a feminist critique, the autobiographical writing
brings new forms of existence to the self (Steedman 1997) and is a
discursive practice that constructs truth,35 a nota mudou de página
identity and power (Gilmore 1994). These are new forms of existence
of the self that refer to transformation and that, when deflected, give us
the image of other positions, rearticulating, when placed in the terrain
of the social, a geography of the possible, a landscape of the self,

35

The most common perspective in autobiographical studies is that an autobiography
is a biography written by the self, aimed at providing true information about the
historical self. The most paradigmatic example of this critical position is the
influential formulation of Gusdorf (1980) to whom the author of an autobiography
tells the truth that only he can know; the autobiography is the subjective report of an
experience. “The witness of each person about himself is in addition a privileged one
(...) no one can know better than I what I have thought, what I have wished; I alone
have the privilege of discovering myself from the other side of the mirror - nor can I
be cut off from the wall of privacy. Others, no matter how well intentioned, are
forever going wrong; they describe the external figure, the appearance they see and
not the true person, which always escapes them. No one can better do justice to
himself than the interested party, and it is precisely in order to do away with
misunderstandings, to restore an incomplete or deformed truth, that the
autobiographer himself takes up the telling of his story.” (Gusdorf 1980: 35-36).
Notwithstanding, the efforts to keep the historical model of the autobiography as a
report of the truth separated from fiction have faced the difficult interaction of factual
and fictional elements, namely as far as intentionality is concerned. As Fleishman
(1983) argues, intentionality is one of the conditions that makes the author of an
autobiography fictionalize, because each intention generates a new fiction. “The
intention to ‘tell the truth about oneself’, like other imaginative projects, is a fictional
premise which may issue in highly rewarding constructions of the self”. (Fleishman,
1983: 10)
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imprinting the circumstances of the past and of the social in the cultural
and economic relations where we live.
In 1956, in a seminal article 36 for the understanding of the
questions raised by the autobiographical writing, Georges Gusdorf, the
dean of the autobiographical studies, wrote that autobiography was an
established literary genre, though limited in time and in space.
Gusdorf’s model took for granted that the self is an ideal Western and
individualistic self, an essential and inviolable self that, like his
fictional equivalent – the character –, unifies and drives the narrative.
Gusdorf’s vision that the autobiography is the product of a specific
culture that assumes the consciousness of singularity37 of each
individual life, as well as his insistence in the universals in mirror, has
guided all the subsequent attempts to write the history of the genre.
Defining autobiography as a cultural institution, Gusdorf presented a
distorted reflexion of its history and denied women a place in its
development.
Although Gusdorf maintained that autobiography implies a
spiritual revolution where artist and model coincide, the autobiography
reveals the impossibility of its own dream (Benstock 1988), since what
begins in the presumption of self-knowledge ends in the creation of a
36

‘Conditions et limites de l' autobiographie’ (1956), translated by James Olney
(1980).
37
Olney shares the same opinion: “If it is the case that every individual moves in the
world surrounded and isolated by his unique consciousness, an awareness grown out
of a unique hereditary and unique experiences; if he is a being unique in mind and
body, in feeling and intuition - unique, according to Gestalt psychologists, even in his
sensory complement - then there can hardly be any doubt that the structure of the
world that each man works out for himself in his deep self-consciousness and projects
onto the world, though it may resemble other structures here and there, will be unique
and as a whole” (Olney 1972:21-22). Sturrock (1993) also defines the autobiography
as the author’s wish of singularity, as the unique self-representation: “If
autobiography starts in the writer’s sense of his singularity, it also singularizes as it
goes; it is the story of a singularization or of how the autobiographer came to acquire
the conviction of uniqueness that has impelled him to write”. (1993: 14)
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fiction that comprises the premises of its construction. If, on the one
hand, Gusdorf did not take into consideration the extent to which the
self and his image coincide because he argued that autobiography is a
mirror where the individual reflects his image, on the other, Benstock
(1988) argued that the self and his image can never coincide in
language because they do not create a cohesive self in time. The
feminine autobiographical acts explore the difference and the change,
following the line of the consciousness and of the unconsciousness,
where the frontier between the internal and the external overlaps.
The

metaphysical

conditions

for

the

development

of

autobiography occur in a society that promotes the curiosity of the
individual about himself and the curiosity that he feels about the
mystery of his destiny (Gusdorf 1980). Gusdorf ‘s theories can be
associated with the Copernican Revolution, after which Man knows
himself as a responsible agent, agglutinating other individuals, lands
and power, maker of empires, inventor of laws and wisdom, stamping
his presence in nature. For Gusdorf, autobiography is the literary
consequence of the growing individualism of the Western civilization
and represents the expression of individual authority in the domain of
language.
The individualistic concept of the autobiographical self, which
permeated Gusdorf’s essay, raises serious problems to the critique that
recognizes multiplicity, variation and difference in feminine selfrepresentation. In fact, the model of a unique and separated self,
defended by Gusdorf and shared by such critics as Olney (1972, 1980),
Fleishman (1983)) Eakin (1992) and Spengemann (1980), established a
prejudice that marginalized the feminine autobiographical texts. The
emphasis on individualism did not take into consideration the
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importance of a cultural identity imposed to women in the process of
socialization. It ignored the differences in the construction of identity of
the masculine and of the feminine gender. From an ideological and
psychological point of view, the individualistic paradigms of the self
ignore the role of relational identity in the process of individuation of
women, pointing to the essentialist role of the concept and not to its
positional and strategic role (Hall 1996) in the enunciation of the self.
The double and close relation between art and life (Brodzki and
Schenck 1988) has been the core problem of feminist critique and
practice, a problem connected with the question of locating a feminine
self that is programmatically placed outside the canon. A canon that
authorizes some identities and not others and that places the
autobiography in the post-enlightenment politics of individualism and
in the post-romantic aesthetics of speaking the self.
The masculine tradition of autobiography38 took for granted the
capacity of the autobiographical author to create a mirror effect in his
38

This tradition is marked by the Christian contribution of St. Augustine’s
Confessions, a work that brought to literature and to culture the mysteries of the inner
life, mysteries that were until then unknown because they did not compose an integral
part of the personal existence. The Confessions established such premises of the
masculine autobiographical tradition as universality, representativity and the role of
the author as a spokesman of his community. The masculine autobiographies,
representative of this paradigm, were based on the Western ideal of the essential self,
which, like the equivalent fictional character, unifies the narrative. William
Spengemann (1980), John Sturrock (1993), Mark Freeman (1993) and Leigh Gilmore
(1994) consider that the true autobiographical narrative started with the above referred
text, an unprecedented work of introspection, written in the end of the fourth century,
and which, in Freeman’s opinion, is a good example not only of the rewriting of the
self, but also of the centrality of faith. Still in Freeman’s perspective, the text is the
product of a conceptual triad: history, memory and narrative, a triad that constitutes a
central figure around which life and human development can be thought. Despite its
tripartite structure, the Confessions is the formal paradigmof all autobiographical
stories (Sturrock 1993) due to its extraordinary formal coherence in the process of
attributing new meanings to the past in the light of the present. As a masterpiece, a
starting point and a reference work for all questions put by the autobiographical
writing (Freeman 1993), the text enhanced the problem of all subsequent
autobiographies: to understand how the self can know himself (Spengemann 1980).
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universality, in the representative role as a spokesman of a community.
The authority of the masculine autobiography is derived from the
assumption that the life narrated is exemplary. However, only a critical
ideology that materializes a unified and transparent self can perceive in
the mirror of the autobiography a self whose profundity can be
scrutinized, whose heart can be discovered and whose essence can be
fully known. On the one hand, the masculine autobiography gets hold
of the combination of masculinity with humanity, canonizing the
representative masculine self of the writer and of the reader.
The feminine self-representation, 39 on the other hand, does not
turn into a model of its epoch and accepts that the self is mediated.

Being considered the first autobiography, St. Augustine’s seminal document uses the
three forms of autobiography defined by Spengemann (1980): historical,
philosophical and poetic. The Confessions, the first Western autobiographical
narrative, precursor of the formal limits imposed to autobiography, was during
centuries the literary canon, only challenged thirteen centuries afterwards by
Rousseau’s trilogy: Confessions¸ Dialogues and Reveries. This was also a
paradigmatic text of autobiographical writing, where the secular and selfish archetype
opens and reveals to self-discovery; where the characters and the events are but
aspects of the author’s consciousness that becomes an example and that is able to
agglutinate in himself a whole era. While St. Augustine adopted the events of the past
as main theme, Rousseau chose to tell the feelings about the events rather than the
events themselves. St. Augustine used the story of his journey towards God to
introduce the Christian doctrine, and Rousseau aimed at teaching the authors about
self-knowledge, speaking about his own vulnerabilities and emotions, inviting the
reader to feel the same. Prefiguring himself as a model, Rousseau favoured selfappreciation, transforming St. Augustine’s confessions into an apologia. Another
change operated by Rousseau and transmitted to forthcoming authors was the
fragmentation of the self and the skepticism about the most appropriate style to write
about himself.
39
Mary Mason (1980) refers to four texts as precursors of the feminine
autobiography: Dame Julian of Norwich, Revelations or Showing (1413) - where the
intensity of focus in a singular divine figure corresponds to the intensity of the self
fulfilled by means of the connection with that figure; Margery Kempe, The Book of
Margery Kempe, (1436) - about the double vocation in this world and in the other
and the dual focus in the secular and religious worlds: and two centuries later the
book by Margaret Cavendish, A True Relation of My Birth, Breeding and Life (1656)
– where the author compares her image with a similar image, duplicated in a person
or in an imaginative creation. Mason considers that the hints of the different modes of
inner revelation we can find in these works are a paradigm of the feminine writing.
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According to Brodzki and Schenck (1988), the invisibility of the
feminine autobiographical writing results from the lack of a tradition
and from the marginalization in a culture dominated by the masculine
sense, as well as by the social and political fragmentation. This is a
writing that describes a territory still little investigated, sometimes
unacknowledged, given the traditional explorations of the genre and of
periodization.
The feminist critique40 has indeed had an important role in the
creation of a feminine paradigm, to the extent that the cultural
conditions and contradictions in which that critique emerge are
important for what we appreciate, condemn, sanction or omit. The
feminist approach to the feminine autobiography acclaims the feminine
subject and revises the problematic statute of the self, because the
masculine representative self reflects an exclusivity that does not
conform to the critical treatment of the feminine autobiography, being
an inappropriate model for a feminist theory.
Resisting or changing the formal paradigms of autobiography,
Margaret Oliphant produced a political position of difference, creating
a different place and a position from where she spoke herself. The
Autobiography is a site of identification, alternative to the novels; this
means that she has a formal consciousness of the writing process, of the
self- reflexivity of the writing and the idea of the narrated self; writing
about herself, Margaret Oliphant created a story informed by the
dynamics of self-consciousness (Anderson 1986).
The register of patterns of relationship with the other helps the authors to discover and
to delineate the self and to tell the story of that self. These archetypes of selfrepresentation have been adapted to several experiences of life, by subsequent writers,
but there is an element that has been kept and constant in the feminine writing – the
evolution and delineation of an identity through otherness.
40
cf. Jelinek (1980); Brodzki e Schenck (1988); Benstock (1988); Gagnier (1991);
Probyn (1993); Gilmore (1994); Peterson (1999).
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Starting from the presupposition and inevitability that the
autobiography – as an attempt to write the self or to give a narrative
structure to the self – is closely connected with questions of identity,
and offers an identity that is not less constructed than the one produced
by any form of narrative representation, we cannot disregard the fact
Margaret Oliphant’s Autobiography is a deliberate act of creation of the
self, of a fictional persona that is never able to apprehend the totality
of her subjectivity or understand her global experiences. Her
consciousness is actively produced by means of the story she tells,
becoming a product of the narrative process; she constructs identities
that, according to Hall (1990), are the names we give to how we are
positioned and how we position ourselves in the narratives of the past.
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CHAPTER II

The Story of a Woman

Questions of edition

The document Margaret Oliphant prepared and left for
posthumous publication was edited, selected and arranged by her niece
Denny Oliphant and a distant cousin, Annie Coghill, and it is a
truncated version of the narrative of her life. This edition, which also
contains a set of letters, was published twice in 1899 and another time
in 1974, this time with introduction and notes by Q.D.Leavis, who
considers the Autobiography of Margaret Oliphant a clear and complete
image of a woman of letters and a moving human document.
In 1988, Oxford University Press published the 1899 edition,
without the letters, prefaced by Laurie Langbauer. In 1990, Elizabeth
Jay published41 another edition of the Autobiography, integrally
following the manuscript and the chronological order of the writing,
starting with the excerpt written in 1864 (the one that narrates
Oliphant’s grief, and her revolt against God’s will, after the death of
her daughter), which the first editors ignored. Jay explains that after the
death of her two sons in 1894, Margaret Oliphant inserted a comment
in the manuscript that helps to explain the cuts made by the literary
executors:

41

The same edition was published again in 2002.
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Whether anything should be taken from the preliminary pages,
Denny Oliphant, with the help of perhaps cousin Annie, or
some other friend (none so capable) whom she can trust, must
decide. My musings at this dreadful moment when my first born
was taken from me might perhaps give a sense of fellowship to
other mourners – I know not. (Cited by Jay 1990: 13)
The 1899 edition is a document composed by a series of
fragments written between 1864 42 and 189543 from which many of the
emotional and bitter parts were withdrawn, in attempt to save the reader
from the inexorable grief of a mother, lacking, thus, the chronological
sequence of the composition.

Giving a chronology to the written

record of Margaret Oliphant’s life, Denny and Annie imposed limits to
the creative activity of the author that, writing in a non-chronological
form about moments of her life, was exploring the possibilities of the
structure as the principal means of self-expression (Eakin 1992).
Margaret Oliphant framed the retrospective narrative with a sequence
of present moments that structure the narrative and that give the notion
of immediacy that causes the effect of spontaneity.

42

The 1864 excerpt is inserted in this edition in the part written in 1894, in the end of
Part III, in order to give chronological sequence to the events narrated, preserving the
sequence of the narrative, as the editors explain in a note: “These pages, written in
Rome at the moment of her bitter grief for the loss of her daughter, seem most
suitably inserted here, though Mrs. Oliphant left them detached” (A&L: 92).
43
The 1899 edition is divided into four sections: Part I - February 1885, refers to the
years between 1834 and 1854; we must notice that Margaret Oliphant leaves no
register of the first years of her life. The diffuse memories start at the age of six and
we are given some details about those childhood years and of adolescence, moving
quickly to the moment of marriage. Part II – January 1891, refers to the years between
1855 and 1859; it tells us about Frank’s illness, the trip of the family to Italy and of
Frank’s death in Rome. Part III – December 1894, refers to the widowed period, to
the time when she wrote Chronicles of Carlingford, to the writing of Irving’s
biography, to the meeting of the Carlyles and to the death of her daughter. Part IV is
dated from 1894. However, a thorough reading of the text gives us parenthetical
information that on 19th April 1895 she was still writing the autobiography (A&L:
128); this part refers to the years between 1864 and 1876. The 1990 edition follows
closely the manuscript, without any division into parts.
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Eliminating about a quarter of the original manuscript, Denny
and Annie aimed to give the reader the image of a mother who
struggled and worked all her life to support emotionally and
economically, through writing, a large family. They also aimed to
dilute the depreciation Margaret Oliphant showed in some parts of the
manuscript of some of her contemporaries, namely George Eliot and
George Henry Lewes.
Compare the 1899 edition against the 1990:
And though her marriage is not one that most of us would have
ventured on, still it seems to have secured her a worshipper
unrivalled. I think she must have been a dull woman … (A&L:
7)
And though her marriage, so called, is not one that most of us
would have ventured on, still it seems to have secured her a
caretaker and worshipper unrivalled – little nasty body though
he looked, and hideous in nastiness as his previous story was. I
think she must have been a dull woman … (A: 17) 44
Used to regard Margaret Oliphant both as the support of the
family and as a professional writer, the editors were disillusioned when
they verified that the manuscript had no formal beginning, was
composed by fragments with long intervals between them and with no
consecutive form (A&L: ix).
It is not difficult to understand that the work of the first edition
had as ultimate goal to construct the image of a noble and nice woman
with a full literary and social career, who dedicated her life first to her

44

In the review Margaret Oliphant wrote in 1885, in the Edinburgh Review, about
Cross’s edition of George Eliot’s Life as Related in her Letters and Journals (1883),
we can perceive the insinuation that Lewes had been a libertine, familiarized with the
degrading scenes of London life before he dedicated himself to the bourgeois cause
when he met George Eliot. In that same review, Margaret Oliphant commented on
the irony of a woman (George Eliot) that, having offended the Victorian moral codes
with her behaviour, adopted the role of a moralist.
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children and after to a small circle of friends. The preface to the first
edition is quite clear about the objectives of the editors:
A great writer passed away from us, leaving a blank that there is
certainly no one capable of filling. There have been, perhaps
there are (and she herself would have been the first to say it
with full belief), greater novelists, but who has ever achieved
the same variety of literary work with anything like the same
level of excellence? A great deal of her very best remains at
present anonymous – biographical and critical papers, and
others dealing with an extraordinary variety of subjects. (…)
she had laboured in almost every field of literature, winning
every kind of success, and never, in all the fifty years (except,
perhaps, for one moment in the early days of her widowhood),
making a real failure. (A&L: vi-vii)
Exalting the literary and professional qualities of Margaret
Oliphant, the level of excellence and the variety of her work, defining
her as a great writer, the editors emphasized the need to insert her in the
Victorian canon, simultaneously exalting the human qualities of the
woman:
The way was often found by the strengthening of her own
indomitable courage, which, as long as her children were left to
her, never seemed to flag, - it was the courage of perfect love.
But it is certain that if she had had no moral qualities except
courage, she could not have toiled on as she did: a saving sense
of humour, a great capacity to enjoy what was really comic and
everything that was beautiful, made life easier to her, and ‘the
great joy of doing kindnesses’ was one never absent from her.
So that whatever suffering might be lying in wait to seize upon
her solitary hours, there was almost always a pleasant welcome
and talk of the very best to be found in her modest drawingroom. If the visitors were congenial, her charm of manner
awoke, her simple fitness of speech clothed every subject with
life and grace, her beautiful eyes shone (they never sparkled),
and the spell of her exquisite womanliness made a charmed
circle round her. (A&L: viii)
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Before the fragments and scraps they found, the editors tried to
redeem the image of their relative creating a narrative line they deemed
acceptable in terms of the literary market in the end of the nineteenthcentury, because, as they claimed “(...)there is a narrative in her own
writing” (AL: ix).
This edition is supplemented by a considerable amount of letters
or excerpts of letters,45 from 1850 to 1859, addressed to her editor and
friend John Blackwood, as well as to several friends, namely the rector
John Tulloch, Jane Carlyle, her children and Annie Coghill. The choice
to include the letters is explained in the preface, as it was the editors’
wish not to leave the last years of the novelist’s life untold:
(...) it seemed impossible to allow the late years of her life – full
of work, full of varying scenes and interests – to remain
altogether unrecorded. The best thing that can be done,
therefore, was to supplement her manuscript with letters, and to
connect these with the slightest thread of story, thus
endeavouring to obey her wishes and yet gratify the many
readers who have for so long a stretch of years regarded her as a
friend. (A&L: ix-x).
In the 1990 edition, Elizabeth Jay recovered all the material she
found in the manuscript.46 If the first edition is an edited linear
narrative, Jay’s text preserves the chronological sequence of the
45

The edition includes 341 letters that deal with the little details, the anxieties of life
and with her professional worries and relationships. Foucault (1983) argues that a
letter is a means of self-presentation in everyday life, a life that in Margaret
Oliphant’s case had nothing remarkable; it was a common life, similar to many others,
revealing hence a way of being and not a relevant event or activity. Moreover,
epistolary writing is a subjectivation of discourse and acts upon the sender, as well as
upon the receiver in the act of reading, turning the former into a presence for the
latter.
46
Jay includes in this edition all the written pieces she found in the manuscript,
namely the texts written immediately after the deaths of her children, Maggie, Cecco
and Cyril in 1867, 1890 and 1894, respectively. These passages, worthy of an intimate
diary, together with more public memories, share, in Jay’s opinion, the distinctive
mark of a professional writer, self-aware of her own path in search of an appropriate
form of the autobiography.
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composition, revealing a complex Victorian woman, with depth of
thought and feelings and with diversity of interests and of knowledge.
Despite the divergent editorial criteria, I chose to work the 1899
edition, because in it I found a form of unprecedented selfrepresentation that the editorial work did not conceal. Moreover, the
inclusion of letters makes the first edition more complete, since by
means of the epistolary genre the different levels of self-representation
and the different images of the self complete each other and
complement the Autobiography.

