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1. Introduction
If the reader is at all familiar with the romance-type of literature, he will have noticed that most of the heroines tend to be beautiful, enchanting and headstrong, most of the heroes fierce, strong and mysterious. These are the most easily spotted common denominators in a romance. In this paper I have set out to investigate one common factor in Victoria Holt’s romantic historical novels or historical romances (the difference between these two categories will be defined later). That factor is the presence of a governess. I will, in the first part of this paper, look at the different aspects of a governess in the novels, what is her part in the plot, how does she function in relation to the other characters, what is her importance to the story and naturally, why do I consider the “governess-theme” important enough to merit a whole paper in the first place! Victoria Holt (Eleanor Alice Hibbert, née Burford, 1906-1993), the creator of over 30 romances, was a popular author of novels which are mainly set in the Victorian times. She has put a governess-figure in nearly every one of her romance (APPENDIX). It is because of their high frequency and the fact that employing a governess was also a kind of a status symbol in the Victorian time that I find this theme a fruitful subject of research.

In the second part of this paper I will embark on the other task I have set for myself in relation to the governess-theme: that of its historicity. I will present the view of the modern historical research on the subject of governesses at the time presented in the novels, the mid- and the late-Victorian England. I will then compare this view with that conveyed to the readers in Holt’s novels/romances – is it “true” to the time or is it a stripped-down, simplified, cut-all-corners version, a stereotype. I do not wish to judge or moralise about Holt’s way of picturing the era. I have no way of knowing which historical studies she read for background nor do I know whether those studies were sound. They may also be, from our point of view, dated and contain information that has since been proven false. Collingwood quotes Oakeshott saying the word truth has no meaning for the historian unless it means “what the evidence obliges us to believe”.
 Historians 50 years ago had no more claim to infallibility as to the Victorian era than do our contemporary historians. I simply intend to look as objectively as possible, at the representation of the historical facts from the point of view of the 1990s, through a lens of historical knowledge as recent as possible.
And why do I think this is a subject well worth looking into? Let me put it this way: Millions of women have, some time or other, read a romantic novel or two. Many are probably acquainted with romantic historical novels and have, like I have, sometimes vaguely wondered how true these stories are to the era they describe or are they just something created by an unlimited imagination and loosely set between certain dates in history, describing fancy costumes and exotic, quaint manners and giving the reader a few “real” names like Napoleon or the Crimean War – thus creating an illusion of reality? This illusion gives the novel a place in “this” world and sets it apart from works of science fiction or fantasy. But how far can the reader truly trust what he or she is reading? Is the line between romantic historical novels and fantasy in reality non-existent?

Is not “trust” rather a strong verb in this context – popular historical romances? Do not all the readers realise that it is simply fiction, not a history book? I am sure that the readers are very well aware that Angelique never roamed the corridors of Versailles, nor did Catherine witness the burning at stake of Joan of Arc nor did Henrietta ever really walk down the streets of 19th century Helsinki.
 But it can be argued that the readers are influenced by what they read.
When I first came up with this argument it was just a vague idea, based on my own reflection on how I allow the historical romances to influence my view of historical eras and on some remarks of a friend of mine on how she once got nearly full points in a history test in school having written most of her answer based on the information she had acquired by reading Angelika ja kuningas
 the previous night. But it was reading Janice Radway’s Reading the Romance
 that really opened my eyes to the instructive aspects of historical romances. Radway’s research was carried out in the Midwestern community of Smithon, USA, among about forty most avid readers of romances; questionnaires were filled in and numerous discussion sessions analysed. The results of this work demonstrate that most of the readers of this kind of literature see these novels as somehow instructive whether they reflect on the fact or just let the new “knowledge” insinuate itself into their brains.
The question of learning is more complex than that, however, as can be seen from the answers of the Smithon women. To the question “Which of the Following Best Describes Why You Read Romances?” the third most common answer (among eight choices) was “To learn about faraway places and times”.
 It still comes far behind the escapism factor, and Radway also points out a discrepancy between the questionnaire responses (the above-mentioned third choice) and the discussions where nearly every reader emphasised the instructive motive for her reading. Radway came to the interesting conclusion – which, if I may say so, my observations on my own behaviour fully corroborate – that this instructive factor is justification to “outsiders”, that is, to “husbands, friends and interviewers that the novels are not merely frothy, purposeless entertainment but possess a certain intrinsic value that can be transferred to the reader”.

Why would this be an adequate justification? Because, as Radway points out,
 information is highly appreciated and valued commodity in our society – if one can prove that one learns from whatever one is doing and use it to one’s advantage in life, then that something is immediately more acceptable, more “respectable” than something that is done merely for leisure and pleasure. In other words, people do not read these novels in order to learn – the main motive is still entertainment, escape – but the added bonus of learning is a useful detail. Most women do not set out to “study” a romance for its facts, but, in retrospect, what could be more pleasant than to be able to point out to others, as well as to oneself, that the time was not simply “wasted” on grown-up fairy tales.
Where does this trust in the facts and truths of a romance come from? Radway states that it is

the product of the wide-spread belief among readers that romance authors study a period and a place before they write about it. Not only are they thought to pore over historical “documents” and conduct “extensive research”, but their readers also believe that the authors travel to the places they write about in order to give more realism to their descriptions.

2. The romance

2.1. The romance as part of popular culture

This far I have rather freely used the words “romance” and “romantic novel”. In this chapter I will define Holt’s place on the literary map and later look at the defining factor of the romance-genre. To start with, I will look briefly into the concepts of popular and high culture and then I will differentiate between popular and high fiction, most especially the romance.

Popular culture has been the subject of denial, moral disapproval, and, finally, serious study since the 19th century. I will touch on some of the ideas and definitions which are most relevant to my subject here. It seems that no perfect and unequivocal definition has been found so far.

The question of the nature and value of popular culture was first raised in the 19th century by Matthew Arnold (even though his work mostly dealt with the notion of culture, and his ideas on the popular culture of his day can only be deduced from that). Ever since his time popular culture has had to struggle against being classified as substandard. This battle is still not over. To say that something is “popular” (meaning very many people like it) often carries the connotation of its being mass-produced, low-quality, appealing to the indiscriminate masses, not too difficult to understand. It is, in other words, a belittling and patronising expression. Nowadays this image has met with certain problems because it has no way to explain away for example the popularity of Pavarotti’s “Nessun Dorma” which rose to number one in the British charts in 1990 – surely this would be a contradiction in terms: an opera singer (the epitome of high culture) and massive popularity.

A somewhat more romantic view on popular culture is the idea of popular culture as the “authentic culture of the ‘people’ […] folk culture […] a culture of the people for the people”.
 This definition is by far not without problems, one of which is that
it evades the nature of the resources from which the culture is made […] the fact remains that people do not spontaneously produce culture from raw materials they make themselves […] its raw materials are those that are commercially provided.

The theory however touches my subject as it has been noted that where the romance-reading is concerned one can, to a certain extent, talk about a culture of the people where “people” equals “readership”. Some romance-readers turn into romance-writers, and even though statistically they must constitute a tiny minority (the readership is counted in millions), it is the explanation these women give which seems rather unique to this genre. These women want to “give something back”. An illustrative quotation from Radway:
LaVyrle Spencer has explained that her first book “was written because of one very special lade, Kathleen Woodiwiss,” whose book, The Flame and the Flower, “possessed me to the point where I found I, too, wanted to write a book that would make ladies’ hearts throb with anticipation […] I even got to the point where I told myself I wanted to do it for her, Kathleen, to give her a joyful reading experience like she’d given me”.
 […] Even the incredibly prolific and very professional Janet Dailey confesses that she too began the career […] because she wanted to write the kinds of books she most enjoyed reading.

Thus the authors of romances seem a somewhat inbred group. It would be most interesting to find out about the reading patterns of romance-readers, whether they read other kinds of novels and what are the proportions of different genres. It seems likely that the large-scale consumers of romance do not spend much of the remaining reading-time going through works of high literature, but this suggestion awaits confirmation since I have not come across any extensive research on this subject.

A huge step away from any censorial or romantic attitudes towards popular culture was taken by the Neo-Gramscian hegemony theory. It defines popular culture as “what men and women make from their active consumption of the texts and practices of the culture industries”.
 The theory sees

popular culture as a site of struggle between the forces of ‘resistance’ of subordinate groups in society, and the forces of ‘incorporation’ of dominant groups in society. Popular culture in this usage is not the imposed culture of the mass culture theorists, nor is it an emerging-from-below spontaneously oppositional culture of ‘the people’. Rather, it is a terrain of exchange between the two; a terrain […] marked by resistance and incorporation.

To bring this all-embracing theory down to the level of the romance, it could be seen that these kind of novels are an expression of this “exchange” between women’s outward and inward expectations, hopes and fantasies. In other words, women have certain ideas of acceptable behaviour, which nowadays seem to include, for example, that marriage is not the only or even the best way to deal with life. On the other hand, women both read and write enormous amounts of literature in which marriage oar at least a perfect monogamous relationship is portrayed as suitable, desirable and the solution to everything. It has been discovered that “over the past decade, the rise of feminism has been paralleled almost exactly by a mushroom growth in the popularity of romantic fiction”.
 Whether or not this can be perceived primarily as a prejudicing and oppressing image which contributes to the old-fashioned ideas of women is another thing – personally I tend to give more credit to the powers of the female mind to separate fact from fiction. The truth, however, remains that this literature is mostly mass-produced and in general strictly bound to a certain form (happy endings etc.). It is an interesting blend of “imposed” (as in mass-produced) and “emerging-from-below” (as in readers turning into authors of the same genre).
The Foucauldian approach to popular culture and culture in general is what I feel to be a most fruitful starting point to a socio-literary study. Foucault as a poststructuralist was interested in how language is used and, in his two books,
 explores the relationship between discourse and power. An illuminating example on his thoughts is his notion about the discourse of sexuality which he has studied extensively in The History of Sexuality. Storey gives a summary of Foucault’s conclusions:

He argues that the different discourses on sexuality are not about sexuality, they actually constitute sexuality. This is not to say that sexuality does not exist as a non-discursive formation, but that our ‘knowledge’ of sexuality and the ‘power-knowledge’ relations of sexuality are discursive.

Edward Said followed in Foucault’s footsteps when he wrote his book Orientalism (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1985). He “demonstrates Foucault’s claim that the ‘truth’ of a discourse depends less on what is said and more on who is saying it and when and where it is said”.
 This leads to a shift in one’s perspective; one is not concerned anymore merely about what is being said in a given text (lyrics, literature, film stories etc.) or how they are constructed. One concentrates on why they were created, what the fact that is has been written tells about its creator and about the attitudes and atmospheres of the time it was written. One asks what needs they were created to fill. All these are questions which are immensely interesting with respect to romance-consuming as well.

It is important to keep in mind that the most important thing is not only to study the texts as if they existed in a void but to have some consideration of the ways in which the readers “actually use and make meanings from the commodities they consume”.
 This paper is strongly motivated by the idea that the romances influence their readers in various (and not always predictable) ways and that they make new meanings out of the most basic of tales (the love story), even though my own focus of attention here is more on the content and historicity.

