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arguments about her class and gender status.  This was the visual and material 

reinforcement of assertions by both flagellation enthusiasts, and the texts produced for 

them, that birching was an expertise and recreation of women, specifically elite women.  

According to Ashbee, “It is a well-known fact that women are, and always have been, 

even more fond of wielding the rod than men, and this passion pervades the higher rather 

than the lower classes.”168  Elite women, specifically, were thus perceived as uniquely 

adept at wielding the rod and it was assumed that they enjoyed it the most. Many texts 

also explicitly state that the administration of the birch was among the best ways to 

highlight the elegance of a woman’s demeanor and bodily features—showing off her 

physical precision, the contrasting pallor and rosiness of her skin as it glowed from 

physical exertion, and the vigor of her character in enforcing morality and justice.   

Exemplifying this rationale is the fact that a huge 

number of the texts under discussion here feature 

stories in which governesses find husbands, or receive 

inheritances, because men fall in love with them after 

observing their dexterity at corporeally punishing 

children. Birching functions in these narratives as both 

a uniquely feminine endeavor and a foil for their 

gendered charms.   

Despite the fact that, in reality, birching was 

endemic to the male public school, rather than girl’s 

                                                           
168 Ashbee, Index Librorum Prohibitum, xlvi-xlvii. 

Figure 17 
Gilt Cover of 

Experiences of Flagellation (1885) 
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boarding schools, readers and writers of birching fantasy were obviously transfixed by 

the idea that it was actually an exceptionally ladylike activity. In support of this theory, 

none of my research conducted in the British Library, the London Metropolitan Archives 

or utilizing the numerous reprints of Victorian flagellant pornography, has revealed 

Marcus’s portrayal of hairy arms, vague mustaches or overtly phallic bodies.  Instead, all 

extant images and portrayals of Victorian governesses are remarkably feminine.   

I believe that the age of the pornographic governess, and her disciplinarian 

temperament, has contributed to the mistaken notion that she was somehow a man. Miss 

Sinclair of Verbena House, for example, is certainly a “spinster” as the term is basically 

understood in that she is unmarried and approaching infertility. Aesthetically, she is 

matronly rather than virginally delicate, being described as tall, with strong arms and 

large pillow-breasts that are explicitly called “fleshy.”169 Moreover, “the cessation of her 

[Miss Sinclair’s] menstrual flux” states the author baldly, “was nigh in a few years.”170 

Yet though she is neither fecund nor fragile this does not meant that she is automatically 

male.  Importantly, spinsterhood and middle age are not equated with masculinity, 

instead these texts both address and invert the socio-medical discourses on feminine 

spinsterhood that reigned in the conventional press, insisting that spinsterhood could 

actually be a particularly alluring form of womanliness.  The description of Miss 

Sinclair’s bodily features purports that she is actually a kind of paradox who ruptures 

stereotypes of spinsters by being unusually beautiful and sensual: 

…she was a fine, tall, shapely ‘maid-matron’—if you will accept the 
paradox—of about two-and-thirty….I mean that although she was ‘Miss 

                                                           
169  Verbena House, 118. 
170 Ibid., 112. 
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Sinclair’ to all outward intents and purposes…her form was yet so richly 
and voluptuously developed, her eyes were so full of light, and her lips of 
colour, that it seemed a misuse of the terms to speak of her as a spinster.  
Those eyes, by the way, were hazel.  She had very small, white, plump, 
and yet firm-looking hands…171 
 

This was obviously a writer who was aware of, and interested by, the socio-medical 

discourses on female spinsterhood that stripped them of gender wholeness and sexual 

desirability.  The point of this paragraph is to both entertain and challenge these 

assumptions, and argue that a social actor widely conceived of as a physical perversity—

an unmarried older women—could actually be alluring because she violated expectations 

about women’s sexual subjectivity and agency.  