The Autobiography
Aware that in literary terms her contribution was not
sufficiently great to shoulder others that immortalized and prolonged
the memory of Man, perpetuating exemplary lives and edifying coming
centuries (Gusdorf 1980), Margaret Oliphant laid an injunction upon
the editors: “no biography of her was to be written” (A&L: ix).
Unwilling to have her life written, she left a record of her life and of the
memories of that life, a record that in her absence was her truth:
I am in very little danger of having my life written, and that is
all the better in this point of view - for what could be said of
me? George Eliot and George Sand make me half inclined to
cry over my poor little unappreciated self. (…) These two
bigger women did things which I have never felt the least
temptation to do - but how very much more enjoyment they
seem to have got out of their life, how much more praise and
homage and honour! I would not buy their fame with these
disadvantages, but I do feel very small, very obscure, beside
them, rather a failure all round, never securing any strong
affection, and throughout my life, though I have had all the
usual experiences of woman, never impressing anybody, - what
a droll little complaint! - why should I? I acknowledge frankly
that there is nothing in me - a fat, little commonplace woman,
rather tongue-tied - to impress any one; and yet there is a sort of
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whimsical injury in it which makes me sorry for myself. (A&L:
7-8)
In the lament of her minority, in her self-disparagement, resides
her self-description as a common, fat and little woman, with no ability
to talk, to whom affections were denied. In this self-recognition and
self-awareness, we perceive her wish to deny such premises and to
compare herself to George Eliot and George Sand, because this
subordination was to her eyes an offence or a capricious insult: she was
aware that she was also entitled to the public recognition. She created
for herself a double image: of the woman of letters, the minor novelist,
when she compared herself with names then accepted by the canon, and
of the woman, the mother and the breadwinner. This duality of criteria,
with which Margaret Oliphant spoke herself, is seen at the end of the
narrative. Seeming to make an evaluation of her life and of her work,
she did not deny the pleasure of providing for all the domestic affairs
and of supporting and protecting the family. Admitting that in the
Autobiography there was no representation of her literary life, Margaret
Oliphant resented criticism and, modalizing her discourse by means of
a modal verb – may,47 claimed her authority:
An infinitude of pains and labour, and all to disappear like the
subtle and the hay. Yet, who knows? The little faculty may
grow a bigger one and in the more genial land to come, where
one will have no need to think of the boiling of the daily pot. In
the meantime it was good to have kept the pot boiling and
maintained the cheerful household fire so long, though it is
smouldering out in the darkness now. There is one thing,
however, I have always whimsically resented, and that is the
contemptuous compliments that for many years were the right
thing to address to me and to say of me, as to my ‘industry’.
47

The epistemic and deontic use of may indicates that the proposition expressed by
the speaker cannot be taken for true, but cannot also be taken for false. (cf. L.F.Paul
Hoye. Adverbs and Modality. London: Longman: 1997)

83

The Autobiography of Margaret Oliphant. The Story of a Woman, a Landscape of the Self

Now that I am old the world is a little more respectful and I
have not heard so much about my industry for some time. The
delightful superiority of it in the mouth of people who had
neither industry nor anything else to boast of used to make me
very wroth, I avow, - wroth with a laugh and rueful half sense
of the justice of it in the abstract, though not from those who
spoke. (…) By which it may perhaps be suspected that I don’t
always think such small beer of myself as I say, but this is a
pure matter of comparison. I need scarcely say that there was
not much of what one might call a literary life in all this. (A&L:
130-131)
Margaret Oliphant’s Autobiography allows the reader to
recognize that the self is codified in several ways and in multiple
discourses. The self is the place of several pleas, of several identities
and several figurations of agency (Gilmore 1997) that give origin to
different and multiple fictionalizations of the self and to several
experimental egos (Jay 1995) in a landscape of the self. Margaret
Oliphant refused to develop the canonical form of the autobiography,
creating her own form of life writing underpinned by the
incompatibility of several meanings and images, in a confrontation with
the dominant discourse. The enunciative positions of the self, as
Foucault (1972) explained, are defined by the situation that he is
allowed to occupy, in the relation with the several domains or groups of
objects. The position of interrogation of the subject is framed by a grid
of explicit or implicit interrogations.
Grounded on the presupposition that Margaret Oliphant’s
Autobiography is the enunciation of an experience of difference, of a
dissident subjectivity, and that memory, understood in the light of
Foucault’s definition as a technology of power, works in the deliberate
creation of an autobiographical self, I will now address the question of
knowing how Margaret Oliphant accepted and articulated both levels of
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the existence of the self, defined by Probyn (1993) as the ontological
and the epistemological. In the duplicity of the experiences she
represented, Margaret Oliphant’s text is about an immediate
experiential self that simultaneously politicizes the experience it
represents, in a landscape of the self. She tells the experience of her
actual ontological existence - being a woman, revealing her conditions
of possibility, by means of discursive practices that politicize the
ontological self. Both the experiential self and the politicization of
experience are conditions of possibility for the alternative enunciative
positions. These conditions and positions can be illustrated by the
antagonic positions she adopted about several issues. She felt sorry for
herself because she had no one that looked after her, but she was happy
when she recalled her independence and the possibility she had been
given to look after the others. She created a belittled image of her work,
but she felt insufficiently recognized and rewarded; she was happy
because she had never been called a literary lion, but she did resent
that. She had never bargained the money she received, but she thought
she should have been paid more, and she thought that she

had never

been able to balance the different experiences as a mother, a woman,
and a professional writer. The Autobiography develops along a line of
dualities and antagonisms: the suffering, the laborious life, the work
and

incessant

anxiety seem,

notwithstanding,

to

have

been

compensated by a life she defined first as cautious, unhappy, and then,
in a more confident and assertive tone, as happy, assuming the
contradiction of the claim, in a world and in a life that seemed so unfit
for happiness:
I have had trials which, I say it with full knowledge of all the
ways of mental suffering, have been harder than sorrow. I have
lived a laborious life, incessant work, incessant anxiety - and
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yet so strange, so capricious is this human being, that I would
not say I have had an unhappy life. I have said this to one or
two friends who know faintly without details what I have had to
go through, and astonished them. Sometimes I am miserable always there is in me this sense that I may have active cause to
be so at any moment - always the gnawing pangs of anxiety,
and deep, deep dissatisfaction beyond words, and the sense of
helplessness, which of itself is despair. And yet there are times
when my heart jumps up in the old unreasonable way, and I am,
- yes, happy - though the word seems so inappropriate - without
any cause for it, with so many causes the other way. (A&L: 3-4)
The Autobiography originated in an internal awareness of the
need of self-representation in different ways from the culturally
accepted ones at the time, and in a subjectivity that described the points
of connection from where she experienced the world. If we bear in
mind that the word labour means physical work but also childbirth, we
perceive the constant intersection of the experience of the professional
circle with the experience of the inner circle of maternity. Throughout
the narrative we often find expressions like “laborious life”, “incessant
labour”, “infinite labour’” and

“an infinity of pains and labour”,

seemingly referring to her professional life, but which create a
metaphorical game of the representation of the feminine experience of
maternity, playing in accordance with the constant tension inherent to
the articulation of several roles and with the tension, the anxiety and the
happiness of childbirth, as something inexplicable:
Lately in my many sad musings it has been brought very clearly
before my mind how often all the horrible tension, the dread,
the anxiety which there are no words strong enough to describe,
- which devoured me, but which I had to conceal often behind a
smiling face, – would yield in a moment, in the twinkling of an
eye, at the sound of a voice, at the first look, into an ineffable
ease and the overwhelming happiness of relief from pain, which
is, I think, our highest human sensation, higher and more
exquisite than any positive enjoyment in this world. It used to
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sweep over me like a wave, sometimes when I opened a door,
sometimes in a letter, – in all simple ways. I cannot explain, but
if this should ever come to the eye of any woman in the passion
and agony of motherhood, she will more or less understand. I
was thinking lately, or rather, as sometimes happens, there was
suddenly presented to my mind, like a suggestion from some
one else, the recollection of these ineffable happinesses, and it
seemed to me that it meant that which would be when one
pushed through that last door and was met - oh, by what, by
whom? by instant relief. The wave of sudden ease and warmth
and peace and joy. (A&L: 147)
Margaret Oliphant constructed an identity of difference by
means of an agency that defines the maps of possibility (Grossberg
1996), of identification and of belonging. She also constructed a new
enunciative position within the alternative forms of representation
(Probyn1993), making of the cultural patterns and of their variation an
important theme in the Autobiography. The time and the space where
enunciation is produced are as important for signification as the content
of what is said. In the articulation of these two elements Margaret
Oliphant constructed an autobiographical self that does not serve only
as a guarantee of truth, but that creates an effect of mise-en-abyme in
discourse, by creating an effect of objectified subjectivity (Charaudeau
1992). Margaret Oliphant’s Autobiography represents a self in conflict
with the times and in time, “torn into two” (A: 37).48 A text that tells the
story of a woman with a consciousness of difference, who, in an act of
conscious interpretation, constructed herself in a narrative by means of
a logic of difference (Grossberg 1997), instituting herself as a powerful
voice in Victorian culture. Using self-representation and its possibilities
48

‘Torn into two’ is the expression used by Margaret Oliphant and restored by Jay in
the 1990 edition because it had been withdrawn from the first edition. The decision of
the first editors to leave it out is explained by their attempt at building a character that
would fit into the Victorian conventions: a unique and singular self, instead of a
woman torn by conflicts.
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of agency and subjectivity, Margaret Oliphant became an active agent,
a subject that changed from the position of object by the subjectivity of
the self-representational agency (Gilmore 1994). As Grossberg reminds
us (1996), the question of agency involves the possibilities of action as
an intervention in the processes by which reality is transformed. To
institute herself, consciously and intentionally, as an agent of change,
allowed Margaret Oliphant to change the paradigms of enunciation.
Her effort to imagine and represent herself like a woman, daughter,
mother and writer defied not only the Victorian conventions of
autobiography,49 but also the prevailing assumptions about the modes
the woman should define herself, an effort that also illuminated the
problematic position of a woman that looked for a diversified
enunciative position, raising the question of intentionality in selfrepresentation. The way she characterized herself, either as a
breadwinner or as a bigger me shows the different identities the writer
created for herself; defining the conflict between being a mother and an
artist, these terms sum up the different roles that she played and the
different functions she held during her life. According to Probyn
(1993), the rhetoric and the enunciative strategies are always developed
in reference to historical conventions. These are strategies of reference
that lead us to the everyday conventions, to the lived conditions and the
conditions expressed in discourse. Thus, the production of an
enunciative position is always connected with the politics and the
practices of everyday life.
49

These are conventions framed by the masculine canon, where the author was aware
that he was a hero of the times, whose vocation was understood through the analysis
of past experience. Worried about defining an idiom for his adult life (Reimer 1988),
the Victorian male author was less concerned with the events of his life than with
recovering and rediscovering a unique self.
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Placing herself in the cultural landscape, Margaret Oliphant
highlighted and allowed that new realities and new experiences were
observed. Understood from an alternative conception of the self, like an
enunciative strategy, the new cultural landscape contains the possibility
of ways of life within the social formation and the possibility of
experiencing her relation with the others. The enunciation of Margaret
Oliphant’s self allows characteristic elements of impulse and
restriction, specifically affective elements of consciousness and relation
(Williams 1977), becoming, in her emergent identity, a subjectivity
that, faced with the dominant culture and discourses, gives voice to the
semantic viability of the self (Williams 1977) and to the feminine
authorship that tries to escape from the prison of the masculine text.
Resorting to the metaphor of the children’s story ‘Snow White’,
Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar (1979) argue that the feminine
characters of the women writers rise from the glass coffin, that is to
say, from the masculine text, as if they explode out from the queen’s
mirror, and the dance of death is transformed into a dance of triumph,
of the articulation of the discourse – a dance of authority. The
Autobiography proposes strategies of enunciation that go beyond the
anxiety of authorship (Gilbert and Gubar 1979), so typical of the
nineteenth-century women writers, who felt the need to justify their
public persona50 before the traditional expectations about the feminine

50

Persona is the self of the narrative, called by Barros (1998) as the ‘who of the
transformation’, taking into account the distinction between the self that lived and
wrote or writes the autobiography and the self inscribed in the text. This term takes
into consideration the elements of the subjective self – the self narrator and the self of
the action – and the self of an objective textual system, of the transformed self; it is
the re-inscription of the self within a textual system. Barros explains that although
‘narrator’ seems to be the most obvious term, because, inscribed in Genette’s
terminology and implying different senses from the self inscribed in discourse, it
specifies only one of its elements, i.e. the narrator identifies the locutor of
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behaviour. Echoing Gilbert and Gubar’s metaphors, Margaret Oliphant
was able to dance outside the mirror of the masculine text, developing
strategies that allowed her to create her own authority, dealing with
central feminine experiences from a feminine perspective. Não faria
paragrafo aqui
To resist the masculine model of autobiography was only the
beginning of the position of difference she assumed. In fact, she
resisted the cultural pressure to remain in silence, a bigger pressure if
she wanted to speak herself as a mother, because if the Victorian
culture tolerated and even admired the women writers that were also
mothers (Showalter 1980), it denied them the possibility of recording
their struggles and experiences as such. The representation of
experiences is conceived in different modes, like a process of
production of knowledge of the self, by means of the exploration of the
modes until then not expressed, aiming at generating alternative reports
of reality (Gray 1997), and questioning the already existing ones. The
professional experience and the maternal experience helped Margaret
Oliphant to have a wider and fuller conception of life, given the worries
she showed throughout the Autobiography, as well as in the different
circles in which she moved.
The Autobiography is a text full of paradoxes which are clearly
shown by the multiple repetitions of contrastive, concessive and
alternative conjunctions and sentence adverbials such as but, however,
notwithstanding, yet, while and perhaps. This was the stylistic form
chosen to account for her ontological and epistemological self.
Whenever she represented her feminine condition and her different

transformation, the reflexive locutor that looks back but that fails when he specifies
the elements of the subject of transformation – the self and the object.
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roles, Margaret Oliphant politicized these experiences of life, according
to the strong sense she had of herself as a woman that tried to assess,
both in real life and in fiction, the roles, sometimes contradictory, of the
feminine self in the context that involved her. To each articulation of
her perception of herself and of the world followed a gesture of
suppression. An act of self-compassion was quickly replaced by selfexplanation, in an effort to translate experience into cultural terms. If
the apparent motive given by Margaret Oliphant to write her
autobiography seems to have been the reading of George Eliot’s life,51
the real motive of her autobiographical writing is an explanation of her
art and not an act of compassion. Questioning herself whether she felt
envy or not of the status her fellow writer achieved, Margaret Oliphant
rejected this hypothesis, claiming that she had never meant to assess
George Eliot’s intellect. For her there was no possibility of elaboration
in writing, because the act of writing was as natural as breathing – it
was an act of pleasure, besides being a needed activity to feed her
family:
I have been tempted to begin writing by George Eliot’s life with that curious kind of self-compassion which one cannot get
clear of: I wonder if I am a little envious of her? I always avoid
considering formally what my own mind is worth. I have never
had any theory on the subject. I have written because it gave me
pleasure, because it came natural to me, because it was like
talking or breathing, besides the big fact that it was necessary
for me to work for my children. That, however, was not the first
motive, so that when I laugh inquiries off and say that it is my
trade, I do it only by way to elude the question which I have
neither time nor wish to enter into. (A&L: 4)

