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ABSTRACT 

 

Being both a woman and an intellectual in the 18th century was a question of challenge. 

The purpose of this Master´s Dissertation is to prove why Elizabeth Montagu, one of the 

most relevant members belonging to the 18th century group, known as the 

Bluestockings, was considered to be “The Queen of the Blues”. Using a wide variety of 

research, this study not only analyses the origin of the term and the evolution of its 

meaning throughout the period, but it also provides a supporting and insightful 

documentation regarding the most important women conforming the first and second 

generation of this group as well as their literary contribution to the movement. This study, 

however, answers the question of how Montagu’s role as a businesswoman, 

conversationalist, sponsor as well as hostess of the best parties and gatherings at her 

houses eclipsed her role as a woman of letters shining more due to her sympathy and 

charm towards others instead of her literary production.  

 

Key words: 18th century English literature, Bluestockings, Elizabeth Montagu, 

salonnières, salon, Queen of the Blues. 

 

 

 

RESUMEN  

Ser una mujer intelectual en el siglo XVIII implicaba todo un reto. El propósito de este 

trabajo de fin de máster es demostrar por qué Elizabeth Montagu, miembro más 

relevante del grupo de literatas de la época conocido como “Las Bluestockings”, era 

considerada como la “reina” el mismo. Utilizando una gran variedad de documentación, 

este estudio pretende no solo analizar el origen del término  y su evolución en relación 

a su significado durante el período, sino también proporcionar una visión sobre las 

mujeres más relevantes que conformaron la primera y segunda generación de este 

movimiento. Este estudio, por lo tanto, responde a la pregunta de cómo el rol de 

Elizabeth Montagu como anfitriona, mujer de negocios, conversadora y patrocinadora al 

mismo tiempo que organizadora de las mejores fiestas y reuniones en sus casas, eclipsó 

su papel como literata, destacando más por su simpatía que por su producción literaria. 

 

Palabras clave: Literatura inglesa del siglo XVIII, “Bluestockings”, Elizabeth Montagu, 

salonnières, salones, Reina de las “Bluestockings”. 
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 INTRODUCTION 

In the mid eighteenth century a social and literary phenomenon consisting of gatherings 

of mainly women which came to be known as “The Bluestockings” was created in 

England under the figure of Elizabeth Vesey (1715–1791). Vesey is considered to be the 

instigator of the tradition of the “Bluestocking” parties (Miegon, 2002: 36). Elizabeth 

Montagu (1718-1800) and Frances Boscawen (1719-1805) were also closely related to 

the creation and development of this movement during the 18th century (Pohl & 

Schellengerg: 2002: 2), continuing into the 1780s with a later second generation of 

eminent personalities. These aforementioned parties were organised mainly to converse 

and debate about social and educational matters which “were vital in encouraging female 

artistic achievement” (Eger 2013: 1), and although these events included both men and 

women (Pohl & Schellenberg: 2002: 2), the majority of the party attendants were female. 

This fact, although not right at the beginning but a little later in time, led to the 

“Bluestockings” being mainly labelled, criticized and censured and the name itself 

acquired derogatory connotations to describe “intellectual women”. Nonetheless, this 

cultured and educated group marked a milestone when it came to stirring up what today 

we would call a sexist country. As Pohl and Schellenberg (3) pointed out, “For better or 

for worse, the Bluestockings as a specific cultural, social, and political phenomenon 

played a crucial part in a widening and redefinition of women´s social roles in the 

eighteenth century” (2). On top of that, their own negotiations of female scholarship, their 

contribution to literary genres, and their constant participation in public and political 

spheres provoked continuous debates among their contemporaries about gender roles 

in these public and private areas (Pohl and Schellenberg, 2002: 3), inventing a new kind 
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of informal sociability that, according to Eger (2013: 1), “combined the life of the senses 

with that of the mind.” Last but not least, the subsequent Bluestockings’ publications 

brought different changes “in the discipline of social and literary history itself” (3). These 

changes have raised questions about how the “Bluestockings” had been considered until 

then.  

 On the basis of the aforesaid ideas, the Oxford English Dictionary (henceforth 

OED) offers two different meanings to the word “Bluestocking”. On the one hand, the 

term is defined as “of, belonging, or relating to a series of assemblies or salons held 

c1750 by a group of London society ladies, notable for the informal dress worn by the 

male attendees and for the intellectual conversation engaged in by women and men 

equally” (OED online). On the other hand, the term was also defined as “of a woman: 

having or affecting literary tastes in a manner originally associated with the women of 

the bluestocking circle; that is a bluestocking; literary, scholarly, intellectual; as 

bluestocking lady. Frequently derogatory” (OED online). 

This last definition of the term is worth special attention since, although it seems 

to be positive when referring to a woman, the truth is, as aforementioned, that it turned 

into a negative association to this literary movement and its female “salonnières”, as they 

were sometimes called. This depreciative use reached its peak throughout the 19th 

century and the early 20th (OED online). Despite this, however, Eger affirms that the 

original Bluestockings lived in a world where women started to “shine and even dazzle” 

(Eger, 2013:1). 

 Furthermore, the fact that the Bluestocking ladies were so remarkable and gained 

visibility during the 18th century is related to diverse facts. On the one hand, men were 

supposed to be the only ones to study at university and obtain an academic education. 
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Those women who reached higher education did so on their own without having any 

institutional support (Bodek, 1976: 185). Additionally, women were constantly judged 

“biologically, socially and intellectually” (185) and hence labelled and stereotyped as 

inferior. Indeed, Lord Chesterfield1, 4th Earl of Chesterfield, claimed that “women, are 

only children of larger growth […] A man of sense only trifles with them, plays with them, 

humors them, and flatters them, as he does with a sprightly and forward child” (185). 

Such statements provoked the necessity for women to exhibit their learning and their 

educational concerns. Hence the bluestocking phenomenon, which emerged with the 

figure of the salon, brought about the beginning of well-known Bluestocking parties 

where discussions about political concerns, and the writing of literature, journalism and 

the educational writing of the day all contributed “to the new image of woman” (187). 

 Out of all the attendants of these famous parties, it appears that Elizabeth 

Montagu (1720-1800), a close friend of Elizabeth Vesey, was considered the Queen (see 

section 6.2) of this remarkable group which began to revolutionise the sexist society she 

lived in. Using the basis of historical and literary material, this Master’s Dissertation 

intends to analyse the figure of Elizabeth Montagu and to answer whether and why she 

was, as considered by many, the Queen of this revolutionary group. In order to do this, 

it will also be necessary to not only focus on Montagu herself, but also on other 

“salonnières” belonging to what are considered the first and second generations of this 

group. These members contributed either to the literary panorama of the time or 

promoted social and gender changes.   

                                                 
1 Lord Chesterfield, Philip Dormer Stanhope (1694-1773) was a British statesman, man of letters and 

diplomat.  
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 THE TERM “BLUESTOCKING”  

2.1. The origin of this nomenclature 

As mentioned previously, the term “Bluestocking” originated in the mid-1700s in Britain 

when groups of both men and women met together in order to discuss social and 

educational concerns. These meetings were known as parties or conversation evenings 

and were mainly held in a salon of the host’s home. The expression “Bluestocking 

salons” in place of parties is also used. As one can observe in the next chapters, it was 

Elizabeth Montagu who fascinated her guests by the decoration of her most famous 

room, “The Chinese Room”,2 decorated by the Swiss Neoclassical painter Angelica 

Kauffman,3 who was also responsible for decorating the majority of the apartments in Hill 

Street and Portman Square (Clay, 1923: 8). One of the most famous salons apart from 

“The Chinese Room” was “The Feather Room”, which contained a six-panel feather 

screen made of the plumage of peacocks, pheasants, jays, and macaws of every sort 

(Lee 1885: 240-244), creating a sense of majesty in the rooms where the parties were 

celebrated. However, Montagu’s counterpart, Elizabeth Vesey, created more intimate 

and not so outlandish rooms. For instance, in her “blue room” and “green room”, the 

scheme of colours combined in perfect harmony “with the true-blue nature of the 

assemblies” (Clay 1923: 8). 