Thus, in Verbena House, like other flagellation texts, feminine-eccentricities like 

spinsterhood are treated as erotic assets; they are translated into a kind of deviancy that 

celebrates an inversion of the ‘natural’ order, not by inverting gender but rather by 

imagining spinsterhood as the pinnacle of voluptuosity. The governess is a “paradox”, to 

use the Verbena House author’s turn of phrase, in that she is a ‘spinster’ and yet she is 

very beautiful, even sensual. She is genteel and wealthy, and yet she is a dominatrix. She 

is middle-aged, and yet she had not physically declined; the authority of age actually 

empowers and underscores her deviant control over subsidiaries. She is an amalgamation 

of the sterile, aged spinster and eminently desirable victim-governess. Where she differs 

from these paradigms is not in her gendered characteristics, but in that she perversely 

delights in her situation.  

                                                           
171 Verbena House, 10. 
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In that vein, unlike the victimized 

governesses discussed in previous chapters, the 

flagellating governess seems to be healthy, 

wealthy and in every way master over her 

surroundings and subordinates.  These 

narratives thus do not point to the “social 

precariousness” of the governess, nor her 

function as a façade for homosexual desire, but 

rather fetishize aspects of her femininity that 

give her incongruous authoritarian power—

from her age and unmarried status, to apparent 

professional and financial success. No real 

governess could indulge in jewels and perfume like the protagonist of Birchen Sports, nor 

open a very large boarding school without financial backing from family members or 

male investors, like Miss Sinclair. Flagellation pornography fetishized those aspects of 

the governess that made her the ‘odd woman’ of Victorian society, underscoring the 

subversive potential of that oddity by making her rich, confident and robustly physical. 

That this kind of celebration of female maturity and power was interpreted by later 

scholars as a manifestation of the masculine probably says more about the mindset and 

culture of the time period when that theory was hypothesized than about the terrain of 

Victorian desire.   

Figure 18 
Illustration from Madam Birchini’s Dance 

(circa 1872) 
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Ultimately, one of the primary erotic drivers of the flagellation narrative was the 

juxtaposition of the raised birch—poised to discipline and punish—and the elegance of 

an elite woman’s body and surroundings.  Femininity is imperative to the sexual ethos at 

play, as is a playful, likely self-conscious inversion of the conventional logic that 

conceived of governesses as either vulnerable or sexless.  The overtly erotic governess 

was the doppelganger of the conventionally understood governess, a character who 

turned the perversities associated with a certain class and category of woman into 

strengths.   

The Ritualization of Pain  
 Erotic literature did not only play with the gender discourses that revolved around 

Figure 19 
Illustration from Exhibition of Female Flagellants, Published by William Dugdale (circa 1860) 
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the governess, but also mirrored and transmuted the contours of popular fascination with 

governesses as circumscribed by violence.  Though the fundamental act of discipline that 

was eroticized—birching—was likely co-opted from the context of public schools, this 

literature also drew on the rhetoric and sensationalist tropes that characterized 

mainstream dialogues of governess-woe.  

One of the most important ways these texts elaborated on the silences of 

conventional literature was in regards to the spectorial nature of pain. Mainstream texts 

exploited the fact that mass audiences obviously wanted to read about, and look at, 

graphic violence, but they skated the uncomfortable implications of this interest by 

couching violent narratives in didacticism, or packaging the product as a cautionary tale.  

Conversely, the voyeurism of flagellation pornography is explicit.  That watching pain 

and suffering is the erotic object of the text is underscored by the frequency with which 

one character secretly views the act of punishment from a hidden location.  For example, 

in in an early, illustrated edition of The Exhibition of Female Flagellants, the father of a 

family covertly watches as his governess whips his children: 

 As soon as she [the governess] came to the house she went to the work-
room, and calling the young culprit to her, a girl about thirteen, Miss, 
shaking her large rod, said ‘here is something that shall make you 
good!  Come, come, up with your frock and petticoats.  I must see all, 
come, kiss the rod and beg a good whipping.’  Then holding her upon her 
lap she whipped her for full ten minutes until the blood ran down.  Mr. D. 
who was in an adjacent room peeping through a hole, was all the time in a 
kind of ecstasy!  He had never seen a woman whip with so much grace!172 