51

Margaret Oliphant referred to John Cross’s edition of the Autobiography and
Letters of George Eliot.
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Margaret Oliphant represented herself in things and in emotions
(Probyn 1993) that articulated the present and the past. Using such
images, the writer revealed herself rooted in the specificities of
maternity and of profession, exploring the representation of the
frontiers of the self within the family and the community. If the images
she created articulate the insertion in the real and the points of reference
in a wider system of the Victorian culture, raising questions about the
role of women and the modes of self-enunciation and of enunciation of
experiences by means of writing, what emerges from the articulation of
all these elements with the real is a mode of using the self as object of
interrogation and as a means of analysis of when and how this self is
positioned in the social formation (Probyn 1993).
Margaret Oliphant’s Autobiography authorizes itself in the
relation it establishes with the culturally dominant discourses. She used
interruptions and a discourse of resistance and contradiction (Gilmore
1997) as a strategy of self-representation. This is another way of
rewriting the self: to become conscious of the modes in which one is
determined and to consider alternative modes of living, demystifying
the established order of the self and paving the way towards the telling
of different stories.
The emphasis on the individual agency and on the power each
subject holds to change the structures of feeling does not deny, as
Sinfield observes (1992), the ideological construction of the world.
Freeman (1993) also argues that autobiographical narratives inevitably
happen in a circumscribed discursive space, inside a limited region of
modes of representation, a region constituted by the social world.
Looking back to the past, trying to make sense of it, Margaret Oliphant
organized her discourse within the norms dictated by the order of
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things, an order inherent to her own world. The power of social order
and of ideology derives from the mode it becomes common sense:
stories do not happen outside us, as Sinfield explains (1992). The
concepts and the systems that explain in a plausible way who we are
and how the world works are produced by ideology.
As Hall (1990, 1997) pointed out, all claims of difference are
produced by someone and have an origin: each identity is positioned in
a culture, a language, a history; it is constructed and produced within
the formations and the specific discursive practices and by specific
enunciative strategies. The integration of the professional activity into
the family and social life gives form to the Autobiography and draws
circles of identity (Mason 1980) around the author – the circle of her
close family by means of which she achieves an intimate identity, the
intermediate circle of friends and the exterior circle of her professional
life. Margaret Oliphant articulated the organization of the social
formation with personal experiences lived in that organization, showing
that men and societies do not confine to relations of power and
production, because the different structures of society are interrelated
(Williams 1979).
The Autobiography is an epistemological tool in the discovery
of the hidden sequence underneath the surface of the events in
Oliphant’s life. To become aware of unconsidered moments of
happiness, to recreate the impulses and the needs that guided her life
was all Margaret Oliphant had as a form of self-definition. Revealing
herself through writing, communicating the knowledge gained by
experience, Margaret Oliphant reclaimed the authority of the individual
experience as well as the full and unique knowledge about the self. The
subjectivity of each human being only exists to the extent that each one
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has an existence in his own phenomenological field, having,
consequently, a unique access to the experience and knowledge of
himself and of the world. But this subjectivity only becomes identity in
articulation with discourse and ideology, producing a position of
difference and authorizing experience. When experience is taken as the
origin of knowledge, the vision of the individual subject becomes the
basis of evidence on which explanation is constructed (Scott 1991).
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CHAPTER III

A Landscape of the Self

The conditions of possibility for the self

The literary life of Margaret Oliphant was always involved by
domesticity. From the early times she started writing, at her parents’
home, she had never had a room of her own. Private and social life
crossed and permeated the moments of writing and the typical
Victorian image of the conversations in the sitting-room where she
wrote and created the characters of her imagination, while her mother
sat at needlework, is remembered as follows:
I had no table even to myself, much less a room to work in, but
sat at the corner of the family table with my writing-book, with
everything going on as if I had been making a shirt instead of
writing a book. Our rooms in those days were sadly wanting in
artistic arrangement. The table was in the middle of the room,
the centre round which everybody sat with the candles or lamp
upon it. My mother sat always at needlework of some kind, and
talked to whoever might be present, and I took my share in the
conversation, going on all the same with my story, the little
groups of imaginary persons, these other talks evolving
themselves quite undisturbed. It would put me out now to have
someone sitting at the same table talking while I worked - at
least I would think it put me out, with that sort of
conventionalism which grows upon one. But up to this date,
1888, I have never been shut up in a separate room, or hedged
off with any observances. My study, all the study I have ever
attained to, is the little second drawing-room where all the
(feminine) life of the house goes on; and I don’t think I have
ever had two hours undisturbed (except at night, when
everybody is in bed) during my whole literary life. Miss Austen,
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I believe, wrote in the same way, and very much for the same
reason; but at her period the natural flow of life took another
form. The family were half ashamed to have it known that she
was not just a young lady like the others, doing her embroidery.
Mine were quite pleased to magnify me, and to be proud of my
work, but always with a hidden sense that it was an admirable
joke, and no idea that any special facilities or retirement was
necessary. My mother, I believe, would have felt her pride and
rapture much checked, almost humiliated, if she had conceived
that I stood in need of any artificial aids of that or any
description. That would at once have made the work unnatural
to her eyes, and also to mine. I think the first time I ever
secluded myself for my work was years after it had become my
profession and sole dependence - when I was living after my
widowhood in a relations’ house, and withdrew with my book
and my inkstand from the family drawing-room out of a little
conscious ill-temper which made me feel guilty,
notwithstanding that the retirement was so very justifiable.
(A&L: 23-24)
In her parents’ house, the table was elevated to the category of
an object with a great social and family importance, occupying the
centre of the room where all conversations of the family congregated.
Notwithstanding, we perceive in the quoted excerpt, Margaret
Oliphant’s high middle-class tone that established a difference in the
feelings of the author between the time she lived with her parents, in an
atmosphere of a lower social class, and the moment when she wrote
about these memories, framing them with her more immediate and
present experience, the experience of the woman who now belonged to
a higher social rank and who would thus hardly accept the social
practices that had then taken

place around the table. But more

interesting than this, is the fact that Margaret Oliphant showed an
historical sensitivity in the analysis she made of the place of writing in
the life of women writers, giving as an example Jane Austen, whose
writing showed that to write a book was as common as to sew a shirt; it
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happened around the table where the whole family met turning the act
of writing natural and not artificial. Albeit acknowledging the fact that
the feminine writing changed from Austen’s generation to hers, as far
as the intromission of the domestic realm into the professional was
concerned, Margaret Oliphant distanced herself from Austen’s
experience. Whereas for Jane Austen to write novels was not well
accepted by her family because it did not conform to the convention of
the young lady that should occupy herself with embroidery, Oliphant’s
family envisaged the activity of writing as a joke, something that
should not be taken too seriously, but that was, nevertheless, well
accepted.
Margaret Oliphant dealt with the act of writing not as the
beginning of an independent professional career, but rather as an effort
of the whole family: her mother and brother were as crucial in the role
of first readers of her work as she was as author:
I had nobody to praise me except my mother and Frank, and
their applause - well, it was delightful, it was everything in the
world - it was life, - but it did not count. They were part of me,
and I of them, and we were all in it. After a while it came to be
the custom that I should every night “read what I had written”
to them before I went to bed. They were very critical
sometimes, and I felt while I was reading whether my little
audience was with me or not, which put a good deal of
excitement into the performance. But that was all the
excitement I had. (A&L: 23)
Questioning

the autobiographical persona,

in the vast

conception of the narrative of a life and in the different feminine
experiences, Margaret Oliphant became a feminine persona of
amplitude, instead of the typical masculine Victorian persona of
certainty (Barros 1998). Insistence on the feminine life highlights her
rejection of the masculine vision of the professional career of the writer
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or even of the story of a life that, reconceived in modern times,
separated domestic life from the professional one. Despite the tensions,
Margaret Oliphant imagined the author’s authority and domesticity as
interrelated. The certainty of the masculine role and the singularity
present in masculine autobiographies gave place in the Autobiography
to a struggle between certainty and amplitude, and between singularity
and relationality. Her process of life writing reflects that struggle,
providing a mode of resisting reification and essentialism.
Margaret Oliphant reached the turning point in her career with
the success obtained by the Chronicles of Carlingford,52 together with
the publication of the biographies of the religious leader Edward Irving
and of the politician Montalambert,53 works that ensured her a
reputation as a biographer, and the flux of articles in Blackwood’s,
which gave her a certain economic tranquillity and a reputation as a
critic. However, she would be forced to take an irreversible decision
before her brother Frank’s economic hardship: to support an enlarged
family or to ensure artistic reputation:
Of course I had to face a prospect considerably changed by this
great addition to my family. I had been obliged to work pretty
hard before to meet all the too great expenses of the house. Now
four people were added to it, very small two of them, but the
others not unexpensive members of the house. I remember
taking a kind of pretence to myself that I had to think it over, to
make a great decision, to give up what hopes I might have had
of doing now my very best, and to set myself steadily to make
as much money as I could, and do the best I could for the three
boys. I think that in some pages of my old book I have put this
down with a little half-sincere attempt at a heroical attitude. I
52

The Rector and The Doctor’s Family (1863), Salem Chapel (1863, The Perpetual
Curate (1864), Miss Marjoribanks (1866) and Phoebe Junior (1876).
53
Edward Irving (1792-1834) was minister of the Kirk and was the forerunner of the
Catholic Apostolic Church; Count de Montalambert (1810-70) was an important
political figure in France, defending a Catholic liberal position.
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don’t think, however, that there was any reality in it. I never did
nor could, of course, hesitate for a moment as to what had to be
done. It had to be done, and that was enough, and there is no
doubt that it was much more congenial to me to drive on and
keep everything going, with a certain scorn of the increased
work, and metaphorical toss of my head, as if it mattered! Than
it ever would have been to labour with an artist’s fervour and
concentration to produce a masterpiece. One can’t be two things
or serve two masters. Which was God and which was mammon
in that individual case it would be hard to say, perhaps; for once
in a way mammon, meaning the money which fed my flock,
was in a kind of a poor way God, so far as the necessities of that
crisis went. And the wonder was that we did it, I cant’ tell how,
economising, I fear, very little, never knowing quite at the
beginning of the year how the ends would come together at
Christmas, always with troublesome debts and forestalling of
money earned, so that I had generally eaten up the price of a
book before it was printed, but always - thank God for it! - so
far successfully that, though always owing somebody, I never
owed anybody to any unreasonable amount or for any
unreasonable extent of time, but managed to pay everything and
do everything, to stint nothing, to give them all that was happy
and pleasant and of good report through all those dear and
blessed boyish years. I confess that it was not done in the
noblest way, with those strong efforts of self-control and
economy which some people can exercise. I could not do that,
or at least did not, but I could work. And I did work, joyfully,
with pleasure in it and in my life, sometimes with awful
moments when I did not know how I should ever pass some
dreadful corner, where the way seemed to end and the rocks to
close in: but the corner was always rounded, the road opened up
again. (A&L: 125)
This incident, where the structure of responsibility for the
family collided with artistic aspirations, has been put into evidence by
many critics, namely Sanders (1986), Peterson (1995) and Helms
(1996), and has been understood as the cultural predicament of women
writers divided between God and Mammon, serving two masters: the
spiritual, the master of the sensitive and artistic sphere, and the
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material, the literary market. Aware that she could not serve two
masters at the same time, Margaret Oliphant accepted Mammon like a
God that, under situations of great crisis and need, seemed to solve the
problems, allowing her to overcome another obstacle that seemed
without solution. Her great working capacity enabled her to follow her
path, a path she had so many times thought interdicted, overcoming
barriers, surpassing difficulties, opening the path of life.
Given the great variety of circles in which Margaret Oliphant
moved, the self of the Autobiography was forced to confront with the
aspects of the culture that were rarely faced by her contemporaries,
mainly the men whose autobiographies seemed to reveal little about the
economic deprivation, death, social duties and preparations for travels,
or even the bringing up of children, being able to freely dedicate to life
writing, with no Lucrezia to look after and to educate:
(...) yet it is a little hard sometimes not to feel with Browning’s
Andrea, that the men who have no wives, who have given
themselves up to their art, have had an almost unfair advantage
over us who have been given perhaps more than one Lucrezia to
take care of. And to feel with him that perhaps in the after-life
four square walls in New Jerusalem may be given for another
trial! (A&L: 5-6)54
Also in the letters that serve as vehicle for the production of
meanings, mentioned above, Margaret Oliphant positioned herself in
relation to the masculine authors, when she compared her art with
theirs. Establishing a difference in the quality and in the style, due to
the concerns and limitations of the domestic sphere, she emphasized

54

Margaret Oliphant referred to the text by Robert Browning ‘Andrea del Sarto’, in
which the Renascence painter lamented having been unable to produce first rank
works of art, similar to Michael Angelo’s or Raphael’s. Mentioning this text allowed
her to defend herself (A&L: 7) and to explain her incapacity to produce works
comparable to George Eliot’s.
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her position of isolation, lamenting the fact that no one was interested
in knowing whether she occupied the first or the sixth place in the
ranking of the novelists.
In a letter to the editor, Mr. Blackwood, written in March 1865,
she says:
Don’t frighten me, please, about ‘Miss Marjoribanks’. I will do
the very best I can to content you, but you make me nervous
when you talk about the first rank of novelists, &c.: nobody in
the world cares whether I am in the first or sixth. I mean I have
no one left who cares, and the world can do absolutely nothing
for me except giving me a little more money, which, Heaven
knows, I spend easily enough as it is. But all the same, I will do
my best, only please recognise the difference a little between a
man who can take the good of his reputation, if he has any, and
a poor soul who is concerned about nothing except the most
domestic and limited concerns. (A&L: 198)
A life of worries, without a minute to rest, seems to be the
pattern of Margret Oliphant’s life, who, assuming her literary minority,
did not refrain, though, from comparing the economic result of her
effort with other authors that, with less work, had always been better
rewarded:
I never could fight for a higher price or do anything but trust to
the honour of those I had to deal with. Whether this was the
reason why, though I did very well on the whole, I never did
anything like so well as others, I can’t tell, or whether it was
really inferiority on my part. Anthony Trollope must have made
at least three times as much as ever I did, and even Miss
Muloch. As for such fabulous successes as that of Mrs.
Humphrey Ward, which we poorer writers are all so
whimsically and so ruefully unable to explain, nobody thought
of them in these days. (A&L: 70)55
55

Mrs. Humphrey Ward (1851-1920), niece of Matthew Arnold, social assistant and
woman of letters during the late Victorian period, essayist for the Times and other
means of communication. A successful novelist in the intellectual circles, she pleased
Gladstone and caused hostility among the dignitaries of the Church, due to her vision
of Christianism, clearly present in the careers of her heroes.
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One of such authors was Dinah Mullock, 56 whose financial
success Margaret Oliphant envied, a success she deemed unfair
compared to Mulock’s minor talent:
‘John Halifax’, (...) the most popular of all her books, and one
which raised her at once to a high position, I will not say in
literature, but among the novel-writers of one species. She made
a spring thus quite over my head with the helping hand of my
particular friend, leaving me a little rueful, - I did not at all
understand the means nor think very highly of the work, which
is a thing that has happened several times, I fear, in my
experience. Success as measured by money never came to my
share. Miss Muloch in this way attained more with a few books,
and these of very thin quality, than I with my many. I don’t
know why. I don’t pretend to think that it was because of their
superior quality. (A&L: 83-84)
Another was Trollope. In a letter to her nephew, Frank Wilson,
of May 1876, there was a mixture of admiration when she mentioned
Trollope – an admiration that had not been revealed in relation to Dinah
Mullock – and envy:
The systematic way in which Mr. Trollope grinds out his work
is very funny. It must have answered, however, for he seems
extremely comfortable; keeps a homely brougham, rides in the
Park, &c. I envy and admire, and wonder if daily bread is all I
shall ever be able to manage, and whether I shall have to go on
in the same treadmill all my life, - I suppose so. (A&L: 258)
Margaret Oliphant felt excluded from all the domestic and
professional advantages given to her fellow writers, both masculine and
feminine, whose sense of development and professional glorification
could be measured when they achieved such public objectives as safe
56

