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ELIZABETH HERVEY’S MELISSA AND MARCIA: THE RISE OF THE SISTER
NOVELS AND ANALYSIS OF NARRATIVE STRUCTURE.

INTRODUCTION

Melissa and Marcia was published in 1788, a time when the traditional novel format

concentrated on family dramas. There was a notable rise in novels focussing on the

parallel lives of sisters, and some aspects of the narrative are repeated in later works

by other authors. The basis of the plot, concentrating on the differing personalities of

sisters, one sensible and dutiful, the other irresponsible and fanciful, is most famously

seen in Austen’s Sense and Sensibility, however this novel was not written until the

1790s, and not published until 1811.

The fascination with sisters is understandable as it stems from the debate of nature

versus nurture, and questions whether one’s character is unique, or whether the

environment one is brought up in influences it. The contemporary issues of the

consequences of ruined reputations appear in the novel, as do contrasts between the

town and country, England and France.

PLOT SUMMARY

VOLUME ONE

The novel charts the lives of the Bumble family: Mr Bumble and his three children,

the eldest Charles and twins Melissa and Marcia.  Contrasts in upbringing are

apparent as Mr Bumble ‘rarely saw his daughters while they were young’, yet his son

was ‘indulged to excess.’ (Melissa and Marcia, 7)1 The ‘wild and extravagant’

Melissa meets Lord Westland at a ball, and as ‘so advantageous an offer could not be
                                                  
1 Elizabeth Hervey, Melissa and Marcia: or the Sisters (ECCO Gale Document Number
CW3309543831 - CW3309544450. Further page references can be found in the text.
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refused’, she marries him six weeks later and moves to London. Her husband, so

captivated by her beauty that he cannot deny her anything, spoils Melissa and she

forgets her position in society. In contrast, the ‘calm and composed’ (17) Marcia

realises that filial duties now fall to her and she dutifully stays at home and looks after

their father. Her brother, Charles is bequeathed an estate of a thousand pounds a year,

and the name Netterville.

Lady Melissa Westland develops a ‘fatal intimacy’ (82) with Lady Wander (her name

emphasising her wandering propensities), a jealous gossip who entices her into an

affair with Colonel Philamour (a noticeable pun on amour), when Melissa had set out

with ‘no other design than to amuse herself with harmless coquetry.’(104) Melissa’s

commitment to following fashion contributes to her social downfall. Her husband

discovers the affair and she is sent to the deserted Westland Hall while the scandal

dies down.

Meanwhile in the country, Marcia falls in love with Colonel St Clairfont, but he

leaves on business without saying goodbye (see Edward Ferrars in Sense and

Sensibility and Bingley in Pride and Prejudice). In a Gothic styled subplot, Melissa

witnesses strange incidents: she receives love letters in unusual places, which she at

first believes (or hopes) are from Philamour, but when she witnesses a large tapestry

moving towards her, she thinks the house is haunted. The reality is a young, lovelorn

boy who cross-dresses to gain access to Melissa and convince her to elope with him.

Melissa’s refusal, and her proper conduct result in Lord Westland rushing to her side

and forgiving her of past mistakes. Accompanied by Lady Leonora, whom Melissa

accepts as a more sensible choice of friend, the Westlands set off for the seaside.
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VOLUME TWO

Marcia meets Henry’s sister, Mrs Belfield, who explains that her brother is unable to

marry her as he loves Theresa de Preulet, whom he rescued along with her mother

from Monsieur de Marignon, their benefactor turned kidnapper. When Theresa’s

mother, Mme de Preulet, dies, she is sheltered by Louis de Salencière, Henry’s closest

friend, who protects her with his name by pretending to be related to her, and is sent

to a nunnery. However, she and Henry realise they love each other and with Louis’s

help, marry. He is forced to return to England on family business and leaves Theresa

under the protection of Louis who promptly falls in love with her. Being of such a

young age, and seemingly abandoned by her husband, she flees to a convent and

Louis goes mad. This story took place fourteen years ago; Theresa remains in the

convent, Louis died of insanity and Henry joined the army. Marcia battles against her

love for Henry but before they can become friends he is sent to America.

