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Histories of Sensibilities

Histories of Sensibilities: Visions of Gender, Race, and Emotions in the Global
Enlightenment explores the historical and plural character of sensibility in
the Global Enlightenment.

From Tahiti to New Orleans to the Mariana Islands; to Lima, Geneva,
London, Oviedo, or Venice, the book investigates how sensibility was
brandished by different ethnic, political, and cultural groups to define
their identities; how cross-cultural and cross-chronological encounters
reconfigured ideas of gendered selves; how sexuality was used to empower
or subjugate non-European ethnicities; and how the circulation of theories
about the origin of emotions and taste reinforced or challenged hegemonic
ideas of masculinity and femininity.

With a primary focus on Southern Europe and the Hispanic World, areas
still not well-charted, this edited collection explores the varied forms in
which notions of sensibilities circulated within Europe and between Europe,
the Americas, and the Hispanic-Asian Pacific, questioning normative and
diffusionist views.

Histories of Sensibilities is aimed at postgraduate students and scholars
researching the histories of literature and science, cultural studies, the history
of emotions, gender studies, and women’s history; as well as scholars of
Hispanic studies, Latin-America studies, and European studies.

Isabel Burdiel is Professor of History at the Universitat de Valéncia (Spain)
and Honorary Research Fellow at the University of East Anglia (UK). She is
a specialist in the political and cultural history of European liberalism. Her
book Isabel 11. Una biografia won the National Prize of History (Spain) in
2011. She is the author of the first critical edition in Spanish of Mary W.
Shelley’s Frankenstein (1996).

Ester Garcia Moscardo is Assistant Professor at the UNED in Madrid (Spain),
and has been Postdoctoral Researcher in CIRGEN (ERC AdG-707815) at
the Universitat de Valéncia (Spain). Her current research focuses on the
construction of racial and gender imaginaries within the culture of sensibility
and their reworking throughout the nineteenth century.

Elena Serrano is a Ramoén y Cajal Researcher at the Institut d’Historia de
la Ciéncia (Universitat Autonoma de Barcelona, Spain). She has published
on Enlightened female networks, gender and the history of science, and the
history of science and emotions. Her latest book is Ladies of Honor and
Merit: Gender, Useful Knowledge and Politics in Enlightened Spain (2022).
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7  Performing Sensibilities

Women’s Voices in a Transnational and
Transatlantic Correspondence of the
Enlightenment’

Momnica Bolufer

Introduction

“The ink is mixed with my tears” — when a lady named Maria Teresa wrote
these words in 1780 to Francisco de Miranda, then stationed in her native
city of Cadiz, she was using an image of a physical response to emotion (that
of staining the paper on which she was writing with tears) quite commonly
found in letters of the sixteenth to eighteenth centuries, but she was also con-
tinuing the long tradition of letters as vehicles for the spontaneous expres-
sion of sentiment. Letters are a valuable source for the study of the history
of emotions,' as well as being of particular interest for research into female
agency, given that they were one of the forms of writing most accessible to
women, sometimes on a daily basis.? The somewhat ingenuous days of inter-
preting the voices behind letters — or autobiographies, memoirs, or diaries —
as impromptu and unmediated are behind us. Now, all first-person writings
are analysed as the (always contingent) product of the way in which subjects
appropriate the languages available in their time and milieu. Letters, moreo-
ver, are active: they help construct subjectivities, weave and nurture inter-
personal relationships, and shape emotional communities across distance, as
has been demonstrated by, for example, Dena Goodman with reference to
the epistolary education of young French noblewomen; Konstantin Dierks
and Sarah Knott, regarding the correspondence of ordinary men and women
in colonial North America and the cultural elite of the early US republic,
respectively; and numerous studies on letters sent to and from Spain and its
empire.3

In this chapter, I shall explore a wide-ranging transatlantic and multilin-
gual collection of letters to examine the extent to which, in the eighteenth
century —a period of extensive circulation of people, ideas, and books, as well
as intensive correspondence (among the elites, but also the middle classes and
some sections of the popular classes) — the spread of letter-writing models
shaped a broadly shared cosmopolitan and transoceanic culture, or helped
create distinct epistolary (and so, to some degree, emotional) communities.

DOI: 10.4324/9781003342236-10
This chapter has been made available under a CC-BY-ND license.
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My aim is to contribute to discussions on the eighteenth-century culture of
sensibility, which, though widely studied in the spheres of the British Atlantic,
France, and the Hispanic world, has been less thoroughly researched from a
comparative perspective.* A further objective is to investigate the different
ways in which men and women participated in what was, in certain respects,
a shared culture, by looking beyond the clichéd idea that women’s expres-
sions of sentiment stemmed merely from the innate sensibility that set them
apart from men and their emotional detachment. I shall examine gender dif-
ferences, which are, inevitably, enmeshed with other social differences (class,
age, education, cultural and political context) to analyse women’s varied
usage of eighteenth-century epistolary and emotional codes.

All of this is part of the wider efforts to reconstruct the material dimen-
sion of epistolary relationships (and written culture more generally) that have
a strong tradition in French historiography and have made a more recent
appearance in English-language scholarship. For letters are more than just
texts. They are physical objects, created from the act of writing; they have
survived transportation,® and in some cases bear genuine traces of emotion:
from the extreme gesture of writing in blood (not uncommon in the six-
teenth and seventeenth centuries),® to the marks left by tears falling onto the
paper.” After reaching their recipients’ hands, they can be read repeatedly,
shared, stroked, and carried on the person, sometimes in direct contact with
the skin.® And they are often accompanied by gifts — tokens of love or friend-
ship which, even after they have vanished, leave traces of the role they played
in maintaining and nourishing relationships. Scholarship on the history of
emotions can thus draw on studies on the social life of things that highlight
the importance of objects and claim some sort of agency for them, since they
convey and stir human emotions.’

Embodying Affects: The Women, the Man, and their Letters

One particularly substantial epistolary collection offers exceptional opportu-
nities for analysis from all those perspectives, namely the hundreds of letters
written by women that have been preserved in the archive of Francisco de
Miranda (1750-1816). This cosmopolitan man of the Enlightenment, well-
educated and well-travelled, was a general of the revolutionary armies in
France, a long-time resident of Great Britain, and an instigator of Spanish
American independence movements.'” A complex and controversial figure,
he bequeathed to his native land (today’s Venezuela) — whose emancipation
he did not live to see — a huge documentary legacy.'! He himself organized
his thousands of papers into 63 volumes encompassing his extensive travel
diaries, many hundreds of letters, numerous writings, and several engrav-
ings. Among the letters is a series entitled Correspondance de femmes, which
includes just under 250 letters and notes, most testifying to close associations
with women, whether amorous, flirtatious, or entirely platonic, together with
an index in Miranda’s own hand. There are also letters from women in other
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sections of his archive: ten from his wife, six from his friend Lady Stanhope,
a few from lovers (Catherine Hall; the widow of Count Miaczynski), as well
as various social notes (invitations), and almost 20 letters from female peti-
tioners contacting him in his capacity as a military commander and asking
him to intercede for their sons or husbands. In total, the archive contains
over 300 letters from women.'? Those written by Miranda are rare — as in so
many other such collections, only letters received have been preserved. The
effect is a truncated dialogue, which in itself has a certain poetic justice: the
most audible voices are female, while Miranda’s, so clear and assertive in
other documents in the archive, can only be reconstructed by being refracted
through the words of his female correspondents.