Popular culture is a kind of a dialogue, it exists to fill a pre-existing void, it answers to a need. If one forgets this, one is very close to a judgmental view towards anything differing from the canonised culture or from the approved ideology. Popular culture is not a residue for those who cannot enjoy Kafka, nor is it a kind of an illness to be got rid of in a future Utopia. The latter view is expressed in the words of Radway in the last sentence of Reading the Romance
if we do not [try to understand and eventually encourage the protest inherent in the utopian longing], we have already conceded the fight and, in the case of the romance at least, admitted the impossibility of creating a world where the vicarious pleasure supplied by its reading would be unnecessary.

The sentence is all the more surprising because Radway had proclaimed that she would try not to be prejudiced against the romance-reading and had rather successfully kept her word thus far. The idea in itself is ludicrous (not to mention the lack of scientific objectivity): to wish for a world where there would not be a need and a place for romances would also be a world without fairy tales for children and James Bond –novels for men. In short, a world without imagination and fantasies.

2.2.  The relation of history and fiction

In this part I will try and analyse what is really meant when we speak about romances and historical romances. First of all, to differentiate between historical study and historical fiction. In a serious historical study there is the demand for referentiality: one assumes that the words refer to an outer, past, but real, world. The researcher puts forth certain arguments and is expected to be able to argue his point.

As works of imagination, the historian’s work and the novelist’s do not differ. Where they do differ is that the historian’s picture is meant to be true. The novelist has a single task only: to construct a coherent picture, one that makes sense. The historian has a double task: he has both to do this, and to construct a picture of things as they really were and of events as they really happened.

In a historical novel there is tension between the two words: historical makes us presume a certain faithfulness to the facts in the real world. The history part undoubtedly strives to some extent at least to give an impression that the built-in world of the novel has a counterpart in the real world.

Novel on the other hand means fiction, the means of fiction and the liberty to break away from the aforementioned facts. That fiction part makes it clear that it is just another interpretation, an artefact, a creation of imagination with its – for the most part – fictional characters, dialogues and events. In historical novels there is always a relationship with history – it is also thought that one important purpose of this genre is to bring history to life by the means of fiction.
 David Lavender, quite accurately, states that “on more emotional levels a good historical novel can reinforce a sense of the past in ways that lie beyond reach of most straight history books”.
 Furthermore, James Walvin points out that even if some historians are not happy about it, the historical fiction is the channel through which millions of people acquire their knowledge of past times. He states that
in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, the historical novel reached, and reaches still, a far greater audience than any conventional work of historical scholarship […] it is abundantly clear that history can be a potent force even when mythical or untrue.

Above, I have only discussed in what way does the novelist “approach” the historian. It may also be of interest to mention that in a way a historian can also “approach” the novelist. Collingwood in his The Idea of History finds a great similarity between the fictional world and the work of a historian, namely the imagination. Imagination in itself is not part of only fiction, it is and must be part of serious historical work as well. So to use one’s imagination does not necessarily equal a novelist – everything depends on the way one uses the imagination. Collingwood says that

if we filled up the narrative of Caesar’s doings with fanciful details such as the names of the persons he met on the way [from Gaul to Rome], and what he said to them, the construction would be arbitrary: it would be in fact the kind of construction which is done by an historical novelist. But if our construction involves nothing that is not necessitated by the evidence, it is a legitimate historical construction of a kind without which there can be no history at all.

He talks quite a lot of a priori imagination. It is just that “which, bridging the gaps between what our authorities tell us, gives the historical narrative or description its continuity”.
 That bridging of gaps he calls interpolation which has two characteristics: first, it is necessary, and 

secondly, what is in this way inferred is essentially something imagined. If we look out over the sea and perceive a ship, and five minutes later look again and perceive it in a different place, we find ourselves obliged to imagine it as having occupied intermediate positions when we were not looking. That is already an example of historical thinking; and it is not otherwise that we find ourselves obliged to imagine Caesar as having travelled from Rome to Gaul when we are told that he was in these different places at these successive times.

The impression of reality in the historical novels is mostly created by the presence of “real” people and events (kings, wars, politicians, inventions). But for all that the past is a created past – the illusion of historicity and truthfulness is made by certain means of genre: the mentioning of selected historical facts, descriptions of milieu, dates etc. So not only does the novel refer to a real world and real history, it also creates the world it is telling us about.
 The reader recognises the means as the established characteristics of the genre; the historical accuracy is present as a conventional expectation.

It is just this conventional expectation that I find somewhat troubling. The average reader does not, in the middle of the exciting adventures of the beautiful heroine, run to the encyclopaedia every time there is a reference to an actual historical event or person to check whether the author got that right or “just about” or “something like that”. The reader takes the accuracy of those kind of facts for granted. Ihonen states that in a historical novel there are always elements which lead the reader to interpret the contents against the background of existing historical research. He also approaches the question of historicity from an intertextual angle: in order that a historical novel would be read as historical fiction, it does not have to reveal any particular subtext, but the novel does have to be constructed in a way which allows the reader to conclude that is has subtexts. These subtexts can range from the texts of historical research to beliefs, myths and legends, and the text-subtext relationship can very between paraphrasing and irony.

But dates and names of kings and empires are not the only ties that a historical novel has to the “real” world, there is other kind of information as well. What is told about social manners, habits, costumes, make-up, servants’ position, homes, food, attitudes toward women and men, toward foreigners and foreign countries – the list is endless. It may not be all that easy to check out the accuracy of these kind of things from the home encyclopaedia, nor are they something that is normally taught at school, at least concerning foreign countries. Do we, the readers, take all the author tells about these kind of things for truth?

According to Shaw,
 there are mainly three ways to use history in historical fiction. The first is the history as a pastoral where the history works as a screen on which the contemporary questions can be reflected. Secondly, the novels can illustrate or treat different notions or interpretations of history. Thirdly, history can serve as the source of “dramatic energy” and it is used for melodramatic and exotic purposes and it produces a halo of faraway time. The third way is obviously the main use of history in historical romance novel such as I am about to study.

2.3.  The formula of romance
The line between high literature and popular fiction is not easily defined. Victoria Holt’s novels are part of the popular culture and are thus clearly separated from the works of the literature of the high culture. To put a novel by Jane Austen side by side with a novel by Victoria Holt and to talk about them as equals would undoubtedly enrage many an academic literary critic, even though both these authors have produced novels which could be described as romantic. Where does the difference lie, then? This chapter is dedicated to the definition of the romance.

One might be tempted to say that the divide between high and popular romance lies in “quality”, but that would imply that popular literature is inherently low-quality, that that is the defining factor making popular fiction what it is. Or one could say that popular fiction is popular and appeals to a very wide range of readers. This is clearly an insufficient explanation.

Here I make the following distinction between a romantic novel of high fiction and a popular romance: a romantic novel  is a story of a woman and her relationships with others and with herself. Its focus of attention is on emotions, love and inner conflicts, but mainly love and the difficulties arising from the various demands the emotional bonds make on women. And thus Jane Austen’s novels may be regarded as romantic. A romance  is a story of Love and other emotions, it has more of fairy-tale quality in it, including the happy endings. The characterisations tend to be thinner and more black/white, good/bad. It does not dwell very deeply on the inner conflicts of the characters, only on those that are immediately relevant to the story. I want to stress that the complexity vs. non-complexity does not imply that romance is somehow naturally badly written and unbelievable in its characterisations. Popular fiction can be very skilfully written; it is simply produced with a different aim – to entertain and please the reader by telling a love story in an exciting and fantastic way.

Within the romance-genre there are also variances. There are the known authors, for example Holt, Catherine Cookson, Madeleine Brent and Sergeanne Golon, and then there are the Harlequin-type novels. The most marked distinction between them is the notion of the author. The reader either makes the selection by the author or, in the case of the Harlequins, by the concept. The classification “Harlequin Romance” or “Harlequin Exotic” is printed with the largest lettering on the cover, for the reader that text – not the author – is the basis for the selection. The similar sort of romance-series Silhouette and Mills & Boon are actually colour-coded for the same purpose.

One of the definitions of popular culture is often “mass-produced” and in the case of the Harlequin-type romances the description is clearly to the point. I do not hesitate to compare these kind of novels to chocolate or ice cream –brands. In the same way that a person buys a Mars to get a certain kind of guaranteed experience, the act of buying a Silhouette of a particular colour guarantees a certain kind of predictable experience. Where Holt, Cookson et al. are concerned, there is at least a semblance of individuality in the creative process, in the product’s image, and in the consumer’s selective act.

Romances are mainly written for women by women (there are some male romance-writers, but they are a small minority) from a woman’s point of view, with a female protagonist. They deal in what has traditionally been seen as women’s sphere (emotions, family, men, social connections) and also the threats specific to women (the patriarchal society, rape). Romances’ solution to life’s problems for women is in a relationship with a right man.

What are the main characteristics of a romance? Here again I draw to a great extent from Radway’s study. When asked about the three most important ingredients in a romance
 these “large-scale consumers” of romances picked the “happy ending” as the most important factor. It is in fact such an indispensable characteristic that some read the ending before buying the book to guarantee the existence of that requirement. The second most important characteristic is “a slowly but consistently developing love between hero and heroine”. These are the most important factors from the reader’s point of view for a novel to qualify as a romance and not “just” a love story which, as we well know, might not always have that happy ending. And I find the main difference between a romantic historical novel and a historical novel not in the requirement of a happy ending – the more serious historical novel might quite well have a happy ending, meaning for example that the hero does not die – but more in the omission of a love story as the central focus of the novel.
The repetition of the same formula is quite characteristic to a romance. The reader knows what to expect, or as Rachel M. Brownstein puts it:

Part of the pleasure of reading Georgette Heyer (and other romance writers, too) is the pleasure of predictability: the exotic details of eighteenth-century card games and cosmetics with which the novels are salted are the only elements of the unknown they contain. The reader’s foreknowledge, her recognition of this as a variation on a theme, is depended on…

The basic story is usually the following: the heroine meets the hero, they feel an immediate interest to one another but a misunderstanding keeps them apart while at the same time their feelings develop into love and passion till the misunderstanding is cleared away and they can finally confess their mutual love to each other and to themselves and live happily ever after. The variations of the misunderstanding are numerous, but the basic skeleton remains the same from novel to novel. Radway claims that “although romances are technically novels because each purports to tell a ‘new’ story of unfamiliar characters and as-yet uncompleted events, in fact, they all retell a single tale whose final outcome their readers always already know”.

Romances are also always primarily about a woman, from a woman’s point of view – heroes are hardly ever as whole as personalities as the heroines. Most often it is enough for the hero to be mysterious and masculine and somewhat dangerous to the heroine’s peace of mind and, naturally, to her virtue as well. The stories are unambiguous, thus leaving no unpleasant uncertainties in the reader’s mind. The perfect woman got the man who has gone to great lengths to show that he appreciates her like no-one else could, the bad got what was rightfully coming and the reader can put the book aside with her spirits uplifted.

Victoria Holt’s historical romances do not all conform to this mould. They do, of course, always fill the second most important requirement in that they tell a story about the development of the hero’s and heroine’s relationship and they are all stories of women, from women’s point of view. The heroines are also all intelligent, witty, courageous and talented, though not necessarily stunning beauties (the first aberration from the formula). The heroes are all masculine, wealthy and have enormous secrets hanging over their heads, maybe even a hint of a crime (all of which the heroine solves, thus liberating the hero from years of pain). The novels are gothic in that they all have a sense of peril hanging on every page. Brownstein states that “the subject of gothic novels is the experience of being different and alone in a hostile and invasive place, of feeling both locked out and imprisoned”.
 Elements of this exist in virtually all of Holt’s novels.