In London, Melissa tries to redeem herself in town by shunning her former

companions but ultimately fails and embarks on an affair with Clifford, her brother-

in-law and runs away with him, abandoning her child. Their passion is short-lived

however, and Melissa finds herself unaccustomed to the poverty-stricken lifestyle of a

younger brother. Clifford leaves her and returns to England to beg forgiveness from

his aunt who refuses. He joins the army and is killed in action.

Marcia’s brother wishes to marry Julia, the niece of his friend Sir James Ardent, but

he will only agree if he can marry Marcia, who refuses, as she still loves Henry. A

further subplot involves James Ardent as he announces he will renounce his claim to
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land that Mr Bumble desires, on marrying Marcia; forcing Marcia to consent as she is

too dutiful a sister and daughter to refuse them both.

In a rapid conclusion, Melissa’s health declines and she is reunited with her sister

moments before she dies; Marcia’s husband James dies in a hunting accident, Theresa

dies in the nunnery and Henry St Clairfont returns from abroad and a year later

marries Marcia. Sir John and Lady Wander passed the remainder of their lives in

misery, due to their extravagance and Colonel Philamour wanders the continent

penniless and never returns to his native country.

CRITICAL REVIEWS

The critical reception of Hervey’s novels varied, but she received a moderately good

reception, despite not being considered an outstanding writer of her time, a thought

evident in her omission in Blakey’s ‘Forgotten Favourites’ of the Minerva Press. The

Monthly Review of October 1796 writes that The History of Ned Evans left ‘the mind

under a pleasing impression’ and that the work ‘is distinguished by the religious air

pervading it.’2 The reviews on Melissa and Marcia are generally favourable, stating

that Hervey is a competent writer. The Feminist Companion finds the novel to be ‘a

sprightly predictable story of one vain and one wiser twin [containing a] good sketch

of their early life with [their] miserly, misogynist father,’3 accurately suggesting that

although the plot is unsurprising, it is an entertaining read.

                                                  
2  Garside, Peter, James Raven and Rainer Schowerling, eds. The English Novel 1770-1829: A
Bibliographical Survey, volume 1 (Oxford University Press, Oxford, 2000) p. 678.
3 Blain, Virginia, Patricia Clements and Isobel Grundy eds. The Feminist Companion to Literature in
English: Women Writers from the Middle Ages to the Present (Batsford, London, 1990) p. 517.
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The Critical Review of June 1788 believes Melissa and Marcia to be a little bland yet

enjoyable: ‘With little novelty to recommend the fable, with nothing very interesting in

the various characters, or the conduct of the work, we have yet been entertained with

the present volumes.’4 This highlights the general appeal the novel had, not as a

particularly well-written work of fiction, but as a novel which recounted an amiable

story. The Monthly Review of February 1789 acknowledges the novel as being slightly

above average, ‘this performance has a more than ordinary degree of merit, both with

respect to the strength of its characters, and its style.’5 However, in comparison to

other works of the time, her characters are rather two-dimensional and do not come to

life. The Monthly Magazine of 1797 describes The Church of Saint Siffrid as being a

‘well-written and interesting work, but somewhat diffuse.’6 This recurring comment

highlights Hervey’s inability to structure a novel concisely, as seen in the introduction

of numerous subplots, which will be discussed in more detail.