These women’s voices represent quite a varied range of backgrounds, lan-
guages, and personal and social circumstances. There are the wives or wid-
ows of French revolutionaries (Mme Pétion, Mme Custine) and Swedish or
British diplomats (Mme de Staél, Catherine Hall); members of patrician New
York families (Susan and Eliza Livingston) or the Cadiz bourgeoisie (Pepa
Luque, Maria Teresa); and women from humbler backgrounds (Francoise
Pellicier), as well as others of whom we know little more than their names.
Those with whom Miranda was involved in amorous or flirtatious relation-
ships were all women from the elites, able to communicate fluently, albeit
with varying degrees of competence in calligraphy, spelling, grammar, and
rhetoric. The letters cover different stages in the lives of both recipient and
senders and touch on significant processes in the political development of
Europe and America, from the construction of the US Republic to the French
Revolution, events which are not only mentioned in but also influence the
content of some of these writings."

The missives were sent from many different locations: the Bay of Cadiz,
the Captaincy-general of Caracas (Venezuela), Cap-Frangais (in Saint-
Domingue, today’s Haiti), New York, London, Paris, Gothenburg, and the
enclaves of revolutionary exile in Switzerland and Germany (Baden Baden,
Niedervillier). The correspondence crosses seas, oceans, and continents to
reach Miranda during his military service in Cidiz and the Caribbean, on
his travels through the United States, and while he was living in London
and Paris, creating and maintaining connections through which words of
affection, objects, news of friends and acquaintances, political information
and stances, and opinions on books and reading could all be conveyed. It
is — and this gives it added interest for my purposes — a multilingual collec-
tion. Two-thirds of the letters are in French, in some cases because the writ-
ers are French, in others because this was the language of education for the
European elites. Most of the rest are in English, with barely 20 in Spanish.
Some make strategic use of multilingualism for expressive or communicative
reasons:'* as a nod to the recipient’s polyglot abilities or to convey certain
sentiments which, by the conventions of the age, sounded better in languages
such as French or Italian."” For example, Pepa Luque of Cadiz, who gener-
ally writes to Miranda in Spanish, sends a few letters in French, some in a
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confidential vein (“my heart opens to you alone”'), and once signing off
with a few English words (“Until I have the pleasure of seeing you, to God
Mi Dear Friend”"”). The widowed Countess Miaczynski, meanwhile, resorts
to Italian, the language of love, only in her affectionate closing words: “fare-
well, dear friend, sweet treasure, you will be mine for life”; “my soul, come
soon to comfort me.”'® In this respect, they are as transnational and multilin-
gual — if not more so — as those received by Casanova, with whom Miranda
has sometimes been compared and whose papers include numerous letters
in female hands from France, Germany, and Italy." The fact that Miranda
kept all these letters and (unlike Casanova) grouped many of them together,
separately from other collections within his archive, suggests he was keen to
cherish his memories of his relationships with women, which must have been
important in the construction of himself as a subject and, possibly, in that of
the image he wanted to leave to posterity.?

More than 100 of the letters are still in the envelopes in which they were
posted, underlining the care with which Miranda treated them and enabling
us to appreciate certain significant material details: the use of paper, quality
of handwriting, and the corrections and revisions made. Some correspond-
ents apologize for their poor writing, at times blaming it on their haste to
get the letter into the post or on their ink or pen (Mme Butler, for example,
writes, “excuse this scribble, bad pen and ink, and the messenger is hurry-
ing me”?!). On other occasions, however, they themselves admit that any
mistakes are due to their limited knowledge (“Forgive my scribbling. I have
never learned to write French,” says Catherine Hall??). Such apologies are
common in letters written by women, who felt their mastery of even the most
basic aspects of the art of writing had been hampered by an inadequate or
less than systematic education. They justify their errors by emphasizing their
desire to communicate with the recipient and the urgency with which they
need to set their feelings down on paper: “I forget, you do not wish me to
write to you, and my writing is illegible. Never mind: you will know that
I was thinking of you and had need to write to you,” concludes Delphine
Custine from Blamont.?

Here we can touch on - so to say — another material dimension of the
exchange of letters, that of the flow of objects frequently alluded to: items
laden with symbolism, seeking to awaken feelings, cut off emotional ties, or
keep memories alive. Gifts, as we know from the long tradition of love let-
ters, but also from correspondence between friends, are charms intended to
prove the sincerity of the sender’s feelings, stir or strengthen the recipient’s
ones, and summon the image of the absent friend or lover.

A few of the presents sent to Miranda by his female correspondents have
survived, despite their ephemeral nature: a miniature of Socrates sent with
a letter whose envelope carries a warning about its fragile contents (“Open
carefully so as not to break what is contained within”?*), and three little
cupids bearing the inscription “Miranda tua” (“your Miranda”) and mod-
elled in wax, all of which were created by Delphine Custine. The iconography
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of love is obvious. But equally significant is the choice of the Greek philoso-
pher, a man condemned to death after a trial in which he maintained his con-
victions and dignity to the end, and who was the subject of a famous painting
by Jacques-Louis David (The Death of Socrates, 1787). Miranda identified
with him, seeing himself as a victim of unjust persecution: tried and exoner-
ated by the Revolutionary Tribunal for his part in the French defeat in the
Battle of Neerwinden (18 March 1793) and imprisoned again between July
1793 and January 17935, in late 1797, he had to leave Paris and seek exile in
London. Mme Custine offers her portrait of him to Miranda, reflecting and
reinforcing his sense of identification with the philosopher by declaring that
he is the only man of the age who deserves to be called wise.?* The archive
also contains two female silhouettes: one seems to be a portrait of Catherine
Hall, the other is unidentified.?® Small-scale portraits in various techniques,
from silhouettes such as these — simple and inexpensive — to the most sophis-
ticated pastel drawings or marble miniatures, were commonly exchanged not
only by lovers but by husbands and wives and by friends of either gender: for
example, within intimate but not necessarily erotic friendships between men
and women in the early years of the new republic of the United States (along
with locks of hair or other personal mementos)?” (Figure 7.1).

Many other objects have left no more than a weightless trace in these let-
ters: thanks for a gift received, notice of one sent, a request for a purchase.
So, for example, Ana Montero acknowledges receipt of a casket and a length
of cloth;?® Catherine Hall thanks Miranda for “a handkerchief ring”;?* Mme
de Tor does the same for an Apollo (a figurine?);*° while four jars of preserves
sent from Havana to Haiti reach Geneviéve, to whom Miranda also promises
a puppy, a gift whose symbolic value as an emblem of faithful devotion does
not escape her.’! Miranda himself receives (sometimes homemade) gifts from
his female correspondents: a scapular — a Catholic devotional object — given
to him by Maria Teresa, when she takes her leave of him (“may you never
give the scapular I gave you to anyone else, nor remove it from your neck”3?);
three cameos carved by Henriette in Paris in 1796, and copies of other (possi-
bly antique) cameos that Miranda had lent her as models;** sweetmeats from
Pepa Luque;** and “a large packett” from Susan Livingston and her family
whose contents are not revealed.*® He also receives requests for purchases:
a fan (“the best available in that town”);*® 200 grains of gold, to match a
sample sent to him by Geneviéve in November 1782;% and two dresses, two
pairs of stockings, and a fichu for Frangoise, as well as English burins for her
engraver brother.?

Some objects give inadvertent glimpses into the relationship, such as the
tell-tale watch left at Pepa’s house, which she has to hide from her fam-
ily in order to conceal Miranda’s visit,*® or the cravat he leaves behind in
Cadiz, which Maria Teresa ties around her neck to remind her of him.*® A
beloved’s personal items, especially those touched or carried on the person,
allow memories to be cherished through the senses of sight, hearing, or
touch: the remembrance of a beloved face, of words spoken and heard,
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Figure 7.1 Cupids with the legend “Miranda tua.”