Dinah Mulock - Margaret Oliphant wrote Muloch – was a novelist, essayist, poet
and a prolific translator of children’s books. She authored John Halifax, A Gentleman
(1864), a morality of Victorian middle class.
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editorial positions or when, due to good acquaintances, they achieved
success and could write about what they liked. In a letter to Mr.
Blackwood, written in 1868, Margaret Oliphant admitted her clear and
harsh position regarding such benefits:
It is very disheartening that the writers who talk about all the
rubbish that is published should let the best efforts of one’s life
fall flat without a word. I don’t understand it, unless it is that
under the present system only those who have connections in
the critical world get any notice. One must bear it, of course,
along with one’s burdens. I hope at least that this silence will
not occasion any loss to you. (A&L: 219)
In 1880, however, Margaret Oliphant seemed to yield to the
laws of the market and asked for an editorial position, stressing both the
burden of her economic difficulties - having to negotiate monetary
advances for her works as if it were a business - and the domestic
decisions, which were traditionally masculine prerogatives but that
were given to her on account of the circumstances:
I wonder if you, who are in the world and hear of everything
that is going on, think it at all possible that I could get
something to do of a permanent character, which would relieve
me a little from the necessity of perpetual writing. I don’t mean
to say that I am tired of writing or that it exhausts me, or that I
don’t like it better than any other occupation, for these
assertions would not be true. But as I am growing old I have
more and more desire for a regular quarter day, a regular
occupation, and so much money certainly coming in.
(…) This is where men have such a huge advantage over us,
that they have generally something besides their writing to fall
back upon for mere bread and butter. I think if I had enough of
steady income to justify me in getting a small house in town, I
should be thankful - but at least for the steady income I should
be thankful anyhow. (A&L: 291-292)
To follow the same hard and monotonous work, with no
financial compensations, seems to have been a constant in Margaret
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Oliphant’s life a life that enabled her to yearn for fame with Chronicles
of Carlingford, making her almost a popularity of literature (A&L: 70).
The Chronicles, already forgotten by 1894, were very well accepted
when they were published, namely Salem Chapel, which caused a
certain commotion (A&L: 84). They were
(...) a series pretty well forgotten now, which made a
considerable stir at the time, and almost made me one of the
popularities of literature. Almost, never quite, though ‘Salem
Chapel’ really went very near it, I believe. I sat up nearly all
night in a passion of composition, stirred to the very bottom of
my mind. The story was successful, and my fortune,
comparatively speaking, was made. It has never been very
much, never anything like what many of my contemporaries
attained, and yet I have done very well for a woman, and a
friendless woman with no one to make the best of me, and quite
unable to do that for myself. (A&L: 70)
Attention must be paid to the adjunct of proximity ‘almost’,
which bears witness to Margaret Oliphant’s consciousness that having
been so close to fame and success these had never been what she had
longed for. After this tone of lament and appreciation of herself as a
woman without friends, who had never had any help (A&L: 129),
despite having been awarded a stipend of one hundred pounds in 1868
by Queen Victoria (A&L: 220), she used the conjunction of contrast to
position herself in the literary scene as someone that, in spite of
everything, achieved more than could have been expected from a
Victorian woman.
The independence of the woman, regardless of her economic
efforts and anxieties, the search for the well being of the family in
exchange of hard work and the interdependence of the private and
professional realms were the patterns of her life. The economic needs
she had after becoming a widow, together with her fierce will to
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succeed, led to the writing of her great work: the Chronicles of
Carlingford. After a less successful meeting with her editors, Margaret
Oliphant took the decision to write a story that became the first
chronicle, ‘The Executor’:
They shook their heads of course, and thought it would not be
possible to take such a story, - both very kind and truly sorry for
me, I have no doubt. I think I see their figures now against the
light, standing up, John with his shoulders hunched up, the
Major with his soldierly air, and myself all blackness and
whiteness in my widow’s dress, taking leave of them as if it
didn’t matter, and oh! so much afraid that they would see the
tears in my eyes. I went home to my little ones, running to the
door to meet me with “flichterin’ noise and glee”; and that
night, as soon as I had got them all to bed, I sat down and wrote
a story which I think was something about a lawyer, John
Brownlow, and which formed the first of the Carlingford series.
(A&L: 70)
The black and white of her widow’s dress, colours that
symbolize despair and hope, sum up the life of anxiety, of work and of
happiness that always characterized the different moments of her life
story:
I must add that I never had any help from outside. I never
received so much as a legacy in my life. My publishers were
good and kind in the way of making me advances, without
which I could not have got on; but they were never - probably
because of these advances, and of my constant need and
inability, both by circumstances and nature, to struggle over
prices - very lavish in payment. Still, I made on the whole a
large income - and spent it. Taking no thought of the morrow.
Yes, taking a great deal of thought of the morrow in the way of
constant work and constant undertaking of whatever kind of
work came to my hand. But, indeed, I do not defend myself. It
would have been better if I could have added the grace of thrift,
which is said to be the inheritance of the Scot, to the faculty of
work. I feel that I leave a very bad lesson behind me; but I am
afraid that the immense relief of getting over a crisis gave a
kind of reflected enjoyment to the trouble between, and that
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these alternations of anxiety and deliverance were more
congenial than the steady monotony of self-denial, not to say
that the still better kind of self-denial which should have made a
truer artist than myself pursue the higher objects of art, instead
of the mere necessities of living, was wanting too. I pay the
penalty in that I shall not leave anything behind me that will
live. What does it matter? Nothing at all now - never anything
to speak of. (A&L: 129-130)
Margaret Oliphant was convinced that her literary legacy would
not remain in people’s memory. She knew that she was anxious by
nature and that she did not feel the monotony of self-denial of the good
moments of life, a quality of the truer artists than herself that made
them create great works of art, disregarding the simple needs of life.
While complaining against the burden of responsibility, she
congratulated herself for being a free woman, in spite of her infinite
labour:
I used to be intensely impressed in the Laurence Oliphants with
that curious freedom from human ties which I have never
known; and that they felt it possible to make up their minds to
do what was best, without any sort of arrière pensée, without
having to consider whether they could or not. Curious freedom!
I have never known what it was. I have always had to think of
other people, and to plan everything – for my own pleasure, it is
true, very often, but always in subjection to the necessity which
bound me to them. On the whole, I have had a great deal of my
own way, and have insisted upon getting what I wished, but
only at the cost of infinite labour, and of carrying a whole little
world with me whenever I moved. I have not been able to rest,
to please myself, to take the pleasures that have come in my
way, but have always been forced to go on without a pause.
When my poor brother’s family fell upon my hands, and
especially when there was question of Frank’s education, I
remember that I said to myself, having then perhaps a little
stirring of ambition, that I must make up my mind to think no
more of that, and that to bring up the boys for the service of
God was better than to write a fine novel, supposing even that it
was in me to do so. Alas! The work has been done; the
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education is over; my good Frank, my steady, good boy, is
dead. It seemed rather a fine thing to make that resolution
(though in reality I had no choice); but now I think that if I had
taken the other way, which seemed the less noble, it might have
been better for all of us. I might have done better work. I should
in all probability have earned nearly as much for half the
production had I done less; and I might have had the satisfaction
of knowing that there was something laid up for them and for
my old age; while they might have learned habits of work which
now seem beyond recall. Who can tell? I did with much labour
what I thought the best, and there is only a might have been on
the other side. (A&L: 6)
Knowing that she had always had a great responsibility on her
shoulders, that never, unlike the Oliphants,57 had she been free from all
the affective circumstances, from what she called the human bonds,
Margaret Oliphant softened this lack of freedom imposed by family
duties to congratulate herself with the fact that she was an independent
woman, who, alone and due to hard work, managed to keep the world
going around her.
Margaret Oliphant considered the different possible scenarios in
which her life might have developed, had she decided to take other
decisions than looking after her large family. She politicized the
experiences she had had, claiming that she would have won almost as
much had she produced less, because the quality of her work would
have been better and, consequently, she would have ensured a better
economic situation for her family and for her old age. She questioned,
57

There is no record that links this family with Margaret Oliphant’s. She met the
namesake Laurence Oliphant at the House of Commons, where he was a MP. He was
known as a skeptical philosopher and a spiritual idealist, having been a lawyer, a
writer of travelogues and a diplomat. In 1867 he left everything behind and went to
USA to work among a religious community. By then, already a friend of Margaret
Oliphant, he got married and founded a Zionist community. In the biography
Margaret Oliphant wrote of him and his wife Alice, describing him as an eccentric
that had always profited from everything his travels allowed him to.
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for example, her decision to provide for the upbringing of her nephew,
and the time she did not have to bring her children up under the rules of
sobriety and work.
The construction of the self in the family circle
The fictional aspect is part of the composition of meanings right
from the beginning of the narrative, giving the reader the exact notion
that the text he is about to read is not a faithful and true report of
events, but rather a fiction. From telling the truth about the events,
Margaret Oliphant changed the emphasis to telling the truth:
Here, then, for a little try at the autobiography. I ought to be
doing some work, getting on a little in advance for to-morrow,
which gives a special zest to doing nothing: to doing what has
no need to be done - and Sunday evenings have always been a
time to fantasticare, to do what one pleased; and I have dropped
out of the letter I used to do on these occasions, having - which,
by the way, is a little sad when one comes to think of it - no one
to write to, of anything that is beneath the surface. Curious! I
had scarcely realised it before. (A&L: 8)
After so many years writing fiction, Margaret Oliphant decided
to write about the facts of her past, as well as about a diversity of
experiences representative of attitudes, values, conflicts and operative
tensions in Victorian culture, especially the ones representative of the
demands made to women with professional careers and domestic
responsibilities.
When writing about the past, memory plays an important role as
an epistemological and political tool. Refusing to be the source of truth,
the time of the autobiographical writing is a time of fantasy of a woman
used to writing fiction:
But the little incident remains to me, as so many scenes in my
early life do, like a picture suffused with a soft delightful light
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(...) perhaps if I were not a novelist addicted to describing such
scenes, I might not remember it after - how long? Forty-one
years. (A&L: 15)
In England, according to Shumaker (1954), the subjective
emphasis of autobiography connects with the development of the novel
from the nineteenth century century onwards, since until then
autobiography had been considered a report of the great deeds, of the
res gestae. To write in a fragmentary and fragmented way, product of
the work of memory over consciousness, constitutes the meaning and
the pattern of the life of a woman divided between the social, cultural,
professional, religious, political and domestic spheres. The figure of
fragmentation (Grossberg 1996) emphasizes the multiplicity of
identities and positions within an apparent identity. In fact, the different
projections of the self are the modes the autobiographer finds to express
herself. This concrete, particular and lived identity is, thus, understood
as a deconstructed and reconstructed unit, as something contradictory,
constituted by partial fragments. Refusing to be the source of truth and
of authority in the text, Margaret Oliphant recurrently used the verb ‘to
remember’ as a way of framing her autobiography in an experience of
writing that was not true and authentic self-representation, but rather
pictures and dreams (A&L: 38, 96) and hence more easily identifiable
with a fictional narrative, constructed on vague remembrances that are
kept in memory (A&L: 25-26, 50).

The parents and the brothers

It is mainly in the representation of her personal life that the
study of memory achieves greater relevance, because when Margaret
Oliphant recollected some episodes from her childhood and
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adolescence they “are like pictures to which the meaning, naturally, is
put long afterwards” (A&L: 11). These reminiscences, as well as some
incidents from her early life, are “like a picture suffused with a soft
delightful light” (A&L: 15). The enunciation of a diffuse memory is an
epistemological position: what we are dealing with is not the fact that
she does not effectively remember this phase of her life, but rather with
a position of refusal to write her autobiography in a linear form, very
much like the formal paradigms afore mentioned. Being a novelist
before being an autobiographer helped Margaret Oliphant when she
narrated her life, because the figures she created through discourse,
including herself, are figures of the imagination. In a letter to the editor
written in 1866, she actually referred to herself as if she were the
eponymous heroine of Miss Marjoribanks - Lucilla Marjoribanks:
It is the sad fate of gifted women in general never to be
appreciated. For my own part, I think my poor dear heroine
always had a very good heart, and though it was silly of her to
like Tom, still we never set up for inhuman consistency, neither
Lucilla nor I. (A&L: 210)
Margaret Oliphant, her mother, Margaret Wilson, and all of her
feminine characters had a human consistency. The feminine characters
are always very strong women with an unrivalled power of decision
that try to get hold of their destiny in their own hands. They are
intelligent, efficient, vital and articulated women, with a practical mind
and good organization capacity. Her mother, her friend Jane Carlyle
and Margaret Oliphant herself, like the feminine characters of the
Chronicles and of some other novels like Kirsteen, for example, are
dissident subjectivities within the conventional panorama and the
dominant discourse.The masculine figures, on the contrary, either in the
novels or in real life, were always weak, - as it is clear in the
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representation she made of her father, brothers, and husband and even
of her sons. They all had doubts about their vocation and profession, or
were simply absent even if present physically.
The mother – Margaret Oliphant Wilson
Her mother “was of the old type of Scotch mothers, not
demonstrative, not caressing” (A&L: 11). She was a very strong figure
to whom Margaret Oliphant was a kind of idol from birth (A&L: 11/12)
and also highly influential in her daughter’s life. This construction
helped politicize the fictionalization Margaret Oliphant made of herself
as a mother and as a woman, as she used her mother as a strategy of
self-representation:
My clothes were all made by her tender hands, finer and more
beautifully worked than ever child’s clothes were; my under
garments fine linen and trimmed with little delicate laces, to the
end that there might be nothing coarse, nothing less than
exquisite, about me; that I might grow up with all the delicacies
of a woman’ ideal child. But she was quick in temper
notwithstanding this, and she was very far from spoiling me. I
was not petted nor called by sweet names. But I know now that
my mere name meant everything to her. I was her Maggie –
what more could mortal speech find to say? How little one
realises the character or individuality of those who are most
near and dear. It is with difficulty even now that I can analyse
or make a character of her. She herself was there, not any type
or variety of humankind. (A&L: 11-12)
Her mother’s role was a reflection of the image Margaret
Oliphant wanted to create for herself in the relation with her children,
mainly with her daughter Maggie:
My mother was all in all. How she kept everything going, and
comfortably going, on the small income she had to administer, I
can’t tell; it seems like a miracle, though of course we lived in
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the utmost obscurity and simplicity, she herself doing the great
part of all that was done in the house. I was the child of her age
- not her old age, but the sentiment was the same. She had lost
three children one after another - one girl about whom I used to
make all sorts of dream-romances, to the purport that Isabella
had never died at all, and was brought back in this or that
miraculous way to make my mother and myself supremely
happy. I was born after that period of misery, and brought back
life to my mother’s heart. (A&L: 11)
The similarity of experiences is clear: like her mother, Margaret
Oliphant was the pillar of her family, making whatever she could to
provide for a pleasant quotidian, despite the economic difficulties, and
she also gave birth to a daughter whom she called Maggie, as her
mother had called her. Maggie was her idol, as she had been her
mother’s. Like the mother, she also lost three children, which led her to
question God’s will. With Maggie’s death, in particular, we are
confronted with a grief stricken mother who did not accept such event,
in spite of considering it part of life. The expression of pain against
God’s will is present in the original manuscript edited by Elizabeth Jay
but omitted from the 1899 edition. The anger and the verbalized pain
questioned both Faith and God, two core elements of Victorian culture:
Where are you, oh my child, my child. I have tried to follow her
in imagination, to think of her delight and surprise when from
the fever, wandering and languor of her bed she came suddenly
into the company of angels and the presence of the Lord. But
then, the child was but a child and death is but a natural event; it
changed her surroundings, her capabilities, but it could not
change the little living soul. Did she not stop short there and
say, ‘Where is Mamma?’ did not the separation overwhelm her?
This thought of very desolation. Did she not think of the sad
horror, the heart that was breaking for her? God knows. All this
is fanciful, perhaps wrong, but I cannot help it. (A: 7)
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But this is not the only strategy of self-representation. She also
compared herself to her mother in physical terms, this time by contrast.
Her mother, taller than her, but not as stout (A&L: 12), was a
determining figure in the personality and development of Margaret
Oliphant, in terms of reading tastes or in terms of ideological and social
position. Margaret Oliphant also represented herself as an influential
figure in the upbringing and tastes of her sons:
She had read everything she could lay hands upon all her life,
and was fond of quoting Pope, so that we used to call her
Popish in afterdays when I knew what Popish in this sense
meant. She had entered into everything that was passing all her
life with the warmest energy and animation, as was her nature;
was Radical and democratic and the highest of aristocrats all in
one. She had a very high idea, founded on I have never quite
known what, of the importance of the Oliphant family, so that I
was brought up with the sense of belonging (by her side) to an
old, chivalrous, impoverished race. I have never got rid of the
prejudice, though I don’t think our branch of the Oliphants was
much to brag of. I would not, however, do anything to dispel the
delusion, if it is one, for my mother’s sake, who held it stoutly
and without a doubt. (A&L: 13)
The representation of her mother as a Radical and a democrat,
with aristocratic roots, explains her own personality, the personality of
a woman that declared several times being a Radical (A&L: 10, 185)
longing for an aristocratic way of life. The assumption of an ideology
and of a Radical philosophy together with aristocratic aspirations
reveals the different and conflicting experiences this woman had, hence
repeating the image of a self torn into two. This image of conflict is
given in a last reference to her mother, in which Margaret Oliphant
assumed, through the pain she felt with the loss of her loved ones, the
duality of being a daughter and a mother. This is the moment when the
figure of her mother disappears to give place to Margaret Oliphant’s
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role as a mother. This is the moment when she freed herself from the
maternal influence to become the matriarchal model:
Within a few months after, my little Marjorie, my second child,
died on 8th February; and then with deep shame and anguish I
felt what I suppose was another wretched limit of my nature.
My dearest mother, who had been everything to me all my life,
and to whom I was everything; the companion, friend,
counsellor, minstrel, story-teller, with whom I had never wanted
for constant interest, entertainment, and fellowship, - did not
give me, when she died, a pang so deep as the loss of the little
helpless baby, eight months old. I miss my mother till this
moment when I am nearly as old as she was (sixty, 10th June
1888); I think instinctively still of asking her something,
referring to her for information, and I dream constantly of being
a girl with her at home. But at that moment her loss was nothing
to me in comparison with the loss of my little child. (A&L: 3233)
Her mother was an important part in the making of Margaret
Oliphant’s identity. Describing her mother, Margaret Oliphant was
describing the path of her life:
I understand the Carlyles, both he and she, by means of my
mother as few people appear able to do. She had Mrs. Carlyle’s
wonderful gift of narrative, and she possessed in perfection that
dangerous facility of sarcasm and stinging speech which Sir
Walter attributed to Queen Mary. Though her kindness was
inexhaustible and her love boundless yet she cud drive her
opponent of the moment half frantic with half-a-dozen words,
and cut to the quack with a flying phrase. On the other side,
there was absolutely nothing that shoe would not have done or
endured for her own; and no appeal to her generosity was ever
made in vain. She was a poor woman all her life, but her instinct
was always to give. ((A&L: 13-14).
The maternal figure is recurrent in the Autobiography. Years
after the death of her mother, in a visit to Thomas Carlyle to talk about
the biography of Irving, she became friend of Jane Welsh Carlyle, who
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reminded her of her mother, mainly in her role of storyteller, a
characteristic that can also be applied to Margaret Oliphant:
When we set off together she began by asking me if I did not
come from East Lothian; she had recognised many things in my
books which could only come from that district. I had to
answer, as I have done on various occasions, that my mother
had lived for years in East Lothian, and that I had been so
constantly with her that I could never tell whether it was I
myself who remembered things or she. This made us friends on
the moment; for she too had had a mother, whom, however, she
did not regard with all the respect I had for mine. What warmed
my heart to her was that she was in many things like my
mother; not outwardly, for my mother was a fair radiant woman
with a beautiful complexion, and Mrs. Carlyle was very dark,
with a darkness which was, however, more her meagreness and
the wearing of her eager spirit than from nature, or, at least, so I
thought, - but in her wonderful talk, the power of narration
which I never heard equalled except in my mother, the flashes
of keen wit and sarcasm, occasionally even a little sharpness,
and always the modifying sense of humour under all. (A&L: 7879)
If, on the one hand, we are able to perceive in the representation
of the mother how Margaret Oliphant wanted to represent herself as a
daughter, as a woman and as a mother, on the other hand, when she
represented the men of her family, the images she created were not as
detailed: she clearly refused to represent them as predominant figures.
It is quite obvious the way Margaret Oliphant omitted from the
narrative almost everything that connected with these figures, in a
remarkable discursive evasion,58 creating what Merryn Williams (1997)
has called ‘the black holes in the Autobiography’59.
58

John Stuart Mill also hid and omitted information concerning his family in his
Autobiography. He mentioned his brothers and sisters but never his mother and his
father, although he discussed and dissected many of his father’s philosophical
theories, under whose educational influence the text was built. If the death of brothers
Henry and James and the departure of George to India had no intellectual influence on
him and were thus kept in silence, the absence of his mother is unexplainable.
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In fact, as Margaret Oliphant acknowledged in a letter to Isabel
Blackwood in October 1861:
(…) the reason why, as you say, I give softness to men rather
than to women is simply because the men of a woman’s writing
are always shadowy individuals, and it is only members of our
own sex that we can fully bring out, bad and good. Even George
Eliot is feeble in her men, and I recognise the disadvantage
under which we all work in this respect. Sometimes we don’t
know sufficiently to make the outline sharp and clear;
sometimes we know well enough, but dare not betray our
knowledge one way or other: the result is that the men in a
woman’s book are always washed in, in secondary colours. The
same want of anatomical knowledge and precision must, I
imagine, preclude a woman from ever being a great painter; and
if one makes the necessary study one loses more than one gains.
(A&L: 178)
The omission of strong masculine figures, in her work and in
other women novelists’, is explained by a lack of knowledge or shyness
in drawing them with strong colours and traces and some reluctance to
attribute a relevant role to them. This practice can be understood, on the
one hand, as an attitude conforming to the dominant cultural parameters
that, denying women access to the sphere of masculinity, deprived
them of knowledge about the issue, but, on the other hand, this was a
political position: to refuse to construct strong masculine figures
because what was interesting was the landscapes of women and their
everyday cultural practices.