But there are a few novels among Holt’s production which differ significantly from the traditional romance-formula; for example, The Legend of the Seventh Virgin does not have a happy ending in the traditional romance way. The heroine does not get her man, she is not even a particularly admirable person. In fact, her character is more like that of the traditional foil in the romance: a selfish climber, greedy and not too honest. The Demon Lover presents a storyline that I for one find repulsive (and inferring from the Smithon women’s opinions, they would too). The heroine is kidnapped by the hero and imprisoned in a tower in the woods and raped repeatedly in order that the heroine would abandon her prudish outlook on life and accept her sensuous nature (says the hero). The heroine quite naturally does not appreciate his treatment of her, but cannot hate him completely as she senses something good in him too and in the end of the novel, in the middle of Siege of Paris where the hero is seriously hurt, the heroine overcomes her scruples and confesses she loves him – and they live happily ever after. The moral of the story frankly disgusts me and though the Smithon women say that they can accept certain acts of violence, even rape, if it is quite clearly motivated by overwhelming passion, the premeditated and continuing “lesson” the hero provided for his loved-one surpasses, at least to my mind, that condition rather drastically.

These are just a few examples of Holt’s different treatment of the romantic storyline. This is most apparent in The Legend of the Seventh Virgin which I would be tempted to call a romantic novel, not a romance, if we keep in mind the requirements of the romance. One could almost say that the novel emphasises rather too much the fact that no matter how much you want something, the price may be too high and still what you get may not be all you wanted it to be. Too realistic, perhaps?
But why bother? Nobody really expects those novels to serve educational purposes. What is expected of them is entertainment, suspense, romance, exotism. They are one way to escape for a short moment from the reality of the present – who cares if any of it is or is not true? I do not think, however, that it is so simple. As I have already pointed out, “learning” from these kind of books is an important psychological factor, and to be able to believe in that factor, the reader must trust the author’s integrity. And even when we do not consciously accept the ideas of the era as they are presented in those works of fiction, unconsciously, perhaps, we let the novels affect us – to “enliven the past” for us. The reader would smile at the idea of actually believing in the characters of the novels, but what about the portrayal of times? The ones who have read the Angelique-novels do not believe in Angelique’s existence, but is it not true that the portrayal of the hustle and bustle of the court of Versailles leaves an impression that is hard to rationalise away? We might not call that impression in our mind an act of learning, but as such it must be treated. In a way, impressions and feelings are harder to be wary about than straight facts (such as costumes, numbers, customs, dates) and so they are more harmful if picked up from inaccurate “sources”.

It is certainly not my intention to insist that all future romantic historical novels should be written with the strictest adherence to the newest and most reliable historical research – I strongly suspect that it would greatly diminish the romantic glow of the “days of yore”. But I do think it would be useful to be able to see what is and what is not there, because this kind of literature, I believe, relies rather heavily on stereotypes, and the muddle of historical facts and non-facts is such that it can strengthen the idealised, stereotyped image we have of a certain era or of certain kinds of people. Many a preface to the background books I read started off along the lines of “To lift the curtain of stereotyped prejudices and overromantic images…”

There is also one other point: the Smithon women accept the “facts”, at least seemingly, without questioning the fact that they do so, without ever doubting the instructive value. The other readers, the (I hesitate to use the word) more well-educated women probably do not accept the instructive value – or are not perhaps aware that they do so, because society teaches us which kind of literature is “better” and “socially quotable” and which is the kind that most of us would not admit to reading. It is, after all, not so long ago, when detective novels were not really proper reading for those who considered themselves intellectuals… By this I claim that the “facts” from the historical romances creep into the minds of the well-educated as well, reality mixing with fiction, and we probably do not realise it because naturally it would be unthinkable to admit (or even consider) to oneself or others that one learned anything from something that one otherwise eyes with a condescending look.

3. The governess
“She’s a governess now, Endelion. Alas, so many ladies have to become governesses… or companions. It’s the only course open to them when they’re left penniless…”

Governesses are a recurring phenomenon in Holt’s Victorian novels. They are by no means always the heroines, there are the minor characters, bare mentions, villains and also the threat of being one. Nor are they always women, in The Spring of the Tiger the heroine has a male tutor. But in one way or the other governesses hover in almost every novel.
Basically the governess-theme can be divided to three manifestations:

1) the heroine as a governess

2) the heroine or someone very close to her has a governess who plays a greater or smaller part in the plot

3) there is a threat of having to be a governess

I will look in detail into all these three main possibilities.

3.1. Heroine as a governess

The heroine is a governess in five of Holt’s novels. Mistress of Mellyn, Holt’s first novel and a huge success at the time of its publication, is the most classical one with its variation of the Cinderella-story: the heroine has to work as a governess by necessity, she works in a large mansion and through various adventures and misunderstanding marries the lord of the manor. The other four, The Judas Kiss, On the Night of the Seventh Moon, The Captive and  The Secret Woman, differ slightly in that the heroine works as a governess of her own free will. They have a motive for working (a man) even though they have independent means. In Mistress of Mellyn the heroine is acutely aware of her lowly position as she has no money and is at the mercy of the House – even the child uses her higher position over her. In the other four, the heroine is independent, works because she wants to, not because she has to and can leave at her own will. This creates tension between the child and the governess but ultimately the child begins to admire the heroine and they become good friends.

Mistress of Mellyn includes many references to governesses’ position. On the one hand, it is one of the two possible jobs a gentlewoman can imagine doing (the other being the position of a companion), on the other, it is still a job – a lower form of life anyway because it means you have to work for a living – and thus places you in a limbo, somewhere between the servants and the family. There are endless comments on this. For example, Mistress of Mellyn begins with this observation:

“There are two courses open to a gentlewoman when she finds herself in penurious circumstances,” my Aunt Adelaide had said. “One is to marry, and the other to find a post in keeping with her gentility”.

Numerous references are also made to the dependant position of the governess:

She [the child] looked at me triumphantly and I knew that she was telling me I was merely a paid servant and that is was for her to call the tune. I felt myself shiver involuntarily. For the first time I understood the feelings of those who depended on the good will of others for their bread and butter.

Also references to the difference in social standing are plentiful:

“…Miss Jansen [the ex-governess], during the time she was here, often helped to entertain. Why, there was an occasion I remember, when she was invited to the dinner table.”

“Oh!” I said, hoping I sounded duly impressed.

“This is not your part [NB. the main part] of the house,” Mrs. Polgrey told me…

If Celestine lived at Mount Mellyn, people would begin to couple her name with Connan’s; whereas the fact that I, an employee of the same age, lived in the house aroused no comment. I was not of the same social standing.

“We do have our ball here while the family be having theirs,” Daisy told me; and I wondered to which ball I should go. Perhaps to neither. A governess’s position was somewhere in between, I supposed.

In On the Night of the Seventh Moon the heroine seeks the post of the governess of her own volition, not to earn her living. She will be an English tutor in a German castle. From the start she is treated with respect even though she has to go through the usual difficulties of keeping one of her pupils under discipline. She also has some problems with their father, a somewhat high-handed count, but – just because she is independent financially – she is able to speak her mind and to get away with it. The difference in social standing is recognised but not dwelled on nor brought to the foreground. She is very aware of her independence: “I have to sell my services as a teacher, you as my employer are buying them”.
 That attitude is almost modern! Definitely it is very different from some other novels’ anguished view on the life of governesses who have no other possibilities of survival but a life of servitude.

In The Judas Kiss the heroine is again a financially independent governess. But before she had the means – or the motive – for the profession, she too knew the place of the governess: “They are not servants…exactly”.
 When she has become a governess she has the inevitable clash with her proud pupil and wins by proclaiming: “I am a lady of independent means. I do not need to stay here. I am doing it because the idea appeals to me. It is not a case of earning my living”.
 And, as the child will go on trying to assert her power over the heroine, she calmly defines her position yet again: “…I am not dependent on pleasing you. If you don’t like me you can tell me to get out, and if I don’t like you I can go with equal ease”.

Also in The Captive the heroine works as a governess to gain, not a living as in that respect she is independent, but the key to a mystery she needs to solve. The independence, again, gives her the advantage over the difficult child she is supposed to teach: “I was different from the others, mainly because she sensed that it was not imperative for me to keep the job as a means of livelihood. That took a little spice out of the baiting and gave me the advantage”.
 The heroine-governess manages to win her charge’s heart, not by yielding or by trying to bribe with entertainment, but by sticking to her dignity and by teaching the child the rudiments of empathy, as the heroine in The Captive does with some asperity when they talk about the child’s ex-governess: “Didn’t it occur to you that Miss Evans was trying to earn her living, and the only reason she would want to teach an unpleasant child like you was because she had to”?

The Secret Woman has a somewhat different attitude. There the employer is made to realise that the one doing the favour is not her in employing but the heroine in being employed: “Miss Brett [the heroine] is the highly educated daughter of an army officer. Of course it might be difficult to persuade her to come”.
 However, this is the deferential testimonial of a good friend; the heroine, a business-woman who is forced to sell her inherited antique-business, sees the reality of the situation. She takes the post as a governess, and later, when her love-interest (because of whom she originally took the job) makes the work difficult, she weighs her possibilities and muses: “I might have been […] advisor to an antique-dealer, companion to an old lady, governess to a child. Those were the alternatives”.

These are the five occasions where the heroine is the governess – ending up marrying the rich and handsome hero to the shock of all class-conscious people. There are basically two situations – the dependent and the independent – but in both of them there is the strong realisation of the poor position of a lady of certain social standing but without any means.

3.2. Governess in the family: friend, enemy or shadow

The heroine is often in the position of having a governess, or if she comes from a poor (but gentle) family, her good friend in the mansion is sure to have one. The heroine may become good friends with the governess but most often the governesses in this category remain shadowy figures whose voice may have the honour to be expressed a few times in the novel. Often they remain mere mentions. Sometimes, however, three times to be exact, the governess is the villain of the story.

Snare of Serpents has a villainous governess, an ex-actress, who deliberately sets out to steal the heart of her employer, the heroine’s father. She is an opportunist, who later designs his death to get her hands on his fortune. She is actually not depicted as a wholly bad person, simply too greedy for her own good. There is very little comment on her position although she admits herself that “your father did step out of line when he married the governess”.
 The same novel tells about the heroine’s previous governess, a rather more conventional one, a parson’s daughter who becomes a dear friend to the heroine.
In The Spring of the Tiger the heroine has a male tutor, the son of an industrial magnate, who is infatuated by the heroine’s mother (a famous actress) so far that he is willing to tutor her daughter in order to be near her. The heroine and her tutor become fast friends and eventually, after many adventures, realise that they love one another and get married.

The novel is at the same time another one of those which have a governess as a villain. She is a deranged murderess – a sort of an avenger – but in her external features is most typical for her profession. She is an impoverished lady, n every respect the archetype of a Victorian governess, recognising the difficulty of her position: “One was not one of the servant class; on the other hand, by nature of one’s employment one could not expect to be treated as a member of the family”.
 She manages to balance between classes admirably, though:

With the aunts she was a model of decorum; she showed just enough gratitude to let them know that she never forgot how glad she was to be in their house, but she never obscured the fact that she had been brought up as they had themselves.

