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“Rags of Mortality”: Negotiating the
Body in the Bluestocking Letters

lizabeth Carter’s poem “A Dialogue” (1741) records a spirited discussion be-
—{ tween Body and Mind. Each has complaints: Body complains that Mind
is so preoccupied that she pursues her mental pleasures with little regard
for the needs of Body; Mind counters that her pursuits are often curtailed by the
inconsiderate demands of Body. Although the poem gives voice to both sides of
this difficult relationship, Carter’s sympathies lie with Mind, whose crimes seem
to be, if not necessarily less grievous in consequence, at least less vindictive and
intentional. Body suffers from neglect, Mind from forcible control. And Mind
will win, in the end, when Body will be condemned to decay, allowing Mind to
“snap ... off [her] chains and fly freely away.”* Within this poem, the body is rep-
resented as a kind of “other”: distinguishable from, yet tied to, a self that is closely
identified with the mind. Body is a demanding presence, concerned with mate-
rial necessities such as food and sleep. Mind, a more ethereal presence, abandons
Body to converse with “good friends in the stars” and finds herself “cramped and
confined like a slave in a chain” by the corporeal mass that imprisons her.”

“A Dialogue” is firmly situated in a post-Cartesian world with a long tradi-
tion of philosophical thought that separates body from mind and pits the two en-
tities against each other. Conventionally, mind has been the privileged term of
this dualism, and body has been constructed as what must be transcended, dis-
avowed, rejected. Carter’s poem participates in this lengthy tradition by invok-
ing the fantasy of transcendence. However, the poem offers a daring and radical
challenge. Conventionally, this mind-body dualism is gendered: mind is mascu-
line and body is feminine. “Woman” was typically relegated to the body and rep-
resented in opposition to the purely masculine province of mind; or bound to a

1. Elizabeth Carter, “A Dialogue,” in Roger Lonsdale, ed., Eighteenth-Century Women Poets (Oxford,
1990), 168.
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2. On the gender implications of Carter’s poem, see Lisa A. Freeman, “‘A Dialogue’: Elizabeth Carter’s

Passion for the Female Mind,” in Isobel Armstrong and Virginia Blain. eds., Women’ Poetry in the
Enlightenment: The Making of a Canon, 1730—1820 (London, 1999), 50~63.
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body that is less perfect because more frail, more unreliable than that of man?
One of the effects of this gendered dualism is that a life of the mind has been con-
ventionally denied to women. For example, although the eighteenth century wit-
nessed a growing interest in and debate about the education of women,
assumptions of women’s “natural” mental inferiority and “natural” maternal func-
tion persisted in contemporary discourses. Thus learned women were usually
regarded with suspicion and often represented as cultural oddities.* In “A
Dialogue,” though, Carter reverses the familiar pattern of gender. In the domes-
tic dispute in the poem, Mind is female while Body is likened to a petulant hus-
band. Her poem explicitly challenges convention, asserting that women, too, can
develop their intellectual capacities, can participate in the fantasy of corporeal
transcendence.

The legacy of first generation Bluestockings Elizabeth Carter and Elizabeth
Montagu demonstrates the practical application of Carter’s poetic assertion. These
women challenged contemporary attitudes and strictures to pursue scholar-
ship.’ The voluminous epistolary correspondence between Carter and Catherine
Talbot, and Carter and Montagu, includes not only gossip and discussions of
travel and politics but also numerous “conversations” about the scholarly work
that absorbed them. Carter’s translation of Epictetus (1758) began in response to

3. There are several texts that provide particularly useful and succinct summaries of the history—from Plato,
through Augustine, to Descartes—of this well-known Western dualism and its implications. See, for
example: Genevieve Lloyd, The Man of Reason: “Male” and “Female” in Western Philosophy (London, 1984);
Erica Harth, Cartesian Women: Versions and Subversions of Rational Discourse in the Old Regime (Ithaca,
N.Y., 1992); and Susan Bordo, Unbearable Weight: Feminism, Western Culture, and the Body (Berkeley,
Calif, 1993). See Elizabeth Grosz, Vblatile Bodies: Toward a Corporeal Feminism (Bloomington, Ind., 1994),
esp. for the implications of Western dualism for women. See also Theodore M. Brown, “Descartes,
Dualism, and Psychosomatic Medicine,” in W. F. Bynum, Roy Porter, and Michael Shepherd, eds., 7%e
Anaromy of Madness: Essays in the History of Psychiatry, 2 vols. (London, 1985), 1:40—62, for a discussion of
the influence of Descartes on medicine.