                                                 

2 “The Chinese Room” is one of the most splendid salons and considered to be the earliest and fully 

furnished chinoiserie interior in England (Sloboda, 2010: 130). Furthermore, this room was decorated in 

wild colours and exuberant forms creating a great impact on those who saw it. Moreover, it was also full 

of objects made of porcelain, lacquer and chintz where imitation, artifice and ostentation was present 

everywhere (131). 

3 Maria Anna Angelika Kauffmann (1741-1807) was a Swiss Neoclassical painter trained in Italy who 

arrived in England in 1776 and remained there until 1780 (Godden, 2006).  
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 The origin of the term continues to be a mystery nowadays. Indeed, many 

different attributions to whom was the first to use it may be found. First and foremost, the 

figure of Mr. Benjamin Stillingfleet (1702-1771) should be highlighted. Stillingfleet was 

known for being the most eminent member of these societies (Clay 1923:15) and 

apparently always attended the meetings wearing blue stockings, which were considered 

informal attire for men as opposed to more formal black stockings (Dobbs 1976: 85). He 

was considered to be a man of letters whose conversations were absolutely valuable, so 

whenever he missed one of the meetings his loss was so noticeable that it used to be 

said, “We can do nothing without the blue stockings” (Clay, 15), inferring both 

Stillingfleet’s charismatic personality as well as his clothing.  

 Another theory falls upon Mrs. Elizabeth Vesey (the apparent instigator of the 

Bluestocking society), who replied to Mr. Stillingfleet when he declined her invitation to 

a literary meeting due to not being “in the habit of displaying a proper equipment for an 

evening assembly” (Burney, 1832, II:: 189), with “Pho, Pho, don´t mind dress. Come in 

your blue stockings!”  

 However, if there is one theory gaining strength it is the one that names Mrs 

Montagu as the first person to use this term in one of her letters, dated March 8, 1757:  

Our friend, Mr. Stillingfleet, is more attached to the lilies of the field than to 

the lilies of the town, who toil and spin as little as the others, and, like the 

former, are better arrayed than Solomon in all his glory. I assure you, our 

philosopher is so much a man of pleasure, he has left off his old friends and 

his blue-stockings and is at operas and gay assemblies every night. (Clay, 

1923: 16) 
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2.2. The evolution of the term 

Depending on the period in history and the evolution of the movement itself, the term 

“Bluestocking” has provoked both positive and negative connotations. According to Pohl 

& Schellenberg (2002: 2), in 1653 the term “Bluestocking” was used to “describe the 

plain style of clothing of the members of the Little Parliament4 in Oliver Cromwell’s time”. 

The word, then, was evidently first used in a derogatory sense. However, it was not until 

the mid-eighteen century when the term reappeared in order to characterize Stillingfleet’s 

clothing and the meetings of this group of literary men and women.  

 When the term “Bluestocking” began to be used in the 1750s and 1760s, it was 

used in a positive way, to merely describe “the salon circles around Montagu, Boscawen, 

and Vesey in London, Bath and Dublin”.5 However, in the late 1770s, the term 

“Bluestocking” suffered changes to the connotations that it produced not only due to the 

fact that it was directed to women of the meetings but by those “who feared or felt 

excluded from Bluestocking society” (Pohl & Schellenberg, 2002: 5) . As time went by 

(around 1775), a new generation of Bluestockings bloomed and thus the term began to 

refer to “learned women in general” (5) owing to an increase of assemblies and 

correspondence between the members where politics and literature were the main topics 

to be dealt with. Furthermore, in 1784 and according to the OED online, the word 

“bluestocking”, whose meaning is considered obsolete nowadays, is defined as “To don 

bluestocking, attend a bluestocking assembly”.  

                                                 

4 Little Parliament was the name given to the first Puritan Assembly of the Notables under Oliver 

Cromwell’s new Republic. It is also called derogatively, “Barebone’s Parliament” (Carlyle, 2002: 262).   

5 Elisabeth Montagu, Frances Boscawen and Elisabeth Vesey, as stated previously, were the three first 

hosts of the bluestocking events.  



 

 

13 

 

 Bodek (1976: 187-188) states that the term “bluestocking” implied “witty or 

learned people of both sexes”. Notwithstanding, as the 18th century advanced and the 

Bluestockings voiced their opinions, the term itself became more pejorative and 

derogatory in meaning. By 1782 the expression “bluestocking” referred “to a learned, 

pedantic lady” (Bodek, 1976: 187). Such an evolution of the term from an educated 

person to a pedantic lady showed the society´s bias where women expressing 

educational concerns were not seen in a positive light.  

 However, the French Revolution, which brought about political and intellectual 

changes around the 1790s, also provoked a new pejorative change in the term 

“bluestocking”, implying a “dangerously intellectual woman” (Pohl and Schellenberg: 

2002: 5). The Bluestockings became prey to the satires by famous poets of the time such 

as Richard Polwhele in his work Unsex´d Females (1798), Thomas Moore in  The 

Bluestockings (1811) or Lord Byron in  The Blues: A Literary Eclogue (1812) (Pohl and 

Schellenberg: 2002: 5). William Hazlitt (1778-1830) stated “The Bluestocking is the most 

odious character in society […]; she sinks wherever she is placed, like the yolk of an 

egg, to the bottom, and carries the filth with her” (Quoted in Eger, 2010: 206). 

Consequently, as the Bluestockings were developing into a social phenomenon, there 

were many studies on them. In this context, the controversial work by Opie,6 Detraction 

Displayed (1828), rescues the term “Bluestocking” from its derogatory association with 

“women on display” (Pohl & Schellenberg 2002: 8) and uses the term “Bluestocking” as 

                                                 

6 Amelia Opie (1769-1853) was an English author who was involved in radical politics since she was a 

child. In her book Detraction Displayed, she offers a “radical response to the social construction of 

womanhood” (Pari, 1997:66). In that sense, just as she had supported Mary Wollstonecraft when her 

reputation was in decline, she tried to do the same with the Bluestockings’ reputation. In fact, her close 

relationship with many intellectuals of the period was well known, such as with the 2nd generation 

Bluestocking Anna Laetitia Barbauld. (Pari, 1997: 63-69) 
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a proto-feminist catchphrase which implied “both the historical group and […] learned 

women in general” ( 8). She states: 

I think it incumbent on all those women who are really blue-stockings, to dare 

to be themselves, and to shew by joining seasonably and modestly in 

intellectual converse, that all females of cultivated minds are not pedants or 

precieuses, and that they love information for its own sake, and not for the 

sake of display [….] If […] they reply [to their detractor], “I am a blue-stocking, 

if to love knowledge better than ignorance entitles me to the name”, the pretty 

assaulter, be it man or woman, will soon lay down the weapon that is 

powerless to wound (Opie, 1828: 264-266). 

Nonetheless, Thomas de Quincey characterized the Bluestockings as being “a feeble 

minority” (Quoted in Pohl & Schellenberg 2002: 9) of unfeminine women, “not simply 

obsolete, but even unintelligible to our juniors” and this marked “their disappearance from 

the literary canon and cultural history of the nineteenth century” (9).   
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 HISTORICAL CONTEXT  

In order to comprehend the Bluestockings’ line of thinking it is important to place them in 

the historical context in which they lived and developed their views. Historically speaking, 

the vast majority of Bluestocking members and the object of this Master’s Dissertation, 

Mrs. Elizabeth Montagu, can perfectly be framed within the era known as The 

Restoration and the Eighteenth Century (1660-1785). For this reason, the following 

sections will be focused on data from 1700 onwards since the majority of the 

Bluestocking members were born from that date.  

 3.1. Political and Religious Changes 

The Restoration and the Eighteenth century brought diverse changes to the 

Bluestockings’ country of origin. The first happened in 1707 when it became a single 

nation thanks to the Act of Union joining Scotland and England, creating the nation of 

Great Britain and provoking social, political and economic changes affecting cities more 

than rural areas as the populations of the former increased significantly. However, the 

cohesion of the two nations also provoked a social order where “an ethos of politeness 

came to prevail” (Lipking & Noggle, 2006: 2057). 