Source: Archivo General de la Nacion, Caracas, series Colombeia, section “Revolucion
francesa,” XVI, 369b.

of a caress seemingly ingrained in and transmitted by the item in ques-
tion. Thus, Delphine Custine, in a lovely letter written on 10 May 1798,
literally underlines her recollection of one particular intimate gesture and
gift: “remember: she who tied back your hair the day you left Paris, she
to whom you gave a little casket with a heart, instead of poison: that is
enough, I think, to refresh your memory”#! (an allusion to the poison that,
in many love stories, sealed the tragic fate of lovers bound by an impossible
passion).
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Books deserve a special mention, given that they are such a consistent part
of his correspondence: they are almost always lent by the bibliophile Miranda,
but occasionally borrowed by him, giving rise to an exchange of opinions
and reading experiences. Miranda’s female correspondents, many of them
inveterate readers but without libraries comparable to his, express warm
gratitude for his consignments (“what a gift you have made me,” exclaims
Mme Tor,** who will only accept the books as a loan), formulate their opin-
ions, sometimes assertively, and describe the intellectual effort involved in
understanding complex texts. They also describe their sensations, notably the
emotion they experience on reading alone and sharing this intimate experi-
ence with him. The eighteenth century saw not only an increase in extensive
reading (fast, multiple, varied, sometimes disbelieving), but also a new model
of intensive, sentimental reading, which involved complete immersion in a
book, an empathy-based identification with its characters, and a blurring of
the boundaries between reality and fiction, which resulted in readers feeling
that the written word was addressed directly to their heart.*’ Certain pas-
sages in the Miranda letters evoke a passion for reading and represent the
books shared both as symbols of friendship and as precious physical objects
that fill the void left by the absent party: “How kind you are, my noble
friend, to have thought of my insignificant pleasures by sending me the books
I have so longed to read,” writes Mme Custine, for example.**

The idea that a letter is a reflection of the soul, with the power to conjure its
writer in the imagination and emotions of the recipient, dates back to classi-
cal times (it appears in Seneca and Cicero). It had been part of European epis-
tolary culture since the Middle Ages and had grown since the Renaissance.*
The eighteenth-century culture of sensibility expanded and intensified the
demand for sentiments to be authentically expressed in letters, reflecting the
supposedly spontaneous impulse of spilling them out on paper. This demand
applied to all writers, but women in particular, as they were thought to have
an innate gift for this type of private communication** and, more generally,
to be naturally inclined to love and therefore bore the greater responsibility
for keeping emotional connections alive, an unequal burden of which many
women were painfully aware.*

Today, we know that letters are not so much an expression of a pre-exist-
ing inner self as mechanisms through which that self and its emotions are
shaped by intersubjective relationships. To quote Isabel Burdiel,** “they are
ways of representing oneself, for both the writer and the recipient he or she
is attempting to imagine, capture and, in a way, shape to suit him/herself,”
and therefore, whatever the nature of the bond between the correspondents,
“tend to be exercises in seduction.” They are written in accordance with a
shared epistolary culture and tradition, meaning that the correspondence of
a particular age and social milieu is imbued with certain similarities in style
and content. Words and physical actions or reactions (palpitations, sighs,
blushes, tears) are cast in the cultural moulds used at specific times and by
specific communities to give name, form, and texture to those sentiments:
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people can only love (or think, or feel) within the cultural parameters (“sen-
sibilities,” “emotional styles,” or “emotional regimes”) in which they have
been intellectually and sentimentally educated. That does not, however, mean
that they express their feelings in a purely rhetorical fashion, that their letters
reiterate empty formulas rather than baring their souls. True, certain figures
of speech are repeated from one text to another, but that simply makes any
variations found in collective epistolary and sentimental models and the ways
in which subjects approach and negotiate them all the more interesting.

The cultural reference points adapted by all correspondents to their own
circumstances were, by the eighteenth century, largely transnational, thanks
to the widespread circulation of products such as sentimental plays and nov-
els, hugely popular across Europe and America in the late 1700s, many of
them translated or adapted from French originals (some from Italian and,
by the turn of the century, German).*’ They also, however, reflected the far
more specific guidelines set out in letter-writing handbooks.’® These were
translated far less frequently than fiction, and the models they established
therefore remained more within particular linguistic communities, although
they did circulate worldwide: British publications of this type, for example,
were reprinted and consumed in the Thirteen Colonies and the new republic
of the United States;’! we can assume that those published in Spanish (though
specific research is lacking) travelled similarly across the Spanish Atlantic and
Pacific. While the better educated could also read manuals or anthologies in
other languages, notably French, it seems that when it came to their own
missives, they were more likely to resort to models in their native language.
People learned to write letters by reading those they received from others
which, incidentally, often included turns of phrase from the spoken language
that stretched or broke the rigid rules of the written word.

It should equally come as no surprise to find traces of earlier literature in let-
ters of this period. Many pre-eighteenth-century novels, plays, and handbooks
were still available and in vogue. Letter-writing styles and formulations for con-
structing and expressing feelings were often based on these tried-and-tested mod-
els, a reality that should not be interpreted as mere inertia or archaistic usage.
For their users, these were living sources, brought into the present through new
editions and personalized through individual practice. In that respect, differ-
ences between letters suggest the ways in which the language of sensibility was
articulated in Europe and America in particular cultural and political contexts,
depending on the social status, educational level, and other circumstances of the
women who wrote them, and reveal the tensions between national and transna-
tional models, and between inherited codes and personal adaptations.

Echoes from the Spanish Golden Age: Re-creating Literary and
Epistolary Models

The letters from Spanish women and criollas (American-born Spanish
women) in the Miranda archive, all from the late 1770s and early 1780s,
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use a lively, expressive, and ostensibly direct idiom common to an epistolary
culture widely shared on both sides of the Hispanic Atlantic. There is just one
letter to Miranda from his sister Rosa, sent from Somos (in the Captaincy-
general of Caracas) on 25 February 1779. She had not had the same oppor-
tunity for education as her brother — her writing lacks fluency and shows an
uneven command of spelling and syntax, but her letter is no less expressive
for all that.’? It is notable for its loving but reproachful tone, bemoaning the
lack of news of Pancho (her affectionate diminutive for him), with phrases
such as “we have seen no letter from you, all we know of you we have learned
by chance”; “don’t be unkind: since we have lost hope of seeing you, let us
at least have the consolation of seeing your letters” alternating with others
such as “your Sister, who truly loves you and wants to see you,” as well as
snippets of information about friends and family.’* This fits the pattern of
many transatlantic letters written by family members of Spaniards who had
emigrated, or criollos contacting relatives in peninsular Spain.** They tend
to emphasize the distance — emotional as well as geographical — between
the absent traveller and those left behind (usually wives; sometimes siblings,
children, or parents) and the fact that they are missing him even if he has
forgotten them.>

Other letters written in Spanish between 1779 and 1780 are from women
who entered into amorous relationships with Miranda while he was sta-
tioned in Cddiz, a cosmopolitan trading hub with a dynamic cultural life
(newspapers, printing presses, and three theatres).’® Little is known about
these correspondents, beyond the general picture we can glean from their
letters: women of the local bourgeoisie, who mixed in the city’s fashionable
circles and interacted with the foreign (Irish, British, French) communities
who had settled there for business reasons. The language deployed in these
letters is assertive, its candour wielded as proof of emotional sincerity. I
speak frankly and politely,” writes Pepa Luque,’” a cultivated and confident
single woman whose handwriting is sometimes clear, sometimes far less so,
as if she were communicating with urgency and secrecy, or perhaps while on
the move.’® She repeatedly reproaches him for not writing more often, as well
as verbalizing feelings of love (“Vida mia” — “My life”), disappointment or
jealousy, pain at his absence and pleasure on hearing from him (“your letters
are my only entertainment and they all seem so short”), and apologizing for
a verbosity stemming from the effusive nature of her feelings.”