                                                           
172 The Exhibition of Female Flagellants: Printed at the Expense of Theresa Berkley, for the Benefit of 
Mary Wilson (London: William Dugdale, c. 1860), 106.  British Library, 31.g.29. 
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The accompanying illustration for this scene (fig. 19) attests to both the sloppiness of 

pornographic editors (who were willing to cobble together texts and images that didn’t 

sync up) and their intrinsic awareness of what made the flagellation narrative salient for 

their clientele. While the image erroneously portrays the father looking in through a 

window, rather than looking through a peephole, the drawing retains what is ultimately 

the most important element: the infliction of pain spectorially consumed by both the 

agents and the voyeurs of violence.  His delight is in seeing a woman beat a child bloody. 

The illustrator also inserted a second woman into the scene (not mentioned in the text) 

who is potentially supposed to be masturbating to the sight of the young girl being 

beaten.  The voyeurism of the scene is thus tripled by the illustration; the peeping-tom 

father watches another watcher become sexually excited by the infliction of violence. 

Some texts actually introduced a third party who was ceremonially present to 

underscore the importance and solemnity of the punishment.  One of the many 

protagonists of The Birchen Bouquet is sent to a strict boarding school as a child, where 

she is beaten in a variety of quite elaborate sadomasochistic contexts (including while 

being strapped to a sawdust filled, carpet-covered “punishment ball”) for different 

childish offenses; however, when she slaps a fellow student in rage the governesses who 

run the establishment decide that she is out of control and bring in the local rector to 

oversee her punishment.173  After she is prepared for the birching in a special flagellation 

room, where the entire school is assembled to witness her degradation, the rector lectures 

                                                           
173 The Birchen Bouquet; or Curious and Original Anecdotes of Ladies fond of administering the Birch 
Discipline, and Published for the Amusement as well as the Benefit of those Ladies who have under their 
Tuition sulky, stupid, wanton, lying or idle young Ladies or Gentlemen. (London[?]: Edward Avery, 1881), 
42.  British Library, P.C. 13.h.14/I. 
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her for her moral failings and emphasizes shame of the punishment: “only think what you 

will grow up like, you will be a pest to yourself and others if such a temper is not 

curbed…Don’t you feel degraded that Mrs. Smart should think it necessary to have you 

punished in my presence?”174 The official witness is thus construed as underscoring and 

heightening the pain and shame incumbent to bare-bottomed beatings.  The rector’s 

viewership is deemed both necessary and central to the act of administering pain, and he 

looks on solemnly as the governesses take turns until the girl is violently beaten into 

submission.  Pastors were often cast as this kind of flagellant bystander, and were 

conceived of as the allies of governesses in their flagellant endeavor, simultaneously 

lending moral and religious weight to its enactment and enjoying the lascivious sight.  

(Interestingly, we have seen this association between governesses and the clergy before 

in mainstream literature, and this seems to have directly influenced their insertion into the 

pornographic context). 

Fig. 20, an illustration from an 1882 edition of Verbena House, represents yet another 

category of voyeurism, this time with a crowd of onlookers, most of which are probably 

supposed to be other female students or subordinate governesses, and one being the male 

servant of Miss Sinclair (who looks quite pleased to be there).  By featuring a voyeur, 

designated bystander or crowd of witnesses these texts were mirroring and playing on the 

fact that these pornographic texts always had a built in viewer—namely the reader. By 

making the reader an observer of observers of pain  (or even the observer of an observer 

of an observer of pain), this multiplication of spectators sanctified the act of consuming 

                                                           
174 Ibid, 40. 
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pain through viewership as much as it did inflicting or enduring it.  These texts not only 

extrapolated on the Victorian penchant for spectorial pain that was evident in popular 

media but also celebrated and underscored the erotic potential of looking in ways that 

mainstream literature could not. 