 The two political parties existing in the period were known as the Whigs and the 

Tories (very roughly speaking, liberals versus conservatives). In terms of religion, The 

Tories “guarded the prominence of the established church” whereas the Whigs “Tended 

to support toleration of dissenters” (2060). Economically, the Tories were mainly defined 

as traditionalists whose landownership remained as the basis of not only wealth and 

power but also privilege (2060). Moreover, the Whigs managed the Bank of England 
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(founded in 1964), contrived the public credit system and invested in financial trading 

from which they intended to obtain financial independence (Lipking & Noggle, 2060)  

 In 1714, the Whigs took control of the country and George I became king until 

1727. He was succeeded by George II until 1760, when he was followed by George III 

until 1820. It was under George II´s reign when the figure of the Prime Minister of the 

country first appeared in the figure of the Whig Robert Walpole. He reinforced his power 

under George II´s reign who, by rewarding the Prime Minister economically, controlled 

the House of Commons and installed dependents in government offices.  

 On the other hand, the reign of George III brought two essential concerns: a 

necessity of seeing the nation as a colonial power and the need to create a new social 

order with a liberal and radical reform. And it was in 1763 when Great Britain was 

considered to be a nation with interests all over the world (2060-61). However, the wealth 

generated by industrialization and foreign trade had a negative impact on the different 

social stratum where the rich became richer and the poor became poorer. In that aspect, 

in the last decades of the century, British authors deliberated between two strong 

oppositions: “loyalty to old traditions of subordination, mutual obligations, and local self-

sufficiency, and yearning for a new dispensation founded on principles of liberty, the rule 

of reason, and human rights” (2061). 

3.2 The importance of the salon 

In a world where women were constantly alienated due to their sex, lacking opportunities 

to develop their education, and in a period where girls were not educated after turning 

12 years old because, according to Lord Chesterfield, too much education might make 

a woman mad, stimulate her curiosity, and perhaps cause her to be unlucky in love 
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(Bodek 1976: 185), the literary salon was the only place available for women to express 

themselves and exhibit their learning and knowledge on certain intellectual issues. Under 

those circumstances, the salon was even considered as “an informal university for 

women” (Bodek 1976: 185) since it allowed women to express themselves freely about 

educational concerns. 

 The origin of salon meetings and salonnières dates back to Paris in the 16th 

century. It was Madame Rambouillet (1588-1665)7 who created the figure of the salon in 

Paris – as well as the figure of a hostess- with the sole purpose of meeting others 

informally in order to converse and exchange opinions. It is relevant to point out the fact 

that in order to enter those meetings everyone had to follow “unwritten laws of morality, 

honour, and politesse”. In Montesquieu´s (1689-1755) words:  

They [salonnières] form a kind of republic whose members always actively 

aid one another. It is a new state within a state; and whosoever observes the 

action of those in power, if he does not know the women who govern them, 

is like a man who sees the action of a machine but does not know its secret 

springs (Quoted in Gere 1891: 127-128).  

In other words, the salon, gave women a power never known before where “they could 

exert a powerful influence as salonnières” (Bodek, 1976: 186). Tinker (1915: 39) 

establishes a link between French and English salons as well as creating a connection 

between the two cultures pointing out:  

The salon gave an opportunity for the development of ideas in a new medium 

– the liveliness of conversation. At such a time, when the formulation of 

opinion is stimulated by contact with other minds, when all barriers are down, 

all dread of critics forgotten, a man may give free rein to his doctrines and 

borrow all the brilliancy that lives in exaggeration (Tinker, 1915: 39). 

                                                 
7 During the first half of the 17th century, Madame de Rambouillet contributed to the art de vivre (art of 

living) at her own hotel and specifically from her Chambre bleue (Blue Room) where she held assemblées 

(assemblies), later referred to as salons (Thiebaud, 2007: 1). 
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However, as aforementioned, it was not until the mid-18th century when the salons 

began to appear in England. In fact, it was not until this time and with the creation of the 

Bluestocking salons that women started to provoke a change. (Dobbs 1976:84). 

Following their French counterparts, English salonnières accommodated their 

assemblies in their own houses surrounded by people who listened to them and from 

whom they could learn (Bodek, 1976: 187). And it was at that moment when “The Queen 

of the Blues” and her fellow Bluestockings, began to play an important role in the world 

of salons as well as in conversations. In fact, Montagu visited French salons when 

travelling in France in 1775 (Pohl & Schellenberg, 2002: 4). Nevertheless, whereas the 

French salonnières were dedicated to pleasure, learning, and work, the English 

Bluestockings preferred learning and work to pleasure (Bodek, 1976:188). This could be 

the reason why Hannah More, in her poem “The Bas Bleu”, distanced herself and the 

Blues from their French counterparts (Pohl & Schellenberg, 2002: 4). 
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   PRINCIPAL BLUESTOCKING WOMEN 

Although Elizabeth Montagu is the focus of this study, it is equally important to delve into 

the study of those women who contributed to the movement somehow and who were 

remarkably necessary for its development and the status it acquired. The Bluestockings 

have traditionally been divided into the First Generation and the Second Generation, so 

likewise they are listed here in alphabetical order. The choice of listing them in 

alphabetical order and not in order of importance is due to the fact that each of them 

contributed to the movement somehow depending on the generation they belonged to. 

With this, the aim is to convey not only all the names of the relevant women this 

movement brought about and how important they were for the society of that time but 

also the works they produced to enrich the Bluestocking generations.  

4.1. The first Bluestocking generation 

 Frances Boscawen (1719-1805) 

The first Bluestocking worth mentioning is Frances Boscawen [née Glanville] (1719-

1805). According to Miegon (2000: 25), her work highlights the most important aspects 

concerning not only her domestic but also her social life. Boscawen was known for 

having a close relationship with Elizabeth Montagu and also received Hannah More´s 

admiration up to the point where the latter included Boscawen´s letters in her biography 

entitled Memoirs of the Life and Correspondence of Mrs. Hannah More, by William 

Roberts [1834] or in the correspondence of Mary Delany (26). Thanks to her friendship 

with Montagu, some of their correspondence can also be found in Bluestocking Letters, 

edited by R. Brimley Johnson (1926). Although many of her letters remain unpublished, 
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some of them were finally published in Admiral´s Wife (1940) and Admiral’s Widow 

(1943), both of them mainly containing Boscawen´s letters to her husband. 

 Elizabeth Carter (1717-1806) 

Elizabeth Carter (1717-1806), considered to be the most prolific and fruitful writer among 

the first generation of bluestockings, wrote poetry, essays and translations as well as 

being an active writer of letters. Carter was portrayed as “pious and notably conservative 

politically” (Miegon, 2000: 26). However, according to Miegon (26), “her achievement in 

classical scholarship was outstanding for a woman of her time”. Among all the works she 

produced the most outstanding are Poems on Particular Occasions (1738), An 

Examination of Mr. Pope´s Essay on Man (1739), Sir Isaac Newton´s Philosophy 

Explain´d for the Use of the Ladies (1739) and Poems on Several Occasions (1762). In 

1808, Carter´s nephew, Montagu Pennington (1762–1849), published A Series of Letters 

between Mrs. Elizabeth Carter and Miss Catherine Talbot, including letters to Vesey. He 

also published Memoirs of the Life of Mrs. Elizabeth Carter (1816) and Letters from Mrs. 

Elizabeth Carter, to Mrs. Montagu (1817). As Miegon (2000: 26) underscores, “health 

was often the subject of her correspondence” due to her constant headaches.  

 Hester Chapone (1727-1801) 

Hester Chapone (1727-1801) was another essential member of the first generation of 

the Bluestockings. Self-educated and self-taught, Chapone differentiates herself from 

the other Bluestockings by claiming that the domestic lives of women “could be 

intellectually and emotionally satisfying” (Miegon, 2002: 27). Matters such as religion, 

education, economy, character, friendship and female accomplishments are recurrent 

topics in her writings and inspired her to write a huge amount of publications and editions 
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when it came to her epistolary work on female conduct. Her works include Letters on the 

Improvement of the Mind (1773), Miscellanies in Prose and Verse (1775) and A Letter 

to a New-Married Lady (1777), The Posthumous Works of Mrs. Chapone (1807), 

containing several letters, was published posthumously by her family as the title reveals.  