On shakier ground, formally speaking, are the letters of Maria Teresa, she
too is from a good family, although less well-educated, judging by her mis-
takes in spelling and word separation, and the almost complete absence of
punctuation in her writing. While generally legible, her penmanship worsens
when she is under more strain (“I don’t know if you will be able to read this,
because I am so upset and angry that I can’t write any more clearly”®). She
still displays a certain eloquence, however, using an intense and loving tone
bordering on the melodramatic and using slightly archaic language, address-
ing Miranda as her “lord and master.” She expressively evokes her own



170 Momnica Bolufer

feelings of grief, “performing” her emotions by means of the ancient non-
verbal language of tears. She depicts Miranda as unwilling to nurture their
relationship from a distance, employing colourful metaphors such as that of
her heart becoming a lapdog that follows him only to be mistreated.®! In the
face of his supposed indifference, she inventively declares the constancy of
her own affection — in her final letter, she composes a lyrical farewell whose
rhythms are reminiscent of those of love poetry (“Farewell, o consolation of
my sorrows, farewell o counsellor to whom I looked for solace, after God
I had no other comfort but you, and now that too is gone”®?). We do not
know the specific sources of such powerful images, but they suggest literary
models (poems, songs, novels) either read or heard and then adapted in a per-
sonal fashion. Having often had no more than a piecemeal education, women
would draw on such texts for striking metaphors with which to give voice to
their feelings and stir the conscience of their beloved. Whatever the writers’
shortcomings in terms of literacy, letters were a potent device for shaping
one’s own affections and influencing those of the recipient (Figure 7.2).

The lively language of these letters closely resembles that of many others
dating from the sixteenth to eighteenth centuries and preserved in Spanish
and Latin American archives, many of them written in Cadiz, which, from
1717, replaced Seville as Spain’s main trading port with America. They reflect
the continuity of models inspired by the handbooks published in large num-
bers in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, such as the Cartas y coplas
para requerir nuevos amores (1535), or in the early eighteenth, such as the
hugely popular Nuevo estilo y formulario de escribir cartas misivas (1722),
reprinted a dozen times by the mid-nineteenth century, with later editions
including a “love letters” section.®® In the early 1800s, Antonio Marqués y
Espejo’s Retorica epistolar o Arte nuevo de escribir todo género de cartas
misivas y familiares (1803), adapted from French originals and widely reis-
sued, helped refresh and diversify such models “with examples from the most
famous writers, foreign and Spanish.”

Literary references from the past therefore continued to weigh heavily on
the Spanish sentimental imaginary of the time. As well as letter-writing hand-
books, these included seventeenth-century plays whose (male and female)
protagonists’ love letters were part of the dialogue and which were still read
and performed in the eighteenth century.®* The plots of Spanish-language
romance novels, very popular primarily — although not exclusively — among
female readers (the most famous such publication being Diego de San Pedro’s
Cdrcel de amor of 1492), often featured despairing love letters. Juan de
Segura’s Proceso de cartas de amores (1548), meanwhile, was the first ever
entirely epistolary novel.® This tradition would later be expanded by the new
British and French moral and sentimental novels of the eighteenth century,
many of them epistolary, which reached Spain in the 1780s and 1790s, some-
times in translation (Richardson’s Pamela Andrews, Madame de Beaumont’s
Cartas de Madame de Montier, and so on), and inspired a late flowering in
the genre that lasted until the mid-nineteenth century.®® Sentimental plays
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Figure 7.2 Letter from Maria Teresa to Francisco de Miranda, undated.

Source: Archivo General de la Nacién, Caracas, series Colombeia, section “Revolucién
francesa,” XVIIIL, n. 2945, f. 25.
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meanwhile, whether translations or Spanish originals, such as those of the
prolific and successful Luciano Francisco Comella (1751-1812), heightened
the emotional and intimate impact of love letters on stage by means of musi-
cal accompaniment.®’

Only in the late eighteenth century did the expressive formulas of this new
sentimental literature begin to find their way into private correspondence,®
which until then had remained more indebted to seventeenth-century litera-
ture.”” Golden Age epistolary models were in no way fossilized references
— they were kept alive through a prolonged and largely circular transmis-
sion: letter-writing handbooks, fictional letters, real letters, and possibly oral
practices all influenced, and sometimes clashed with, one another. And they
in turn were reworked by correspondents themselves or by scribes writing on
behalf of the illiterate, an epistolary practice that left its own mark on crea-
tive literature. The result is the use of highly expressive phrases, some dra-
matic, others repetitive (particularly in the greetings and farewells), but with
margins of creativity and sparks of originality in the way guidelines were
adapted to the personal and local circumstances of writers and recipients,
such as this emphatic request from Maria Teresa: “may you be as constant
in loving me as I am in loving you, for I am more steadfast than the Rock of
Gibraltar.””°

From Republican Virtue and Domestic Commitment to Erotic Love:
Letters from Britain and America

Also contained in the archive are letters written in English from Britain or the
United States between the 1780s and the early 1800s. These include 18 letters
from Susan Livingston (1748-1840), with whom Miranda maintained an
intense correspondence between their first meeting in New York in 1784 and
1789. She was the daughter of a distinguished bourgeois revolutionary fam-
ily: her father, the lawyer William Livingston, was a delegate to the Federal
Constitutional Convention of 1787 and the first governor of New Jersey; her
mother, the wealthy landowner Susannah French, was also deeply involved
in the cause of US independence. Susan, then unmarried and in her thirties,
like Miranda, was intelligent, intellectually curious and patriotically commit-
ted, well-informed about current affairs, discerning, and frustrated by the
limits barring women from participation in institutions, while discouraging
them from expressing their political opinions publicly.”

The unadorned, precise, elegant, and sometimes ironic language of her
letters is personal but also characteristic of a republican political culture that
rejected the moral and aesthetic values of the Ancien Régime. The rhetoric
with which she refers to her feelings is more reserved than that deployed by
Miranda’s Spanish correspondents of a few years earlier or his French cor-
respondents of the revolutionary period. This is partly because they were
never more than friends, enabling a more equal epistolary relationship than
some of the others in which Miranda was involved: Susan does sometimes
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reproach him for a lack of news (not always intentional, as letters would go
astray), but she also receives the same complaint from him.”> Her austerity
of expression also, however, reflects the moral and epistolary conventions
of middle-class Protestant tradition, with its powerful model of female vir-
tue (based above all on sexual restraint), notably, but not exclusively, in its
Puritan version.”> These models were disseminated through the transatlantic
circulation of conduct literature, sentimental fiction, and manuals such as
Letters Written To and For Particular Friends (1756) by Samuel Richardson,
better known as the author of Pamela, or Virtue Rewarded (1740). Both
booksellers and printers who traded in or adapted European literature and
private individuals through their epistolary networks helped build interpreta-
tive communities that fostered the production and circulation of sentimental
genres (such as the novel or poetry) and, more broadly, of sentimental modes
of reading that gave new meaning to the consumption of more traditional
literary genres. As Sarah Knott has shown, the culture of sensibility, already
established in the Thirteen Colonies, developed in line with the new nation’s
political concerns after independence — rather than simply imitating British
or French models, it adopted its own distinctive style, distancing itself from
Britain despite the persistence of transatlantic cultural ties.”