That the visuality of pain is at the erotic core of the flagellation narrative is further 

underscored by the sexual proclivities of the governess herself. The birching-governess is 

sexually excited by her victims’ bottoms and 

genitalia, but most of all she is fixated on their 

involuntary, physical reactions to violence, i.e. 

the changing color of their backsides, screaming, 

bleeding, etc.  Though the governess eagerly 

gazes on the genitalia of her students she rarely 

has overt sexual contact with them, the climax of 

these acts is not consummation of desire through 

oral or genital pleasure, but an infliction of pain 

so severe that it elicits the visual markers of 

violence.175  Much like in narratives of 

governesses and their lovers, rapists or seducers in 

the popular press the sex act itself is mitigated in favor of a fixation on aggression, 

subordination and pain. 

                                                           
175 This begins to change at the turn of the century, an example being Tales Told Out of School, published 
in 1901 by Charles Carrington, which features a boarding school but emphasizes heterosexual sex between 
teachers and students (British Library, P.C. 19.b.20.). 

Figure 20 
Illustration of flogging scene from 1882 

Edition of Verbena House 
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In this vein, flagellant literature always dwelled lovingly on the ‘weals’, ‘plum-

pudding’ bruising, slashes, and copious bleeding produced by a ‘scientifically’ applied 

flogging.  For example, “Miss D.” one of the many, many governesses of The Exhibition 

of Female Flagellants and “the daughter of a clergyman,” opens a girls boarding-school 

in her mid-twenties, in order to facilitate her “favorite passion”, i.e. “whipping…a dozen 

girls a day.”  The apparent object of her whipping frenzy was to beat her students until 

she could see the physical effects of the punishment:    

 As she was an experienced hand at whipping she seldom dismissed them 
till their posteriors and thighs were as red as scarlet.  Her pleasure was to 
cut them, and generally whipped till the blood would come…Many 
mothers approved of her conduct very much.176  
 

This text does not deny that the governess is sexually excited by flagellation, or that she 

became a governess as a means of facilitating this sexual pleasure; however, “her 

pleasure” is not masturbatory or coital, it is in cutting her victims, specifically, until they 

bleed. Tellingly, angry, red lacerations inflicted by the governess are the aesthetic focal 

points of figs. 15, 19 and 20. 

Besides being a bloody spectacle, these texts also emphasize the transformative 

effects of violence on the female body—a thematic that mimics many of the decline, 

decay and violation tropes of mainstream governess literature, albeit much, much more 

graphically. The climax of Verbena House is the intensely gory scene when Miss Sinclair 

birches the title character Miss Bellasis for stealing money, lying about it, and then 

purposefully indicting another student in the crime.  The mercilessness of the governess, 

the increasing physical consequences of the punishment, and the transformation of the 

                                                           
176 The earlier copy of The Exhibition of Female Flagellants (London: William Dugdale, c. 1860.), 43-44. 
British Library, P.C.31.g.29. 
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girl’s skin from beautiful youthfulness to a disfigured mess, are teased apart and drawn 

out for as long as possible.  Almost animalistic, the governess knows “nothing but the 

ruthless idea to murder those splendid posteriors [emphasis mine].”  At first the girl’s 

buttocks are only “beginning to change colour…into two red spots” and then “the 

dividing line of the two globes now appeared strangely white in comparison with the 

other swollen and inflamed parts…” 177 The scene reaches its climax as the governess 

…cuts at the parts that presented the most weals, and soon from the 
capricious arabesques a slow stream of blackened sanguineous fluid began 
to issue gently forth….the once lovely lovely buttocks became a hideous 
mass of raw, gory flesh; the blood which had got red and bright flowing 
freely, even trickling down to the tops of the offender’s stockings, which 
soon became spotted and stained.178  
 

By juxtaposing the image of the “lovely, lovely buttocks” with their 

transformation into a “hideous mass of raw, gory flesh”, this narrative exposes 

what is often left unacknowledged in conventional governess-woe tales: the 

morbid allure of a destroyed female body.  Where this text differs is in making the 

governess the agent, rather than the recipient, of female bodily violation. 