LITERARY BACKGROUND OF ELIZABETH HERVEY

Elizabeth Hervey wrote at least six novels: Melissa and Marcia, Louisa: or, the

Reward of an Affectionate Daughter, The History of Ned Evans, The Mourtray

Family, Amabel or, memoirs of a woman of fashion, Aubrey Stanhope and The

Church of Saint Siffrid, erroneously attributed to Jane West. They ranged from family

sagas, to religious novels, tales of fashion to Gothic novels. This mixture of genres is

seen in Melissa and Marcia which is predominately a family saga, the protagonists

being the twin sisters, although it incorporates romance in the forms of courtship for

the girls, and has a small Gothic element when Melissa is imprisoned in the neglected

                                                  
4 Garside, vol. 1, p. 441.
5 Garside, vol.1, p. 441.
6 Monthly Magazine and British Register /JAS, 1797 Vol. 4,
http://www2.shu.ac.uk/corvey/cw3/ContribPage.cfm?Contrib=73 [accessed 17 04 06] p. 518.
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Westland Hall, and experiences strange occurrences. The use of contrasting genres

furthers the thought of Hervey’s writing being guided by economic necessity. By

incorporating these different genres into her work, she attempted to gain a wider

readership.

Fashion is mentioned in at least three of her novels: in the two fashionable Mourtray

daughters, Amabel and Melissa and Marcia. This shows that Hervey’s novels were

contemporary and aware of the social implications of society life. The opening scene

of Melissa and Marcia explains how the Bumble family deliberately went against

fashion when deciding on the plot for their house, unusually placing it ‘at the foot of a

steep hill.’ (1) The girls’ father, Mr Bumble is clearly against fashion and believes in

following a Fordyce mode of modesty in women and is determined his girls remain

plainly clothed and detached from the airs and graces of society. ‘He shuddered at the

sight of a woman dressed in fashion,’ (4) and disliked his daughters being invited to a

ball as ‘they would hereafter expect truly to be dizened out’ (16) although this could

be for economic reasons not just modesty.

Melissa and Marcia displays what Valerie Sanderson calls, ‘the swapping of sexual

identity.’7 It illustrates females taking on a stronger, more masculine role, as seen in

the mental strength of Theresa entering a nunnery to save her reputation and in Marcia

refusing to marry Mr Canter. The novel was written before Mary Wollstonecraft’s A

Vindication of the Rights of Women was published in 1792, but Hervey anticipates the

climate of social change and clearly challenges Mr Bumble’s opinion that ‘woman

could not form any opinion, therefore whatever they said must be nonsense.’ (13)

                                                  
7Valerie Sanders, The Brother-Sister Culture in Nineteenth-Century Literature: From Austen to Woolf
(Palgrave, Hampshire, 2002) p. 139.
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The importance of financial stability is apparent in the novel with inheritance

influencing action. In contrast to Sydney Clannarmon in The Mourtray Family8 whose

intention was to share his future inheritance equally with his brother, Melissa and

Marcia illustrates the more traditional hierarchy of the elder brother, Lord Westland,

inheriting the family fortune, while Clifford is forced to work for a living. The

contrast in financial circumstances is emphasised by Clifford leaving Melissa as he

cannot financially support them both as, ‘the situation of [his] affairs will no longer

permit [him] to continue with [her]’ (270).

Hervey displays a knowledge of French in the novel, not through her characters who

are generally ignorant of scholarly knowledge, but through her comments as a

narrator. This is probably a reflection of the time she spent in France rather than a

formal grounding in the language as she only uses a few words, frequently describing

the twins as being ‘enneux’ (bored). 9  The habit of introducing French words into a

novel became more commonplace in the 1800s, especially in the works of Charlotte

Brontë, particularly Villette.

THE RISE OF THE SISTER NOVEL

Publication of novels about siblings, especially sisters, increased in the 1780s and 90s,

indicating a rise in the popularity of the genre. Authors illustrated the enduring

sisterly support and highlighted the effects that choices, educational or marital, have

                                                  
8 ‘It is his intention equally to share his future inheritance with his brother. A most romantic
idea.’ Vol. 2, The Mourtray Family, p. 67. ECCO Gale Document Number CW3310968439.
9 Her marriage to Colonel Thomas Hervey led to him gambling away their fortune and they were
forced to flee abroad. It is presumed they fled to France as Hervey’s husband died in Liège suggesting
they had been living in France.
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on people’s lives. The plot of Melissa and Marcia is similar to Austen’s Sense and

Sensibility, written in the 1790s after Hervey’s novel was published. Hervey’s novel

does not have Austen’s wit, and her characters are severely punished; two characters

have to die before another can marry their true love, and Melissa dies because

although she repented for her affairs, her ultimate betrayal was in leaving her child

behind. The theme of illicit sexuality and adultery leading to death is rather harsh.