However, it is crystal clear that this Autobiography answers to the need to publicly
expose philosophical principles and more important than that his intellectual
conversion. The image Mill wanted to portray of the real John Stuart Mill was not
connected with childhood, or travels or relationships, because he was a thinker that
lived inside his opinions, inside the activity of his mind. It is therefore strange that the
intellectual development, the acquisition of knowledge, the growth and the change of
his convictions were presented as the core of his Autobiography.
59
‘The Black Holes in the Autobiography’: title of a paper read at the celebration of
Margaret Oliphant’s death centenary, in Oxford, September 1997.

116

The Autobiography of Margaret Oliphant. The Story of a Woman, a Landscape of the Self

The father – Francis Wilson

Qualifying all reminiscences as a phantasmagoria (A&L: 11),
Margaret Oliphant used an epistemological form to represent the
family. The father and the brothers were represented as not very
important people in her life. The father had no real existence in her life:
he was someone she recalled vaguely, an absent, dim and distant figure
that could not be disturbed when at home: “I had to be very quiet in the
evenings when he as at home, not to disturb him; and he took no
particular notice of me or of any of us” (A&L: 11). A figure that did not
like to welcome people at home, had horror to strangers (A&L: 22) and
that sat, in a passive attitude, reading the newspaper, not perceiving
much. (A&L: 31).
The brothers –Frank and William (Willie)
In the representation of her brothers, M. Oliphant showed her
maternal attitude and discourse, constantly using the adjective ‘poor’
when addressing them, which is, in my opinion,

a form of

condescension, patronizing and motherly care. They were weak,
dependent on the feminine figures, on their mother and later on her. We
cannot forget that she welcomed the widowed Frank and his children in
her house, having taken care of her nephews’ upbringing.
Willie

had

always

been

under

Margaret

Oliphant’s

responsibility, despite being ten years older. During the sojourn in
London, where he had been sent to study at the English Presbyterian
College, she had to go and stay with him for the last term, in order to
keep him away from drinking and gambling (A&L: 18-19).Iit was
during this period that Margaret met a cousin, Frank Oliphant, whom
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she would marry later. In London, Willie tried the religious ministry of
the Kirk, a place he only occupied for eighteen months before he fell
into alcoholism again: withdrawn from the Kirk he lived with his
parents and sister and copied her manuscripts.60
The relationship between them had always been based on her
worry for his void life, a worry that Margaret also felt over her
children.
The husband – Frank Oliphant

Similarly to what she had done with her father and brothers, the
representation Margaret Oliphant made of her husband, a cousin of hers
called Frank Oliphant, a craftsman of stained glass and a painter, was
rather diffuse and sparing in words. In fact, once again the masculine
figure was left aside.61 The affectionate bonds of matrimony seem to be
absent from the landscape of her emotions and feelings, as she left
much to explain in the relationship between herself and her husband.
She refused to explain the reason why she did not accept to marry
Frank the first time he proposed. This refusal is, in my opinion, a form
60

In some of Margaret Oliphant’s biographies, by Vineta and Robert Colby, or by
Merryn Williams, for example, and in as for today most comprehensive bibliography
by John Stock Clarke, we can read that some of the novels have been attributed to her
brother: John Drayton (1851), Ailieford, A Family History (1853) e Christian Melville
(1856). All these novels were published anonymously but Merryn Williams (1986)
explains that after Willie returned home, where his mother thought he would be more
easily controlled, Margaret Oliphant asked him to write a clean copy of some of her
novels, awarding him part of her benefits. She reckoned that doing this, he would feel
useful and more responsible. Hence, the books that are attributed to him seem to have
been only copied from his sisters’ manuscripts.
61
Margaret Oliphant never represented herself as a wife; we know of her concern
with Frank when they travelled to Italy, due to his health and later of her indignation
grounded on Frank’s omission about the gravity of his illness. Merryn Williams
(1986) calls our attention to the fact that there are no known letters between the
couple. The only one she found was dated from 1852 from Margaret Oliphant to
Frank.
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of politicizing an experience that seems to have been everything but
happy:
When Frank made me the extraordinary proposal for which I
was totally unprepared, that we should, as he said, build up the
old Drumthwacket together, my only answer was an alarmed
negative, the idea never having entered my mind. But in six
months or so things changed. It is not a matter into which I can
enter here. (A&L: 28)62
It is interesting to notice that what Margaret Oliphant defended
as being important in an autobiography – the human story in all its
chapters – seems to make sense only when she represented maternity
and not marriage.

She referred to the day of her marriage in a short

sentence: “we were married in Birkenhead on the 4th May 1852” (A&L
31) and the little we know about it is that it was from the beginning
marked by the interference of the professional sphere, because on the
day of the ceremony Margaret Oliphant received the proof reading of
one of her novels: Katie Stewart.
Margaret Oliphant was introduced to the artistic life of London
by her husband, a life that did not please her much as it did not have
anyone exceptional that fulfilled her artistic expectations and wish for
social ascension. Notwithstanding, from those times she remembered
some authors and artists like the painters George Lance and Alexander
Johnstone; writers like the Hall family and the Howitts and women
artists like the painter Rosa Bonheur, the actress Charlotte Cushman
and the novelist Dinah Mulock:
62

Building up the old Drumthwacket together is, according to Peterson (1999), an
allusion to the way Frank conceived the Wilson-Oliphant union, like many marriages
among the artists in the beginning of the 19th century – an arranged marriage aiming
at creating a family dynasty. This argument makes sense to the extent that Margaret
Oliphant tried to initiate Cecco in the art of writing. Cecco published some critical
reviews in the Spectator, having also published in 1892, together with his mother, The
Victorian Age of English Literature.
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The glimpse of society I had during my married life in London
was not of a very elevating kind; or perhaps I – with my shyness
and complete unacquaintance with the ways of people who gave
parties and paid incessant visits – was only unable to take any
pleasure in it, or get beyond the outside petty view, and the
same strange disappointment and disillusion with which the
pictures and the stage had filled me, bringing down my
ridiculous impossible ideal to the ground. I have tried to
illustrate my youthful feelings about several times in words. I
had expected everything that was superlative, – beautiful
conversation, all about books and the finest subjects, great
people whose notice would be an honour, poets and painters,
and all the sympathy of congenial minds, and the feast of reason
and the flow of soul. But it is needless to say I found none of
these things. We went ‘out’, not very often, to parties where
there was always a good deal of the literary element, but of a
small kind, and where I found everything very commonplace
and poor, not at all what I expected. I never did myself any
justice, as certain little lion-hunter, a Jewish patroness of the
arts, who lived somewhere in the region about Harley Street,
said. That is to say, I got as quickly as I could into a corner and
stood there, rather wistfully wishing to know people, but not
venturing to make any approach, waiting till some one should
speak to me: which much exasperated my aspiring hostess, who
had picked me up as a new novelist, and meant me to help to
amuse her guests, which I had not the least idea to do. (A&L:
33-34)63
When we read the description of an evening with their circle of
friends, we understand that Margaret Oliphant was picturing a typical
Victorian scene: women (young wives or mothers) were doing their
embroideries, chatting, whereas men debated serious themes, namely
discussing and analysing a painting. We have to notice not only how
Margaret Oliphant represented women in that circle, as wives and
mothers, but also how she left aside her professional role. These
63

Margaret Oliphant, like Barbara Lake, a young singer in Miss Marjoribanks, is
invited to someone’s house in order to entertain the guests and, like the character,
hides in a corner, feeling that that was not her place.
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moments when friends paid visits with no formal invitation were much
more agreeable to her than those to which she was invited, where she
felt an object to be used:
What I liked best in the way of society was when we went out
occasionally quite late in the evening, Frank and I, after he had
left off work in his studio, and went to the house of another
painter uninvited, unexpected, always welcome, - I with my
work. (…) We women talked below of our subjects, as young
wives and young mothers do - with a little needlework and a
little gossip. The men above smoked and talked their subjects,
investigating the picture of the moment, going over it with
advice and criticism; no doubt giving each other their opinions
of other artists and other pictures too. And then we supped,
frugally, cheerfully, and if there was anything of importance in
the studio the wives went up to look at it, or see what progress it
had made since the last time, after supper. (A&L: 39-40)
More agreeable than anything else were the moments she
recollected of a traditional family scene:
When I look back upon my life, among the happy moments
which I can recollect is one which is so curiously common and
homely, with nothing in it, that it is strange even to record such
a recollection, and yet it embodied more happiness to me than
almost any real occasion as might be supposed for happiness. It
was the moment after dinner when I used to run upstairs to see
that all was well in the nursery, and then to turn into my room
on my way down again to wash my hands, as I had a way of
doing before I took up my evening work, which was generally
needlework, something to make for the children. My bedroom
had three windows in it, one looking out upon the gardens I
have mentioned, the other two into the road. It was light enough
with the lamplight outside for all I wanted. I can see it now, the
glimmer of the outside lights, the room dark, the faint reflection
in the glasses, and my heart full of joy and peace - for what? for nothing - that there was no harm anywhere, the children well
above stairs and their father below. I had few of the pleasures of
society, no gaiety at all. I was eight-and-twenty, going
downstairs as light as a feather, to the little frock I was making.
My husband also gone back for an hour or two after dinner to
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his work, and well – and the bairnies well I can feel now the
sensation of that sweet calm and ease and peace.
I have always said it is in these unconsidered moments that
happiness is - not in things or events that may be supposed to
cause it. (A&L: 44-45)
In these typical family moments, these unconsidered moments
of happiness that recorded a moment with no tension, Margaret
Oliphant did not privilege domesticity or maternity to the literary and
the professional life. In a house that combined the working room with a
sleeping room and rooms for the children, these moments gave her
more pleasure in the peaceful sensation they transmitted.

The children - Margaret (Maggie), Cyril (Tiddy) and Francis
Raymond (Cecco)

The Autobiography develops to a great extent on the struggle
Margaret Oliphant entailed to understand the failure of her maternal
efforts. If it was easy for her to explain the reasons for her failure as a
writer, what did she have to say about her failure as a mother? This is a
question that underlies the whole narrative texture and that becomes a
core epistemological one. We know that she started to write her
Autobiography in a time when none of her boys had a stable career, but
half way in the narrative the reader is faced with a motherless artist, a
fact that changes the tone of the narrative.
Of Maggie we only know what the mother felt in her absence,
when the child died. The enunciation of the maternal pain due to the
loss of her daughter mixes with theological doubts, in a discourse
marked by the tension between the dominant religious truth and the
anxiety of a mother to understand it. Margaret Oliphant questioned the
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theological principles of pain as a source of redemption and happiness,
creating a tense duality in the writing. As I have already explained, the
passages that reveal such duality were withdrawn by the editors of the
1899 edition and recovered by Jay in 1990. These passages do, indeed,
call into question God’s omnipotence, as well as the fairness of His
decisions, interrogations that in the religious and theological Victorian
panorama had to be banished from discourse:
He does not grieve willingly not afflict the children of men;
from all this I must believe He had a reason. What reason? I
cannot tell. I cannot imagine. My misery makes my heart harder
than softer: I grudge and wonder at the happiness of others. I am
not the better for my grief. Still I know this is the trial of my
faith. God knows, though I do not, God demands of me this
proof of trust in him. Oh Father Almighty. I strive against thee.
I reproach thee, I do not submit, but my reasons and my heart
alike confess that thou must know thine own purpose best. That
thou canst not have sent without a reason a calamity so terrible,
that somehow it must be well. Maggie, my darling, though you
are but a child, you know better than your poor mother. Oh if I
could but see you, could but hear of you, only for a moment.
My heart yearns for sight rather than faith. But vain, vain are all
the yearnings of the heart. It is not yet six weeks that she has
gone from me and already new habits, new arrangements are
rising over the vacant place. The place that has known her
knows her no more and I must go though my darling has
stopped short in the way. I cannot stop and go further. I must go
on to places. Among people who know not of her, the awful
routine of life has commenced again. I have no longer any
power of revival, any new hope to rise in my heart. That does
not matter. I must go on. I must endure. It is the lot God has
appointed me, and as this hard lot cannot come wantonly or by
chance, there is but one alternative. It must be well. He knows
his own reasons. This is the trial of your faith which is more
precious than gold that perished. I cannot help thinking
sometimes if from that sick-bed He had raised her up again to
life and strength how much good it would have done me, how
thankful, how humble, how pitiful I would have been in my
great joy - so it appears to me. If I could have filled up that
grave which was waiting for her with any sacrifice, my own
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health, my powers such as they are, any, the most costly
offering. If I could have kept her still and worked for her and
her brothers, not easily and with credit as I do now, but tilling
with my hands in poverty and care. Oh how I should have
welcomed the alternative. But God gave me no alternative, not
even time to be familiar with the thought. (A: 8-9)
After her daughter’s death in 1864, Margaret Oliphant revolted
before the will of God, although she was well aware that she had to
keep on living, since she had no other choice. The feelings of revolt
made her evaluate the whole theological and spiritual universe, besides
being a moment of great emotion where the whole affective meaning
was transferred to her daughter’s death and to her wish of self-sacrifice.
This ontological moment of emotions and affections is politicized by
another one: the experience of abandonment and of utter solitude, of
having to bear all the burdens. It entails an act of compassion which led
her, for the first time in the narrative, to use the expression “I am
alone”, the same expression that she would use once again to close the
Autobiography. This is the solitude of a mother and of a woman that
had no one with whom to share her fortunes and misfortunes:
The world is changed, and my life is darkened; and all that I can
do is to take desperate hold of this one certainty, that God
cannot have done it without reason. I can get no farther.
Sometime such a longing comes upon me to go and seek
somebody, as I used to go to Frank to the studio in the old
times. But I have nobody now; my friends are very sorry for
me; but there is nobody in the world who has a right to share
my grief, to whom my grief belongs, as it does to myself - and
that is what one longs for. Sympathy is sweet, but sympathy is
for lighter troubles. When it is grief that rends one asunder,
one’s longing is for the other - the only other whose heart is rent
asunder by the same stroke. For me, I have all the burden to
bear myself. My brother Frank writes very kindly, speaking as
if it were his sorrow too; but oh, do I do know he will go back
among his unbroken family, and feel all the more glad in his
heart for the contrast of my affliction, and thank God the more!
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I don’t blame him. I would, perhaps, have done the same. Here
is the end of all. I am alone. I am a woman. I have nobody to
stand between me and the roughest edge of grief. All the terrible
details have to come to me. I have to bear the loss, the pang
unshared. My boys are too little to feel it, and there is nobody
else in the world to divide it with me. O Lord, Thou wouldest
not have done it, but for good reason! (A&L: 93-94)
If of Maggie’s death we are given the pain of a mother, of the
relationship with her sons we are given the image of a mother in
conflict with herself, interrogating herself about the form she educated
them, enunciating a theory of her own failure and incapacity and the
weakness of her children:
This is what I thought – that I had so accustomed them to the
easy going on of all things, never letting them to see my
anxieties or know that there was a difficulty about anything, that
their minds were formed to that habit, that it took all thought of
necessity out of my Cyril’s mind, who had always, I am sure,
the feeling that a little exertion (always so easy to-morrow)
would at any time set everything right, and that nothing was
likely ever to go far wrong so long as I was there. The sentiment
was not ungenerous, it was in a way forced upon him, partly by
my own insouciance and partly by the fact that he was always
saved from any practical effect of foolishness, so that at the last,
what with the growth of habit, there was no other way for it but
that, - ‘There is no way but this’, words I used to say over to
myself. And my Cecco, who had not these follies, but who was
stricken by the hand of God, until that too rendered further
going on impossible, by the drying up of my sources and means
of getting anything of him - so that I seem sometimes to feel as
if it were all my doing, and that I had brought by my
heedlessness both to an impasse from which there was no issue
but one. It was a kind of forlorn pleasure to me that they never
wanted anything, but this turns it into a remorse. Who can tell?
God alone over all knows, and works by our follies as well as
our better easy. Must it not be at last to the good of all? (A&L:
106)

125

The Autobiography of Margaret Oliphant. The Story of a Woman, a Landscape of the Self