Menfreya in the Morning has a governess who is beautiful, intelligent and deceitful – she acts as a political spy in her employer’s household. She is a doctor’s daughter who is accepted as an equal in the house because of her father’s social standing. As the heroine is wary of her motives and even jealous, there is a lot of talk about her position in the family. Because of that there are also numerous comments on the customs surrounding governesses. As is often repeated (from novel to novel) they are neither servants nor family. They are not invited to parties except on rare occasions and the usually to even up the numbers. The “better” parts of the house are not her territory and she eats in her own room. “They always had trays in their rooms because naturally they would not expect to eat in the servant’s hall”.
 This “carrying of the tray” is one of the facts which creates tension between the servants and the governess. One of the servants in The Spring of the Tiger, for example, had strong opinions on the subject:
“I’ll not stand for one of them stuck-up governesses, I can tell you. Meals in her own room…too high and mighty to eat with us. This is not the establishment for that sort of thing, I can tell you. Little places like this don’t have no room for no governesses”.

They feel that she is above them and resent that. An illuminating comment on the subject can be found in The Black Opal:
“She might be all right.”

“Governesses never are. Nanny says they’re neither one thing nor the other. They don’t belong anywhere. Think they’re above the servants and they are not good enough for the others. They give themselves airs downstairs and crawl to the family”.

In several other novels – The Landower Legacy, The Black Opal, Seven for a Secret,  The India Fan, The King of the Castle, The Judas Kiss, The Silk Vendetta, Secret for a Nightingale, The Secret Woman, The Pride of the Peacock to mention a few – there is a governess as a minor character. This often means only a few lines or sometimes their presence is simply stated. Sometimes having a governess is not only for the child’s benefit but also a status symbol. In Seven for a Secret, for instance, the heroine’s family is gentry but poor and they can only keep a governess because “in our position it was essential, said my [the heroine’s] mother”.

But the view which occurs most often from novel to novel and not even always in such different words concerns the status of governesses and the lack of prospects or future. In The King of the Castle the heroine contemplates the governess:
There were many like her – desperately exchanging pride and dignity for food and shelter […] Brought up to consider herself a lady, educated as well as – perhaps better than – the people one must serve. Continually aware of being kept in one’s place. Living with neither the vulgar gusto of the servants below stairs nor with the comfort of the family. To exist in a sort of limbo.

This is the longest comment on the subject, but its theme and tone are repeated from novel to novel.

The governess’s origins are almost invariably the same, a vicar’s or lawyer’s daughter or some other gentlewoman suddenly impoverished – too well-bred and too upper middle or upper class to even consider working in a factory or some such place. The story of the governess in The Spring of the Tiger is a good example: “Celia Hansen’s story was not an unusual one. She had been brought up to presume she would never be called on to earn a living; her parents had died suddenly and she was alone in the world”.
 Her story is made still more interesting because, as stated before, she is the villain in the story and it is by no means necessary for her to work. She wants the job to be able to have her revenge, and has, apparently, taken advantage of one of the most usual and believable lifestories around at the time.

All this leads to the logical conclusion that most of these ladies do not have any calling to their work. One of the employers, the hero of The King of the Castle says:

“…Governesses are a problem. How many of them take the posts because they have a vocation? Very few. Most take them because, having been brought up to do nothing, they suddenly find themselves in a position where they have to do something. It is not a good motive for undertaking this most important occupation”.

In the novels where the governess ends up marrying the lord of the house, the people most horrified are usually the servants – depicted as always knowing every nuance of social hierarchy better than anyone else.

The suffering minor character-governess is one of the most typical images. From novel to novel, she voices her unhappiness, not merely about the working conditions, but about her status. It is necessary to remind the others that this was not what she was born and raised for:

If Miss Beddoes, the governess, were a different type she might be useful, but she’s a bore, always anxious to impress on me that she has come down in the world. A vicar’s daughter, she told me.

…Miss Kellow […] prim, a parson’s daughter herself, she was constantly on her dignity, eager to prove that only misfortune had forced her to earn her living.

In some novels, the other characters express their pity and concern about the lot of governesses. In The Secret Woman an important minor character, a nurse, thinks about the earlier-mentioned Miss Beddoes and says to herself: “Oh, God, I thought, help lonely women. Surely those brought up in genteel poverty suffer most”.
 A somewhat more unruffled statement is made about the governess in The Spring of the Tiger: “She is obviously a girl of breeding […] There are many like her… nowadays. They are brought up to expect a life of comfort and then find they have to earn a living…”

3.3. Governess: a fate worse than death?

Not all working women in Holt’s novels are governesses – the heroine in The Silk Vendetta owns a boutique, that of The King of the Castle is a restorer of old paintings, that of The House of a Thousand Lanterns is in charge of an antique business, that of The Time of the Hunter’s Moon is a teacher and the heroine of Secret for a Nightingale becomes a nurse, to mention a few – but only the profession of a governess (or a companion) arouses embarrassment, horror and the feeling of everlasting doom. Of course, there is a marked difference between the above-mentioned careers and the position of a governess: the others are mostly their own masters, while a governess is in the often-mentioned limbo between servants and household members.
The threat of the heroine becoming a governess is a factor in many of Holt’s novels. The heroine of The King of the Castle rather sums it up by saying to herself:

I would rather become one of those poor governesses depending on the whims of indifferent employers or mischievous children who could be even more diabolically cruel.

The other career choice for a gentlewoman, a companion, occurs in Holt’s novels only once, briefly, probably because as a companion to an old lady one would not meet handsome lords of the house and the romantic novel would thus forfeit its main purpose.

The threat of having to become a governess is present and mentioned so often that it seems well founded to quote some of the thoughts and dialogue here, to give an overall idea:

“I have been wondering what I could do. Perhaps get a post as a governess or companion.”
Aunt Sophie looked horrified. “Granted there is little else a genteel lady can do. But I can’t see you as the governess to some wayward child or fractious old woman”.

What did girls in my position do? If they were alone they became governesses or companions – a far from inviting prospect for the children were usually unmanageable and the elderly ladies disagreeable.

I heard one of them say, “That Miss Ellen, she’s neither the one nor the other. I reckon when she’s older she’ll be sent out governessing. I’d rather be a housemaid. You do know your place then”.

Again and again it is repeated that there are only two choices for a gentlewoman and that they are both awful. The one aberration from this occurs in The Curse of the Kings. The heroine is forced to weigh the alternatives for her future. There is a brief mention of a third option, a job as a teacher in a girls’ school which is a choice that has not been mentioned very often in the other novels. Apart from that, her thoughts progress on the lines of every other heroine:

And what should I do? Become a governess […]? It was the kind of post for which I was most suited. Perhaps as I had had a classical education more advanced than most rectory girls, I might teach in a girls’ school. It would be less stultifying than working in some household where I was not considered worthy to mix with the family and yet was that little bit above the servants which made it impossible for them to accept me. What was there for a young well-educated woman to do in this day and age?

The status of a governess is not envied by anyone. Servants mistrust them, the lords and ladies look down upon them – when not slightingly, then pityingly – and the governesses themselves fear the job beforehand and, when working, do not easily find their place. Exceptions to this rule are only those occasions when the governess is the heroine because she, naturally, rises to the occasion and having a high self-esteem quickly finds the right way to deal with the difficult child and, eventually, with the mysterious master of the house. The other occasion is when the governess is the villain as then, naturally, she puts on an act and finds quickly the way in which she can please both upstairs and downstairs.
3.4. Some observations on the governess-theme

Why do governesses occur in Holt’s novels with such frequency? Probably because they were an inseparable part of certain social classes lives (as I will show in Chapter 4. “The historical governess”). This hints at Holt having performed a certain amount of historical background research. She herself was also educated by a governess – maybe a detail of no importance, but I suggest that it must have influenced her view by making the concept of the governess so intimately familiar.
There is also a line of well-known novels on the subject of a “lower” girl marrying a “higher” man, starting with Richardson’s Pamela (1740). One of the most likely role models is Jane Eyre (1847), which at least one can safely assume Holt to have read. One can compare the superficial similarities between Holt’s and Brontë’s protagonists: for example, the heroine’s physical appearance and the difficult character of the hero which is almost always impossible. Holt’s heroines (though no beauties) have certain redeeming features, such as abundant hair, beautiful eyes, posture, intellect; this has been traditional since Jane Eyre (mind over matter), although also Jane Austen’s heroines are “beautified” by love only.

Moreover, since Jane Eyre a governess has had an aura of romance around her – references to this are also made in Holt’s novels. In The Captive the heroine’s difficult pupil states that “’…I suppose you think you’re going to marry the master of the house, like Jane Eyre. […] Don’t look so surprised,’ she said. ‘It’s what a lot of governesses think’”.
 Holt makes it sound like an urban legend of the time… The poor but dignified, pleasant and intelligent lady gets the lord of the house – the ultimate Cinderella story. On the other hand, stressing the dubious, liminal status of the governess is also a clever way to create an atmosphere of outdatedness, of a different time, of an era when maintaining one’s social class was the most important part of an individual’s life.

3.4.1. The allure of intelligence

Generally speaking, romance heroines are not all of a piece; their personalities very immensely from author to author, from book to book. There are, for example, the outrageously vivacious and quick-tongued heroines of Anni Polva, the courageous and resourceful Angelique of Sergeanne Golon, the romantic femme fatale Catherine of Juliette Benzoni and the quick-witted Henrietta of Kaari Utrio. There are a few points in common, however. The heroines are never physically repugnant in the slightest and they are always fairly intelligent. It is, after all, the function of a heroine to serve as an object of identification, and obviously few readers would be inclined to identify with and ugly, stupid heroine.

Holt’s heroines are mostly rather similar from novel to novel. They rarely are conservatively beautiful, as stated before. That is usually the lot of an important minor character. The heroine of Seven for a Secret is depicted as plain, but – and there is always a “but” here – she has beautiful, abundant (although absolutely straight) hair and it is said about her that “You’ve got something more than mere prettiness […] You’re interesting”.
 It is always stressed that the heroine’s looks are more interesting and individual than actually beautiful. Much importance is put on certain colours and on the influence of love which brings colour to the heroine’s skin and makes her eyes sparkle, thus making her look beautiful.

Some of the independent heroines may flirt a little but are never coquettish. The employee-heroines, emphatically so, do not engage in flirting, mostly because they do not see how that would fit in with the professionalism. Despite their moral uprightness they are not always above resorting to false identities or small lies to be able to get to the bottom of the hero’s mystery.

The heroines are no docile females. They are able to hold their own in any conversation because of their intelligence, and most of them rather enjoy verbal battles. Meekness is not in their character, as this description of the eyes of the heroine of Mistress of Mellyn confirms: “My eyes were large, in some lights the color of amber, and were my best feature; but they were too bold – so said Aunt Adelaide; which meant that they had learned none of the feminine graces which were so becoming to a woman”.
 They are willing to put their lives at risk for love, and they are generally very moral, empathic, loyal, resourceful, responsible, adventurous, good to the poor, the children and the down-trodden, and have a healthy self-respect. It is as the heroine’s sister says to her in The Judas Kiss: “…you have a certain wisdom and you can put yourself in other people’s places better than most. It’s a rare gift”.
 