In this respect, Susan Livingston’s letters fully reflect the republican notion
that America was morally superior to its former metropolis, as expressed
in an ideal of moderate sensibility, far removed from sentimentality. At the
same time, they show how profoundly ingrained the ideas of honour and
decorum were in a woman such as her, ideas understood as self as well as
socially imposed: her fear that her private letters might have been read by a
third party suggests both a concern for the judgement of others and, perhaps,
a deep-rooted sense of propriety (“I would not for the Universe that what I
say to you in the confidential friendly manner should be seen indeed””).

As we would expect, the letters written by Miranda’s wife, Sarah Andrews,
are very different in style. Much younger than her husband, Sarah came from
a middle-class family of Scottish origins — she married him in 1802 and lived
in London until her death. A total of ten letters survive, written from London
and dated between September 1805 and August 1809: the first is addressed
to Miranda in New York, the last to a house in which he was staying while
travelling around the South of England and Wales.”® If not elegant or refined,
her letters are clear, eloquent, and correctly written. Sarah shows herself to
be a faithful and obedient wife (“I will reward you with my Fidelity and
conform in everything as I have promised”), grateful for her husband’s kind-
nesses, and repentant for what she calls her own ingratitude.”” She discusses
her worries about their perennial financial difficulties and her efforts to man-
age his debts and avoid the confiscation of his books, a concern that leads
her to include some of the sums and figures in one of her letters and which
perhaps explains her very sparing use of paper. But she does so in a gen-
tle, affectionate tone: she laments his absence, asks him to write at length,
and is happy to do so herself, using the well-known cliché of long-distance



174 Momnica Bolufer

conversation (“forgive my longe letter for while writing it seems as if I were
conversing with you”).”® Her fond stories about their sons Leander/Leandro
and Francis/Francisco show the comfort they bring her, and she makes much
of the fact that they love and miss their father (“My dear Leander has kissed
this twenty times”; “he is allways whithing to you and speaking of you”).”
Sarah’s letters therefore epitomize the register of middle-class respectability
and its conjugal model, marked by a wife’s respect for her husband, but also
by affection and the enjoyment of domestic pleasures. A style that could
bring meaning to her experience of a marriage cut short firstly by separation
and then by Miranda’s imprisonment and death (Figure 7.3).

The archive also holds two notes from 1805, written by the American
Leonora Sansay (1773-1821) in an explicitly erotic vein rarely found in
women’s correspondence. These have so far been overlooked, despite the
great interest in Sansay, whose eventful and enigmatic life and unusual lit-
erary output have been the subject of numerous postcolonial and feminist
studies. Born Honora Davern in Philadelphia, she grew up in her stepfather’s
tavern (the Sign of the Half Moon), a place for both pleasure and political dis-
cussion. In 1800, she married Louis Sansay, a planter from Saint-Domingue,
with whom she moved to Cap-Frangais in 1802 to try and recover control of
his properties after the Haitian Revolution of 1791.%° Back in Philadelphia, in
1808 she published Secret History; or The Horrors of St. Domingo,*" which
Sarah Knott calls a “hybrid text of self-writing: partly revolutionary travel
letters and partly scandal memoir,” offering a fictional account of the period
that blended the new codes of sensibility with the concerns of a revolution-
ary age.’ Constructed around a series of letters written by two sisters, it
recounts the horrors of the Revolution, usually told as a story of Black vio-
lence, from the perspective of Clara, Sansay’s alter ego, who represents the
voice of women trapped in marriages to tyrannical husbands, thus establish-
ing a symbolic link of empathy between women and slaves fighting for their
freedom.

Sansay met Miranda in New York and again in Philadelphia, where he
was planning the first of his two failed expeditions to liberate Venezuela. She
was probably fascinated by Miranda the adventurer, and he by an attrac-
tive, passionate, and outspoken woman with a strong interest in politics and
personal views on the revolutionary processes she had witnessed. Her two
brief letters to him were written in Philadelphia on a Saturday (probably 30
November 1805).%3 The first, penned in the morning, is friendly:

the Lady who had the pleasure of seeing Gen. Miranda at New
York wishes very much to have that pleasure repeated. She is now in
Philadelphia — at the corner of Pine & fourth Street the house fronts
Pine street Nr. 111.84

The second, sent later that same day, is more explicit: “I will fly on the wings
of desire to die with delight in your arms.”®* This bold and beautiful language
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Figure 7.3 Sarah Andrews to Francisco de Miranda, 20 June 1807.

Source: Archivo General de la Nacion, Caracas, series Colombeia, section “Negociaciones,” IX,
n. 2167, f. 298v.

befits the strong-willed, hedonistic woman who, two years later, would risk
her reputation with Secret History. Although published anonymously, the
book was immediately attributed to her and caused a scandal: not only had
she behaved with a freedom prohibited to women (writers included), but her
sentimental rhetoric had exposed the moral vices of French rule, meaning
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that the text could be seen as a warning about state corruption that chal-
lenged the American republic’s public embrace of civic virtue.

Sensibilité: Love and Tender Friendships

Compared with those written in Spanish or English, the letters Miranda
received from women in the French language, most dating from the revo-
lutionary decade of the 1790s, deploy markedly different codes, relating to
their epistolary reference points, cultural and political context, and the social
status and education of their authors. The publication (1725 onwards) of the
vast collection of letters by Marie de Rabutin Chantal, Marquise de Sévigné
(1626-1696), had established a stylistic model that many women (and some
men too) aspired to emulate throughout the eighteenth and into the nine-
teenth century, and to which they were constantly compared.®® For theo-
rists of epistolary art and literature, it represented the ideal balance between
conventions and genuine emotion, between [’art and le cceur, as formulated
by Charles Batteux in his Cours de belles-lettres et principes de littérature.
Lettres portugaises, published in Paris in 1669 and, in 1810, attributed to
Mariana de Alcoforado, also made a great impact: an instant hit in the salon
world, the book appeared in numerous new editions until well into the nine-
teenth century. In 1926, it was revealed that the true author of these letters,
supposedly written by a nun from her convent in Beja to her lover, French
nobleman Noel Bouton de Chamilly, Count of Saint-Léger, was, in fact, a
mediocre poet, Gabriel-Joseph de Lavergne. They nevertheless continued to
be an influential model for both real-life love letters and countless epistolary
novels. The most famous of these, Rousseau’s Julie, ou La Nouvelle Héloise
(1761), caused a sensation among middle-class readers, who saw it as a les-
son in life and sensibility as well as letter-writing, as the extensive corre-
spondence addressed to its author shows.%”

Letters written by women of the past or the heroines of novels undoubtedly
influenced the way flesh-and-blood eighteenth-century women wrote to lov-
ers, friends, or relatives.®® Take, for example, the 33 letters written between
1795 and 1798 by Delphine de Sabran, Marquise de Custine (1770-1826),
widow of Armand de Custine (guillotined in 1794) — a woman of artistic
tastes and ambitions who was a friend of Mme de Staél and enjoyed a long
friendship, and brief love affair, with Miranda.®® Or the 50 written by Louise
Anne Suzanne Lefebvre, Mme Pétion, widow of Jérome Pétion de Villeneuve,
between 1799 and 1806; or the four sent across Paris to Miranda’s house
(Palais Royal 99) in 1792 by Mme Tor — about whom we know virtually
nothing. All three women were affiliated with the Girondins and a similar
sentimental register can be discerned in their letters, reflecting their shared
readings and cultural background. The differences in their social circum-
stances are evident, however, with the aristocratic Mme de Custine a more
competent writer than Mme Pétion.
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These letters make up a sentimental correspondence in which there is also
room for political news and opinions, the lending of books, complaints about
family obligations, and reflections on life and the status of women. Mme
Tor’s language suggests the rare treasure of a sparky friendship, which she
says she feels is reciprocated.”” And Mme Pétion, who sometimes signs off as
“Tinope,” uses a mixture of affection and humour in asking for Miranda’s
news and expressing the pleasure his company and friendship bring her (“I
need you here to return peace to my spirit”;’! “a fine Gentleman you are,
not replying to my letter ... [ am a terrible woman to torment you thus”).*?
She also unburdens herself about her parental worries and responsibilities,
far from the idyllic vision offered by sentimental literature (“Such are the
benefits of motherhood”?3).