 Mary Delany (1700-1788) 

Mary Delany [née Granville] (1700-1788) was not only a favourite of the royal family but 

a frequent special guest of Elizabeth Montagu and Frances Boscawen. She was the 

inventor of what she called “paper mosaics”. As Miegon (2000: 28) states, “Delany 

carried on notable correspondence and was concerned with the issue of companionate 

marriage”.8 Her works comprise a libretto from Paradise Lost for Handel (1744), a moral 

romance, “Marianna” (1759, unpublished), a translation of a Latin flower treatise (1762), 

letters to Swift (1766), advice on propriety to a great-niece (1777), Letters from Mrs. 

Delany (widow of Doctor Patrick Delany) to Mrs. Frances Hamilton, from the Year 1779, 

to the Year 1788 (1820) and The Autobiography and Correspondence of Mary Granville 

(Mrs. Delany), with Interesting Reminiscences of Kind George the Third and Queen 

Charlotte (1861-62), edited by Lady Llanover. Her Flora Delanica, a collection of about 

985 botanical specimens including her own paper mosaics, are exhibited at the British 

Museum and were donated by her grandniece in 1897. 

 Sarah Fielding (1710-1768) 

Sarah Fielding (1710-1768) was a member of the Bath community along with Sarah 

Scott. Miegon (2000: 29) describes Fielding as the elaborator of a “theory of education 

                                                 

8 Lindsey advocated for companionate marriage, which encouraged the use of birth control until a marriage 

was well established and the possibility to divorce by mutual consent if there were no children (Lindsey & 

Evans 1927).  
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and character as well as the scheme of a community for gentlewomen” where she “was 

especially interested in the issue of equality among sexes”. Fielding was also a developer 

in the genre of didactic school stories supporting and going through women´s social, 

psychological and intellectual issues where topics such as tyranny and self-deception 

could also be found. (Miegon, 2000: 29). Her first work was The Adventures of David 

Simple in Search of a Faithful Friend (1744), a novel which was followed by a sequel 

titled Familiar Letters between the Principal Characters in “David Simple” and Some 

Others (1747). Her works also include The Governess; or, the Little Female Academy 

and Remarks on Clarissa, Addressed to the Author (1749), Volume the Last (1753), The 

Cry; A New Dramatic Fable (1754), The Lives of Cleopatra and Octavia (1757), The 

History of the Countess of Dellwyn (1759), The History of Ophelia (1760) and Memoirs 

of Socrates (1762) a translation.  

 Catherine Macaulay (1731-1791) 

Catherine Macaulay (later Graham), née Sawbridge (1731-1791)9 is described by 

Miegon  as the “first prominent female historian in England” to the extent that she was 

the first woman to be allowed into the reading rooms of the British Museum. Moreover, 

Macaulay was considered to be a relevant figure when it comes to the use of primary 

sources for history writing (Miegon, 2002: 29). Furthermore, her political voice was 

relevant not only as an educator of modern feminist politics in Britain, but also as a 

supporter of equality between the sexes in education. (29). Miegon (30) also pointed out 

that Macaulay was esteemed not only for her achievements as a historian but she was 

also able to gain support from political radicals in England and revolutionaries in France 

                                                 
9 In 1760, she married her first husband, named George Macaulay, who unfortunately died in 1766. Some 

years later, in 1778, she married William Graham (Miegon, 2002: 29-30). 
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and the United States. Her works include The History of England from the Accession of 

James I to that of the Brunswick Line (btw. 1763-1783), the political pamphlets Loose 

Remarks on Certain Positions to be Found in Mr. Hobbes´s Philosophical Rudiments of 

Government and Society (1767) and An Address to the People of England, Ireland, and 

Scotland, on the Present Important Crisis of Affairs (1775), and Letters on Education, 

with Observations on Religious and Metaphysical Subjects (1790). This last work 

apparently greatly influenced Mary Wollstonecraft to the extent that Bridget (1995: 177) 

argues that both “English radicals [Macaulay and Wollstonecraft] corresponded with 

each other” and even that both of them were close “in their ideas on democracy, equality 

and women´s rights” (177). On top of that and according to the same author, Macaulay 

was “highly respected by Wollstonecraft” (179). Mary Wollstonecraft is even considered 

to be “a Bluestocking in spirit only” (Dobbs, 1976: 89) and her Vindication of the Rights 

of Women (1792) contains many ideas of the Bluestockings and of their predecessors 

(Dobbs, 1976: 89).  

 Elizabeth Montagu (1718 or -1800)  

Elizabeth Montagu (1720 or 1718-1800) considered by many experts in the field as the 

“Queen of the Blues” (Miegon, 2002: 30)10, was, as this quote suggests, the first most 

influential Bluestocking. Indeed, she is the only member of the Bluestocking society to 

whom this epithet has been attributed. The most abundant works by Montagu are her 

letters to Sarah Scott, her sister, and Elizabeth Carter (Miegon, 2000: 30) However, 

besides three anonymous dialogues which Montagu contributed to the poet Lord 

Lyttlelton´s book Dialogues of the Dead (1760), she only published one more work, titled 

                                                 
10 For more information about Elizabeth Montagu as Queen of the blues, see section 6.2 Elizabeth Montagu: 

Queen of the Blues?  
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as An Essay on the Writings and Genius of Shakespear [sic], Compared with the Greek 

and French Dramatic Poets. With some Remarks upon the Misrepresentations of Mons. 

De Voltaire (1760). Her aforementioned letters were published posthumously in four 

volumes by her nephew, Matthew Robinson (1762-1831).  

 Clara Reeve (1729-1807) 

Clara Reeve (1729-1807) was particularly exceptional in the sense that although she did 

not have any contact with any of her relatives and the members of the London circle, she 

was considered to be a proper Bluestocking thanks to “her learning and literary activity” 

(Miegon, 2002: 32). Reeve fought for the abolition of slavery as well as for self-sustaining 

female community, recurring topics appearing in her publications under the genre of 

domestic and gothic fiction. Miegon exposes Reeve´s advocacy on “the value of 

romance in representing the interests of women” (32). Her works include Original Poems 

on Several Occasions (1769) and The Champion of Virtue: A Gothic Story (1777), 

republished as The Old English Baron (1778). The Old English Baron, which reached 10 

editions, was translated into French and German and its prominence and relevance lies 

in its use of supernatural elements. Other works by Reeve are The Two mentors: A 

Modern Story (1783), The Progress of romance (1785), The Exiles or Memoirs of the 

Count de Cronstadt (1788), The School for Widows (1791), Plans of Education (1792), 

Memoirs of Sir Roger de Clarendon (1793) and Destination or Memoirs of a Private 

Family (1799).  

 Sarah Scott (1721-1795) 

Sarah Scott (1721-1795) was the most productive and fruitful member of the first 

generation of Bluestockings, together with Carter. Scott, Elizabeth Montagu´s sister, was 
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well-known for her important “manifesto of bluestocking feminism”, A Description of 

Millennium Hall (1762), where she exhibits “an idealized and feminist model of gentry 

capitalism and a critique of courtly culture”, according to Miegon (2002: 33). This 

manifesto presents a community run by women who join their resources in order to 

improve the lives of their neighbours. Her other works include The History of Cornelia 

(1750), Agreeable Ugliness or The Triumph of the Graces (1754), Pierre Antoine´s 

translation entitled Le Laideur amiable, A Journey through Every Stage of Life (1754), 

The History of Gustavus Ericson, King of Sweden (1761), The History of Mecklenburgh 

(1762), The History of Sir George Ellison (1766) a sequel to Millennium Hall and The Life 

of Theodore Agrippa d´Aubigné (1772) and The test of Filial Duty (1772).  