4. Eighteenth-century debates about women’s education faced assumptions that women had “shallow minds
incapable of ‘intense and continued application’ or of a ‘close and comprehensive reasoning’”; Bridget
Hill, Esghteenth-Century Women: An Anthology (London, 1984), 44. Bluestockings Hester Chapone (Letters
on the Improvement of the Mind, addressed to a Young Lady [1773]) and Catharine Macaulay Graham
(Letters on Education [1790]) engaged explicitly with these debates in extensive treatises on education.
Chapone’s took a conservative, conduct book-like approach, urging that education should prepare girls
for their roles as wives and mothers. Macaulay’s treatise, however, is an anomalous, radical piece advocat-
ing a redefinition of gender expectations.

5. Kathryn Sutherland remarks on events that perhaps contributed to the intellectual passion of Elizabeth
Montagu: Elizabeth Drake (Montagu’s mother) may have been educated by the famous Bathsua Makin,
author of An Essay to Revive the Antient Education of Gentlewomen (1673); and Elizabeth Elstob, an Anglo-
Saxon scholar, was employed as a governess in the home of the duchess of Portland, a friend of Montagu’s
from her adolescence; Sutherland, “Writings on Education and Conduct: Arguments for Female
Improvement,” in Vivien Jones, ed., Women and Literature in Britain, 1700—1800 (Cambridge, 2000),

25—45 at 30.
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a request from Talbot, who then encouraged her and discussed the project with
her at length by post. Similarly, while writing her Essay On The Writings and
Genius of Shakespear (1769), Montagu argued and conferred with Carter by let-
ter. The letters between these women create both friendship and intellectual com-
munity, recording the process of claiming the conventionally masculine province
of mind; and thus, like Carter’s poem, challenge the conventional gendering of
the mind-body dualism. The correspondence, though, is more radical and more
nuanced than the poem. Even as they claim a life of the mind for women, these
letters explore and often validate the role of the body, undermining the very
premise of the dualism and suggesting a more complex, even mysterious, part-
nership. “You bid me tell you,” Carter writes to Elizabeth Vesey, “what neither
I, nor any other mortal can tell. The manner in which soul and body is affected
by each other is one of those impenetrable secrets with which, because it is im-
penetrable, we have no concern.”® And, later, she explains to Montagu, “the ef-
fect of the union between body and spirit, must ever be unaccountable to all
human researches. Perhaps they are different in every individual.”” These ex-
cerpts stress the close relationship of body and mind, as does the correspondence
as a whole, recording a struggle not so much to overcome the body as to balance
embodiment with intellectual life.

Because both women suffered from chronic physical ailments (Montagu
from digestive disorders and Carter migraine-like headaches), their bodies could
not easily be ignored in daily life. Neither are they transcended in the epistolary
representations of the life of the mind. Carter, for example, responds to Montagu,
“You kindly bid me mention my health, which is, thank God, very well, except
head-achs, rheumatisms, and sometimes little fevers, all which I consider as so
many non-naturals, which there is no living without” (1:91, 5 September 1760).
And the letters themselves illustrate not only the difficulties but also the rewards
of living with. Carter’s poem may suggest corporeal transcendence, but these epis-
tolary selves are not represented as disembodied. Rather, they are complexly and
intricately “embodied.” My essay engages with this complexity to explore the
rich mind-body dynamic in the correspondence. I begin by demonstrating that
these bodies are, not surprisingly, often represented as is Body in Carter’s poem—
as irritating and constraining obstacles to intellectual pursuits. However, I sug-
gest that the correspondence undermines this conventional dualism by evoking

6. A Series of Lesters between Mrs. Elizabeth Carter and Miss Catherine Talbot, from the year 1741 to 1770,

1o Which Are Added, Letters from Mps. Elizabeth Carter to Mrs. Vesey, between the years 1763 and 1787,

ed. Montagu Pennington, 4 vols. (London, 1809), 4:101, 25 January 1774; cited henceforward in the text.
7. Lerters from Elizabeth Carter to Mrs. Montagu, between the years 1755 and 1800, ed. Montagu Pennington,