Delphine Custine’s letters tend to adopt a language of great emotional
intensity, sometimes verging on or indeed fully embracing the melodramatic.
In presenting her own affections and those she says are shared by her fam-
ily, she paints a portrait of a friendship based on intimacy and jealousy, her
words of tenderness and possession closely related to the lexicon of love, as
was common in the sentimental literature and correspondence of the time,
in which tendre amitié and amour appear to be almost interchangeable: “my
good and true friend, and not just my friend”; “My God, why are you not
here with us. How happy we should be to be in possession of you.”?* She reit-
erates the fact that she misses him, longs for news of him, and suspects he has
no interest in news of her; she is also at great pains to declare her constancy
(“the unbreakable bond that binds me to you”), defending herself from his
accusations of flirting and fickleness.” Her writing displays a certain taste for
reflection and emotional self-analysis, using metaphors and analogies typical
of sentimental literature, such as that of love as an illness (“the more a heart
has been wounded by sorrow, the more susceptible it becomes to lesser inju-
ries! It is like a convalescent recovering from an illness”*®). She worries about
her children’s future, notably that of her daughter Delphine, afraid that the
boredom and lack of occupation determined by her gender and class will
make her overly sentimental and thus prone to suffering.”” She also evokes
her own sentimental experience as a reader who feels a particular book has
spoken directly to her, making her feel an intimate bond with its unknown
author (“he alone has spoken to my heart, flattered its weaknesses and found
his way to it. The author of that book! He has undoubtedly known love and,
above all, unhappiness!”)’® At times, her highly emotional language, often
full of pain and left unanswered, leads straight into pragmatic requests (such
as a plea for Miranda to intervene on behalf of a young relative), suggesting
that although the feeling behind it is not necessarily feigned, there is nonethe-
less a rhetorical dimension here, a kind of sentimental performance in play.

What Miranda and his female French correspondents have in common is
their concern for the political situation in France, based on broadly shared ide-
ological positions. This sense of complicity and the memory of their common
misfortunes lead Mme de Custine (whose late husband had been imprisoned
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with Miranda) to express her rejection of the Jacobin executive body. In an
undated letter, she writes, “That Directoire terrifies me!” “Those Jacobins
are swaggering more than ever,”” and on 10 May 1798: “I see no respite, no
hope, I fear the return of the Jacobins and war! Respite, respite, that’s what
most are calling for.”'% Like many others, she uses the dramatic and novelis-
tic language of the horrors of the Revolution, which fed into so many stories,
memoirs, novels, and pamphlets, across a wide ideological spectrum (from
realist to Girondin). In so doing she applies her own moral and sentimental
judgement to her country’s current political leaders, representing herself as
part of a virtuous and persecuted opposition.'”’ Mme Pétion, meanwhile,
whose soul is full of “ardent imagination,” has been profoundly distressed
by the terrible events of the Revolution and says she envies others’ peace of
mind, presenting sensibility as both a sign of moral refinement and a cause
of suffering (“I often long for the happiness enjoyed by insensible souls”!%?),

As for Mme Tor, she acknowledges in an undated letter that she is very
worried about the political situation in France, about which she hopes for
more details from Miranda.'” She glorifies him as a hero and humanitarian
champion while at the same time presenting herself as a patriot, thus reshap-
ing the conventional and gendered ways in which the moral and political
dimensions of sensibility had been understood.'* In 1772, Antoine-Léonard
Thomas had argued in Histoire des mceurs, de esprit et du caractere des
femmes, widely read in Europe and America, that women naturally tended
to harbour moderate feelings such as conjugal and maternal love or kindness
towards those closest to them, while the strong emotions of patriotism and
humanitarianism, born of a more universal empathy, were more character-
istic of men, an idea that seems to be echoed by the widowed Mme Dupont
in an undated letter commenting on this side of Miranda: “Your heart of
fire, your soul that burns and is sensible to this good cause and those who
suffer.”!% In a revolutionary context that had in part inherited and in part
shattered the emotional styles of the past, women such as Mme Tor and
Mme Dupont were constructing representations of their own affections that
exploited the sentimental rhetoric of the Enlightenment, and sometimes tran-
scended it, in order to lay claim to both the delicate feelings usually attrib-
uted to their gender and the potent political passions of revolution.

In the context of this gendered expression of sentiments, the letters sent
by Geneviéve — who may have been a Creole, either White or mixed-race —
from Cap-Francais to Miranda in Havana deserve special mention.! French
travellers’ accounts teemed with clichés about the sensuality of women in this
busy port city, full of sailors disembarking after long transatlantic voyages,
and equally full of brothels to serve them — images based on commonplaces
about the unbridled passions of the tropics and, in particular, on the erotici-
zation of the free Black and mixed-race women who formed a significant part
of the population.'’” Cross-referencing the letters of this Creole woman with
those written to Miranda by fellow soldier Antonio de la Paz, a Spanish aide-
de-camp, asked by Geneviéve to act as an intermediary, offers a revealing
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contrast between the way she represents herself and the way he judges her
behaviour.1%

Paz says he cannot understand the passion and loyalty she has shown
since the start of a relationship she refuses to accept is over: “My God, what
a woman and what passion she has conceived for you, sir, in a short time”;
“the poor thing, her weeping beggars belief, she goes to extremes that aston-
ish me: you seduced her so quickly and she told me this morning that she will
come to you no matter from whence you summon her.”'” And he diagnoses
an abnormal passion:

G. loved you at first sight: her feelings are unusual for a woman of her
kind: I see her resolved to follow you, sir, wherever you go, she has lost
weight and her looks in unbelievable fashion ...; I am stunned by this
and by her extreme actions.!®

Why do Genevieve’s feelings seem “strange” or “extreme” to Paz, and who,
in his eyes, are women “of her kind”? Is he really surprised that she should
remain loyal in love, in a city where sailors and soldiers came and went
and women, especially working-class women, could only hope for fleeting
encounters with the men they met? Is he genuinely shocked by the intensity of
the physical symptoms (loss of looks and appetite) she suffers, like the heroine
of a novel, on experiencing heartbreak and abandonment? Does he admire
the delicate feelings of a woman who says she appreciates “distinguished
tastes” and “erudition” in a man?'"! Social and gender-based assumptions
converge in this assessment of the expected or appropriate sentiments of a
woman such as her (one whose exact social and ethnic background remains
unknown). The erotic and emotional imaginary of Miranda’s friend, and of
Miranda too perhaps, revolves around an implicitly male and European view
of Caribbean ports as home to throngs of Black and mixed-race temptresses
who, in the virtual absence of White women, were there to serve the sexual,
material, and emotional needs of a large and transient male population. Paz
speaks of his own encounters in crude, misogynistic, and racist language,
brutally portraying the woman who throws him out of her home and her
bed as a “vile woman,” a “worthless mulatto” who makes his skin crawl.!'?