However, it was traditional for fallen women to die, as without their reputation, they

could not appear in society. Such extremes are not seen in Sense and Sensibility, with

the exception of the story of the two Elizas in which one dies and the other is removed

from society for her protection. In contrast to Melissa, Marianne nearly falls, is

punished with illness and is then accepted back into society.

Margaret Kirkham states that basing a novel on the sisterly relationship was a

frequently used narrative device: ‘The scheme used in Sense and Sensibility – that of

contrasted heroines, one representing female good sense and prudence, the other led

into error and difficulty by impulsiveness and excesses of feeling and conduct – was

to be found in many women novelists.’ Ruth Perry explains that ‘where sisters come

in pairs, only one was morally flawed at a time so as to be a foil for the more perfect

heroine,’ a theme clearly evident in both Hervey and Austen.10

Hervey pre-empts Wollstonecraft and focuses on the importance and contrast between

nature (one’s instinctive qualities) and nurture (the impact of the environment in

which one is raised). This contrast is seen in the differing attitudes to the filial and

parental duties of the sisters. Marcia accepts that as Melissa married first, she must

stay at home and support their father, while Melissa views her parental

                                                  
10 Ruth Perry, Novel Relations: The Transformation of Kinship in English Literature and Culture 1748-
1818 (Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 2004), p. 117.
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responsibilities as a burden expressed in abandoning her daughter in pursuit of love.

Despite contradictory personalities, the sisterly relationship is a bond that can never

be broken or replaced. Often relegated to the background through focussing attention

onto one’s husband, the sisterly bond is nevertheless a constant. Ultimately, sisters

will be there for each other, a notion seen in Melissa leaving her husband and being

reunited with her sister on the verge of death. It is notable that her brother and her

father are unable to make it in time, emphasising the powerful connection between

sisters who are capable of forgiving each other the worst of sins. Perry writes of the

almost mandatory reunion between father and daughter, yet this does not take place in

Melissa and Marcia, furthering the notion that Marcia herself has adopted the

responsibility of male role model to her sister.11

CONTEMPORARY INFLUENCES

There are numerous novels concentrating on the sisterly relationship or the

importance of fashion that Hervey may have been aware of when writing Melissa and

Marcia. Victoria Kortes-Papp and Juliet McMaster believe that ‘in following through

[Austen’s] literary references one learns to put together something like a map of her

cultural range of reference,’12and this map is useful in determining Hervey’s

awareness of the contemporary literary background. These novels include Burney’s

Evelina, (1778), Elizabeth Helme’s Clara and Emmeline (published 1788), The

Recess by Sophia Lee, (published 1785, a novel about twin sisters) Charlotte Smith’s

Emmeline (1788) and most comparative, The Twin sisters; or. The effects of education

(published 1788, author unknown.) 13 These novels, plus a later work, Juliana,

                                                  
11 ‘The reunion of father-daughters had been a plot feature.’ Ruth Perry, p. 84.
12 Victoria Kortes-Papp and Juliet McMaster, Teaching Austen by Editing: From the Juvenilia to
Emma, http://www.jasna.org/persuasions/on-line/vol21no1/mcmaster_papp.html [accessed 25 04 06].
13 ECCO Gale Document Number CW3309144010.
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(published in 1800) cement the rise in the sister genre. Hervey may also have been

aware of Amusements in high life; or, conjugal infidelities in 1786,14 as there are

similarities between Caroline explaining the social reason why she had to marry and

Melissa, who when thinking about her future husband Lord Westland, explains that

‘images never presented [themselves] to her imagination without being associated

with the ideas of liberty, rank and splendour.’ (29) This preoccupation with status was

encouraged by her friend (later turned nemesis) Lady Wander, who explained some of

the finer points of society life to Melissa. Additional novels furthering the genre that