Yet though these texts are certainly bloodthirsty, they also emphasize that the positive 

effects of corporeal punishment sanctify pain and suffering as necessary, even 

wholesome.  In so doing, they co-opt the humanitarian, social activist tone of popular 

governess narratives by coupling the behaviors and character of the governess to the 

moral status of British society.  This is mainly accomplished by arguing that without 

governesses willing to discipline children for their misdeeds there would be many 

                                                           
177 Verbena House, 105. 
178 Ibid, 109. 
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immoral and selfish children that would grow up into a population of similarly ill-

tempered adults.  

Supporting this logic, the pornographic governess never punishes her students 

without a just cause. The discipline of these narratives self-consciously effaces 

capriciousness, and instead the narrative structure relies on misdemeanor and 

subsequent—and, it is emphasized, well-deserved—punishment.   Experiences of 

Flagellation, printed in 1885, featured many mini-stories of women who were spoiled as 

children, became selfish or aggressive, and were subsequently ‘saved’ by the infliction of 

brutal corporal punishment. One protagonist begins her tale by making clear that it is one 

of redemption: 

I…call myself ‘Gratitude,’ because I am anxious to show my gratitude for 
the fact that I owe my present position as a useful, happy English lady to 
the firm discipline I experienced at the very turning-point of my life.  I 
was brought up in a loving home, I had every possible advantage; but 
admist [sic] it all I became sullen, self-willed, and disobedient and idle.  I 
was the grief of my parents and a byword to my companions.  However, 
soon after I was fifteen I most fortunately was sent to Mrs.----‘s school for 
young ladies, in Brighton, where I showed the same evil disposition which 
I had evinced elsewhere, but where, most fortunately and happily for me, 
it was checked and cured.179 

 
After being whipped brutally and frequently, the narrator continues,  
 

…I became cheerful, obedient, unselfish.  My parents and friends the next 
holidays could hardly believe that I was the same girl.  I stayed three years 
with Mrs.--- at Brighton, leaving her when I was nineteen with much 
regret.  I am now twenty-four, and hope to be married at Easter to the best 
man in the world, who never could have loved me had not sensible, 
wholesome discipline changed my evil nature, as the means under Higher 
Power of doing so.180 

                                                           
179 Experiences of Flagellation.  A Series of Remarkable Instances of Whipping Inflicted on both Sexes, 
with curious Anecdotes of Ladies fond of administering birch Discipline.  Compiled by an Amateur 
Flagellant. (London: Printed for Private Circulation, 1885, British Library, cup P.C. 26.b.35), 60-61. 
180 Ibid, 62. 
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As this text would have it, the shame and brutality encompassed in bare-bottomed 

beatings administered by stern governesses were in line with the wishes of even God—

stringent and violent punishment ensures happiness, respectability, and honor.  Indeed, in 

a broader sense the flagellant author and his governess-mouthpiece frequently insist that 

all social disorder is the consequence of leniency with children.  Note that ‘Gratitude’ 

specifically comments that she is now an admirable ‘English lady’, thus underlining the 

national imperative of whipping for ensuring that the women of England are “happy and 

useful.” The serial story Miss Coote’s Confession, or The Voluptuous Experiences of an 

Old Maid actually closes with the dramatic claim: 

We live in an age so dissolute that if young girls were not kept under some 
sort of restraint and punished when they deserve it, we shall see by-and-by 
nothing but women of the town, parading the streets and public places, 
and, God knows, there are already but too many of them!181 

This implies that without elite and respectable women willing and eager to 

discipline girls, that there would be no more respectable women at all. Thus, the 

governess—who was popularly conflated with degradation—is positioned as the 

ultimate blockade against feminine decay.  The author of Verbena House even 

closes the story by arguing that all women should read about flagellating 

governesses, because it would ensure the gendered strength of the English nation. 