3 vols. (1817; New York, 1973), 3:87-88, 19 September 1778.
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a more fluid and nuanced relationship, both literal and metaphoric, between
body and mind. At times, the presence of the body becomes a cooperative
grounding force—a form of conscience—working with, not against, the mind.
This cooperation becomes more intense during discussions about what were, for
these women, morally problematic experiences of depression, where the suffer-
ing body becomes the guarantor of moral absolution. While it grounds and
absolves, the body sometimes functions as a kind of co-conspirator, a wil-
ling scapegoat, that provides a certain degree of agency. The interconnection of
body and mind is also vividly articulated when the body appears in these letters
as a powerful metaphoric presence. Throughout the Bluestocking correspon-
dence, I suggest, the body is represented literally as essential to the development
of the mind/self and metaphorically as the medium that connects these women
to one another.

TaEe Bopy As ANTAGONIST

The letters exchanged between Carter and Montagu and with their other friends
demonstrate particular interest in corporeal matters, especially physical health.
Most of the letters between Carter and Montagu contain a report of the health
of the sender and a query about that of the recipient. Often, they also include a
plea not to sacrifice health to the indulgence of writing a letter. In 1765, for ex-
ample, Carter begs Montagu, “Pray never write to me when there is the least
danger of its hurting your health” (1:282, 14 October 1765). In making this re-
quest, Carter has apparently forgotten her vexation of five years earlier when she
admonished Montagu:

Surely, my dear Mrs. Montagu, it is quite an age since I heard from
you, and my patience will hold out no longer. I find there is no
end to wearying myself with conjectures whether this silence is oc-
casioned by your not having recovered the sight of your eyes, or
by your having lost the feeling of your heart. . .. You may urge, in
excuse of giving me this solicitude, that I desired you not to write
till you could do it with perfect ease. Very true: but then you might,
at least, have sent me your kind love and service by the carrier, or
the waggon, or any such other conveyance, as folks who cannot
write written hand, make use of; to tell their friends that they are
in good health, hoping they are the same. ... am sometimes in a
fright about you, and sometimes in a tiff, but in either disposition,
Your most affectionate, &c. (1:74—75, 2 February 1760)
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Although it seems here that Carter would rather envision her friend ill than cool-
ing in her affections, delayed correspondence often did signal illness and thus
caused great concern to the waiting party. Carter writes to Talbot, “You cannot
tell, dear Miss Talbot, how rejoiced I am to hear the good news of your recovery,
unless you know how very sure I was you had been sick; for your long silence had
made me certain of it” (1:273, 13 July 1748).°

The focus on health marks these correspondents as typical eighteenth-
century letter writers. Dorothy and Roy Porter state that in this “golden age of
diaries and letter-writing . . . health is prominent in both.” And this epistolary
convention attests to the nature of the material experience of the body in the
eighteenth century, which was, so often, the experience of illness. In his histori-
cal survey of illness and death over the last four hundred years, James Riley re-
ports that much of the European population suffered a wide variety of diseases
over the course of their lives, and many suffered repeated bouts of the same ill-
ness: “To live in Europe between 1600 and 1870 was to face a series of vivid and
recurrent disease risks.”*® Childhood mortality was particularly high, as was ma-
ternal mortality—sometimes from difficult delivery but more often from post-
delivery infection. Dorothy and Roy Porter claim that “being a fertile married
woman in a pre-contraceptive age, when most married couples did not practise
what Malthus called ‘moral restraint,” was perhaps the highest-risk occupation of
all.”"" If a woman survived both childhood and childbearing, her life expectancy

8.  In relationships where circumstances and geographical distance typically meant that visits were limited

10.

11.

and far between, and friendships were maintained, to a great extent, through the post, the letter was often
the only guarantee of the health, even the continued existence, of the other party. When Catherine Talbot
was dying, for example, she was unable to write to Carter herself. Although others kept Carter informed
of Talbot’s situation, it was the absence of letters in Talbot’s hand that signaled the seriousness of her
condition; see Letters between Carter and Talbot, 24 October 1769, 26 October 1769, 28 October 1769;
3:196—200. Talbot died in January 1770. And a few years earlier, Carter had written to Montagu about the
silence of another friend: “I have for some time feared, from Madame de Blum’s very long silence, that
there was some melancholy alteration in her health. I had only waited till my return to Deal for a conve-
nient opportunity of making some enquiry after her, but all enquiry is now unnecessary, for I yesterday
received an account of her death from Monsieur de Blum, / fif5” (1:299, 31 May 1766).

