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I have always loved liberty with a sincere love. I hope that I have
proven that my principles (and the political principles of a woman
always derive from her feelings) have always been on the side of the
oppressed. I could not reﬆ an indifferent eator of the events
happening in front of me.
Helen Maria Williams, Souvenirs

Best known for her chronicle of the French Revolution entitled Letters
from France published in eight volumes from –, Helen Maria
Williams was a prolific writer—poet, translator, novelist, as well as a literary salonnière in London and in Paris. Deborah Kennedy’s fine book
is the first complete study of Williams’s life and works to appear in the
last seventy years. Combining literary criticism with history, biography,
social history and intellectual history, Kennedy presents a fascinating
chronological account of a woman who dared to venture into the world
of politics, to articulate pro-revolutionary opinions in an age when those
pro-Girondin views were regarded with suspicion in Britain.
A contemporary and friend of Mary Wollstonecraft, Madame Roland,
Alexander von Humboldt, Hester rale Piozzi, Anna Laetitia Barbauld
and others, Williams started her career as a poet of sensibility. Anti-war,
anti-slavery, and anti-imperialistic poems such as Edwin and Eltruda
(), An Ode on the Peace (), and Peru () gave a promising start
to her literary career and made her known to writers such as William
Hayley, Joseph Warton, Elizabeth Montagu and others. Anna Seward, with
whom she became friends, published a “Sonnet to Miss Williams” in ,
and the young William Wordsworth published “Sonnet on Seeing Miss
Helen Maria Williams Weep at a Tale of Distress” in . ese tributes
contrast with Horace Walpole’s sardonic and chauvinist comment that
“Misses Seward and Williams and half-a-dozen more of those harmonious
virgins, have no imagination, no novelty. eir thoughts and phrases are
like their gowns, old remnants cut and turned” (“Letter to Lady Ossory” ).
In defence of Williams, Kennedy gives this sartorial comment a feminist
interpretation: Walpole’s “use of the analogy that compares their thoughts
to their ‘old’ gowns was especially pointed since a woman’s appearance—
her neatness and mode of dress—were so essential to her respectability.
According to this formulation, only a woman who is unfeminine would try
to be a poet; and a female poet is by definition slovenly and unclean” ().
While much of Kennedy’s narrative seems to be based largely on factual,
historical, and literary materials, there are occasional observations like
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this one that remind us of the ways that she, as a literary biographer, has
adroitly shaped disparate materials in order for them to make sense to the
twentieth-century reader.
When the French Revolution began, Williams went on to embark on
her most ambitious work, Letters from France, a work of a mixed genre,
in the form of travel literature and familiar letters. Williams, along with
her mother and sister, Cecilia, travelled to Paris in  to participate in
the “glorious spectacle” and celebratory atmosphere of the Revolution
(). Kennedy’s description and analysis of this multi-volumed work are
excellent. She presents a carefully researched contextual reading of the
Letters, giving readers a good sense of the important historical figures
and events mentioned, and provides a balanced and even-handed report
of the debate between those who endorsed the politics of the Revolution
and those, like Edmund Burke, who reacted with horror. Particularly commendable is Kennedy’s discussion of the way Williams, as a woman and
not a politician, positions herself and justifies her seemingly unpatriotic
interest in the Revolution. As Kennedy notes, “Williams had to show her
readers that the heart-felt responses that had made her poems of sensibility
acceptable would also enable her to write about the Revolution without
sacrificing her femininity” ().
By , with the September massacres and the execution of Louis 
in January of , Williams was no longer uncritically enthusiastic about
the Revolution. Struggling with a bout of illness and the disapproval of
some of her friends in England because of her decision to stay in Paris,
Williams had to find “new rhetorical strategies in order to write about
experiences beyond the scope of the joyful or pathetic scenes recorded
in her first two volumes: namely, regicide, political factions, intrigues,
and moral failure” (). She was moving towards “establishing herself as
a serious political commentator” (), and, at one point, was imprisoned
as a supporter of the Girondin by the Jacobins. Amidst the bloodshed,
she “forges ahead, like a wartime journalist,” outlining the massacres and
the atrocities (), and giving eyewitness accounts of the Reign of Terror. Kennedy remarks, “By the middle of the s, Williams had attained
an unprecedented position for a woman writer of her day by becoming a
well-known authority on an international event of immeasurable historical importance” ().
After the French Revolution, Williams continued her writing, publishing A Tour in Switzerland; Or, A View of the Present State of the
Governments and Manners of those Cantons (), and a translation of
J. H. Bernardin de Saint-Pierre’s Paul and Virginie (), wherein she
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added eight sonnets of her own. She never married but lived in Paris in
an unconventional household, comprised of her mother, her sister’s two
boys and her brother-in-law, and the divorced John Hurford Stone, a British reformer and entrepreneur, with whom she was sometimes associated
by the conservative press. She was known to host large and successful
salons of up to  or  guests in an evening at the turn of the century.
According to Kennedy, whose wide variety of sources range from historical
books, to contemporary diaries and travel writing, to literature, Williams’s
celebrated guests included generals, literary figures, liberal politicians, diplomats and clergy from England, France, Germany, Poland, and America.
Some of her guests included Americans Joel and Ruth Barlow, Amelia and
John Opie, Polish General addeus Kosciuszko, German author Caroline
von Wolzogen, and others. Williams’s home was on the “must see” list for
many British travellers to France.
In the last thirty years of her life Williams kept on working, in spite of
having antagonized Napoleon Bonaparte because she was critical of his
ostentation. She published a number of sketches and narratives of manners and life in France, and translated works by Alexander von Humboldt.
Kennedy’s anecdotal account of Williams’s life is lively and absorbing. She
includes excerpts from Williams’s works, poems or letters by others who
met her, and includes references to many of her contemporaries. Kennedy’s strong narrative and ability to tell a story make this book an appealing
and worthwhile read not only for late eighteenth-century and Romantic
scholars, but also for those fascinated by women’s social history.
Eleanor Ty
Wilfrid Laurier University
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