The characteristics that attract the hero and turn the scales in favour of the heroine are her firm character, her intelligence and the mixture of pride and vulnerability. The meek, conniving, affluent, beautiful, corrupt, overtly sexy, shallow or fawning minor characters are no match for the heroine’s outstanding personal qualities.

The only aberration from this pattern is, as I have already pointed out earlier in this paper, the heroine of The Legend of the Seventh Virgin. Her social ambition drives her to act in a way not usual for Holt’s other, very moral heroines. It follows that she does not get what she wants – no happily-ever-after for her.
Two possible explanations come to mind: first, the author has decided not to appear in favour of the idea that immoral people can thrive. This kind of logic is a mystery to me: if the author deems that an unpleasant heroine deserves to exist from time to time, why would she not deserve success as well? This, however, seems to be too unethical, and brings me to the second explanation: readers’ expectations. There seems to be some deep-rooted satisfaction gained from reading a story of how a plain/poor/underprivileged, but decent, resourceful and likeable person works her/his way up in the world. That is the basis of all Cinderella-stories ever told. The reader is satisfied when in the end that person gets the reward – the princess and half a kingdom. Readers feel comfortable identifying themselves with these kind of characters. Conversely, it is not at all so comfortable to identify oneself with an unlikeable person – or if that happens, the reader is forced to examine the dark side of her own personality; a task which may well be cathartic but is surely not relaxing! Now, the readers of romance look for relaxation and escapism, not painful journeys to their own soul. They want to identify with a likeable and admirable heroine and they want their reward in the end. In this light, an unpleasant heroine is startling enough; an unpleasant heroine getting a reward would be unthinkable. It satisfies the “moral code” of romances that the bad – heroine or not – get punished. Kathleen Winsor’s Forever Amber 81944) is a good example of this as well.

The Foucauldian questions would be: what needs were these novels created to fill? What needs do they actually fill? Why is the governess-theme – or, indeed, the employee-theme – so prominent? In part I have already answered these questions in the above paragraph: there is satisfaction gained from being able to identify with an admirable, likeable heroine. There is also quite a lot of vicarious pleasure gained in reading about a woman (albeit a fictional one) realising a dream which many women still have, that is, a socially and financially secure relationship. Historical fiction can function as a validation of attitudes “by suggesting that they are ‘natural’ because sanctified by long tradition”.
 An example from Holt’s novels of these attitudes and ideals is the importance of marriage as a sign of the social, economic and personal status of a woman. Such a validation reassures the reader and, in these rapidly changing times, creates a kind of nostalgia for the past of traditional values,
 even if our perception of these values were nothing more than an illusion created by historical fiction. As Hughes puts it: “Historical fiction could do more than suggest the existence of a society in which such values were dominant: it could reconstruct one”.

Following this theory, I suggest that at least some readers of Holt’s novels feel a certain nostalgia for the days when “ladies were ladies and gentlemen were gentlemen”. None of these readers would, I am sure, actually trade places with a nineteenth century woman, but, for a moment, in the safety of one’s imagination, concealed from feminists and one’s own sense of reality, one can indulge in the romantic view of the Victorian world. Hughes says that

historical romance, fantasy text and cult music seem to inhabit a similar world of the imagination, enjoyed with a sense that the act of doing so is a kind of game […] Implicit in this game is the acceptance of attitudes with would not normally be approved at all.

The “acceptance of attitudes” is made still easier by the fact that the heroine’s personal qualities are such which are fairly admirable even by today’s standards.

3.4.2. Forms of humour

The governess-theme serves certain self-ironical purposes as well. Holt uses the governesses’ pre-established romantic glow for her own purposes in writing novels about them, then sees fit to acknowledge this exploitation through phrases uttered by her heroines or other characters. There is not much evidence of any other type of humour; there are no humorously sketched characters, and the dialogue, even when reasonably witty, is not funny. Brownstein has this to say about humour and romances:
Some degree of satirical spirit in a heroine is, if not inevitable, very plausible; Clarissa is cleverly critical of men, and her best friend is sharp Miss Howe. A virgin governed by a rigorous code of behaviour, obliged to repress her energies and to accept some man or other in marriage, eventually, to save her own life, comes naturally by some bitterness, some scorn. Scrutinizing the world’s available men, she acquires a degree of disillusionment and detachment. The courtship plot is a logical vehicle for satire.

I have not been able to trace any marks of satire in Holt’s romances. It seems that Holt’s heroines are inclined to take themselves and their life rather seriously. The humour is more in an inward direction – these few ironical remarks on the chose theme are the only sparks of humour, and the joke seems to be on herself. The first example is the one in the third paragraph of Chapter 3.4: “Some observations on the governess-theme” from The Captive (see p. 35), the second from The Silk Vendetta: “It was like the governess’s marrying the master of the house, which had been known to happen now and then”.
 The third example is from Menfreya in the Morning where the heroine claims that “nursery governesses have figured so frequently as the heroines of romance that they are becoming so in ordinary life…”

The constant repetition of the conventions surrounding the governess can also be seen as parodical. The descriptions of their position are repeated in so many novels in such similar wordings that it is possible that Holt has used the entire concept of governesses as a kind of a parody – or that is has developed into such a thing. When one reads the novels every now and then, it is not easy to spot the continuum of her theme. It is only when looked at as a whole that the works of Victoria Holt reveal their repetitive approach to the governess-theme.
In light of the self-ironical attitude, I find it rather natural to assume that the repetition, the emphasis on the status problems in such similar ways, is no accident. It is, rather, an expression of the author’s self-awareness as a romantic novelist and of the awareness about the genre’s distinctive predictability and clichédness which are (almost) requisite for romances.

There is also another point I would like to raise here perhaps for further study. In a narrative sense, all the employee-heroines are in the same position in these novels. They work in the house, not quite on an equal footing with the lords and ladies, find adventures, dangers and love. So their function – with respect to the storyline – is the same, regardless of their profession. The difference however lies in their social positions. The female professional’s (artists, businesswomen) social status is altogether higher than that of the governess as the female professionals (rare though they might have been in those days) were independent and had this very definite, special talent they hired for reasonable remuneration whereas governesses repeatedly are said to have “fallen” from their proper place – they had gone down in the world.

3.5. The social importance of the governess-theme

3.5.1. Historical facts united with modern attitudes

The socio-historical meaning of the relationship between the governess-heroine (or other employee-heroines) and the hero can be interpreted in two ways.
The heroine ends up marrying the hero, finding security in love, married status and guaranteed income. Looked at superficially, this is an old-fashioned, backward image of women. The historical fact remains, however, that at the time, marriage for a middle-class woman (especially for a financially unindependent one) was the only solution to live a respectable and comfortable life.

On the other hand, a marriage between social equals was the prevailing standard in those days. This, however, is not really a thing of the past. Much as the modern people like to think that social classes as such do not exist anymore in the western world, it is an illusion, a myth. The ways of the world remain the same and money marries money, even today, even in Finland, which we Finns have preferred to see as a classless society. Social and economic security in a relationship remain a dream to most women even in these emancipated days, maybe not so consciously but subconsciously at least. That is surely one of the reasons why these kind of “rags to riches” variations have such a large readership: one reads of a poor, socially undefined woman who is no catch for a wealthy upper-class man, but still he wants her and a secure future awaits the heroine. Thus, vicariously at least, the modern woman has satisfied her dream.

In Holt’s novels the hero never marries the socially suitable, wealthy, beautiful woman. He decides for the woman whose personal qualities he finds most appealing, but whose background is not quite what it ought to be. Holt’s heroines are the daughters of lawyers, vicars, actresses, artists, businessmen, gentlemen, officers and in some cases born out of wedlock – a truly heterogeneous group. Even though their parents would not be much of a recommendation, their family ties guarantee a lady’s education. The heroines are invariably intelligent and have an independence of mind which the hero finds attractive. In this way, instead of marrying the socially suitable “unequal”, he marries the socially unsuitable equal – the historical truth-value of such a conduct is, most likely, not remarkably high.

I am not claiming here that the novels are exemplars of feminism, I am simply stating that they are certainly not as backward as some feminists are all too prepared to insist on. These two views satisfy two demands: the conservative message, where the marriage is perceived as the only source of happiness, security and fulfilment, satisfies both the claims of socio-historical accuracy (roughly) and the claims of the genre (perfectly). The equality-idea, in turn, answers to the claims (conscious or subconscious) of the modern reader. By balancing the idea of dependence with the idea of equality, the modern woman can, with a fairly good conscience, immerse herself in a romance.

3.5.2. Fates of women: the positive approach

The essential nature of the love story makes certain demands on the plot and on the climax of the plot, which affect the fates of the heroines. Of these requirements on the qualifications of a romance there is a closer depiction in the Chapter 2.3: “The formula of romance”; it will be enough to remember that a romance would hardly be a romance without the focus and emphasis on the love-life of the protagonists.
In the four governess-novels where it is not financially imperative for the heroine to work for living (The Judas Kiss, On the Night of the Seventh Moon, The Captive and The Secret Woman), her story is not the story of and independent woman defying conventions and making something of herself on her very own conditions, but essentially a story of a woman finding ever-lasting love. The same theme is dominant in the few other novels where the heroine is an independent artist or a businesswoman – the point is not her success or the relative rarity of her situation, but the finding of the relationship.

The unconventional situation and career seem merely a convenient frame for the plot and, in any case, the career serves more as an indicator to her special character, a kind of a formality which helps to get the heroine (working ) where Holt wants to set her in a logical and, characterwise, descriptive way. In every case the heroine gives up her career in the end, but somehow that only seems inevitable, because (putting aside the conventions of those days) the career functioned more as an addition, an ornament, to be case away when not useful anymore. It never was a very deep, inalienable part of her person.
At a first glance, this seems the ultimate subordination and self-denial; again, there are other messages as well. For example, in Secret for a Nightingale the heroine works as a nurse in the Crimean War and falls in love with the adventurous doctor-hero. He in turn falls in love with her because he feels that she is the kind of a woman who has the potential to join and assist him in his active and tumultuous life. She is no shrinking violet, but a strong and independent personality. The novel has also numerous female minor characters who lead active professional lives as nurses and matrons of hospitals. Another example: the heroine in The King of the Castle is a restorer who actually herself harbours more doubts about her right to the professional status that the men around her do! The hero takes her completely seriously from the beginning. In The Landower Legacy one of the most important minor characters is Rosie Rundall, a maid in the heroine’s family and the heroine’s good friend. Rosie increases her income by working in a high-class brothel and, by the end of the novel, has turned into a thriving businesswoman in her own fashion boutique and ends up marrying the hero’s sympathetic brother. All in all, the heroines are never denied of their own life by the hero – what concessions the society and their social status demands is something else.