“Above all,” sermonizes the author “let the weaker sex have a sight at these 

pages, for while female flagellants exist, England will never want for soldiers or 

                                                           
181 “Miss Coote’s Confession, or The Voluptuous Experiences of an Old Maid; in a series of Letters to a 
Lady Friend.” In The Pearl: A Journal of Facetiae and Voluptuous Reading, Three Volumes in One (July 
1879-December 1880. Reprint, North Hollywood, CA: Brandon House Books, 1967),120. 
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sailors, or bright-eyed obedient, sensible housewives.”182  The morality of Britain 

is once again tethered to the governess, though this time through her capacity for, 

rather than vulnerability to, violence and brutality.  

Conclusion 

All of the literary and aesthetic tropes under discussion in this chapter were 

culturally significant because they worked in tandem, producing an erotics of feminine 

marginality and misery. The non-normative sexual appeal of the governess was broadly 

located in an eroticization of female misery and mediations on feminine agency. While 

the birching governess’s authoritarianism has been mistakenly interpreted as a signal that 

she must be a man, or at least imbued with masculine features, she was actually sexually 

enticing because she played on contemporary ideas about varieties of female 

defectiveness, turning vulnerability, impotence and weakness into a deviant source of 

power.   

                                                           
182 Verbena House, 144. 
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CONCLUSION 

As unmarried, impoverished women fallen from the middle classes, governesses 

certainly constituted a “problem” for reigning Victorian ideologies about femininity and 

class. Yet, as this work has endeavored to demonstrate, the undeniably diminished socio-

economic prospects of the average governess was not to be the primary object of 

contemporary fascination.  Instead, her financial and social degradation proved to be the 

igniter for widespread interest in the parameters and possibilities of her female capacity 

to physically suffer. The stereotypical, morbid governess narrative was increasingly 

detached from the actual material hardships of governess labor because the dark allure of 

the governess represented more than the paradox of a “lady” who worked, and certainly 

catapulted past the daily inconveniences or embarrassments of genteel impoverishment.   

Rather than simply lamenting the poor pay, reduced social circumstances, or frequent 

interpersonal awkwardness that most governesses did experience, these problems served 

primarily as springboards for imagining a much more physical—and lethal—trajectory of 

suffering. The nineteenth century thus saw the emotionally isolated or destitute governess 

appropriated and extrapolated as icon of profound female misery, insanity, disease and 

death.  Well into the twentieth century the governess would operate as a cultural 

interstice where categories of female violence and vulnerability were both reinforced and 

interrogated.   

Governesses were cultural icons for such a long period of time, and represented in 

such a variety of ways, that the “governess-as-problem” or “governess-as-prostitute” 

historical models were never sufficient as general explanations.  While illuminating and 
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necessary for unpacking this trend, these analyses nevertheless fail to integrate the 

culturally imagined governess in all of her iterations. This survey of the multiplicity of 

ways in which Victorians imagined the governess should make abundantly clear that the 

governess primarily functioned, across the board, as a medium, or site, of bodily 

violation.  I would argue that the governess was such an effective symbol of femininity as 

allied to violence because her socio-cultural oddity gave her the discursive flexibility to 

be all things to all men. Whether contemporaries were fixated on the idea of internal 

decay, the violent consequences of heterosexual courtship, the dangers of the modern 

city, or the sexual possibilities encapsulated in flogging, the governess was fertile ground 

for exorcising these various fantasies and anxieties because she defied assigned identities 

or gender expectations. The governess had staying power as a figure that could both 

embody and disrupt—even undermine—conventional musings on gender identities and 

the concomitant moral status of Victorian society.    