Dorothy Porter and Roy Porter, I Sickness and in Health: The British Experience, 1650~1850 (New York,
1989), 12.

James Riley, Sickness, Recovery, and Death: A History and Forecast of Ill Health (London, 1989): “Although
the feature most remarked upon of this panorama of risks has been its intensity—the probability of dying
in an epidemic—the most remarkable feature of it appears, in the formulation offered here, to be the
probability of being ill repeatedly. . . . the ordinary individual appears to have experienced both a continu-
ing series of infectious diseases and the risk of concurrent infections.” What surprises Riley is how many
people survived these diseases over and over again; see pp. 112—14.

Dorothy Porter and Roy Porter, Patients Progress: Doctors and Doctoring in Eighteenth-Century England
(Oxford, 1989), 174; and Elizabeth Burton, The Pageant of Georgian England (New York, 1967).
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was fairly long, but these longer lives were apparently punctuated by a series,
often repetitive, of illnesses."

The letters of Carter and Montagu record their sufferings with fleeting ill-
ness as well as their struggles with chronic conditions throughout their long lives.
In a letter to Elizabeth Vesey, Carter comments on the pervasiveness of her
headaches: “As every external remedy has failed, my mind has long been accus-
tomed to submit quietly and cheerfully to that condition of health which seems
to be inseparably connected with the principles of my constitution” (3:231,
6 December 1763). And a few years later, she cautions her friend, “do not be in
any manner of concern about me. The head-ache you know belongs to me, as
much as any thing external can” (3:309, 13 October 1766). Her letters repeatedly
record the physical discomforts with which she is familiar. Similarly, in a letter
to her husband, Montagu refers to her perpetual ill health by informing him, “I
am so well in health, that I do not know myself, and I think I am a little like the
humorous Lieutenant, that would run no hazards while he was well, though he
was prodigal of life, when he had a pain in his side.””? Throughout the corre-
spondence, both women stress the prominence of ill health in their lives.

In many of their epistolary representations of illness, their bodies become
the Body of “A Dialogue.” Self is separated from body, which is distracting, irri-
tating, or incapacitating; but the demands of the body claim the attention of
mind/self: “I do not know what to say for my idleness last post,” writes Montagu
to her sister from Whitehall, “but indeed I was so oppressed by a cold, I could
not disengage my mind from its attention to a disordered body, long enough to
write a line” (1:121, 1740). In Montagu’s apology, the similarities to the terms of
Carter’s poem are striking: the mind is responsible for writing—a kind of intel-
lectual pursuit—but is prevented from this pleasant task by the need to attend
to the body. Significantly, where Montagu blames the body for hampering the
mind, Carter’s chronic physical distemper was often blamed, by others, on a kind

12.  See Riley, Sickness, Recovery, and Death, passim. Significantly, neither Elizabeth Carter nor Catherine
Talbot married; Elizabeth Montagu married, but she bore only one child (John, “Punch”), who died while
teething. Although Talbot died of cancer when she was just short of forty-nine, Montagu lived eighty
years and Carter eighty-eight. Neither Carter nor Montagu suffered anything as serious as the cancer that
killed Talbot; Montagu even managed to avoid the smallpox that marked her sister. She was unsuccessfully
inoculated several times over her life and lived in perpetual fear of exposure; Carter was convinced that
her friend must have contracted a minor form of smallpox (probably from inoculation) that provided her
with immunity: “I should be more alarmed at your being in such infected air, if I had not long ago com-
forted myself with the persuasion that you have had this vile disorder, though I think you are perfectly
right to keep out of the contagion” (Letzers from Carter to Montagu, 3:108, 22 September 1783).

13. The Letters of Mrs. Elizabeth Montagu, with Some of the Letters of Her Correspondents, 17201761,

4 vols. (1809-13; New York, 1974), 3:169—70, 30 September 1751.
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