  Catherine Talbot (1721-1770) 

Catherine Talbot (1721-1770) is the next-to-last Bluestocking member exemplified in this 

chapter. Miegon (2000: 34) characterises her for being “the most reluctant of them to be 

known as a writer. According to Miegon, Talbot was strongly recognized for advocating 

“for the equality of the sexes and the dignity of female celibacy and was concerned with 

women´s social position” (34). Being conscious of the precariousness of her equals, 

Talbot decided to explore the “aesthetic, domestic, ethical, economic and educational 

concerns of women” apart from also contributing to what Miegon describes as a 

“feminized genre of didactic piety and to a new female subjectivity entrenched in the 

practices of introspection and mannerly conduct” (34). Her works include poetry, essays, 

allegories, dialogues, pastorals, imitations and letters. Her most famous works are 

Athenian Letters (1741 and 1743), the Rambler and the Adventurer. Her Reflections on 

the Seven Days of the Week (1770) was published by Elizabeth Carter after Talbot´s 
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death. It was in the same year, 1770, when A Series of Letters between Mrs. Elizabeth 

Carter and Miss Catherine Talbot was published.  

  Elizabeth Vesey (1715?-1791) 

Elizabeth Vesey (1715?-1791) is the last member of this first generation of the 

Bluestockings to be listed here. On the one hand she was the woman who initiated the 

Bluestocking parties, becoming the promoter of the movement itself and on the other 

hand the one who gave the name to this movement (as seen in 1.1). The objective of 

these parties (also known as conversation evenings) was to converse and discuss 

literary and political subjects. Considered to be Elizabeth Montagu´s closest friend, their 

relationship came to its end when Vesey left Ireland to settle in London where a strong 

rivalry distanced them. Regarding her works, they are characterised by their 

“imaginative, fantastical style” (Miegon, 2002: 36) which is why her friends called her 

“The Sylph” (37). As Vesey was very interested in the poetry of “Ossian”11 and the ballad 

tradition (37), she wrote some verses and letters. However, only a few of them were 

published in Bluestocking Letters, edited by R. Brimley Johnson (1926).  

4.2 The Second Bluestocking Generation 

 Anna Laetitia Barbauld (1743-1825) 

The first member of this second Bluestocking generation is known as Anna Laetitia 

Barbauld, (1743-1825) a “provincial Bluestocking” (Miegon, 2002: 25), meaning “not of 

the capital” and thus, “countrified” and “lacking the culture or polish of the capital” (Kelly, 

2002: 105). She published poetry, essays and literary reviews but also works related to 

                                                 
11 Ossian is the narrator of a cycle of epic poems published by James Mcpherson (1736-1796), a Scottish 

poet.   
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politics and didactic prose for children. Her ideals were notably liberal when it came to 

expressing herself freely on issues such as abolition, religion and politics (Miegon, 2002: 

25). Barbauld´s works include Poems and Micellaneous Pieces in Prose (1773), Hymns 

in Prose for Children (1781), An Address to the Opposers of the Repeal of the 

Corporation and Test Acts (1790), Epistle to William Wilberforce (1791) and Sins of the 

Government, Sins of the Nation (1793), The British Novelist (1810), which included 

bibliographical essays, critical reviews as well as a collection entirely for girls entitled 

The Female Speaker (1811), and many other works.  

 Hannah More (1745-1833) 

One of the most important personalities belonging to this second generation of the 

Bluestocking movement is Hannah More (1745-1833). Although she belonged to the 

second generation of the Bluestockings, she was closer to the members of the first 

generation linked by a strong friendship (Miegon, 2002:31). Indeed, she collaborated as 

a patron with other first generation Bluestockings in several works. One example is when 

both Moore and Elizabeth Montagu acted as patrons for Anne Yearsley, a working-class 

poet, helping her to publish Poems, on Several Occasions (1785). Moore´s most 

remarkable work for the content of this Master’s Dissertation, the poem Bas Bleu, or 

Conversation (1786), is said to describe all the qualities possessed by the Bluestocking 

women. Considered to be the most productive female author of this second generation, 

Moore was also “an educator of the poor, a prominent abolitionist, Christian moralist and 

philanthropist” apart from expressing “notably conservative views on the education and 

advancement of women” (Miegon, 2000: 31). Among the many works she published one 

could highlight the following dramatic works: The Search after Happiness (1773), The 
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Inflexible Captive (1774), Percy (1777) and Thoughts on the Importance of the Manners 

of the Great to General Society (1788). Regarding ethical and religious issues, she wrote 

An Estimate of the Religion of the Fashionable World (1790), Village Politics by Will Chip 

(1792) and Cheap Repository Tracts (1795-1798), including The Shepherd of Salisbury 

Plain, a bestseller that sold approximately two million copies in just four years. These 

last two works are considered to be her most famous. Moore also wrote Strictures on the 

Modern System of Female Education (1799), a work concerning girls’ education.  

 Anna Seward (1742-1809) 

Another female figure of this second generation of literary women is Anna Seward (1742-

1809), known as the “Swan of Lichfield”. Her views and thoughts were considered to be 

radical in relation to marriage and politics. However, she was known for her criticism of 

conduct books,12which “lauded marriage above all else”. Indeed, Seward strongly 

believed in same-sex friendship and appeared to be against opposite-sex marriage 

(Barret, 2012: 2). She also voiced her opposition to empire and slavery (Miegon, 2000: 

34) and was a strong supporter of the American Independence movement. Her works 

include elegiac poems on David Garrick and Captain Cook (1780), Major André (1781), 

and Anne Miller (1782); Louisa, a Poetical Novel (1784), Ode on General Eliott´s Return 

from Gibraltar (1787), Llangollen Vale, with Other Poems (1796), Original Sonnets on 

Various Subjects, Odes Paraphrased from Horace (1799) and Memoirs of the Life of Dr. 

Darwin (1804).  

                                                 
12 Conduct books are known for educating the reader on certain social norms. In the 18 th century Phillip 

Stanhope, John Gregory, Hester Chapone and William Kenrick wrote some of the most famous. In the 19th 

century the writer Sarah Ellis (1799 -1872) is considered to be one of the most famous conduct book writers. 



 

 

29 

 

 Hester Thrale [later Piozzi] (1741-1821) 

The last woman regarding this second generation is Hester Thrale (later Piozzi)13(1741-

1821), considered to be a “prominent Bluestocking hostess” and due to her very close 

relationship to Elizabeth Montagu “brought together both generations of the group” 

(Miegon, 2000: 35). Notwithstanding, she expressed opposite ideas when it came to her 

views on second marriages which provoked her becoming distanced from the group. 

Thrale had strong beliefs on the moral influence of literature and was wary of new ideas 

regarding education and politics. She was considered to be one of the first women to 

publish in the “biographical, anecdotal, and travel genres” (35). The great Elizabeth 

Montagu was also important for Thrale since in 1775 she became acquainted with the 

former and her circle which influenced her ideals and views. Regarding her works, she 

wrote Anecdotes of the Late Samuel Johnson, LL.D., During the Last Twenty Years of 

his Life (1786), Letters to and from the Late Samuel Johnson (1788), Observations and 

Reflections Made in the Course of a Journey through France, Italy and Germany (1789), 

British Synonymy (1794), a dictionary of English usage, Three Warnings to John Bull 

before He Dies (1798), a political pamphlet, and Retrospection (1801).  

4.3 Bluestocking productivity  

It is undeniable now to think how the majority of the Bluestockings were so productive 

and could dedicate themselves to their own concerns and preferences in a society where 

women were not destined to either emerge or progress. This is due to the fact that all 

the members who constituted the Bluestocking circle possessed similar attitudes in 

comparison to other fellow women counterparts. On the one hand, all of them used to 

                                                 
13 She married Henry Thrale, a prosperous brewer, in 1763. However, he died in 1781. Just 3 years later, in 

1784, she married her daughter’s music master, Gabriel Piozzi, who died in 1804.  
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receive informal education both from their fathers or brothers (Pittock, 2001: 5). 