As a counter to such descriptions, profoundly distorted by moral expec-
tations and erotic fantasies, it has, in fact, been shown that free Black and
mixed-race women played a significant role in a wide range of economic
activities (from commerce to rentier ownership). Some succeeded in accu-
mulating considerable fortunes, occupying socially recognized positions,
and maintaining stable and quasi-marital relationships with White men.
Geneviéve, whether she was one of the latter or a White Creole, may have
had similar expectations of emotional satisfaction and social respectability.
Paz, however, depicts her as desperate, determined to follow Miranda any-
where, even prepared to board a ship dressed as a man to see him again. This
last is an echo of the Hispanic and European novels, plays, and chapbooks
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of the sixteenth and seventeenth (and, to a lesser extent, eighteenth) centuries
whose female protagonists adopted men’s clothing or a male identity in order
to emigrate, practise piracy, wage war, follow their husbands or lovers, or
restore their honour, a genre in which art imitated life and vice versa.

These letters, penned by a man about the love felt by a woman, seem to
reveal some distinct and, in certain ways, contradictory sentiments: the com-
plicity of two single men sharing stories about their love affairs as comrades
in the army, an institution that encouraged intimacy between men, contrasts
with the discomfort they experience when a woman expresses feelings they
consider disproportionate or not in keeping with a relationship that they
always intended to be ephemeral. Geneviéve’s own letters, however, paint
a more serene portrait of her, with none of the drama attributed to her by
Paz. Her tone is that of a loving friend (“trust that I cherish the most sincere
attachment and the truest friendship”!'®) and, if she is sad that her lover
has gone, she expresses this without tears or reproaches, thus giving every
appearance of a dignified response to both love and abandonment.

Particularly moving because of the way they strive to construct an
unnamed form of affection are the 32 letters written between 1799 and
1803 by Francoise Pellicier, the landlady of a boarding house in Paris whom
Miranda left in charge of his furniture and art collections (paintings, tapes-
tries, engravings, sculptures) when he went into exile in England in 1797. All
we know about her is that in 1806 she was living in the affluent Faubourg
Saint-Germain and was the sister of an engraver, a trade whose relationship
with the art of printing involved widespread literacy among men, but not
necessarily among women. Her handwriting is clear and painstakingly set
down; her laborious spelling is practically phonetic and sometimes barely
decipherable because of her anarchic grouping of syllables. In spite of this,
or perhaps precisely because of it, her writing reveals her sustained efforts
to express herself, her awareness of her shortcomings, and her eagerness to
improve via “some lessons in writing and grammar”!''* (Figure 7.4).

There is clearly a certain warmth between Frangoise and Miranda, with
a degree of mutual affection and, on her part, a declared fidelity as well as
more intense feelings bordering on love. She addresses him respectfully as
“Monsieur,” tells him about the accounts and her efforts to sell some of his
furniture to cover debts;'’ she sends detailed requests for items of clothing
or, for her brother, English burins, described with technical precision;''¢ she
asks for both money and parcels when they are delayed. But she also strays
into more personal territory, offering him advice, preceded by an apology
for her daring (“forgive me for making these observations”'"), warning him
against treacherous friends,''® and even confiding some of her innermost feel-
ings, such as her grief at the death of her mother in 1799 and her father six
years later.'?® Her letters paint her as intelligent, aware of the social distance
between them, and pleased that he holds her in high regard despite this; a
clear-sighted woman with a definite sense of her own dignity.
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Figure 7.4 Francoise Pelicier to Francisco de Miranda, 23 February (1799?).

Source: Archivo General de la Nacion, Caracas, series Colombeia, section “Revolucion
francesa,” XVIII, n. 3127, f. 237 r. and v.
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How does Frangoise configure language to construct her relationship with
Miranda, and from where does she draw her models? Correspondence manu-
als established guidelines for different circumstances (letters expressing love,
requests, condolences, congratulations, or offering invitations or apologies)
and for communication between equals or otherwise (ties based on friend-
ship, love, business, or clientelism). They had nothing to say, however, on the
somewhat unusual case of an epistolary relationship between landlady and
former lodger (and social superior) — a case with no fictional forebear either,
other than Pamela’s letters to Mr B in Richardson’s famous novel, which
reflect a different relationship, that between maid and master, and a different
register, that of virtuous resistance to seduction. Francoise, then, must forge
her own path and does so by creating collages of various social languages and
emotional codes. Discernible among these are epistolary models of love or
friendship, sentimental fiction, and, perhaps, the guides to civility when deal-
ing with a superior provided by etiquette manuals; other inspirations, such as
phrases from spoken language, are more difficult to detect.

Frangoise adjusts her chosen linguistic scraps to her emotional and practi-
cal needs and to the effect she intends to produce on Miranda. At times she
uses well-worn formulas of respect (“I am, with esteem and respect, your
devoted friend”)."?! Elsewhere, her language of intense and loyal friendship
appropriates the conventions of love letters to evoke the pain of separation
and desire for reunion (“Farewell, I cannot wait to see you again by my
side”;'?? “I live only in the anticipation of seeing you”!?}); the fantasy of
going to live with him in London were she not needed in Paris to care for
her elderly father;!>* and a burning desire to show her feelings for him in
person (“I see with the keenest interest and greatest gratitude that I still hold
the same place in your memory, and I long for the moment when I can see
you again and renew the sentiments I have expressed to you with my own
lips”!?*). When Miranda expresses doubt about her good management of
his affairs, she not only indignantly defends her honesty and devotion to his
interests, but expresses her grief in words reminiscent of those of abandoned
lovers, real and fictional: “I no longer live; rescue me from the worry and
profound sorrow that have immersed me since your last letter.”!

In addressing her former lodger, a man of superior education and status,
this woman of modest origins and limited education utters expressions of
affection and fidelity similar to those of fictional heroines (“Yours till the last
day of my life”'?’). Far from arousing pathos or ridicule with her efforts to
convince him of the nobility of her feelings, however, her words come across
to us as profoundly moving and raise all kinds of questions for any historian
interested in emotions and the language in which they used to be couched.

Conclusions

What can we conclude from this collection of letters from friends and lovers
that enables us to listen to the voices of eighteenth-century European and
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American women? My aim was to highlight two distinct forms of tension in
our reading of them. First, that between the relatively transnational character
of models of personal writing (and, more broadly, styles of sensibility) and
the “national” codes linked to literary and cultural traditions shared by lin-
guistic (and, to some extent, emotional) communities. Second, that between
the constriction imposed by epistolary conventions and individuals’ ability
to adapt them: in this case, women’s skill at doing so in order to “perform”
their emotions and construct subjectivities.

In fact, both over time and at given moments, culturally codified languages
of emotion establish a variety of possibilities for subjectivation, modified by
parameters within which gender is articulated with other markers of identity
(class, education, nationality, age, religion), possibilities that are unequal, as
too is the distribution of economic and cultural resources. According to the
eighteenth-century culture of sensibility, innate feelings, which spring from
the heart, are naturally more intense and constant in women but subject to
the inconstancy of desire in men: it is therefore up to women to invest more
in love, express their emotions more vividly, and suffer more in the face of
unrequited love. These and other letters allow us, however, to go beyond
conventional representations that see nothing more than the spontaneous
writing of “naturally” passionate or sentimental women. Here, the efforts
made to deal with both geographical and emotional separation, to affirm the
steadfastness of the writer’s own feelings, lament the asymmetrical nature
of the relationship and demand greater reciprocity go hand in hand with a
desire for knowledge and an eagerness to share books, exchange ideas and
opinions, and, in some cases, political concerns as well.

The letters convey feelings we can assume to be both lived and learned,
formulated in a language to a certain extent common to those who lived in
the same period and in many cases also in similarly cultured, elitist environ-
ments open to transnational circulation, but also clearly differentiated, not
only by gender, social status, and individual circumstances but also by dis-
parate epistolary and moral cultures. Sentimental styles were European and
also transatlantic; however, not all literary and epistolary models and models
circulated in the same way in time and space, contributing to the creation of
territorial specificities.