Hervey may have been aware of are:

Elizabeth Nugent Bromley, Laura and Augustus (The English Novel, entry 1784:13) 15

Mrs Morris, The Rival Brothers. 1784: 20

Anon., The History of Henrietta Mortimer: or, the force of filial enthusiasm. 1787:14

Anon., The History of Lady Emma Melcombe, and her family. 1787: 15

Georgina Bouverie, Georgina: or memoirs of the Bellmour family. 1787: 31

Anna Thomson, Excessive Sensibility: or the history of Lady St Laurence. 1787: 50

It is also possible that Hervey was aware of Elizabeth Helme’s novel Louisa

published 1787, a year before Melissa and Marcia as like Theresa, Louisa is attacked

by her benefactor, and like Marcia, she refuses to marry a man her father has chosen

for her.

                                                  
14 Anonymous, Amusements in high life; or, conjugal infidelities in 1786. In a series of confidential
letters, between ladies who have distinguished themselves by the multiplicity and singularity of their
amours. ECCO Gale Document Number CW3324599234 -CW3324599412 [accessed 22 04 06].
15 Garside, Raven and Schowerling eds., The English Novel 1770-1829: A Bibliographical Survey,
Volume 1 (Oxford University Press, Oxford, 2000)
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COMPARISON TO SENSE AND SENSIBILITY

The comparison with Sense and Sensibility needs to be examined further as the

similarity of the plot to Melissa and Marcia as well as other novels of the time,

suggests Austen was familiar with the same novels as Hervey, and possibly Hervey’s

novels themselves. Indeed, Frank W. Bradbrook notes that ‘when she was writing

Sense and Sensibility, Austen had several novels to draw upon as models for

contrasting two heroines,’16 while J.M.S Tompkins suggests that Sense and Sensibility

is an especially close rewriting of A Gossip’s Story.17 Bradbrook also observes two

references to Jane West in Austen’s letters, which further indicate that she may have

read West’s two conduct books.18 Austen’s early work Amelia Webster and The Three

Sisters (1793) shows that she was aware of the strength of the sibling genre.19

Hervey’s novel is a basic narrative in which a story about characters is recounted

without making the characters appear realistic, nor providing them with striking

personalities. She has a distinctive narrative style; her attempts at dialogue lack wit

and result in large paragraphs of storytelling. Hervey writes a more realistic novel in

the sense that illness and death are serious themes, whereas Austen uses them as a

narrative device. Marianne’s illness enables her to accept that she would not be happy

with Willoughby and allows Colonel Brandon to express his distress at seeing her

unwell, whereas Melissa’s illness leads to death without being reunited with either

Lord Westland or Clifford. Death as a narrative device is seen in Sir James Ardent

breaking his neck, clearing the way for Marcia to marry Henry St Clairfont. Colonel

                                                  
16 Frank W. Bradbrook, Jane Austen and her predecessors, (Cambridge University Press, Cambridge,
1966) p. 42.
17 J.M.S.Tompkins, The Popular Novel in England 1770-1800 (Methuen, London, 1961) p. 99.
18 Frank W. Bradbrook, p. 42.
19 ‘Jane Austen’s Juvenilia,’ Pemberley, http://www.pemberley.com/janeinfo/juviscrp.html [accessed
02 05 06].
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Philamour and Lady Wander are punished by becoming insolvent and unable to live

the society lifestyle they so cherished. Hervey writes a didactic novel in which the

‘bad’ twin being selfish and unable to redeem herself is punished by death, and the

‘good,’ sensible twin is rewarded with love and happiness. Kirkham finds this contrast

used ‘in a straightforward and didactic way,’20 in Sense and Sensibility but while

Austen’s tone was didactic, it was understated and not excessively judgemental.21