Regarding marriage, the Bluestockings behaved differently as well: Elizabeth Carter and 

Catherine Talbot, for example, refused to marry since they wished to maintain “an 

intellectual life without the competition of domestic rules” (5) Hester Chapone´s marriage 

even lasted just nine months. With respect to giving birth, only one member of the first 

generation of Bluestockings had a child, Elizabeth Montagu, and he unfortunately died 

when he was still a toddler (5), which mainly implies that their “minimal domestic 

requirements and a leisured lifestyle ensured the possibility of literary production” (5). 

On top of that, whereas the majority of girls´ education was over fifteen – an age when 

they had to be prepared for getting married – the Bluestockings were preparing and 

enriching their educational duties. Furthermore, all the members could read Latin as well 

as Greek and Hebrew (6).  

Although at first sight the first generation of Bluestockings were more prominent 

in creating new works than the second one, the truth is that all the members of this group 

contributed to the development not only of the group itself but their ideals and concerns 

thanks to the creation of the salon where the Bluestockings cultivated “a viable and 

lasting place for women of letters” (Pittock, 2002: 1). It is my opinion that the two 

generations of educated women contributed to both the movement and to the eighteenth 

century, creating, innovating, and fighting for their rights as women. Following Pittock´s 

point of view, who highlights the importance of gathering the Bluestockings as a group 

instead of isolated characters, one may perceive the amount of works they offered to the 

literature, values, and prejudices against their sex of the eighteen century. As expressed 

in section 4.2, the first generation of Bluestockings’ productions were diverse in number. 

Elizabeth Montagu was recognized for writing Essay on the Writings and Genius and of 
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Shakespeare (1769), Elizabeth Carter, however, translated Epicetus (1758). Chapone 

composed her conduct book entitled Letters on the Improvement of the Mind (1773), 

among many others.  

 It remains clear that both generations of Bluestockings (the second no doubt 

influenced in some cases by the first) contributed positively to the society of that time. 

They wrote and fought in order to create not only a better society dealing with 

controversial topics such as politics, religion and social issues but developing and 

creating new literary genres. Clara Reeve, for instance, published gothic fiction as in The 

Old English Baron (1777), published anonymously and enriched with an abundance of 

supernatural elements. Sarah Fielding wrote a novel (an unusual genre for the 

Bluestockings), The Adventures of David Simple in Search of a Faithful Friend (1744), 

and Sarah Scott’s (Montagu´s sister) manifesto of Bluestocking feminism A Description 

of Millenium Hall (1762) was representative of the period due to its “critique of courtly 

culture” (Miegon, 2002: 33). Hannah More and her poem Bas Bleu (1786) opened a new 

world for the Bluestockings. Catherine Macaulay was recognized for her labour as a 

female historian, feminist politician and supporter of equality and her writings were 

related to political pamphlets. Nonetheless, although the majority of the Bluestockings´ 

writings were conformed by letters, they also initiated themselves in the world of poetry, 

dialogues and allegories (Pittock, 2002: 8).  

Additionally, the topics dealt with by the Bluestockings were varied, taking into 

account their worries, concerns and advances throughout the century. Although topics 

such as domestic and social life, religion, education, economy, female accomplishments, 

companionate marriage or women´s social, psychological and intellectual issues 

prevailed, they also occupied their time in “masculine” genres (6) such as philosophy, 
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historiography, biblical studies and literary criticism showing, in this way, a “female 

rationality” as well as “earning the privilege of an enlarged education for women” (6).  
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  THE “BAS BLEU”   

“Bas Bleu” (also known as “Conversation”) is a poem of the great second Bluestocking 

generation written by Hannah Moore in 1783.14 Although Moore is not the centre of this 

study, this poem does deserve its own place in this Master’s Dissertation since it 

“describes the charm and social life of these literary women” (Miegon, 2002: 32). Moore 

commemorates her Bluestocking friends (Dobbs, 1976:86) as well as insisting on the 

ways in which women might participate in literary conversations (Peterson, 2001: 227). 

Indeed, it provides the reader with a closer vision of this group of intellectuals.  

 Another relevant factor about this poem is the title itself. Bas Bleu, written in 

French, perhaps alluding to the Parisian origin of the movement and aiming to make the 

English one popular in this way (Clay, 1923: 19). Clay also states that in this way the 

word Blue-stocking “assumed a kind of international significance which attracted public 

attention” (). With her Bas Blue, Moore intended to compile information and 

characteristics about all the different types of gatherings of the Bluestockings, not only 

about literature, education and philanthropy but mainly about the social scale they 

represented (20).  

 Although I do not intend to analyse the poem as a whole, some parts of it must 

be taken into consideration in order to make sense of these aforementioned social and 

intellectual gatherings. Indeed, Moore starts her poem by introducing the name of the 

“first of the noteworthy heritage of the Blue Stockings” (Clay, 1923: 20), Vesey, by giving 

her the importance she really deserves (lines1-2, 8 to 27 and 29 to 30). Further, from 

lines 42 to 51, the poetess throws light on the Bluestocking assemblies (1923: 21) and it 

                                                 
14 See Appendix for the full version of the poem. 
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is from lines 52 to 55, where Moore introduces the name of the two relevant figures of 

the movement, Frances Boscawen and the object of this Master Dissertation, Elizabeth 

Montagu, giving these three ladies equal importance (21). 

 The significance of this poem is thus undeniable and is a relevant mirror of the 

movement at that time. Thanks to Moore, the Bluestocking circle was able to spread and 

be recognized.   
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 ELIZABETH MONTAGU 

 6.1. Extended Biography 

Although Elizabeth Montagu was briefly introduced in chapter 4.1, many relevant aspects 

of her private life have yet to be explained. Miegon (2002: 30) describes her not only as 

“the leader of the first generation of the Bluestockings” but also as a “frequent hostess 

of the group”. Montagu was affectionately known under the nickname “Fidget” due to her 

love for dancing. Her father, Matthew Robinson, was of a line of Scotch barons. She was 

brought up by her grandparents and educated by her grandfather, Conyers Middleton, 

who worked as a librarian at Cambridge University and was also the biographer of 

Cicero. Furthermore, he was responsible for instilling in Montagu her interest and love 

for literature. As Bodek points out (1976: 190), “one night, although dressed for a ball, 

she sat down, read through the ’Ajax’ and the ‘Philoctetes’ of Sophocles, wrote a critical 

letter on both, and went to sleep”. Such was the case that at the age of eight she had 

already read all of Addison´s Spectator essays and at the age of twelve Montagu started 

to correspond with Lady Margaret Cavendish Harley (later the Duchess of Portland).  

 In 1742 she married Edward Montagu the (Earl of Sandwich´s grandson), a 

wealthy man who possessed coal mines in Denton (Northumberland) apart from country 

houses at Allerthorpe, Yorkshire, Sandleford and Berkshire and with whom she had a 

child who died in his first year (1744). This fatal event was decisive for the development 

of her literary salons which allowed her to entertain and evade her pains and sorrows. 
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Those literary salons were mainly hosted at her London houses –first in her famous 

“Chinese Room”15 in Mayfair’s Hill Street and later in Portman Square. 

 In 1775, on the death of her husband, she inherited not only a generous amount 

of money but estates containing collieries, which allowed her to reconstruct the houses 

where the bluestocking members had their meetings. Moreover, she was in charge of all 

her husband´s businesses demonstrating that an eighteenth-century woman was able to 

run and occupy the social and economic position of a gentleman (Peterson 2001:224). 

The salons, the name given to these meeting places, were as significant as their hostess 

and it was both the salon and the hostess´ role in these meetings that made Elizabeth 

Montagu recognized, accepted and presented as one of the best Bluestockings.  

 Her circle was one of the most important of those times and it included Lady 

Margaret Harley (later duchess of Portland), Elizabeth Vesey, Frances Boscawen, Mary 

Delany, Hester Chapone, Hester Thrale, Lord Lyttelton, Dorothea Gregory, Horace 

Walpole, Samuel Johnson, David Garrick, Edmund Burke, and Sir Joshua Reynolds, 

who painted her portrait. Montagu was also recognized for being the patron of James 

Beattie (poet and philosopher), Anna Barbauld and Hanna More, with whom she 

maintained a close friendship. 