As to the professional lives of the upper-middle class married women, Holt has the general attitudes and facts of the Victorian standards straight: a married upper-class woman was not expected to have an independent career, her work was that of a helpmate to her husband. Some of the strong minor characters, however, are portrayed as having a variety of careers, even within a marriage: e.g. businesswomen, nurses, teachers, headmistresses and archaeologists. Again, I do not intend to make a feminist argument for or against Holt’s romances, I am merely pointing out some of the themes and undercurrents which sometimes seem to go in opposite directions.
Shirley Foster describes the Victorian era as a period with a note of ambivalence about the female position, a period where there was “a tension between a desire to challenge and change current attitudes and a reluctance to disturb the status quo”.
 This corresponds with the ambivalence about the women’s position as portrayed in Holt’s novels. As I have pointed out, there seem to be currents and crosscurrents, messages alternating between the praise for independence of the female mind and the praise of the home and marriage as a woman’s ultimate goal. In this way, these novels actually reflect the time in which their stories are set.
3.5.3. Marriage as the safe haven and other acts of salvation

In every one of these romances, the man and the marriage are a refuge, a safe haven for the heroine. This is the case even when the financial aspect is not present. There are other dangers as well: spinsterhood, a drab life with boring and conventional relatives, and sometimes the physical dangers which occur in some of Holt’s novels. The historical aspects of the marriage-theme I have already discussed, and the apparent necessity of the happy end for the genre has also been mentioned.

There is a third aspect in the “saviour”-theme, however: the one doing the saving is not only the hero in marrying the heroine. She always “makes a difference” as well. In the governess-novels and in the thematic relatives, the employee-novels, this is the most apparent: there is the difficult, traumatised, slightly neglected child whose trust the heroine manages to win and whose life she turns around. She succeeds where all the (numerous) previous governesses have failed. She dares to confront the child’s father and show him that he has treated his child wrongly. As to the father (the hero), he always has some dark secret which has made him broody, sarcastic and aloof, which in turn have caused him to neglect the child. The heroine solves the mystery, often endangering her life in the process and mistakenly believing that the hero, whom she loves nevertheless, is the one threatening her life. In the end, the heroine has “saved” the hero.

The saving is not so material and concrete as her own, it is more in the nature of a definitive change in the hero’s attitudes and outlook on life. A good example of this is in Seven for a Secret: “You have changed me, you know, my darling. You have changed my outlook on life. I was melancholy. I didn’t’ believe in the good things”.

This mutual saving in one way or other is an important element in almost every one of Holt’s novels. The heroine is not merely a damsel in distress, to be saved from a lonely life, but an active agent of her own destiny – not just a “savee” but a saviour as well. This (the idea that the woman is in charge of her destiny) is something that must surely satisfy the modern readers. The saviour –theme is thus an example of empowering the heroine in relation to the hero, which helps in equalising their relationship. The mighty hero high on the social ladder is not that self-sufficient. The hero and heroine of Seven for a Secret have the following discussion which illustrates my point:

“How glad I am that I told you! I really can’t believe you love me. You will take care of me forevermore.”

“You are the strong man. It is you who should take care of me.”

“I will with all my strength…and…in my weakness you will be there”.

The heroes save the heroines from the dangers of the world (conventions, poverty, etc.); the heroines save the heroes from themselves. They, the heroes, need someone to break the cage they have locked themselves in. It is true that the mode of salvation is either what could traditionally be termed as masculine (concrete) or feminine (emotions, attitudes). On the other hand, the historical novel –form is rather a safe way to use traditional gender types; one can always point out that 19th century Britain was a place where men ruled and the women had to follow. Looked at in that light, the gender types in Holt’s novels are mostly very Victorian indeed.
4. The historical governess

Even though one might assume that it is a modern invention to be interested in the romantic figure of the Victorian governess, she was equally interesting in her own time. Fictional novels were written about her, as were numerous newspaper articles; there were charitable endeavours, and in London, in 1843, there was founded the Governesses’ Benevolent Institution, which assisted in finding work, arranged temporary assistance in case of illness or in between jobs and provided some kind of income in the old age. Who were these governesses, where did they come from, who employed them and what was the work like?
As to the number of governesses my sources very slightly in their estimates; Joan Perkin claims that “in 1850 there were estimated to be 21 000 governesses and many more would-be governesses”
 whereas M. Jeanne Peterson says that “there were about 25 000 governesses in England in 1851”.
 She compares that figure to the number of female domestic servants (750 000) and when one makes a further comparison to the total number of working women and girls over 15 years of age (for example in 1851 in England and Wales), which is 2 348 200,
 one sees that the subject of such an amount of contemporary and modern interest was, after all, only a relatively marginal group.

Their employers were the “middle”-middle, the upper middle and the upper classes. Where their daughters were concerned, the aristocracy did not trust the schools which were starting to become more prominent in the last few decades of the 19th century – their daughters might befriend social inferiors. Not to mention “the widespread belief that an overrigorous academic regime would have undesirable physiological side effects which would damage a girl’s future reproductive processes”.
 It was well into the 20th century that certain upper class families still preferred a governess. And “the wealthy middle class imitated the aristocracy and educated their daughters at home, with governesses and nurses”.
 Also, the governesses were not necessary only for the benefit of the daughters. The sons needed a governess as well until they were eight years old, which was the age when they were sent to preparatory and Public schools.
It is interesting to notice the almost paradoxical logic of the upper and upper middle classes’ standard of living. As it was a mark of higher class and status that the wife should not work, not in the house, not even teaching her own children as had been usual earlier in the century, the family had servants and a governess. As the governess’s work was first and foremost the teaching of manners and social skills, it was naturally imperative that she would be a gentlewoman. But where would she come when it was socially unthinkable that a well-bred woman should work for a salary?

She came most often from the middle class, from its upper levels. She was usually born into a family wealthy enough and educated at home. Her life was based on the assumption that she would marry and become a lady of leisure, taking care of her husband who would completely provide for her and his family. This was the ideal; the actual everyday life was something else. Not even the wealthiest women were ever completely idle: the aristocracy had their social duties, the landed families visited their sick and poor etc. But the important thing was to maintain the outward idea of and ornamental, accomplished lady of leisure. And the solution was an impoverished gentlewoman. The woman who had been raised to believe that one day she would be the one employing the governess. The system could only exist out of the misfortune of someone else. M. Jeanne Peterson puts it like this:

if a woman of birth and education found herself in financial distress and had no relatives who could support her or give her a home, she was justified in seeking the only employment that would not cause her to lose her status. She could find work as a governess.

The lack of money and family safety is not the whole explanation to the need of a woman on the higher social levels (or on any level for that matter) to work. There is one other far more straightforward reason why more women did not simply try and get married and solve their problem permanently. Difficult though it might have been for a poor woman to find a husband, it was made still more difficult by the simple lack of men. There was not enough men to go round. Walvin says that
In England there was always a surplus of women. This had the effect of leaving one woman in three unmarried at any time; one in four never married. It was from among such women that the ‘typical’ Victorian ‘spinsterish’ professions developed: the governess, the teacher, the companion, the late-century clerks, secretaries, nurses and typists.

The reason why the work of a governess, or a companion for that matter, was thinkable, was that it took place at home. At somebody else’s home, admittedly, but home no less. It did not have the humiliating stigma of public visibility that office or factory work had. Office work became suitable only later in the century; it was by becoming more commonplace that it also became more suitable.

Being a governess did not necessarily mean living in the same house as the pupils. At the time, “a governess” could also live at her own home and come to work every morning, or she could be teaching at a school. Peterson’s study on governesses centres on the governesses who lived with their employers. This corresponds nicely with the subject of my study, because Holt’s governesses invariably live with their charges.
Governesses were a part of not only a complex web of social statuses but a part of a far larger context of socialisation, even of indoctrination of sorts. During Victoria’s reign, her subjects became an educated people. School became compulsory in 1880 for all children aged 5-10. More and more people even at the bottom of the social ladder were able to read the ever-growing amounts of newspapers, magazines and novels. But the education they received was not an impartial one. In Walvin’s words, “people were educated to fit their social rank and their sex role within that rank”.
 He says that education lacked encouragement to critical scrutiny, but what surprises me is that he emphasises that this lack existed “at the elementary level”.
 To me it seems obvious that the education girls received at any level did not encourage them, in general, to a conduct which would be considered at odds with their social level and with their sex.

Governesses filled an important post in this respect. Their whole being was a mark of someone else’s social status and their function was, in the main, to teach the manners and conventions of the society to their pupils. The actual education in various subjects came second although a smattering of learning and some command of certain foreign languages was considered an essential part of a lady’s accomplishments. The ultimate goal was that the young lady would in time fill her post in the society and not rock the boat, and to this aim the governesses were expected to work as well.

4.1. The outward circumstances of being a governess

How was work found in the first place? The most important source in this respect was family and friends. It was very likely that someone would know of a family in need of a governess and then the necessary introductions and recommendations could be made. Failing this, one had to resort to newspaper advertisements or job agencies. Newspapers were not a popular method as, due to bad experiences about servants’ falsified references, the public method had lost most of its reliability. There was the Governesses’ Benevolent Institution which had a registry for governesses, and it seems to have been widely used.

The day-to-day reality of a governess’s life was not glamorous. First, the pay. On the other hand, it was markedly higher than that of the servants, from £15-£100 a year whereas a cook would earn £12-£18.
 The male tutors naturally earned more. On the other hand, even though they were housed and fed, they had to pay for laundry and medical care. And they had to dress in a way suitable to their position. There was no provision for old age and Peterson states that

the aristocratic practice of continuing to support domestic servants who had outlived their usefulness after long service was not extended to aged governesses in middle-class families. Long service was much less the rule, and paternalism was expensive.

There was also always the dread of being fired, and the knowledge of becoming redundant after the pupil reached a certain age. Moreover, presumably the pressure to please the employers was high because of the vital necessity of getting good references if one wanted to find a job in the future. The pupils presented a problem of their own; they might be hard to deal with, even violent. This was a theme in numerous fictional works, but unfortunately there is not much evidence in non-fiction of this kind of cruelty, although what there is suggests that this “novelistic theme was not unrealistic”.

The job selection was rather small for the Victorian middle and upper class woman, but Martha Vicinus says that

by the 1880’s the perfect lady [that is, the lady of leisure] could no longer hold her own unchallenged. Women increasingly demanded and gained constructive and useful roles in society. Job opportunities were opening to every class, making it possible for women to achieve economic independence.

Holt’s five governess-novels and the ones where the heroine is a professional have a timespan of 50 years, beginning with Mistress of Mellyn (a governess) and Secret for a Nightingale (a nurse) in the 1850s and ending in the late 1880x and late 1890s with, for example, The Secret Woman (a businesswoman/governess) and The Silk Vendetta (a businesswoman). A study of its own would be needed to map out in detail if Holt indeed has followed the historical changes in woman’s position. It is not immediately apparent, and I will not go into the subject here.

As the middle and upper class women did not have many job alternatives (the social pressures being high), the motivation for their work was not necessarily high; they might even have disliked children. Joan Perkin gives a gloomy description of the work of a governess:
Too low for the family, too high for the servants, she was isolated, yet had no privacy, and was almost universally despised. She worked all day, often sharing a bedroom with the children and taking care of their baths and meals as well as their lessons, yet was discouraged from being affectionate to them; in odd moments she did family mending. […] When her services were no longer needed, she was out of work and home without a pension. Florence Nightingale noticed that many governesses ended their days in hospitals or insane asylums.