The mainstream, official version of the failure and weaknesses
of both her husband and her children grounded on health problems: her
husband had stopped working in stain glass and in painting due to
tuberculosis; Cyril, a lawyer, the personal secretary of the governor of
Ceylon, was sent back home on medical orders, and Cecco, despite
having passed the tests for civil servant, failed the physical
requirements. However, and in spite of the weak health, the
assumptions regarding the character of her sons, especially the
suspicion that they would rather live at their mother’s expenses, being
morally and mentally weakened, contributed to the sense of failure. Her
sons’ incapacity seemed to be her doing. Having invested all her energy
and financial means to turn the sons into what she had aspired, she felt
remorse when she acknowledged that there had been no other way but
the absolute dependence on her, thwarting, thus, all the great
expectations and hopes she had for her boys. I should stress the fact
that Margaret Oliphant always struggled to provide for an aristocratic
upbringing of her sons, despite the sacrifices and hours of working that
her aspiration meant to obtain a financial situation that would enable
her to keep them in a public school.
All the sacrifices and all the aspirations also applied to her
nephews, who, after the death of her brother Frank Wilson, became her
responsibility; she made no distinction between them and her sons. She
accepted her choice, resigning herself to a secondary role in literature,
as she stated in a letter to the editor in 1872:
I have four people, an entire family, three of them requiring
education, absolutely on my hands to provide for. My only
chance of ever escaping from this burden is to train and push on
my nephew into a position in which he can take his weight upon
himself. This process of course involves a great additional
expense, and I cannot let my own boys suffer for what I am
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obliged to do for him. For the next three years, during which I
shall have all three at work, I can look forward to nothing but a
fight à outrance for money: however, it is to be honestly come
by. I don’t care how much or how hard I work, and fortunately
my sanguine temperament and excellent health save me from
the gnawing of anxiety which would kill many people. At the
end of these three years Frank, I hope, will have a capital
position, and be able to relieve me to a considerable extent, and
Tiddy will have reached the age to which scholarships are
possible, and according to all human probability will be able to
do much of what remains too his education for himself. Now,
perhaps, it would be wiser, with this tremendous struggle before
me, to retire from my pretty house and pleasant surroundings
and go to some cheap village where I could live at less expense.
I hold myself ready to do this should the necessity absolutely
arise; but you will easily understand that while still in the full
tide of middle life I shrink from such a sacrifice, and would
rather work to the utmost of my powers than withdraw from all
that makes existence agreeable at the same time. I hold myself
ready to make the sacrifice should it prove absolutely necessary.
My life is insured, and I trust I will always, as long as I live, be
able to do something small or great, so that I think I am
justified, as long as strength and work hold out, to pursue the
career I have marked out for myself. I never can save money,
but if I can rear three men who may be good for something in
the world, I shall not have lived for nothing. Twelve years ago I
began my solitary life a thousand pounds in debts. I don’t think
in all my life since I began my independent career that I have
ever got five pounds I did not work for. I tell you all this not to
complain but to explain. Pardon me for it. I shall not do it again;
but I hope it will make you understand better the principles of
my life. What I am doing is not without much and serious
thought, nor I am insensible to the fact, perhaps the hardest of
all, that I must resign myself to do second-class work all my life
from lack of time to myself justice. I make this sacrifice,
however, with my eyes open, not deceiving myself on the
subject. One of my boys, perhaps, may take up my imperfection
and make it into something worthy to live. Pardon me for this
exposition of self. I don’t ask for any pity, for I am probably as
happy as most people with it all, but I should like to think you
understood me. (A&L: 237-238)
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Enunciating the principles that had always ruled her life, she
accepted the sacrifice of not having a successful career, hoping that any
of her sons might achieve it. Giving priority to family to the detriment
of her career, she highlighted once again her role of mother, protector
of the family, the breadwinner. And she repeatedly affirmed that the
exposure of the private and intimate self did not serve the intent of
arousing compassion, becoming instead an explanation of herself and
of her choices.
The Autobiography, a form of explanation, originated in the
relationship she had with her sons. In fact, its first objective was to
leave them a testimony of her role as a mother. Claiming that she
would have liked her sons to remember her more as a mother than as
anything else, Margaret Oliphant felt the need, though, to change the
tone of the narrative and of representation when her function as mother
ceased:
At my most ambitious of times I would rather my children had
remembered me as their mother than in any other way, and my
friends as their friend. I never cared for anything else. And now
that there are no children to whom to leave any memory, and
the friends drop day by day, what is the reputation of a
circulating library to me? Nothing, and less than nothing - a
thing the thought of which now makes me angry, that any one
should for a moment imagine I cared for that, or that it made up
for any loss. I am perhaps angry, less reasonably, when wellintentioned people tell me I have done good, or pious ones
console me for being left behind by thoughts of the good I must
yet be intended to do. (A&L: 130)
The fragility of the maternal identity is evident: when all her
children predeceased her, nothing else mattered, not even the fame of
the circulating libraries. The resistance to the loss of identity as a
mother, an identity that initially legitimatised her discourse, is evident
in another passage where Margaret Oliphant reproduced herself
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textually as a mother. Cecco’s death occurred when she was
recollecting the illness and death of her husband; half way in the
paragraph Margaret Oliphant interrupted the story abruptly to change
from the past of the story to the present of the act of writing,
associating both deaths thematically in the moment she realized the
impossibility of constructing an ideal traditional family:
I nursed my husband night and day, neither resting nor eating,
sometimes swallowing a sandwich when I came out of his room
for a moment, sometimes dozing for a little when he slept reading to him often in the middle of the night to try to get him
to sleep. And when I came out of the room and sat down in the
next and got the relief of crying a little, my bonnie boy came up
and stood at my knee and pulled down my head to him, and
smiled all over his beaming little face, - smiled though the child
wanted to cry to, but would not – not quite three years old.
When his father was dead I remember him sitting in his bed in
the next room singing “Oh that will be joyful, when we meet to
part no more,” (…) Frank died quite conscious, kissing me
when his lips were already cold, and quite, quite free from
anxiety, though he left me with two helpless children and one
unborn, and very little money, and no friends (...). By degrees,
so wonderful are human things, there came to be a degree of
comfort, even cheerfulness; the children being always bright, Maggie and Cyril the sweetest pair, and my bonnie rosy baby.
While I write, October 5, 1894, he, the last, is lying in his coffin
in the room next to me - I have been trying to pray by the side
of that last bed - and he looks more beautiful than ever he did in
his life, my infant of nearly thirty-five years ago. All gone, all
gone, and no light to come to this sorrow any more! When my
Cecco was two months old we came home – expensively as was
my way, though heaven knows our position was poor enough.
(A&L: 63-64)
Going back to the past, to recollect the sorrows of Frank’s death
and the joys of Cecco’s birth, allowed Margaret Oliphant to keep her
maternal identity. Therefore, it is not surprising that in the third and
fourth parts of the narrative, written after Cecco’s death, maternity is
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also a relevant aspect, despite the critical tone of self-reflection. In
these parts, Margaret Oliphant unveiled a greater wish to re-examine
the ideology that motivated her professional career and to change the
tone of the narrative, remembering “more trivial things, the incidents
that most times amuse me when I look back upon them, not merely the
thread of my life” (A&L:65). We are not equally surprised by the fact
that the Autobiography ends when the narrative brings Oliphant to the
moment of her son’s death. Nevertheless, this end requires a closer
analysis, because the autobiographical genre resists closure to the
extent that the death of the enunciator lies necessarily outside the
textual construction.
As Reimer (1988) argues, the author can bring the narrative
until the present moment of the writing and end it there or, instead, he
may choose to write about the past until the moment when past and
present intersect. This latter possibility is the pattern of Oliphant’s
writing. In fact, the final lines of her autobiography “And now here I
am all alone. I cannot write any more” (A&L: 150) are a deliberate and
chosen end. She could write no more due to intolerable conflicts and to
the need to keep silent before all her losses and not due to any physical
incapacity, despite feeling tired and ill. These words were written in
1895 and Margaret Oliphant died in 1897.They focus on the final
image of a mother and of a writer, alone and unable to write, distracting
the attention from what was essential: the interrogation about the nature
of what can no longer be said or written.
The closure of the narrative process happens earlier in the
Autobiography, when Margaret Oliphant acquiesced that as the first
objective of the writing made no more sense, she decided to give a
lighter and marketable tone to the text. The way the narrative was
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structured, the selection of characters and of events was therefore
changed:
I feel I must try to change the tone of this record. It was written
for my boys, for Cecco in particular. Now they will never see it
- unless, indeed, they are permitted, being in a better place, to
know what is going on here. I used to feel that Cecco would use
his discretion, - that most likely he would not print any of these
at all, for he did not like publicity, and would have thought his
mother’s story of her life sacred; but now everything is
changed, and I am now going to try to remember more trivial
things, the incidents that sometimes amuse me when I look back
upon them, not merely the thread of my life. (A&L: 65)
The construction of the autobiographical self did not end
because she felt alone and unable to write; it happens because there was
a growing tension between life and fiction, a tension that articulated her
refusal of self-representation. While telling the general lines of her life,
according to the contours of the multiple representations she enacted, as
loving daughter, sister, wife and mother, she had no problem, but when
the narrative achieved the moment when reality and fiction diverged,
Margaret Oliphant felt unable to go on.
In one of the last references to her son, Margaret Oliphant
merges her image with his, in the continual enunciation of the phrase:
‘Cecco and I’ – the son became part of the maternal writing and of the
family businesses and when he died both dimensions died with him:
I cannot tell what he was to me - consulting me about
everything, desiring to have me with him, to walk with me and
talk to me, only put out of humour when I was drawn away or
occupied by other things. When he was absent he wrote to me
every day. I never went out but he was there to give me his arm.
I seem to feel it now - the dear, thin, but firm arm. In the last
four years after Cyril was taken from us, we were nearer and
nearer. I can hear myself saying ‘Cecco and I’. It was the
constant phrase. But all through he was getting weaker; and I
knew it, and tried not to know.
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And now here I am all alone.
I cannot write any more. (A&L: 149-150)
As narrator of herself, Margaret Oliphant steered the story of
her character – her own story - until the moment when the character
became the narrator, and thus initiated an effective collision with the
real process of writing. The distance between the end of the story she
planned to leave for her sons and the time of the narration of other
details is the time that Margaret Oliphant, the character, did not have to
write the rest of the Autobiography as she had intended.
When Denny Oliphant and Annie Coghill were confronted with
the lines quoted above they understood it as an interruption, completing
the manuscript with the letters:
After 1892 there is nothing, and it seemed impossible to allow
the late years of her life - full of work, full of varying scenes
and interests - to remain altogether unrecorded. The best thing
that could be done, therefore, was to supplement her manuscript
with letters, and to connect these with the slightest possible
thread of story. (A&L: ix-x)
The second part of the Autobiography follows a pattern of
narrative reversion in which Margaret Oliphant repeatedly forgot the
literary and the professional questions to filter and to frame the
memories through a maternal lens, telling stories of babies. This is
evident when, accounting for the immense popularity Salem Chapel
had achieved, almost a commotion that she had never attained
(A&L:84-85), she digressed and dispersed telling a story about her
children’s illnesses (A&L:86), allowing, once again the private and
intimate realms to mix with the professional. This dispersion annoyed
her as she could not write what she was expected to, about what she
imagined the readers would like to read:
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Here is a pretty thing. I should like if I could to write what
people like about my books, being just then, as I have said, at
my high tide, and instead of that all I have to say is a couple of
baby stories. (A&L: 86)
The narrative structure of a constant reversion and interference
of the private and public spheres became a resistance to the
conventional form of the autobiography, a form that as we shall see,
she hated from an ideological and aesthetic point of view. This new
structure reflected a triumph of her personal taste and of her aesthetic
judgment about a cultural convention and the market.

The construction of the self in the professional circle

Besides the circle of friends that she met during her married life
and for which she had little consideration, in the second part of the
Autobiography Margaret Oliphant described her acquaintance with
well-known figures of the Victorian literary and cultural scene, which
is a clear strategy to bring her closer to that intellectual circle. Margaret
Oliphant told about reminiscences of her professional life, like the
meetings with Thomas Carlyle, Matthew Arnold and Lord Tennyson,
about her biographies of Irving and of Montalambert, as well as about
the meetings with the literary elite.
For the reader, her social climbing is clear. If we recall the
social and professional meetings while she was married to Frank, we
will easily understand the difference of status of the circle of friends
and of the professional circle that she wanted to be hers too. It is
interesting to notice, though, that these reminiscences are qualified as
fictitious; Margaret Oliphant does not dare equal herself to the
masculine gallery of the emblematic figures of the Establishment:
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It is rather a fictitious sort of thing recalling those semiprofessional recollections. It is by way of a kind of apology for
knowing so few notable people. (A&L: 38)
Among the notable figures of the Victorian literary panorama,
Tennyson could not be ignored. Margaret Oliphant mentioned two brief
meetings with the laureate poet, who arrogantly paid no attention to
her, an episode that she considered “very normal” (A&L: 136). The
position of literary minority before the poet of the court, admired by
Prince Albert, the poet of the Victorian Establishment, did not sound
strange because, as she said: “I am afraid, however, that I did not attract
the poet in any way” ( A&L: 137).
The defence she made of Thomas Carlyle is not strange either
as we shall see below. It was a defence that fitted her ideological,
cultural and political position of accepting the dominant discourse,
when she dealt with the exterior circle of her contexts of experience,
namely the contexts that allowed her social ascension and professional
recognition. Her attempt to meet Carlyle, a “lion in his den”, but a
courteous and kind “great man” (A&L: 77), is recalled as an act of
courage. “Flattered by having seen him, [she] was disillusioned”
because her “hopes were ended and that this was to be all” (A&L: 78).
It was through his wife, Jane Carlyle, for whom Margaret Oliphant felt
a filial admiration, because
(...) she was in many things like my mother (...) in her
wonderful talk, the power of narration which I never heard
equalled except in my mother, the flashes of keen wit and
sarcasm, occasionally even a little sharpness, and always the
modifying sense of humour under all. (A&L: 78-79)
that his words of praise arrived. In a letter from Jane Carlyle to
Margaret Oliphant in 1862, she says:
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I do long to see you to tell you, not what I think of your book
but what Mr. C. thinks, which is much more to the purpose! I
never heard him praise a woman’s book, hardly any man’s, as
cordially as he praises this of yours! You are ‘worth whole
cartloads of Mulochs, and Brontës, and THINGS of that sort.’
‘You are full of geniality and genius even!’ Nothing has so
taken him by the heart for years as this biography!’ You are
really ‘a fine, clear, loyal, sympathetic female being’. (A&L:
186-187)
Carlyle’s appreciation of Margaret Oliphant’s geniality and
quality as a biographer, together with the growing admiration Margaret
Oliphant felt for the couple, led her ,in that same year, to stand up for
Carlyle in a letter to the editor:
I spent last evening with Thomas Carlyle, whom I am sorry you
don’t like, but whom I do like heartily and more than ever. He
has added to all his great qualities a crowning touch of genius –
he likes my book! And has spoken of it in terms so entirely
gratifying that for the space of a night and day I was uplifted
and lost my head (...). I am ready henceforth to stand up for all
those peculiarities which other people think defects, and to do
battle for him whenever I hear him assailed. (A&L: 188)
The unyielding defence of Carlyle and the admiration for
Tennyson are marked by a discourse of acceptance of their superiority.
As far as the aforementioned masculine figures are concerned, we
perceive Margaret Oliphant’s awareness of her exclusion from the male
clubland of the great thinkers, but there is no note of resentment for
that. Even in relation to Trollope, whose financial success she openly
envied, Margaret Oliphant did not compare with his literary qualities.
However, when she considered her coeval feminine figures, she uttered
a dual position. If, on the one hand, she acknowledged her minority and
little quality, on the other hand, her discourse was a powerful means to
assert her personality. This is a very interesting aspect of Margaret
Oliphant’s

self-representation:

whenever

she

referred

to

the
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conventions and the ideology of the professional world, she complied
with the formal paradigms of autobiography that did not inscribe
representations of the feminine world, but, in the representation of the
intimate, personal feminine experience, women had a different story to
tell, apparently within domesticity but dissident from it. This dissidence
had to do with different experiences of life, a fact that conferred her a
fuller conception of life, a greater perception of things and greater
experience than the other women writers had:
I was reading of Charlotte Brontë the other day, and could not
help comparing myself with the picture more or less as I read. I
don’t suppose my powers are equal to hers - my work to myself
looks perfectly pale and colourless beside hers - but yet I have
had far more experience and, I think, a fuller conception of life.
I have learned to take perhaps more a man’s view of mortal
affairs, - to feel that the love between men and women, the
marrying and giving in marriage, occupy in fact so small a
portion of either existence or thought. (A&L: 67) 64
The fuller conception of life was used to explain how she
understood the relation between life and art. Despite admiring Brontë’s
work, Margaret Oliphant criticized the way she lived, namely the fact
that she had never left the circle of the Yorkshire parish.65 She also
64

Margaret Oliphant was writing about Elizabeth Gaskell’s edition of The Life of
Charlotte Brontë (1857), a biography that she later acknowledged to have started a
tendency of telling the least interesting aspects of a writer’s life.
65
Since 1855 until 1897, in all the reviews Margaret Oliphant wrote in Blackwood’s
about Charlotte Brontë she highlighted the historical importance of her novels,
considering them a revolutionary fiction because of the power they revealed in the
struggle for women’s rights, namely those concerning their independence, women
who had wishes and needs similar to men’s and as strong as theirs. But if she praised
Charlotte Brontë’s, Margaret Oliphant held a different opinion about her personal life
and her experiences as a woman. In Women Novelists of Queen Victoria’s Reign
(1899) she wrote about the Brontë sisters, claiming that their philosophy of life was
that of young school girls, who had no knowledge of the world. About Charlotte she
wrote: “a writer possessing little experience or knowledge of the world, and no sort
of social training or adventitious aid. The genius was indeed unmistakable, and
possessed in a very high degree the power of expressing itself in the most vivid and
actual pictures of life. But the life of which it had command was seldom attractive,
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criticized George Eliot, who she considered to be a woman of great
literary genius, owner of something like the gift of the prophets, but a
woman with no interest that had always lived in an ivory tower, that
had herself in tremendous seriousness and judiciousness (A&L: 7)
Margaret Oliphant’s fuller conception of life, when compared
with the other women writers, contained the experience of her
professional career and of her experiences as a woman, wife and
mother. Being an act rooted in daily life, Margaret Oliphant organized
her autobiographical narrative around known patterns of daily feminine
life, linking all elements and constructing her autobiography as a new
structure of feeling in a new landscape. The experience she represented
allowed her to construct a new structure of feeling, a structure that
allows us to map the articulations between moments of being and
structural determinations (Probyn 1993).
She seemed to excuse herself with the incessant fight to keep a
certain level of life, a fight that made her find a different rhythm of
work from her fellow writer George Eliot, whom she accused of having
been kept in a mental greenhouse, and hence with better conditions to
write better novels. Margaret Oliphant did not recognize creative talent
to her rival novelist, grounding her opinion on the fact that Eliot’s work
was deemed better because of the conditions of production she had:
I think she must have been a dull woman with a great genius
distinct from herself, sometimes exercised only with a dim sort
of perception of what it meant. But this is a thing to be said only
with bated breath, and perhaps further thought on the subject
may change even my mind. She took herself with tremendous
seriousness, that is evident, and was always on duty, never
relaxing, her letters ponderous beyond description. (A&L: 7)

often narrow, local and of a kind which meant keen personal satire more than any
broader view of human existence”. (Oliphant 1897a: 4)
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Peterson (1979) argues that these words are proof of Margaret
Oliphant’s minor
place in the Victorian literary world, only open to some, like George
Eliot, who was protected and backed by Lewes. This justifies, still in
Peterson’s opinion, that Margaret Oliphant politicized her experience as
a mother and as an artist, revealing that the professional and family
circles were structured and experienced in different but interrelated
forms:
It is not that I have never been indifferent to my work. I have
always been most grateful to God that it was work I liked and
that interested me in the doing of it, and it has often carried me
away from myself and quenched, or at least calmed, the troubles
of life. But perhaps my life has been too full of personal
interests to leave me at leisure to talk of the creatures of my
imagination, as some people do, or to make believe that they
were more to me in writing than they might have been in
reading - that is, my own stories in the making of them were
very much what other people’s stories (but these the best) were
in the reading. I am not interested in my own characters than I
am in Jeanie Denis, and do not remember them half so well, nor
do they come back to me with the same steady interest and
friendship. Perhaps people will say this is why they never laid
any special hold upon the minds of others, though they might be
agreeable reading enough. But this does not mean that I was
indifferent to the work as work, or did not beat it out with
interest and pleasure. It pleases me at this present moment, I
may confess, that I seem to have found unawares an image that
quite expresses what I mean - i.e., that I wrote as I read, with
much the same sort of feeling. It seems to me that this is rather
an original way of putting it (to disclose the privatest thought in
my mind), and this gives me an absurd little sense of pleasure.
(A&L: 107)
To write overtly about the most intimate thoughts about her
work was a strategy that gave her much pleasure. She left aside all the
conventions, explaining in a simple way that the personal interests had
always overlapped the explanation and the analysis of criticism to her
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talent. The strategy of becoming the reader of herself seemed to be
more important than to write elaborate thoughts about her work and
about her characters. Her own life, her own interests were more
important than any creature or circumstance of her imagination. As Q.
D. Leavis explains in the introduction to the Autobiography (1974),
Margaret Oliphant could not claim for her any special consideration in
the world of letters, or exemption from domestic duties or even the
privilege to privacy, prerogatives that were automatically given to male
writers:
But we note that still, as in Jane Austen’s family and age, one of
the conditions imposed by her world, an assumption about the
position of even a talented woman - which indeed outlasted the
Victorian era - was that she could not claim or be granted
professional status: this was equally true, for instance, of Mrs.
Gaskell, and only George Eliot who had cut herself off from her
family and society and was put on a pedestal by Lewes is an
exception. Mrs. Oliphant could not claim special consideration,
exemption from home duties, and the privilege of privacy,
which were accorded automatically to a man in the same
position. (Leavis 1974: 14)
Notwithstanding, we cannot disregard an episode recalled in a
letter to Mr. Blackwood, in 1874, when her popularity was still high
due to the Chronicles of Carlingford.