This is seen in Willoughby’s punishment not being banishment from society as one

might expect, but in leading an ordinary life, whilst forever comparing every woman

to Marianne as, ‘he made her his secret standard of perfection in woman.’22

Comparisons with Pride and Prejudice are also evident in the text as Melissa is the

rebellious sister, like Elizabeth Bennet. However, although ‘rebellious and

imaginative’ she is not ‘amorously mastered by a sensible man’ as Gilbert and Gubar

find Elizabeth Bennet, thus implying that Lord Westland is not a sensible man as he is

unable to tame Melissa. 23  Darcy tames Elizabeth with love, whereas Lord Westland

tries to fashion Melissa into the perfect society wife, but his love is indulgent. By

giving her the freedom she craves and allowing her free access to the society gossip,

Lady Wander, he unintentionally brings about her downfall by not checking her

behaviour until it is too late and she is too strong to be tamed. Initially closer to the

character of Lydia, she runs away with her lover, but by choosing her brother-in-law

to have an affair with, she aligns herself more with a minor character such as Lucy

Steele in Sense and Sensibility. This headstrong, passionate nature cannot be

                                                  
20 Margaret Kirkham, Jane Austen: Feminism and Fiction, (The Harvester Press, Sussex, 1983) p. 86.
21 Marvin Mudrick ‘Irony and convention versus feeling’ in Sense and Sensibility, Pride and Prejudice,
Mansfield Park: Casebook Series ed. B.C. Southam (Macmillan, London, 1976) p. 89.
22 Jane Austen, Sense and Sensibility, ed., Kathleen James-Cavan, p. 381.
23 Sandra M. Gilbert and Susan Gubar, The Madwoman in the attic: The woman writer and the
nineteenth-century literary imagination (Yale University Press, New Haven, CT, and London, 1984) p.
154-155.
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rewarded, and we see that Marcia, who initially appears as an Elinor Dashwood or

Jane Bennet figure, is more like Elizabeth Bennet as she refuses to marry a man her

father and brother have chosen for her but then submits. In another scene anticipating

that with Lady Catherine de Bourgh, Marcia makes her feelings quite clear when

Lady Leonora mistakes Marcia’s love for St Clairfont to be for Mr Canter ‘I must take

the liberty of telling your Ladyship he does not possess those [qualifications] I should

choose in a husband’(206).

The Critical Review of February 1812 credits Elinor with having ‘good sense with a

proper quantity of sensibility,’ while Marianne has an ‘immoderate’ sensibility. Like

Marianne, Melissa is associated with the word ‘extravagance’ but unlike Marianne,

she actually destroys herself, her death the seemingly moral result of abandoning her

child. At this moment in Austen, her heroine would have realised how serious this

lapse in judgement was and rectified the situation (as Marianne does), but Melissa

effectively ruins herself as she puts her selfish needs in her lust for her brother-in-law

over the well being of her child. Hervey makes a moral judgement in allowing

Melissa to learn from her mistakes of her first affair, but by undertaking a second,

proves that her character is set and her moral status is very low indeed.

The role of men can be compared with Melissa and Marcia having a strong, sensible

role model in St Clairfont, comparable to the worthy husbands of Colonel Brandon

and Edward Ferrars, while being let down by the twins’ immediate family. Mr

Bumble, Charles Netterville and to a lesser extent, Lord Westland, all fail Melissa, as

she was spoiled by their biased affection.  She was ‘simply unaware of reality,’ (96)

and ‘like a child suffer[ed] [her]self to be governed,’ (124) this fault in her upbringing

leaves her unable to support herself resulting in her death.
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NARRATIVE STRUCTURE AND THE USE OF SUBPLOTS

The Monthly Review’s review of Georgina states that: ‘The author introduces too

many characters on the scene, and all nearly of the same importance: so that her work,

in fact, becomes so many separate histories.’24 This review could be written about