 6.2 Elizabeth Montagu: Queen of the Blues? 

During the process of my research regarding the information on the character of 

Elizabeth Montagu, I have found that the majority of the experts on the movement agree 

on naming her “The Queen of the Blues” providing no more information than the one 

                                                 
15 One room exotically decorated at Montagu´s Hill Street in London (Powell, 1948: 85). See footnote 

number 2. 
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included in the quotation marks. For example, in her dissertation, Pittock (2001: 209) 

entitles a chapter “Elizabeth Montagu, ’Queen of the Blues’”. Moreover, Bending (2006: 

555), in the introduction of his research, also calls Montagu “The Queen of the Blues”, 

describing her as someone who was culturally associated with the city of London both 

socially and literally. Furthermore, Dobbs (1976: 84) highlights Montagu as “Queen of 

the Blues” as well as claiming she was instrumental in the formation of the group itself 

becoming “one of the leading hostesses for the movement” until her death in 1800. In 

addition to this, Miegon (2002: 30), portrays her as “The Queen of the Blues” when 

presenting her biographical sketch. By the same token, in her development of the origin 

of the Bluestocking term, Bodek (1976: 187) introduces the character of Elizabeth 

Montagu also as “The Queen of the Blues” when referring to the first record of the word 

“Bluestocking” in one of her letters. However, these are not the only references to her. 

Ryskamp & Wendorf (1980: 177) add the following description: “Elizabeth Montagu, 

universally acknowledged “Queen of the Blues”, a woman with whom – because of the 

force of her considerable intellect and fortune – aspiring literary women were inevitably 

compared”. On the other hand, Clay (1923: 19) introduces the character of Montagu 

thus: “Fanny Burney, on being asked what Johnson called Mrs. Montagu, replied: 

“Queen, to be sure! Queen of the Blues!” Some chapters later, Clay (34) points out: 

“Elizabeth Robinson, better known as Mrs. Montagu, “Queen of the Blue-Stockings,” is 

distinctly a product of the 18th century”. On top of that, Powell (1984: 85) in the very 

introduction of his work states “Elizabeth Robinson Montagu, Queen of the 

Bluestockings”, is perhaps the most famous of those learned ladies of eighteenth-century 

England who courted literary circles, collected celebrities, and strove to be known as 

people of learning”. Last but not least, there is no necessity of referring to Montagu by 
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her name but her nickname. The same was thought by Kelly (2002: 111), who refers to 

“Sarah Scott, [as] sister of the queen of the Bluestockings […]” inferring to the reader 

that this nickname was exclusively designated to Mrs. Elizabeth Montagu.  

 Reading all these scholars’ work one begins to wonder why Elizabeth Montagu 

was, in fact, considered, named and constantly designated as the “Queen of the Blues”. 

Indeed, the fact that she was the perfect hostess, her salons were the most attractive to 

her guests and her home on Hill Street became the first salon in London in 1770 does 

not turn her into a milestone. Notwithstanding, on delving into her life and discovering 

several facts about her personality a sense of majesty shines through regarding her 

character not only as a hostess but as a literate and educated woman. In addition, she 

was recognized as a woman of the greatest manners whose belongings (property, 

wealth and power) made the Bluestocking society events possible. Frances Burney16 

wrote in her Memoirs of Doctor Burney her opinion on the lady catalogued as “Queen of 

the Blues” (Miegon 2002: 30): 

[…]. The lady of the castle commonly placed herself at the upper end of the 

room, near the commencement of the curve, so as to be courteously visible 

to all her guests; having the person of rank, or consequence, properly, on 

one side, and the person the most eminent for talents, sagaciously, on the 

other; or as near to her chair, and her converse, as her favouring eye, and a 

                                                 
16 Frances Burney (1752-1840), later known as Madame dÁrblay due to her marriage to General Alexandre-

Gabriel-Jean-Baptiste d´Arblay, and fondly known as “Fanny”, is known for being the first novelist in the 

eighteenth century (Lipking & Noggle 2006: 2810). The publication of her anonymous novel Evelina or A 

Young Lady´s Entrance into the World (1778) gave her the reputation and fame needed to rub shoulders 

with Samuel Johnson, David Garrick and Hester Thrale when the authorship of this famous novel was 

discovered. Her second novel, Cecilia (1782), soon reinforced her reputation. In 1786 and in order to please 

her father, she accepted a place as a lady-in-waiting at court, resigning five years later due to the 

independence she lacked. Her novel Camila (1796) brought her enough money to have the economic 

independence women were not accustomed to having in that period. The role of women developed in her 

satiric novels even served as an inspiration to Jane Austen. In 1802 she moved to France with her husband, 

which deprived her of the opportunity to return to her country for 10 years due to the Napoleonic wars. Her 

novel The Wanderer or Female Difficulties (1814) is good proof of the margination and pain she felt. After 

her death, her novels and comedies were forgotten in favour of her Diaries and Letters (which were edited 

after her death by a niece of hers), which made her famous and recognized again due to the relevant 

information she provided of the society of the 18th century (Havens & Sabor, 2017, and Lipking & Noggle: 

2006: 2810-2811). 
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complacent box of the head, could invite him to that distinction. (Burney, 

1832: 270-271) 

Burney also offers an insight into Montagu´s physical appearance which allows us to 

imagine how Montagu was seen by others: “she is middle-sized, very thin, and looks 

infirm; she has a sensible and penetrating countenance, and the air and manner of a 

woman accustomed to being distinguished and of great parts” (Burney, 1: 44).  

 Returning to her role as hostess, it is also true that her “rigid style of hosting 

assemblies attracted criticism and led to unfavourable comparisons with Vesey´s more 

informal hospitality” (Pohl & Schellenberg: 2002: 2). Furthermore, William Cowper 

describes Montagu´s rooms as “Mrs. Montagu´s Academy” (Tinker, 1915: 197), which 

implies how the significance, importance and fruitfulness of the conversation carried out 

in those rooms influenced the designation of Montagu as the “Queen” of the 

Bluestockings. What is more, due to the power exerted by her conversation, Montagu 

was described as “la belle president by Lyttleton where Montagu used to occupy a 

masculine position, whilst compensating with an excessive femininity (Pittock, 2001: 

220). Hester Thrale even declared “Yesterday I had a conversazione. Mrs. Montagu was 

brilliant in diamonds, solid in judgment, critical in talk” (220). It is clear that Montagu´s 

role as a hostess was thoroughly observed. In that sense, Putnam establishes: 

There seems to be no doubt in Mrs. Montagu´s mind the duties of the hostess 

closely resembled those of the school mistress. It was she who suggested 

the topic, controlled the discussion, called upon this guest or that for an 

expression of opinion, and finally summed up with the dogmatic finality of the 

eighteenth century. (Putnam, 1970: 269) 
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Furthermore, Sir John Macpherson17 wrote to Montagu reminiscing about the meetings 

in her Chinese Room, highlighting that the pleasures of her assemblies “gave that 

sweetness and refinement to the thoughts of our Statesmen which could alone 

counteract the acid and gloom of their Dispositions […] we are all indebted to you […]” 

(Guest, 2002: 63). In their assemblies, political issues were not allowed to be dealt with 

and literature gatherings were preferred instead. Seating arrangements were of the 

utmost importance as they would no doubt influence the conversation. In that aspect, 

Montagu created a semi-circle sitting herself near the head or upper end, in contrast to 

Vesey who preferred groups of chairs together (Dobbs, 1976: 85).  