At a social meeting at an

aristocrat’s, she levelled with other names of the coeval literary scene,
crediting herself as one of its representatives, reclaiming, thus, a place
for her in the gallery of fame:
I sat next Matthew Arnold, with whom I struck up an
acquaintance, and liked him better in his own person than in his
books. He, Anthony Trollope, Mr. Hughes, Charles Reade, and
myself were the sole representatives of literature (…) that I
could see. (A&L: 245)
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To justify and establish her minor statute and the faults in her
work, she presented them as necessary and natural, given her duties as
a mother. This strategy, while complying with the most sanctioned
Victorian feminine role, also defied the concept of the politics of selfknowledge used in the masculine paradigm, which looked for a major
recognition of life and of work in autobiography:
In this resolution which I did make, I was, after all, only
following my instincts, it being in reality easier to me to keep
on with a flowing sail, to keep my household and make a
number of people comfortable, at the cost of incessant work,
and an occasional great crisis of anxiety, than to live the selfrestraint life which the greater artist imposes upon himself.
(A&L: 7)
Her Autobiography is also a political act, in the sense that by
choosing to write it Margaret Oliphant claimed the right of speaking
and of self-representation instead of giving someone the privilege to
speak for herself and to represent her. The right to self-representation
and self-enunciation meant the use of a strategy of self-positioning
against the hegemonic discourses and the great figures of the epoch:
When I die I know what people will say of me: they will give
me credit for courage (which I almost think is not courage but
insensibility), and for honesty and honourable dealing; they will
say I did my duty with a kind of steadiness, not knowing how I
have rebelled and groaned under the rod. Scarcely anybody who
cares to speculate further will know what to say of my working
power and my own conception of it; for, except one or two,
even my friends will scarcely believe how little possessed I am
with any thought of it all, - how little credit I feel due to me,
how accidental most things have been, and how entirely a
matter of daily labour, congenial work, sometimes now and then
the expression of my own heart, almost always the work most
pleasant to me, this ha[s been. I wonder if God were to try me
with the loss of this gift, such as it is, whether I should feel it
much? If I could live otherwise I do not think I should. If I
could move about the house, and serve my children with my
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own hands, I know I should be happier. But this is vain talking;
only I know very well that for years past neither praise nor
blame has quickened my pulse ten beats that I am aware of.
This insensibility saves me some pain, but it must also lose me a
great deal of pleasure. (A&L: 67)
Anticipating

a

posthumous

critique,

Margaret

Oliphant

considered herself a misunderstood writer, someone whose literary
talent was not recognised, and she pleaded for her creativity and artistic
capacity. The passage quoted above contrasts with another one in the
beginning of the Autobiography where Margret Oliphant refused public
applause because, evaluating the rules of the coeval literary market, she
considered that there was a depreciation of her ‘industry’:
I feel that my carelessness of asserting my claim is very much
against me with everybody. It is so natural to think that if the
workman is indifferent about his work, there can’t be much in
it, that is worth thinking about. I am not indifferent, yet I should
rather like to forget it all, to wipe out all the books, to silence
those compliments about my industry, &c., which I always turn
off with a laugh. I suppose this is really pride, with a mixture of
Scotch shyness and a good deal of that uncomprehended,
unexplainable feeling which made Mrs. Carlyle reply with a
jibe, which meant only a whimsical impulse to take the side of
opposition, and the strong Scotch sense of the absurdity of a
chorus of praise, but which looks so often like detraction and
bitterness, and has now been definitely accepted as such by the
public in general. I don’t find words to express it adequately,
but I feel it strenuously in my own case. When people comment
upon the number of books I have written, and I say that I am so
far from being proud of that fact that I should like at least half
of them forgotten, they stare - and yet it is quite true; and even
here I could no more go solemnly into them, and tell why I had
done this or that, than I could fly. They are my work, which I
like in the doing, which is my natural way of occupying myself,
though they are never so good as I meant them to be. And when
I have said that, I have said all that is in me to say. (A&L: 5)
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Refusing to write elaborate arguments on her work, despite
recognizing that such refusal worked against her due to the indifference
that attitude might reveal, Margaret Oliphant distanced from the
applauses that she considered detraction and from the criticisms. By
refusing the discourse of exaltation of her work, she attacked what the
Victorian culture held as the most sacred: the exaltation of work and of
a career. Representing herself ontologically like a proud Scotswoman,
Margaret Oliphant made an epistemological use of that intrinsic quality
to politicize it as a form of being in opposition to the feminine self,
traditionally more concerned with the domestic and family world than
with the social order and the world outside.
One of the dominant modes of the Victorian masculine
autobiography was the representation of work and of vocation, as seen
above. A mode questioned in Margaret Oliphant’s Autobiography and
of which she was aware in the representation of her role of mother and
of writer. The conflict between these two roles meant her refusal in
defining them as vocation:
I am afraid I can’t take the books au grand sérieux.
Occasionally they pleased me, very often they did not. I always
took pleasure in a little bit of fine writing (afterwards called in
the family language a ‘tort’), which, to do myself justice, was
only done when I got moved by my subject, and began to feel
my heart beat, and perhaps a little water in my eyes, and ever
more really satisfied by some little conscious felicity of words
than by anything else. I have always had my sing-song, guided
by no sort of law, but by my ear, which was in its way
fastidious to the cadence and measure that pleased me; but it is
bewildering to me in my perfectly artless art, if I may use the
word at all, to hear of the elaborate ways of forming and
enhancing style, and all the studies for that end. (A&L: 86)
Margaret Oliphant claimed that writing did not come as a
vocation but rather as a pleasure, as something natural like breathing or
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speaking, besides being a necessary activity to support her family. But
we know that writing had been a way of escaping the traditional
activities of the young women of her social class. Describing an
environment where books had a great importance, as in many Victorian
homes, Margaret Oliphant explained the reason why she started to
write:
We lived in the most singularly secluded way. I never was at a
dance till after my marriage, never went out, never saw anybody
at home. Our pleasures were books of all and every kind,
newspapers and magazines, which formed the staple of our
conversation, as well as all our amusement. In the time of my
depression and sadness my mother had a bad illness, and I was
her nurse, or at least attendant. I had to sit for hours by her
bedside and keep quiet. I had no liking then for needlework, a
taste which developed afterwards, so I took to writing. There
was no particular purpose in my beginning except this, to secure
some amusement and occupation for myself while I sat by my
mother’s bedside. (A&L: 16)
The social seclusion helped Margaret Oliphant develop a
special taste for reading and writing. Although we do not know how
she learned to read, we know that she became a veteran novel-reader
(A&L: 216). This reading habit developed in her a critical taste that
might have been in the origin of her eclectic career.

The different form of autobiographical writing

During the 70s and 80s of the nineteenth century Margaret
Oliphant wrote essays, published in Blackwood’s in the columns ‘New
Books’ and ‘The Old Saloon’, about the memoirs of some authors66 of
66

Benvenuto Cellini, John Evelyn, Madam Roland, Lord Herbert of Cherbury,
Samuel Pepys, Lucy Hutchison, Alice Thornton, Edward Gibbon, Margaret, Duchess
of Newcastle, and Cardinal Goldoni.
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the literary and cultural scene of the eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries, having introduced each one of them with some reflections
about a particular and specific issue of the autobiographies that she
believed relevant, ranging from the reasons that made a writer write his
memoirs to the value of an autobiography or to what was more
common in autobiographies of more or less known names of the
cultural scene. In those essays we can easily understand what Margaret
Oliphant liked and disliked: she liked, for example, the writers’
reminiscences of childhood, which she found much more interesting
than the reports about the work done and the honours received; she
hated memoirs that included so many arid details that the life told
seemed monotonous. This kind of work enabled Margaret Oliphant to
become aware of the limits of the paradigms and of the conventions of
autobiography,

rejecting the professional model in her own

autobiography, as she believed that it created a distorted image of the
experience of difference of being a woman.

For her, the

autobiographies of known figures of cultural or literary relevance, as
well as the autobiographies of ordinary figures had a common interest:
in them the convulsions of the nations were as important as the little
domestic stories, because their reports widened the experience of
human nature:
(...) it is an instructive and somewhat sad pleasure for the
student of human nature to watch those shadows as they appear
before him, each anxious to give the best account of itself, some
in serene human consciousness thrusting their own little tale of
events between then and the history of the world, finding their
infant or apple-tree of more importance than the convulsions of
the nations. Still even an apple-tree, the wonderful crop upon
which so excites its owner as to confuse his apprehension of the
importance of the greatest public event, is of use in its way of
revealing that undercurrent of peaceable life which streams
serenely on, whatever storms may convulse the air, and which is
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the real secret of national continuance. (…) Thus the narrowest
domestic record widens our experience of human nature, which,
of all things involved, changes least from one generation to
another; and the spectacle of its insensibility to the great
catastrophes and revolutions going on around, its calm
perseverance in its own way though the pillars of the earth
should be shaken, is as interesting and instructive as any other
part of the perennial drama. (Oliphant 1881: 2)67
What she praised in those autobiographies was what Langbauer
(1995) names the commonplaces. These commonplaces establish a
connection with the sphere of politics, a connection between the
common daily life of people and the great moments of the life of the
nations. The trivial worries of daily life are also part of history, they are
fragments that memory can store, and they are the straws and rags of a
bird’s nest.
In the essays written for Blackwood’s and in the model she
adopted to write her life, Margaret Oliphant evinced the strong
conviction that the common detail and the human story were the only
form of representing experience, because the little domestic incidents
widened human experience. The need to adopt her own model connects
also with the need of the nineteenth century writers to create a literary
autobiography (Peterson 1986), to produce an original autobiography
not dependent on or imitating any other autobiography. This concern
for originality and difference in life writing explained why she thought
that both George Eliot’s and Trollope’s autobiographies showed,

67

Before this series of articles, Margaret Oliphant had already published in
Blackwood’s, an article on autobiographies, where she presented a similar argument:
“There is nothing more remarkable in all the contemporary histories of a troubled era
than the quiet tenor of everyday, which, after all, public events agitate so little (…)
Daily human life, which can make nothing of the seven-leagued boots of history, but
must be tread on its ordinary pace with its prosaic ordinary footing, walks through
revolutions blindfolded”. (1854: 41)
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respectively, a deep gap between life and work and a total focus on the
profession. Therefore, they stirred no literary or emotional sense in
Margaret Oliphant, because family had a central role in her life and also
because work and domestic preoccupations had been inseparable in all
moments of her life.
In January 1885, she wrote to Mr. Blackwood about the edition
of George Eliot’s autobiography:
Thank you very much for the ‘Life of George Eliot’, and for the
kind and flattering inscription. I am very glad to have the book,
which is as curious a book as any I ever saw. The personality of
the great writer is as yet very confusing to me in the extreme
flatness of the picture. I don’t mean by flatness dullness, though
there is something of that, but only that it is like mural painting
or sculpture in very low relief. (…) At the same time, I don’t
think any one will like George Eliot better from this book, or
even come nearer to her. However, she is a big figure to be
taken in all at once, and may grow upon one. (…)
Let me congratulate you on the great success of ‘George Eliot’s
Life’. It was bound to be a great success in a pecuniary point of
view, but not in a literary, I think. It is quite curious how much
more interesting her correspondence with your uncle is than any
of her other correspondences. He seems to have roused her out
of that ponderousness which must have been natural to her. It is
quite astounding to see how little humour or vivacity she had in
real life. Surely Mr. Cross must have cut out all the human
parts. (A&L: 323-324)
Having all the human parts cut out, George Eliot’s
Autobiography was uninteresting and revealed a humourless, boring
woman. The location of the autobiographical act in the human story is
Margaret Oliphant’s theory of autobiography. This argument is
supported by a passage at the end of The Autobiography, omitted from
the 1899 edition but kept by Elizabeth Jay in 1990. It is a passage that
shows the novelist’s awareness that the posthumous edition of her text
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would suffer editorial selections and cuts, and that the Autobiography
would lose its interest if the details of the human story were eliminated:
If Denny Oliphant publishes this, or any part of it, she will, of
course, or any one else who may have the charge of it, cut out
any of these details she pleases. It is not likely that such family
details would be of interest to the public.
And yet, as a matter of fact, it is exactly those family details that
are interesting, - the human story in all its chapters. I have often
said, however, that none of us with any of the strong sense of
family credit which used to be so general, but is not so, I think,
now, could ever really tell what were perhaps the best and most
creditable things in our own life, since by the strange fate which
attends us human creatures, what is most creditable to one is
often least creditable to another. These things steal out; they are
divined in most cases, and then forgotten. Therefore all can
never be told of any family story, except at cost of family
honour, and that pride which is the most pardonable of all pride,
the determination to keep unsullied a family name. (A: 130)
To tell the human story in all its chapters makes the
Autobiography a knowable community of the representation of
experiences in conflict, experiences that give the author a fuller
conception of the world. In the text, we find how economic pressures
collide with literary expectations and how these collide with family
needs. We also find the conflicts arising from pressures of class: for
example, the conflict between her aristocratic expectations and her
democratic values, the conflict between the consideration of literature
as a major art and as a commercial activity and also a conflict between
the priorities of the aristocratic education she wanted for her sons and
her economic status. These conflicts and contradictions helped the
fictional creation of the self that oscillates between being a mother and
a writer, creating a duplicity of voices within the narrative, a fictional
identity that allows the enunciation of a duality of experiences: who am
I and who is she ? (Probyn 1993)
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But if the human story was of the utmost importance, if the
movements of the mind were more important than the ones of the body,
the study of human nature was odious:
I have never, I am glad to say, been ‘a student of human nature’
or any such odious thing, nor practised the art of observation,
nor spied upon my friends in any way. My own opinion has
always been that I was very unobservant, - whatever I have
marked or noted has been done quite unaware; and also, that to
study human nature was the greatest impertinence, to be
resented whenever encountered. (A&L: 79)
The different comments about the conventions and expectations
generated around the autobiographical writing help the reader to
understand how Margaret Oliphant addressed the Victorian paradigms,
as the letter she wrote about Trollope’s Autobiography68 shows:
Anthony Trollope’s talk about the characters in his books
astonished me beyond measure, and I am totally incapable of
talking about anything I have ever done in that way. As he was
a thoroughly sensible genuine man, I suppose he was quite
sincere in what he says of them, - or was it that he was driven
into a fashion of self-explanation which belongs to the time, and
which I am following now though in another way? (A&L: 4)
Margaret Oliphant insisted on saying that the model followed
by Trollope was a form of self-explanation that was very common at
the time. It was a model that focused solely on the processes of writing
and on the career, and on the mode he constructed the characters and
developed plots, ignoring all the rest. She followed the model of selfexplanation differently, as seen above, defining the different positions
in which she enunciated herself. A difference of focus and of centrality,
that were, nonetheless, dependent on her objective: in the first placeto
68

To her mind, the text was not Trollope’s self-representation, it was about literature
understood from a personal point of view, revealing only the aspects he deemed
relevant and influential for his career.
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leave a document through which her children would remember her as a
mother and secondly, to leave a saleable document in the literary
market.
Commenting on another contemporary autobiography, Margaret
Oliphant asserted the positions of difference and explained the
masculine model:
I have been reading of the life of Mr. Symmonds, and it makes
me almost laugh (though little laughing is in my heart) to think
of the strange difference between this prosaic little narrative all
about the facts of a life so simple as mine, and his elaborate
self- discussions. I suppose that to many people the other will
be the more interesting way, just as the movements of the mind
are more interesting than those of the body, or rather of the
external life. I might well give up to introspection at this sad
postscript of my life, when all is over for me but the one event
to come, which will, I hope and believe, do away with all the
suffering past and carry me back, a happy woman, to the home
on earth who can tell? Nothing can be more sad than the home
on earth in which I am now, - the once happy home that rang
with my boys’ voices and their steps, where everything is full of
them, and everything empty, empty, cold and silent! I don’t
know whether it is more hard for me to be here with all these
associations, or to be in some other place which might not be so
overwhelming in its connection with what is past. But it is not a
question I need discuss here. Indeed I must not discuss here any
question of that kind at all, for any attempt at discussing myself
like Mr. Symmonds, if I were likely to make it, only would end
in outlines of trouble, in the deep, deep sorrow that covers me
like a mantle. (A&L: 80)
Rejecting elaborate discussions about the self, Margaret
Oliphant referred to the prosaic little narrative about the facts of a
simple life. She recognised that economic pressures made her write a
lot, and throughout the narrative we clearly see that she made an effort
to create something different, an approach that would concomitantly
represent the subjective experiences and the ‘public thing’. Seeming to
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use the dominant discourse of self-depreciation of the feminine with
such words as ‘little’, prosaic’ and ‘simple’, Margaret Oliphant
refused69 to follow those critics that read her ‘prosaic little narrative of
simple facts’ – which was the usual experience of women – as
something with no interest, hence resisting to privilege a particular
category of experience – the professional and the intellectual –
opposing the movements of the mind to the movements of the body.
According to Reimer (1988), by opposing the mind to the body
Margaret Oliphant betrayed the acceptance of them as antithetical
modes of the orientation of experience; moreover, by replacing the
body by the external life, she revealed her own internalization of
known analogies that normally generate dualism: the mind is for the
body as the spirit is for the matter, as the internal experience is for the
external fact.
Oliphant’s sense of dualism and of active relations of the whole
organization (Williams [1961]1965: 63), of the relationships between
the artist and the readers can be understood through her different mode
of life writing as a whole way of life. She was, indeed, able to find
communicative strategies to tell herself in a work organized into two
nuclei: maternity and profession:
The selection and interpretation involved in our descriptions
embody our attitudes, needs and interests which we seek to
validate by making them clear to others. At the same time the
descriptions we receive from others embody their attitudes,
needs and interests, and the long process of comparison and
69