The women often had no special qualification for their work which did nothing to improve their well-being or better their position. Some governesses were liked and loved, though, and P. Horn’s study Ladies of the Manor includes some happy memories of good and kind governesses. It may seem that all the power was in the hands of the employers and pupils but governesses had some too, though sometimes in a negative form. Some gave their charges no praise or encouragement, some whipped and punished them unjustly. And even though the governess was left without much free time, that resulted in the fact that the child was never “out of school” either. The roles of governess and pupil were there 24 hours a day, living in the same house, sometimes in the same room.

4.2. Attitudes and reflections

All these hardships paled in contrast to the pain of having to work for a living in the first place. That alone raised the most serious of all questions: Socially, where was a working-gentlewoman? – itself a contradiction in terms. Victorian society was an epitome of class-consciousness, on every level. Not only were people careful of not being mistaken for a member of a lower class, they were surprisingly wary of being mistaken for a member of higher class as well. J.F.C. Harrison states that

It has been suggested that in their pursuit of respectability this elite [working class engineers, masons, carpenters, compositors, cottons spinner, and other artisan tradesmen] accepted middle-class standards and values, and mediated them to the working class as a whole. Indeed, the labour aristocracy has been presented as an instrument of bourgeois hegemony, a mechanism by which the ruling classes maintain their supremacy less through force than by diffusing their ideology throughout all sections of society, who are thus persuaded to accept the status quo. Support for this view comes from the observation that at various points working-class culture converged with that of the bourgeoisie, which it would seem was imposed on the former. But this is not how the issued was seen by class-conscious artisans, who thought of their culture as indigenous and separate, though not necessarily always in conflict with middle-class aims and intentions. Despite a hunger for respectability […] the labour aristocracy regarded themselves as part of the working classes, with their own standards of respectability.

Thus, in a society where the exact knowledge of one’s social position was a source of security and pride, such a mixture of two classes in one person (lady – work) was a grave embarrassment, not just to the person in question but also to everyone around her. Her undefined social status was reflected in everyone in the house. The parents treated her differently from family to family, sometimes invariably including her in the dinner table, sometimes treating her like any servant. P. Horn quotes Loelia, Duchess of Westminster saying the “ladies despised their governesses; ‘they thought them tedious and had no wish to see them more than necessary’”.

Children’s attitude reflected that of their parents’. Peterson says “There was sometimes respect and affection, but more often there was disobedience, snobbery, and sometimes physical cruelty”.
 Servants were also very aware of the irregular situation. The governess did not have much authority over them but still they were expected to serve her. Lady Eastlake says: “The servants invariably detest her, for she is a dependant like themselves, and yet, for all that, as much their superior in other respects as the family they both serve”.

In addition to all this, she usually could not maintain her friendships, for lack of free time and the money to entertain them. And even though she might, from time to time, be invited to dinners, she was not on equal footing with the (other) guests. Peterson states that

there was no easy courtesy, attraction, or flirtation between a gentleman and a governess, because she was not his social equal. The pattern of relations between gentlemen and their female domestics was not fitting either, because the governess was not entirely an inferior.

4.2.1. Ways to escape
To work for a living, to earn a salary and not be the perfect lady, the lady of leisure, invariably lowered a woman’s status. There were some means of escaping – or dodging – the humiliation.

The first way was to avoid the harsh concept of employment and concentrate on home. Peterson has observed that 

the central features of advertisements in the London Times, for example, were not the occupational dimensions of the work sought – qualifications, pay and the like – but the personal position involved. In the words of one advertisement, it was ‘a comfortable home, the first consideration’ (1 January, 1847).

As the undefined social status presented difficulties for the employer and the employee alike, also the employer did what could be done to ease the situation and tried to “preserve [the] gentlewoman’s position”.

The second way to escape or reduce status-related conflicts was to deny the governess’s womanliness.
 This aspect of sexuality was not much discussed in the contemporary literature but apparently some difficulties had arisen, otherwise the following excerpt would hardly have been written:

In some instances again, the love of admiration has led the governess to try and make herself necessary to the comfort of the father of the family in which she resided, and by delicate and unnoticed flattery gradually to gain her point, to the disparagement of the mother, and the destruction of mutual happiness. When the latter was homely, or occupied with domestic cares, opportunity was found to bring forward attractive accomplishments, or by sedulous attentions to supply her lack of them; or the sons were in some instances objects of notice and flirtation, or when occasion offered, visitors at the house.

She could not have any pleasure in her looks, because if she was a beauty, she might present a danger to the peace of mind of the master (and the lady!) of the house. So one of the Victorian stereotypes of a governess was “a homely, severe, unfeminine type of woman, and this is the image often conveyed in Punch”.

All this unpleasantness, for both the employer and the employee, resulted in the popularity of foreign governesses. They were not completely harmless in the “womanliness” sense, but they did have an unrivalled knowledge of a foreign language, and, having not the familiarity with the English social hierarchy, they neither had nor presented any problems classwise.

If, however, these measures failed, there was still one way out: the escape. It might mean simply the “isolation from the family circle, either by [the governess’s] choice or [the family’s], in order to avoid for the moment the stresses of conflicting roles”.
 Or the escape could mean emigration, either to another part of England or abroad. Several organisations were established in the mid-century to help governesses, among others, to find work abroad.

However, the only permanent solution for a financially unindependent woman was marriage. Peterson says that there is not much evidence on how frequently this happened, except in some few memoirs and that

these sources are, by virtue of being memoirs, likely to reflect the mores of a more stable group of upper-middle and upper-class Englishmen, who, although they might have considered it imprudent, would not have seen their status endangered by such a marriage.

This could not have been a very typical solution to a governess’s problems as the purpose of marriage in the upper levels of society was to increase wealth or acquire new useful social connections, and an orphaned, penniless governess could not have been considered an ideal match.

There was another side to this social embarrassment in the life of a governess. The ideal Victorian woman was a married lady of leisure. J. Perkin says that “throughout the nineteenth century unmarried women were generally regarded as social failures, and treated with alternating pity and contempt”.
 The undefined status made it somewhat hard for the governess to marry – she had little time to herself, to meet the suitable unmarried men of her surrounding (the village vicar, or the doctor, perhaps) and as she was infrequently invited at dinners it was hard to meet anyone that way, either.

What added to the predicament of women was the fact that, economically and legally, the otherwise underestimated spinster was much better off than her married sister. Foster, as well as Walvin, mentions that there were more women than in Victorian England, and comments:

Given this state of affairs, it is not surprising that the issue of marriage became a primary source of anxiety for Victorian women, trapped between pervasive ideology and countering fact. Taught that a husband was essential to their existence, and all their training directed to the art of catching one, they had the choice of being relegated to the ranks of abnormality if they did not marry, or being forced into what many regarded as degrading sexual competition, in which the losers faced economic hardship as well as social obliteration.

Being a governess could have been seen as a way of leading an independent life, had it not been for the social conventions concerning work-for-salary for ladies, and for the unfeasible ideals of marriage.

5. History vs. fiction

Holt’s governesses are the daughters of doctors, parsons, lawyers, vicars; they come from the better classes, the upper and the respected levels of society; in short, they are gentlewomen. Historical studies show this to be an accurate description: a certain social status was necessary for the job. Peterson mentions the possibility of an upward social mobility, and although admitting that such attempts were made (e.g. farmers educating their daughters for governesses), the actual “climbing” was very rare. As Peterson puts it:

employment as a governess was only of very limited use even in maintaining gentle status […] however educated a girl from the “lower ranks” might be, she was still “ill-bred” in the eyes of those who made themselves judges of governesses. Conversely, however destitute a lady might be, she continued to be a lady.

Moreover, Peterson claims that Victorian fiction did not take kindly to such attempts; these kind of “climbers” were the villains in the novels.

In just the same way Holt makes a social climber the villain of her story: in Snare of Serpents the actress Zillah becomes the heroine’s governess, marries her father and causes his death in order to get the inheritance. One might point out, though, that the heroine-governesses who marry the lords of the house are also social climbers as the heroines invariably come from the middle class and the heroes as invariably from the upper class, from the wealthy landed families, even aristocracy.
As I have already stated, the post as a governess could be found in three ways: by the grape vine of relatives and friends, by newspaper advertisements or by the help of various agencies or the Benevolent Institution. Holt’s heroine-governesses’ methods seem to be limited to the social network. Someone knows somebody else and the job is secured. The only exception to this is in The Judas Kiss where the heroine and her governess look for jobs in a newspaper: “Miss Elton told me that there were certain posts advertised in the papers and she would get those papers and we would look together”.
 Of the minor character-governesses not much is said. Aunt Martha in The Spring of the Tiger uses the phrase “I shall begin my search for the governess immediately”,
 but the method of the search is not revealed.

According to historical research, the governesses rarely had any proper training, although Queen’s College was established in 1848 in London with the aim of providing special education for lady-governesses – in the second half of the century other schools for teachers were founded as well. When one considers the number of governesses (c. 25 000), one can deduce that not nearly all governesses could have been trained for their work. It is rather like the heroine’s words in The Captive when her friend tries to prevent her from taking a post as a governess: -“You’re not qualified”. –“How many of them are?”.

There is no mention of schools or education of this kind in Holt’s romances, although in The Time of the Hunter’s Moon the heroine is educated with a view to her future career as the head of high-class girls’ school. Her career as a teacher is pictured as rather prestigious – that could be due to the setting of the story at the turn of the century when the attitudes towards education and teaching were already more “advanced” and girls’ schools (and their teachers) were gaining rather more respect. Most of the other governesses are pictured as educated at home by a governess who in turn was educated at home by yet another governess educated at home… a vicious circle.

Some heroines and their friends were sent to schools in a number of books. For example, the ladies of Ashington (a manor house) insisted on sending the heroine to school: “This is a very goods school near York. Ashington girls always went there. It’s a sort of tradition in the family”.
 At the very least, there was usually a period in a finishing school, to give that extra “touch” necessary for high society. No real aversion to schools, provided they were classy enough, is voiced in Holt’s novels.
The heroine-governesses never complain about their work, not even the one in Mistress of Mellyn, the only one who has no other means of support. Even without any training, they invariably find the right way of handling the difficult pupil; it is always mentioned that numerous governesses have had to leave because of the child’s impossible nature. Some of the minor character –governesses, however, are shown to be without vocation, self-pitying, terrorised by the family, the child and her own lowly position. The I-have-seen-better-days –attitude is voiced a number of times. In Peterson’s study she presents two “survival” attitudes for the governess which coincide remarkably with those depicted in Holt’s romances. The one is the self-pity, the other “the over-supply of pride, to compensate for the fear of slight or rebuff which she felt”.
 The latter is more the attitude of the heroines as is expressed by the heroine in Mistress of Mellyn: “I felt this man impaired my precious dignity to which I was clinging with that determination only possible to those who are in constant fear of losing what little they possess”.

There is also a third possibility, the one used by the villain-governess of Snare of Serpents who acts so easy, friendly and relaxed that it actually turns against her, being a clear demonstration of her “unladylikeness” – after all, what more could one expect from an ex-actress?
The historical studies tend to give a lot of emphasis on the governess’s downtrodden position, as does Holt, repeatedly. The pressure of keeping the post and thus ensuring good references seem to bother some of the minor characters and the heroine of Mistress of Mellyn. However, this side of the governess’s life is not dwelled on. There are even a few remarks in Holt’s romances that some governesses were the pickers and choosers themselves, for example in Daughter of Deceit it is said about the heroine’s governesses that

One left after a few months, because there were always late-night comings and goings to and from the house and she needed her rest: the other went off to teach an earl’s daughter, which was more suited to what she had been brought up to expect.