Melissa and Marcia, highlighting the intellectually incestuous relationship between

authors at the time with widespread imitation of their writing style and plots. Hervey’s

novel begins as a straightforward novel about twin sisters, before she appears to

realise that she needs a second volume to explain the complex history of the

subsidiary character of Henry St Clairfont. Melissa receives most of the attention in

the first volume, which might explain why the greatly expanded subplot of Marcia

and Henry St Clairfont monopolises half of the second volume as Hervey ensures

both sisters receive equal status. Hervey’s narrative does not appear as structured as

others of the time do, as her plot bounces from one twin to the other, without any

serious thought given to structuring the plot coherently. The end result is a narrative

which indulges in detail of one sister, before realising it has ignored the other,

switches location and provides a brief update before swapping back to complete the

first twin’s story. Consequently, the narrative is erratic and confuses the reader who

has difficulty in arranging the events chronologically in his or her mind.

During the time of reading about St Clairfont, one quite forgets about Melissa who is

abandoned in Westland Hall. There does not appear to be much fluidity between

scenes and Hervey is unaware of temporal restraints, resulting in a disjointed novel.

Hervey indulges herself in describing the vibrant character of Melissa before

assuming a moral status evident in the change of Lord Westland, besotted husband

                                                  
24 Garside, p. 404.
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turned punisher. In a world far from Austen, the heroines are punished severely to

ensure that didactics triumph over narration.

Subplots are divided into two types: those that run parallel and do not really affect

each other dramatically, and those that are dramatically entwined, as demonstrated by

Hervey. 25 The use of subplots as a narrative device enables Hervey to explore the past

of minor characters in more detail to make their character more credible. A small

subplot is in Lady Wander and Colonel Philamour’s scheming to create a social trap

and subsequent downfall for Melissa. The main subplot is the past life of Henry St

Clairfont, which details his relationship to Theresa. However, this evolves from being

a simple fact that he has a past love that haunts him as explanation for his

contradictory behaviour towards Marcia, into a plot which dominates half of the

second volume.

Perry explains that the reader is supposed to empathise with Marcia more than her

sister as the ‘moral high ground in fiction always belongs to those who care for

relations,’ as Marcia does with her father.26  Yet if Marcia is the intended heroine,

Hervey does not express this. She focuses so much on Melissa and her debut into

society, that when the narration turns back to Marcia, it is not she who is focused on,

but her intended, Henry St Clairfont. Not only is another character, Louis de

Salencière, introduced to add a Grace Pool-esque mad element, but we are privy to a

complex account of Theresa’s life. This particular subplot is so detailed that one

wonders whether it was the basis of another novel Hervey decided add to the short

                                                  
25 ‘Dramatica divides "subplots” into two types: Those that run parallel and don't really affect each
other Dramatically, and those that are dramatically hinged together.’ Melanie Ann Phillips, ‘Subplots’
in Storymind, http://storymind.com/dramatica/plot/subplots.htm  [accessed 26 04 06].
26 Ruth Perry, p. 115.
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Melissa and Marcia to create a full-length novel, bearing in mind that she wrote for

financial reasons and incorporated different genres to attract a wider readership.

However, this, coupled with the use of subplots, could be seen as evidence of either

an inability to properly structure the novel or that the author’s interests lay more with

sensationalism than with moralism.

The use of chapters was a recent structural aid as older novels like Roxana (published

in 1724) did not contain chapters but Hervey does not use this to her advantage. Her

attempt at chapter titles include chapters one and two being ‘a town scene’ and a

country scene’ respectively, while this attempt at contextualising them collapses in

chapter thirteen entitled ‘a continuation of the episode,’ highlighting her lack of

structure. Although considered a ‘prodigy’ who ‘wrote more than undergraduates

read’ by her step-brother’s tutor, Hervey’s novels were eclipsed by the popularity of

her the Gothic genre. 27  Ellen Moers says of Austen that it could be argued that she

achieved ‘the classical perfection of her fiction because there was a mass of women’s

novels for her to study and improve upon.’28 Judging by the similarities, Hervey’s

may have been one of them.

                                                  
27 Blain, The Feminist Companion to Literature in English, p. 517.
28 Ellen Moers, Literary Women (The Women’s Press Limited, London, 1978) p. 44.
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