In Spain, the prolonged influence of Golden Age literature, whose courtly
novels continued to be reprinted and read and whose plays continued to
be performed to great success, despite the disdain of Enlightenment critics,
resulted in the new sentimental literature of the eighteenth century taking
root later and intermingling with other models and idioms. This explains
why the letters of Spanish women or criollas preserved in Miranda’s archive,
like many others of the period (written by both men and women), are more
likely to use the love-related formulas of the previous century than they are
to depend on the rhetoric of sensibility, which only became widespread in
the late 1700s. For their part, the letters written in French, mostly by women
with a more refined education, offer a vocabulary and rhetoric closer to that
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sentimental register, established early and firmly in France and England in
novels and plays as well as in political writings and correspondence. Among
the English letters, those of Sarah Andrews reflect the specific register of
respectability, obedience, and marital companionship. Susan Livingston’s
letters show the possibilities and limitations for a middle-class American
woman involved in the moral and political construction of the new republic
(in opposition to the old metropolises, France in particular as the epitome of
Ancien Régime corruption), while Leonora Sansay, from her somewhat mar-
ginal position as an adventurous, transgressive woman, was able to deploy in
her letters an erotic idiom rarely found in female correspondence.

If we understand that emotions are both expressed in and shaped by the
words and gestures (learned, or rather absorbed) that give them a name, we
can see that these women’s epistolary styles indicate distinctive ways not only
of writing but also of experiencing close relationships of love and friendship.
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Sanchez, “Las incertidumbres el corazén: la Historia y el mundo de los afec-
tos,” Cuadernos de Historia Moderna. Anejos 14 (2015), 151-172; Montserrat
Jiménez Sureda, Amb el cor al paper. Historia i teoria de les cartes d’amor
(Barcelona: Universitat Autonoma de Barcelona, 2020), among others. A useful
database of private letters in Iberian archives (sixteenth to eighteenth centuries)
is Post Scriptum. Arquivo Digital de Escrita Quotidiana em Portugal e Espanha
na Epoca Moderna: http://ps.clul.ul.pt.

“Tengo un trato franco y agradable” — AGN, Colombeia, R.F., XVIII, 10 October
1779, £.5-6.
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“no tengo mas divercion que leer tus cartas y todas me parecen cortas” — AGN,
Colombeia, R.F., XVIII, undated, f.22.
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Colombeia, R.F, XVIII, f.174, Basel, 17 September 1795 (emphasis in original),
AGN, Colombeia, R.F., XVIII, £.192, 30 October 1795. “[P]ensez a nous, aimez-
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R.E, XVIIL, undated, f.118.
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Lex, 1926-1950), XIII, 274.
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97 AGN, Colombeia, R.F., XVIII, undated, f.125.
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— AGN, Colombeia, R.F., XVIII, undated, f.126.
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AGN, Colombeia, R.E., XVIIL £.130.

100 “je ne vois aucun repos, aucune espérance, que je tremble du retour des Jacobins,
dela guerre! Du repos, du repos, ¢’est le cri général.” — Francisco Miranda, Archivo
del General Miranda, ed. Vicente Ddvila (Caracas: Editorial Sur-América/Parra
Le6n Hermanos/Editorial Lex, 1926-1950), XIII, 271.

101 On French revolutionary passions, see Mona Ozouf, La féte révolutionnaire
(Paris: Gallimard, 1976); Lynn Hunt, The Family Romance of the French
Revolution (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1994); Javier Moscoso,
Promesas incumplidas. Una historia politica de las pasiones (Barcelona: Taurus,
2017).

102 “Jaspire souvant le bonnheur dont jouise les ame ainsensible” = AGN, Colombeia,
R.E, XVIIL, 11 June 1801, £.298.

103 “J’espere d’avoir le plaisir de vous voir bientot et d’apprendre notre Etat
Politique- dontje ne vous cache pas que je suis tres inquiete” (“I hope to have the
pleasure of seeing you soon and learning about our nation — I cannot hide the
fact that [ am very anxious about it”) — AGN, Colombeia, R.F., XVIIL, £.102.

104 AGN, Colombeia, R.F., XVIII, 6 December 1792, £.99.

105 “Votre coeur de feu, votre ame brulante et sensible pour la bonne cause et les
malhereux” — AGN, Colombeia, R.F., XVIII, £.106.

106 AGN, Colombeia, R.F., XVIII, f.31-34. Editors’ note: This chapter will capital-
ize “White” to indicate that it is a culturally constructed category, like Black
or Indigenous, although we recognize that these identities reflect very different
processes of racialization, in which White is the hegemonic norm against which
minority identities are oppressed and asserted.

107 Dominique Rogers and Stewart King, “Housekeepers, Merchants, Rentieres: Free
Women of Color in the Port Cities of Colonial Saint Domingue, 1750-1790,”
in Women in Port. Gendering Communities, Economies, and Social Networks
in Atlantic Port Cities, 1500-1800, ed. Douglas Catterall and Jodi Campbell
(Leiden: Brill, 2012), 357-397.

108 AGN, Colombeia, Viajes, IV, £.142-152.

109 AGN, Colombeia, Viajes, IV, £.142.

110 AGN, Colombeia, Viajes, IV, £.150.

111 “When she speaks of you, sir, it is with enthusiasm: she says she found in you not
only distinguished tastes but erudition” — AGN, Vigjes, 1V, £.150.
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112 “I never met such a whore in my life” — AGN, Colombeia, Viajes, IV, £.150.

113 “croyez moi toujours avec I’attachement le plus sincere et ’amitié la plus vraie”
— AGN, Colombeia, R.F., XVIII, 19 November 1782, {.32.

114 “quelque leson decriture et de gramair” — AGN, Colombeia, R.E.,, XVIII, 23
February, £.237.

115 AGN, Colombeia, R.E., XVIIL, 9 June 1799, £.239.

116 AGN, Colombeia, R.E., XVIIL, 29 January 1802, £.252.

117 “pardonné sije vous fai sai opeservation” — AGN, Colombeia, R.E., XVIIL, 3 June
1800, £.247.

118 AGN, Colombeia, R.E., XVIIL, 2 September 1799, {.242.

119 AGN, Colombeia, R.F., XVIIL, 23 July 1799, £.241.

120 AGN, Colombeia, R.F., XVIII, 8 October 1805, £.293.

121 “je suis avec estime et respec votre dévou amie” — AGN, Colombeia, R.F., XVIII,
21 April 1801, £.250.

122 “Adieu je suis dans la vive inpassiance de vour revoir aupres de moi” — AGN,
Colombeia, R.E., XVIII, 20 April 1800, f.246.

123 “je ne vis qu’avec I’inpasiance de vous voir” — AGN, Colombeia, R.E.,, XVIII, 1
February 1803, £.281.

124 AGN, Colombeia, R.E., XVIIL, 8 May 1803, £.290.

125 “je vois avec le plus tandre intere et la plus vive reconesans que je conserve la
meme place dans votre souvenir, je desire ardaman le momen de vous revoir et de
vous renouveler de bouche lasuranse des sentiman que je vous aivoue” — AGN,
Colombeia, R.F., XVIIL, 23 February ¢1799 , £.237.

126 “je ne vie pas, tiré moi d’inquietude et du profond chagrin que je sui plongé depui
votre dernier lettre” — AGN, Colombeia, R.F., XVIII, 26 June 1802, £.269.

127 “tou ta vous jus qau dernier jour de ma vie” — AGN, Colombeia, R.F., XVIIL, 28
July 1800, £.249.
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