These governesses might very well have been, for example, the well-trained (at Queen’s College), well-referenced ones, who were not as afraid of unemployment, because they were certain to find new posts easily.
The specific problems involved in having a governess, namely the conflicts about status, forced even the employers to take some small steps towards easing this uncomfortable situation – even if the main motive was probably their own comfort, not the mental well-being of their lady-employee. Among these measures was, for example, the emphasis on the “home”, not on the “employment”, as discussed in the previous chapter. This attitude is not much in evidence in Holt’s novels. Most of the employers do not go to any remarkable lengths to lessen the difficulties of the governess’s position. She is sometimes invited to the dinner table, but this is usually after the hero has already become interested in her on a more personal level. Otherwise, she is well aware of the conventions concerning the dinner invitations: “This is what happens to some governesses when the family are short of a guest and want to make up numbers; if the governess is fairly presentable, she is called in to fill the gap”.

The minor character –governesses are treated kindly but in a distant manner by the employers – the children are usually more inclined to tease them – except in Menfreya in the Morning where she is treated more like a member of the family because of her late father’s relationship to the family. In one of the novels, On the Night of the Seventh Moon, the heroine-governess takes the initiative in defining her own position. She not only does not mind being employed but actually emphasises the fact and clearly defines her position out loud: “I have to sell my services as a teacher; you as my employer are buying them”.
 It is also clear from the context that she is in no way belittling herself, it is simply a statement of fact. Now, if one takes into account what Vicinus had to say about the 1880’s being a sort of a divide after which women were truly starting to find their place in the working life, this attitude – set in 1859-1870 – is either anachronistic on Holt’s side or remarkably advanced thinking on the heroine’s side. Probably the latter, as one must remember that Holt’s heroines are always the exceptions to every conventional rule, spunky women who make their own rules, until, of course, they fall in love.
The studies show that the gravest unhappiness did not stem from the low pay or the long hours but from the loss of one’s well-defined status. The same is reflected in the romances. Some of the minor character –governesses are shown to be either extremely unhappy or at least slightly uncomfortable in their position. The heroine-governesses’ self-esteem is naturally high enough to prevent them from feeling lost in their new position, but they too are not immune to uncertainty as can be seen in the quotations from Mistress of Mellyn earlier in this paper. The job was demeaning and the prospects not good as the heroine says to herself in The Captive: “And I did not forget Aunt Maud. I was sure she would be most disapproving because becoming a governess would not enhance my chances of what she would call a good marriage”.
 The fate and the future of a minor character –governess, who also proved to be the villain, is touched on by the kind words of the hero in Menfreya in the Morning: “I hear she went to London or somewhere to be a governess […] She might marry – but it’s difficult for a girl in her position. Life can be very difficult in those circumstances…”

Marriage is the answer to the heroines’ problems, whatever they may be. First, the threat of not fulfilling the contemporary ideal of “the perfect, married lady of leisure”.  The heroine of The King of the Castle reflects on the concept of spinsterhood: “I was unmarried and had frequently intercepted pitying glances on that account and had heard myself referred to as ‘an old maid’ and ‘on the shelf’”.
 She is a grown-up lade of 28 years of age and has by no means let the derogatory comments depress her spirit. She says to herself that “This [the pitying attitude of others] had irritated me with its implication that the main reason for a woman’s existing was dedication to the service of some man”.
 This kind of independence of spirit is very common with Holt’s heroines. They “surrender” in the end by marrying the hero, but there is always that I-am-my-own-person –attitude very much in evidence, at least, to begin with. Very skilfully the heroine (and the reader) is immersed in the love story and true love makes the rebellion redundant.
Second, the threat of poverty, of old age. The only truly needy heroine-governess (Mistress of Mellyn) finds a way out of that particular predicament when the hero, her employer, marries her. They even have a discussion about the future of governesses:
“…what will you do if you do not marry? You will go from post to post, and that is not a very pleasant life. When one is young, handsome, and full of spirit it is tolerable… but sprightly governesses become aging governesses.”

I said acidly: “Do you suggest that I should enter into this marriage as an insurance against old age”?

The other heroine-governesses, as well as the heroine-employees, get out of their “working-girl” status through marriage, even though most of them would be financially independent otherwise. Also some minor character –governesses are revealed to have escaped their situation through marriage, for example Miss Jansen:

“Ours is a precarious profession, Miss Leigh. We are at the mercy of our employers. No wonder so many of us become meek and downtrodden.” She brightened. “I try to forget all that. I’m going to be married. He is a doctor who looks after the family. in six months’ time my governessing days will be over”.

The heroes themselves do not see any discrepancies in the marriage; the outsiders, that is, the servants and the friends of the family are not always that satisfied. The most remarkable thing is not, however, that an upper-middle class man would choose to marry a governess or some other employee, but that he also always chooses to disregard her origin. I find it slightly incredible that the unconventional family backgrounds would have been so insignificant at the time. For example, in The Black Opal, the hero’s (Sir Lucian) mother is not thrilled about her daughter’s marriage to a factory owner and Sir Lucian gives a summary of her views by saying: “Geoff is in pottery… rather a sore point with my mother”.

However, the heroine’s background – she is the natural daughter of a sea captain and a gypsy – goes uncommented. The same problem is unnoticed in two other novels as well (The Mask of Enchantress and Daughter of Deceit). Even though marrying a governess would not have presented a problem to a strong-minded upper-middle or upper class man, I find it very hard to believe that marrying the natural daughter of an actress, as in Daughter of Deceit, would be passed without so much as a comment. Holt may have taken author’s liberties; to be sure, she has taken historical ones.

In a sense, Holt’s governesses are stereotypical: some of the hardships are pointed out but in a very simplistic form. Minor characters may be fired but nothing further is really ever learned from them: did they find new jobs, did they end their days in asylums. Nothing is mentioned about the ongoing discussions in newspapers about the governess, not a word about the Benevolent Institution. There are no serious difficulties, no stingy employers, no long hours, no shared bedrooms with the pupil, no family needlework. Social humiliation, uncertain future and difficult pupils are the three major concerns for Holt’s governesses.

The governesses are either pale minor characters who somewhere along the story fade into the woodwork – after having complained about the difficulties of their situation – or they are the heroines or the villains, colourful and not conforming to any mould. Holt has picked out certain distinctive signs of the Victorian governess and spread them over most of her romances. These are the difficult social status (repeated ad infinitum), the subjected position (or vice versa: the radical difference if the heroine-governess has financial independence), the conflicts between her and the servants or between her and the pupil. One cannot claim that any of these would be faulty or misrepresentative in themselves; many details and sides are simply left out.
What is also notable in Holt’s fiction is the total absence of the working class, apart from the servants. Hundreds of thousands of women were working in squalid factories but not a mention exists here – apart, perhaps, from The Legend of the Seventh Virgin where the heroine rises from the bottom of the peasantry to social heights. Holt is very consistent in her interest in the upper echelons of the Victorian society. One cannot help but feel, reading Holt’s romances, that governesses were everywhere, and that is, actually, as it should be. In a sense, they were everywhere – at least everywhere that mattered. Their sufferings were not, perhaps, comparable with those of the factorywomen, but they were the sufferings of the dominant classes and as such, more notable. Probably every middle-class family had a relative or an acquaintance in this difficult position so it was not as far from the sphere of their experience as the hardships of the working-class women.
Governesses were necessary for the image of upper-class lifestyle and the education of their daughters (which point is the more important is anybody’s guess) but at the same time a social anomaly. So it is not difficult to understand the interest that contemporaries showed towards them. Nor is it difficult to see how the modern people, reading either Jane Eyre or Holt and the likes of her, could be intrigued by the governess-figure. She is an image from the past, not really so far away. We, the modern readers, do not deeply understand the hardships of her position – the time has passed that by. But all the same, or maybe because we really do not understand, we are fascinated by the lost world of governesses.
APPENDIX
The production of Victoria Holt

Name


       Set in

Governess

	The Mistress of Mellyn – 
Mellynin valtiatar     1960
	1850 →
	the heroine

	On the Night of the Seventh Moon – Seitsemännen kuun juhla     1972
	1859-1870
	the heroine

	The Captive – 
Rosetta, unelmien vanki     1989
	1887
	the heroine

a minor character

	The Judas Kiss – 
Kolme morsianta     1981
	1870s
	the heroine

a minor character

	The Secret Woman – 
Myöhään tulee kevät     1970
	1887 →
	the heroine

a minor character


	The King of the Castle – 
Linnan kuningas     1967
	mid-1890s
	a minor character

	Menfreya in the Morning –
Aamu varjojen linnassa     1966
	turn of the century
	a minor character
the villain

	Snare of Serpents –
Salaisuuksien verkossa     1990
	late 1890s
	a minor character
the villain

	The Spring of the Tiger – 
Kohtalokas helminauha     1979
	1870s (?)
	a male tutor
the villain

	The Landower Legacy – 
Kohtalon naamiohuvit     1984
	1890s
	a minor character

	Seven for a Secret – 
Seitsemän linnun taika     1992
	1870→
	a minor character

	The Black Opal – 
Opaalien kirous     1993
	1890s
	a minor character

	The India Fan – 
Riikinkukkoviuhka     1988
	1857
	a minor character

	Silk Vendetta – 
Silkinsuloinen kosto     1987
	1890s
	a minor character

	The Pride of the Peacock – 
Riikinkukkolinna     1977
	late-1890s
	the heroine’s own sister is her governess


Name


      Set in

Governess
	Daughter of Deceit – 

Petoksen naamio     1991
	1870-1871
	a minor character

the threat

	The Legend of the Seventh Virgin –

Seitsemäs neitsyt     1965
	1850→ (?)
	a minor character

the threat

	The Curse of the Kings – 

Kuninkaiden kirous     1973
	1890s
	the threat

	Lord of the Far Island – 

Kaukaisen saaren valtias      1975
	Victorian era
	the threat

	The Mask of Enchantress – 

Paholaisen suudelma     1980
	1860s (?)
	mentioned

	Secret for a Nightingale – 

Kohtalokas kutsumus     1986
	1850s
	mentioned


	The Shivering Sands – 

Pimeä enkeli     1969
	late 19th century
	comments

	The House of a Thousand Lanterns – 

Tuhannen lyhdyn talo     1974
	←1886→
	none

	The Time of the Hunter’s Moon – 
Täysikuun metsästäjä     1983
	late-1890s
	none

	The Road to Paradise Island – 
Unelma Paratiisisaaresta     1985
	early 1890s
	none

	Kirkland Revels – 
Varjoja nummella     1962
	1870s
	none

	Shadow of the Lynx – 
Riikinkukon huuto     1971
	late 19th century
	none

	The Demon Lover – 
Paholaisrakastaja     1982
	c. 1863-1871
	none


	The Bride of Pendorric – 

Kalliolinnan morsian     1961
	c. mid-20th century

	The Devil on Horseback – 

Paholaisratsastaja      1978
	French Revolution 1789

	The Queen’s Confession – 

Kuningattaren tunnustus     1968
	16th century

	My Enemy the Queen – 

Kuningattaren varjossa     1978
	16th century
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