Though it may come as a surprise, governess-mania circumscribed by violence 

actually demands further investigation than could be accommodated within the scope of 

this project.  Much of the archival material that it was necessary to omit was particularly 

apposite to trends and controversies of the twentieth century.  For example, 1900s and 

1910s fiction and newspaper articles featured governesses-turned-feminist-activists 

subjected to police brutality, or governesses kidnapped while participating in modern 

activities like recreational ice skating or shopping.  There is also an interesting spate of 

cases directly prior to World War I in which governesses were implicated in a number of 

poison pen cases—sometimes as perpetrators and sometimes as victims—that (as far as I 
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can glean, the newspapers are cagey about what the letters say exactly) often revolved 

around the question of whether governesses were particularly promiscuous or, 

conversely, helpless objects of men’s vicious desires.  These scenarios evoke a slightly 

different set of questions, such as how the governess—with all of her cultural baggage—

played into turn-of-the-century debates about the gendered bodies and sexual agency of 

so-called “new women.”  For example, how did the representational governess of the 

twentieth century compare or contrast with furor over new, yet analogous figures, like the 

female college student?  While histories of the governess’s role in female empowerment 

have been written, it still remains to be seen how her long-term, biopolitical status as a 

British fantasy of female violation played into new, twentieth century debates about the 

rights and agency of women.  

I would also suggest that there are even more connections to be made between 

‘odd’ women in general and the importance of bodily suffering as an expository 

mechanism of nineteenth and twentieth century culture. Alternative avenues of future 

research involve other categories of ‘odd’ women, who (perhaps unsurprisingly) seem to 

have been similarly connoted in the popular imagination by pain and suffering. I 

discovered hints in the archive that stepmothers, and perhaps aunts, were equally 

imbricated in discourses of interpersonal pain and suffering, albeit with their own unique 

cultural baggage and aesthetic dynamic. Contiguous with the governess trope is the 

general assumption that eccentric women were more likely to be shadowed by violence, 

particularly when it came to questions of authority over subordinates like children or 

servants. These alternative narratives and actors seem to thus offer even more ways to 
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conceive of atypical women and their culturally imagined capacity to both inflict and 

endure corporeal violation.    

Ultimately, the cultural complexity of the governess trope is astonishing in the 

context of their numerical insignificance and functioning irrelevance for the vast majority 

of British citizens. I have asked and attempted to answer a broad range questions about 

this cultural phenomenon, especially as pertaining to the operations of agency, 

subjectivity, deviance and desire.  What form did popular fixation on governesses take?  

What was the stated purpose as opposed to seeming, underlying motivation of the writers, 

artists and philanthropists who articulated and fed popular interest in governess 

suffering? Why did nineteenth century and early twentieth century British imagery and 

literature indicate an increasing fixation on violence? On whose body did suffering land 

(i.e. who was the victim and who was the perpetrator)? How did changes in the 

conventions of British pornography mirror shifts in mainstream media towards an erotics 

of pain?  How did gendered eccentricity play into prevailing ideas or fantasies about 

violence and victimhood? 

While these questions may not have been answered, or indeed be fully answerable, 

the objective of this project has been to at least show that governess-mania was inherently 

characterized by violent corporeality, and moreover argue that this foregrounding cultural 

motif is imperative to an historical analysis of their celebrity. From fiction, social 

commentary and art (popular or highbrow), to humanitarian advocacy, crime reporting, 

satire and pornography, governesses were culturally defined by their relationship to 

physical suffering.  They were ultimately so evocative for nineteenth and early twentieth 
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century British audiences not simply because they were “odd,” but because that oddity 

was perceived to have destructive behavioral and corporeal implications. The marginality 

(both numerically and socially) of governesses left a tremendous amount of room for 

articulating growing concerns and fantasies about the parameters of women’s violent 

agency and physical vulnerability.  Socially liminal, economically powerless and sexually 

ambiguous, the Victorian governess cast a surprisingly long cultural shadow. 
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