This refusal happened not only in the construction of her autobiography within the
paradigmatic models, but also when she refused to remember painful moments,
because in this part of the Autobiography what was important was the recollection of
professional memoirs and not “to fall back into my own way of self-comment – and
that is such a different thing A&L 81). Refusing to discuss more private and intimate
issues, Margaret Oliphant assertsd her right as an author before the experiences she
wanted to represent and the one she wanted to maintain in silence. .
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interaction is our vital associative life. Since our way of seeing
things is literally our way of living, the process of
communication is in fact the process of community: the sharing
of common meanings, and thence common activities and
purposes; the offering, reception and comparison of new
meanings; leading to the tensions and achievements of growth
and change. (Williams 1961 1965: 55)
Her awareness of the audience led her to change the tone of the
narrative, creating a theory of autobiography that embodied her needs
and interests, her way of living and of communicating:
This makes of itself so curious a change even in this quite
innocent little narrative of my life. It is so strange to think that
when I go it will be touched and arranged by strange hands, - no
child of mine to read with tenderness, to hide some things, to
cast perhaps an interpretation of love upon others, and to turn
over all my papers with the consciousness of a full right to do
so, and that theirs is by nature all that was mine. (A&L: 81)
Her writing transformed into expansions of feelings, recorded
during solitary hours, in an attempt to connect her daily agony of
recollection, the desolation and the theological speculation with no
other audience but herself and God. The instability of the audience
presents a variety of lenses through which we can interpret the text,
creating different images of the self, where Margaret Oliphant saw
herself being seen.
The audience is thus, in my opinion, an important factor in the
construction of a landscape of the self. When we understand this, we
easily understand the reasons that led Margaret Oliphant to write a
version of a self through a rhetorical strategy. It is a rhetoric of
uncertainty (Spacks 1980) about the self, about the value of being a
woman and even about the balance of the several obligations she had to
meet. Margaret Oliphant was aware that she was not merely telling a
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life story; she was telling it in a rhetorical way and, by giving such
dimension to her discourse, she used a performative agency (Gilmore
1997), identified as the action of the subject.
Autobiography is not life, but rather a story of life.70 Writing
about herself, Margaret Oliphant emphasized the uncertainties of the
personal sphere, denying ambition, instead of glorifying it. The selfconscious and rational voice of the narrator spoke directly to the
readers giving them the notions of proportion and common sense,
trying to convince them that success did not change her. Margaret
Oliphant insisted on her modest qualifications and on the pressure of
family problems, which, in her opinion, superseded the artificiality of
public recognition.

70

Avrom Fleishman (1983) argues that autobiography contains the search for a
meaning of life – many autobiographies use the possessive form in the title: ‘The life
of ........” or “My life” but propose the existence of another entity when they tell the
story of that life. In Fleishman’s opinion, there is a repetition and an ambiguity in the
reference to the terms ‘life’ and ‘story of life’, as these suggest that life does not
precede autobiography but is identical to it; said otherwise, autobiography does not
represent or repeat life, it constitutes it and gives it life. “Autobiography is not, then,
an imitation of something already there, found or given, but the creation of a new
being, a life - not one to take up space and people the earth, perhaps, but one that
exists as an aesthetic object.”(Fleishman 1983: 13)
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CONCLUSION

The experience of life as a constant struggle and an exposition
to all kinds of difficulties and disillusions gave Margaret Oliphant the
notion that a vaster conception of life, the experience of a whole way of
life, might have contributed to what others recognized as the minor
quality of her writing, a criticism she did not accept easily, because she
not
always think such small beer of myself as I say, but also
because “[t]here is one thing, however, I have always
whimsically resented, and that is the contemptuous
compliments that for many years were the right thing to address
to me and to say of me (A&L: 131).
In a double interrogation of the role of mother and of writer, Margaret
Oliphant qualified herself as mother, motherless, breadwinner and a
production machine able to face everything, always fit to work
whatever happened, and simultaneously as a minor literary talent. The
assessment of the struggle that had always characterized her life to keep
a balanced budget is manifested in a long reflexive incursion into the
way she faced it:
It was always a struggle to get safely through every year and
make my ends meet. Indeed I fear they never quite meet; there
was always a tugging together, which cost me a great deal of
work and much anxiety. The wonder was that the much was
never too much. I always managed it somehow, thank God!
Very happy (and presuming a little on my privilege) when I saw
the way tolerably clear before me, and knew at the beginning of
the year where the year’s income was to come from, but
driving, ploughing in, when I was not at all sure of that all the
same and in some miraculous way was getting through. If I had
not had an unbroken health, and a spirit almost criminally
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elastic, I could not have done it. I ought to have been worn out
by work, and crushed by care, half a hundred times by all rules,
but I never was so. Good day and ill day, they balanced each
other, and I got on through year after year. This, I am afraid,
sounds very much like a boast. (I was going to add, ‘but I don’t
mean it as such’.) I am not very sure that I don’t mean it, or that
my head might not be a little turned sometimes by a sense of
rashness and dare-devilness, if I may use such a word, of my
own proceedings; and it was in its way an immoral, or at least
an un-moral, mode of life, dashing forward in the face of all
obstacles and taking up all burdens with a kind of levity, as if
my strength and resource could never fail. If they had failed, I
should have been left in the direst bankruptcy; and I had no
right to reckon upon being always delivered at the critical
moment. I should think any one who did so blamable now. I
persuaded myself then that I could not help it, that no better way
was practicable, and indeed did live by faith, whether it was or
was not exercised in a legitimate way. I might say now that
another woman doing the same thing was tempting Providence.
To tempt Providence or to trust God, which was it? In my own
case, naturally, I said the latter, and did not in the least deserve,
in my temerity to be led and constantly rescued as I was. (A&L:
128-129)
As a consequence of this interrogation about herself as an
autobiographical subject, Margaret Oliphant rejected the certainty of
amplitude and the singular perspective of the self. Constructing in her
Autobiography a stage on which she reconstructed herself, by means of
different discourses, Margaret Oliphant did not represent herself as a
singular entity, but as a net of differences (Gilmore 1997) within which
the subject was inscribed, in its multiplicity, heterogeneity and conflict.
Creating a landscape of multiple and simultaneous experiences
Margaret Oliphant located herself in contradictory enunciative
positions. Positions or points of view that did not exclude each other
and that, used together, originated ways of thinking about the situation,
ways of producing knowledge about what to do (Probyn 1993).
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The different points of view she presented throughout the text,
the several genre, from the personal lament 71 to meditation, to public
memoir, to family anecdote and to travel narrative, all pertained to an
essential form of the autobiographical objective of Margaret Oliphant:
to define experiences of the self as a mother and as a writer.
The Autobiography produces a textual multifarious landscape in
which the representation of the feminine self reflects and/or contradicts
a set of literary, artistic and social constructions of the feminine,
demanding from the reader the consideration of both the limitations and
the possibilities of such feminine representation. Departing from a
known world of domestic experiences, on the one hand, and of the
professional career, on the other, moving in such different realms like
family, intimate and private circles and intellectual, literary and artistic,
social and public spheres, Margaret Oliphant invented in the
autobiographical representation a community of meanings, of feelings
and of experiences that only happen in the shared space of the text, thus
triggering affective processes from the readers that recognize in that
space a community of relations and a landscape of the self.
Margaret Oliphant’s self, instituted as marginal, resisted and
discovered her own way of representation. Decentring the dominant

71

A lament due to the deaths in the family. We should not forget that all her six
children predeceased her. The first time she faced death was in 1854, when her
mother died, followed by her second daughter, Marjorie, and of another son in 1855.
In 1858 another son died, and in 1859 the same happened to her husband. 1864 was a
very unhappy year in Margaret Oliphant’s life when her first-born daughter Maggie
died. “A graver era, God help me, but I did not know when I wrote the words that I
was coming to my last sweetest hope, my brightest anticipations for the future, with
my darling, in her father’s grave. Oh this terrible, fatal, miserable Rome! I came here
rich and happy, with my blooming daughter, my dear bright child, whose smiles and
brightness everybody noticed, and who was sweet as a little mother to her brothers
(…) Four short days made all the difference, and now here I am with my boys thrown
back again out of the light into the darkness, into the valley of the shadow of death.”.
(A: 4); Cyril died in 1890 and Cecco in 1894.
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discourses and identities, she transformed their own meaning
(Rutherford 1990) and presented the structures, the institutions and the
known relationships. Looking for new forms of description and selfrepresentation, Margaret

Oliphant

aimed to communicate the

experience of being a woman in a conflict that oscillated between two
images and two spheres of experience. From these conflicts also arose
the construction of the autobiography as a conscious act, aimed at an
audience.
Refusing to separate domesticity from profession, Margaret
Oliphant constructed her Autobiography as a landscape of the self.
Breaking the distinction between the objective and the subjective, the
professional and the personal, she validated the multiple feminine
experiences. The self represented in the Autobiography reveals
simultaneously an entity composed by emotion and experience, it is a
self that operates ontologically in several places: in the family, in the
social circle of friendship, in the professional contacts, in the cultural
and literary circle of the times. This insertion into different contexts
constitutes an order of different effects (Probyn 1993).
By deliberately choosing to represent herself in different layers,
Margaret Oliphant created a contradictory identity, multiple and in
transformation, an identity composed by heterogeneous representations
of the feminine experience, transformed into consciousness as a
reaction to the masculine paradigms and the dominant discourse about
the feminine experience. Margaret Oliphant inscribed her feminine
identity in a writing process different in form and in content from the
masculine, engaging the reader in that process like a collaborative
critic. To the extent that her self-representation defined her experience
in the process of creation of the Autobiography as a landscape of the
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self, she constructed an identity that articulates a politics of difference
in a new circumstance (Rutherford 1990), defining in that landscape a
new space for feminine identity represented by multiple rhythms and
voices.
The emphasis put on the personal experience and identity
enables the reader to understand that it is not possible to separate what
you are from what you do and inscribes Margaret Oliphant in a critical
agenda that considers that what is personal is political, articulating
private experience with public domain and drawing maps of
identification (Grossberg 1996).
Existing in subjectivity, the autobiographical self is located in
particular

positions that

enable the different

possibilities of

representation of experience. Margaret Oliphant’s Autobiography reads
the several worlds she inhabited – the personal, the social and the
professional – recognizing, questioning and subverting the conventions
and the expectations, being also the way she had to read herself in a
common life, in the vicissitudes of human life, in the telling of the
human story. The autobiographical creative act is transformed into an
exploratory act of the experiential self and in the possibility of
politicizing that experience, becoming a text that constructs ideas and
alternative forms about the nature of the social organization and of the
relationships among people:
(...) instead of referring back to the synthesis or the unifying
function of a subject, the various enunciative modalities
manifest his dispersions. To the various statuses, the various
sites, the various positions that he can occupy or be given when
making a discourse. To the discontinuity of the planes from
which he speaks. And if these planes are linked by a system of
relations, this system is not established by the synthetic activity
of a consciousness identical with itself, dumb and anterior to all
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speech, but by the specificity of a discursive practice. (Foucault
1972: 54)
Margaret Oliphant used enunciative modalities that are semantic
constructions of the self, in the images of daughter, mother, wife and
writer. These images become enunciated subjects that epistemically
modalize discourse,72 envisaging a greater and better knowledge of her
fragmentary self. But this knowledge, grounded on the episteme of
truth, is modalized by such auxiliary verbs as may and might and by
adjuncts as perhaps, which imbue the text with a notion of narrative
and discursive fictionality.
The frequent use of epistemic and deontic modality and of
adverbials of contrats and of concession allowed Margaret Oliphant to
operate, in her discursive formations, with alternative worlds or
scenarios that create conditions of possibility for her selves, pointing to
a possible world where things were as she would have liked them to
have been:
To conceive of things being otherwise is to hold that they are
real or true in a world other than the actual one we are living in
or that they are real or true in the actual world but at a moment
in time other than the present. (Hoye 1997: 41)
To create for herself conditions of possibility that do not belong
to the real world, helped to politicize the image Margaret Oliphant
wanted for herself, in an articulation between the realms of existence
and of experience The creation of these conditions of possibility in a
fictionalized landscape of the self allowed her to become an active
agent of change of the autobiographical paradigms, facing, challenging
72

Cf. Rodney Huddleston.Introduction to the Grammar of English. Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press 1984. The epistemic modality concerns the status of truth
in the light of what the speaker knows; it is a modality oriented to a speaking subject,
being thus a subjective modality.
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and resisting the ideological and cultural hegemonic structures of the
19th century.
Rediscovering

forms

and

contents,

Margaret

Oliphant

confronted the dialectics between conditions and consciousness,
constructing possible contexts of experience, in a physical and mental
encounter with the events that were represented and interpreted. In the
Autobiography, Margaret Oliphant represented life as it was,
representing herself as a person with faults and qualities able to face
dilemmas, tensions, conflicts, disillusions and pain, allowing, as Q. D.
Leavis (1974) argued, no place for self-compassion. The moments of
apparent weakness, compassion and lament are always followed by
moments of assertion:
(...) there is no self-pity in her work, as in Hardy’s tragic novels,
nor any idealization or self-transfiguration, as in George Eliot’s.
She was the opposite, too, of the bestseller novel-writer who
peddles day-dreams and wish-fulfilments. It is typical of her
that she wrote that “a ‘happy ending’ is simply a contemptible
expedient” and this no doubt explains her inability to obtain
from Victorian publishers, those shrewd judges of the market
values, high enough prices for even her best novels. (A&L: 27)
This is the voice of a woman, of Scottish origin, who
experienced the bohemian atmosphere of London and the artistic
atmosphere of Italy. It is the voice of a woman who became acquainted
both with a class of artists unacknowledged by the intellectuals and the
elite and with some of the great names of the cultural and literary
Victorian scene. These acquaintances provided her a status with wider
perspectives and fuller conceptions of life and art. The travels she made
provided her with the knowledge of modern languages, which, in turn,
provided her with access to other literatures and cultures, turning this
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Victorian woman into an important and original case in the panorama
of the English letters of the 19th century.
By privileging the epistemological and the ontological use of
experience and the need to articulate the private and the public spheres
of our life, the study of Margaret Oliphant’s Autobiography enlightens
the questions connected with the literary and cultural critique of the text
and with the conditions of plausibility.. Having a table for myself,
unlike Margaret Oliphant, the activity of writing has been inevitably
touched by my different spheres of existence, in a tension and constant
contribution of the maternal, domestic and intellectual experiences. The
lines quoted below could have been written by me almost 120 years
after they were written by Margaret Oliphant:
I used to write all the morning, getting up now and then in the
middle of a sentence to run downstairs and have a few words
with him, or to play with the children when they came in from
their walk. (A&L: 44)
Like Margaret Oliphant, the articulation of the experience of the
text with the recognition of my feminine voice, feelings and emotions,
has revealed my ontological level in this moment of experience of
being a woman. It is a moment that, like a shock of recognition, as
Probyn (1993) put it, has also revealed my epistemological level, the
conditions of possibility for the categories of knowledge and has
allowed me to create my own landscape of the self, in an articulation of
feelings and experiences and drawing maps of meaning for my
professional and personal life.
To

read

Margaret

Oliphant’s

Autobiography

and

autobiographies in general as landscapes of the self is to understand
them as a canvas where the images of the self are represented. It is to
understand autobiographies as a space of communication, where
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authors and audience articulate meanings – where the audience has to
make sense of the identity of the author in a simultaneously produced
and productive relationship, which is constitutive of communication as
a social practice, and in which the audience has to understand to whom
the author is creating, why, how and when.
I finish as I started, with Elspeth Probyn’s words:
In acknowledging the very basic point that the experiential is
part of the critical enterprise itself, we move beyond the
construction of experience as an object to be passively and
impersonally studied. In stating that the experiential is imbricate
within a critical stance, we can begin to see how it might
provide direction, and a ratifying sense of movement. It attests
to a clear point of departure, even as it is partial, in the sense of
being partial to (and part of) a political agenda. We are drawn to
recognize and research certain experiences (as they are
articulated through gender, sexuality, class or race) because we
have at some level lived and experienced them ourselves.
(Probyn 1993: 23)
My critical and ideological stance allows me to agree that
"[w]ithout being placed on a pedestal, experience can nonetheless give
us somewhere to speak from” (Probyn 1993: 26). It was from my
experience as a reader, an academic and a mother that I articulated my
experience, knowledge, gender and structure (Probyn 1993) and that I
spoke from, always based on a methodology that interconnects texts
and the cultural and social practices they represent, in a dynamic
process where culture does not rhyme with sepulture (Williams 1958).
I started this work knowing that there are no given or available
starting points; mine were traced based on my experiences and
contexts, knowing that “(...) in retrospect we can regard a beginning as
the point at which, in a given work, the writer departs from all other
works” (Said 1975: 3). Learning Said’s lesson, my beginning
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established “relationships with works already existing, relationships of
either continuity or antagonism or some mixture of both” (1975:3),
relationships that taught me to see (Williams 1961) and enabled me to
develop as a human being.
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Arranged and edited by Annie Coghill. Introduction and Notes by
Q.D.Leavis, Surrey: Leicester University Press, 1974.
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London: The University of Chicago Press, 1988.
The Autobiography of Margaret Oliphant. Edited by Elizabeth Jay,
Oxford and New York: Oxford University Press, 1990.
The Autobiography of Margaret Oliphant. Edited by Elizabeth Jay,
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