 In a letter to James Boswell, Dr Johnson states “That lady [Elizabeth Montagu] 

exerts more mind in conversation that any person I ever met with. Sir, she displays such 

powers of ratiocination, such radiations of intellectual eminence, as are amazing” 

(Pittock, 2001:209) giving real evidence about how Montagu´s power of conversation 

was enchanting. Burney also admitted the fact that Montagu, was “a woman of such 

celebrity in the literary world would be the last I should covet to converse with, though 

one of the first I should wish to listen to”. This was apparently due to the intimidation 

projected by Montagu as a conversationalist and as her use of the written and spoken 

language “conveys an interest in maintaining, if not developing, her literate reputation, 

one that is enhanced by her exclusive social interest” (Pittock, 2001: 210) as well as 

being “the first woman for literary knowledge in England” (Burney, I: 38). Burney 

expresses enthusiasm about meeting Montagu: “I should be the most insensible of all 

                                                 
17  Macpherson was later to become governor-general of India (Guest 2002:63).  
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animals not to like to see our sex´s glory” (37), which undoubtedly reinforces her 

nickname as “Queen of the Blues”.  

 Montagu was constantly compared to her close friend Elizabeth Vesey maybe 

because Vesey was the first Bluestocking woman to create the tradition of the parties. 

Apart from comparisons between them, the power of friendship within the Bluestocking 

members could also be clearly appreciated. Their differences of beliefs, age, social 

status or personality were usually set aside when they needed each other (Bodek, 1976: 

193). 

 Together with Montagu´s role as a hostess and the warmth of her meetings, her 

role as a sponsor could also be highlighted since she sponsored Burney, Carter, 

Chapone, and Moore, among others by housing them and financing their works as well 

as by encouraging them to write. Montagu also travelled with Chapone to Scotland in 

1770 and took Carter with her to Bath in 1763 and to Paris in 1776. (Bodek, 1976: 193). 

Additionally, she even gave her friend Carter the amount of one hundred pounds (193) 

These were all characters who raised Montagu´s reputation and legacy somehow. For 

instance, Carter taught Greek to Montagu, Chapone dedicated her Letters on the 

Improvement of the Mind to Montagu, since Montagu´s patronage was crucial to this 

publication’s success. Finally, it was the figure of Hanna Moore who empowered the 

Bluestocking members owing to her poetry and educational and philanthropic activities 

and whose poem “passed from hand to hand in manuscripts and enraptured London 

society in 1782” (Bodek, 1976: 193). 

 Although Mrs. Montagu was renowned for her role as a hostess, her salons and 

her meetings, her works and publications gave her an overwhelming reputation. As her 
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two collections of letters were published after her death by her nephew, her most known 

and recognizable work is Essay on the Writings and Genius of Shakespeare (1769), for 

which she was dubbed “Mrs. Montagu of Shakespeareshire” (Guest, 2002: 60) and was 

acclaimed all over the world. In this work, she extolled the figure of Shakespeare as the 

greatest poet, displaying a wonderful ability to describe the characters, plots and the 

beauties of Shakespeare´s verses (60). Nine years before, in 1760 and persuaded by 

the author of the book, Dialogues of the Dead, George Lyttelton, she contributed to three 

sections anonymously which dealt with a series of critiques of the 18th century society. 

With her published writings, Montagu confirmed somehow her position as a woman of 

letters accentuating the alias provided by the majority of the experts in the field. 

 One must also bear in mind that Elizabeth Montagu was a woman and it is well-

known that the eighteenth century was a tumultuous period for women in general. They 

did not possess any liberties and were judged not only biologically or socially but they 

were considered to be intellectually inferior (Bodek, 1976: 185). Regarding this attitude, 

when Montagu was only 23 she wrote:  

In a woman´s education little but outward accomplishment is regarded… 

Sure the men are very imprudent to endeavour to make fools of those to 

whom they so much trust their honour and happiness and fortune, but it is in 

the nature of mankind to hazard their peace to secure power, and they know 

fools make the best slaves. (in Dobbs, 1976: 82)  

With these words, Montagu intended to emphasize how women´s expectations were 

limited. Her father replied arguing, “Wit is the most dangerous talent you can possess” 

(Langdon-Davies, 1927: 331), proving just how distant any gender inclusion brought 

about by The Queen of the Bluestockings really was.  



 

 

43 

 

  CONCLUSION 

This Master´s Dissertation mainly focuses on the 18th century and the movement known 

as “The Bluestockings” which was initially conformed by both men and women until it 

became a group mainly consisting of women. At the very beginning, this research paper 

attempts to introduce when, where and by whom the term Bluestocking was created. 

Added to that, it also tries to highlight the adversities Bluestocking women faced when 

attempting to make and create a space for themselves in a sexist society in an attempt 

to avoid gender adversities. Chapter two is divided into the origin of the nomenclature 

(chapter 2.1) and the evolution of the term (chapter 2.2). The former deals with the idea 

of how the term originated, giving different alternatives of the first person who used it for 

the first time. Moreover, it describes where the meetings were hosted apart from 

providing a curious male attribution to the origin of the term. It illustrates how the term 

evolved meaningfully from derogatory to positive connotations, and in then vice versa. 

Chapter three evaluates the historical framework in which the Bluestockings developed 

themselves not only differentiating between political and religious changes (chapter 3.1) 

but exposing the importance of the salon (chapter 3.3), where the Bluestockings could 

feel free enough to express their concerns on social and literary issues apart from 

offering a comparison between the English and the French salon. Chapter four 

differentiates between the members of the first generation (chapter 4.1) and the second 

one (chapter 4.2) outlining the most important aspects of their private lives and their 

production as literates. Chapter five is directed to the poem written by one of the 

members belonging to the second generation of the movement. The reason of this 

chapter is to show the proper features of the movement itself as well as its most 

respected members. It is at the end of this Master´s Dissertation (Appendix) where I have 
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included the whole poem for the reader to be captivated by Moore´s words. The last 

chapter of this work is entirely dedicated to Elizabeth Montagu, her extended biography 

(chapter 6.1) where aspects of her private life from infancy to adulthood can be, finishing 

with the question of why Elizabeth Montagu was considered to be, according to the 

literature studied, the Queen of this fascinating movement.  

For the great majority of experts in the field, it is undeniable that the 

Bluestockings, headed by Elizabeth Montagu, played a significant role in redefining 

women´s role in the 18th century from a specific cultural, social and political point of view. 

Moreover, their works reflect deep changes regarding literature and history itself. 

Elizabeth Montagu was not only considered as the Queen of this literary phenomenon 

but the one who greatly excelled within it. However, during the process of researching 

this Master’s Dissertation, the question about why Elizabeth Montagu was considered in 

such a way both inside and outside the movement occurred constantly to me. 

Furthermore, it was not only her contributions to the literary panorama and the originality 

of her conversations that helped her be catalogued as the Queen of the Bluestockings 

but also her delicate role as hostess, her magnificently decorated houses and her 

companionship of the most important personalities of the time. Moreover, the fortune she 

inherited from her husband allowed her to exercise a powerful role as a sponsor of other 

Bluestockings and her role as a business woman positioned her at the highest peak of 

the social pyramid.  

 It was no wonder, indeed, that Montagu played a versatile role inside the 

eighteenth century as an author, critic, patron, businesswoman and salonnière, 

positioning herself, in some cases, at the centre of important political, literary and social 

sectors. But not only Montagu was a productive Bluestocking woman, so were their 
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counterparts. All members mentioned in this Master’s Dissertation helped in some way 

to break stereotypes against women, fight for their freedom as intellectuals and for 

positioning women in a well-seen position, giving rise to future women generations.  

 It stands to reason that Elizabeth Montagu deserves the nickname given. The 

fact that her role as a hostess was immaculate, the attention towards her guests, 

enviable and her sympathy and charismatic personality made her be the perfect 

salonnière, could be also influenced by her role as the sponsor of her counterparts and 

as a businesswoman. However, this brings up the question of whether her being named 

as the Queen of Bluestockings had anything to do with the literature she produced. In 

this sense, it appears not, since her only literary contribution, apart from her intimate 

letters, was her Essay on the Writings and Genius of Shakespeare (1769). That said, all 

the aforementioned roles eclipse her role as a literary woman and it is inevitable to think 

of Elizabeth Montagu as a woman of letters, of interesting and intellectual conversations 

and the one who was able to impose her personality and thoughts in a world completely 

run by men.  
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