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Chapter One 

Becoming “Daughters of the City”: Amy Levy’s Romance of a Shop and 

London Poetry 

The New Woman was very much a fin de siècle phenomenon and had been 

typically represented by contemporary writers as well-educated, socially privileged 

upper-middle-class women in the last decades of the nineteenth century, who 

cultivated radical and progressive ideas on issues like female suffrage, gender equality, 

and the enlargement of education and employment opportunities for women. While 

such a representation of the New Woman as feminist and politically activated is 

already prevalent and commonly perceptible in fin de siècle British literature and 

popular journals, male and female authors nevertheless distinguish themselves in their 

approaches toward this much represented image of female emancipation. The New 

Woman figure in the conservative, male-penned press of this period tends to be a 

ridiculed caricature of the militant, mannish woman who is usually presented as being 

well-educated, upper-middle-class, and disruptive of established gender order. The 

critic Vivien Gardiner summarizes the typically conservative portrayal of her in many 

male-penned writings as follows: 

[The New Woman] eschewed the fripperies of fashion in favor of more 

masculine dress and severe coiffure. She had probably been educated to a 

standard unknown to previous generations of women. . . . She was 

financially independent of father or husband . . . She affected 

emancipated habits, like smoking, riding a bicycle, using bold language 

and taking the omnibus or train unescorted. She belonged to all-female 
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clubs. . . She sought freedom from, and equality with men. In the process, 

she was prepared to overturn all convention and all accepted notions of 

femininity. (4) 

More negative portrayals of the New Woman are found in mass cartoon journals of 

this period. Punch, a popular journal catering for Victorian middle-class readership, 

published in the 1880s and 1890s a series of cartoons satirizing the New Woman as a 

mannish, unnatural “Donna Quixote” intellectual or strapping Amazon who could 

even outdo men in strength. An 1895 cartoon of this magazine, for instance, depicts a 

severely dressed New Woman in her college suit, smoking a cigarette, and discussing 

books with her equally advanced female friends, while the man of the house is forced 

to retreat to the servant’s quarter for tea and gossip. 

While the mass journal offers often a male-dominated, sensational picture of the 

New Woman as unwomanly and intimidating, one that is circulated among the 

emerging and rapidly growing mass reader of the fin de siècle period, contemporary 

male writers of the New Woman novels add still another dimension to the 

construction of her lofty, gender-disrupting profile. Writers like George Meredith, 

Thomas Hardy, and George Gissing, the three most-mentioned and discussed authors 

of New Woman novels, are united in offering a satirical depiction of women 

attempting independence in the fin de siècle period. Addressing particularly the New 

Woman’s perceived unconventionality and radicalism, these male authors, with the 

possible exception of Gissing, whose works focus on emancipated women from the 

lower-middle-class, collaborate in the construction of the New Woman as a highly 
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educated and sexually intimidating presence.28 

Female writers of the New Woman novels, by contrast, take a more sympathetic 

view of the heroine demanding her rights and claiming equality in the yet 

male-dominated society. Their writings are often highly autobiographical, suggesting 

the very picture of the female authors themselves, and give a more positive image of 

women pursuing freedom and autonomy, who usually share a departure from the 

mannish, aggressive rioters ridiculed by the masculine, conservative press. The New 

Woman heroines these female writers portray are often highly talented, sensitive, and 

generally a more feminine image than those presented in contemporary male-penned 

works, despite that they express also a strong dissatisfaction with established gender 

hierarchy and seek personal or political independence from that hierarchy. 

Yet despite the differences in approach toward the New Woman demonstrated 

by these male and female writers, the former more satirical and tending to ridicule her 

perceived unconventionality, the latter much more sympathetic, highly 

autobiographical, and reflecting on her desire for change, one thing that these literary 

representations have in common is that these New Woman heroines are more likely to 

come from better social-economic positions and are often portrayed in private, 

domestic settings. However, recent studies of the fin de siècle women’s writings have 

indicated that instead of asserting exclusively an domestic presence, the New Woman 

is definitely an urban figure negotiating and disrupting the gendered spaces that have 

prevented female public visibility and mobility throughout most of the nineteenth 

                                                       
28 For more on the differences regarding the representations of the New Woman by the British male 
and female writers of the fin de siècle period, see Eva Yin-I Chen, “New Woman Fiction and Fin de 
Siècle Urban Commodity Culture," Sun Yat-sen Journal of Humanities 25 (2007) 41-68. 
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century.29 As well as highlighting that these emancipated women of the 1880s and 

1890s have already played significant roles in the emerging public spaces as 

white-collar workers, shoppers, diners, philanthropists, and urban writer-observers, 

the last a self-reflexive image of the New Woman writer herself, these studies also 

reveal that the previous category of the New Woman by means of social status have 

unwittingly excluded those emancipated women of the lower-middle class, who have 

increasingly embodied female independence and emancipation through claiming their 

rights to the fin de siècle city’s public spaces. Unlike advanced women from the 

upper- or the middle- class, who are usually well-educated, socially privileged and 

more resourceful in securing female independence, those women of the déclassé 

represent the negotiation of public spaces by ordinary women increasingly perceived 

in the fin de siècle city. 

This chapter thus aims to explore the New Woman represented as 

self-supporting urban figures in fin de siècle London by Amy Levy, a female writer of 

the 1880s, in her largely under-read novel Romance of a Shop and London poetry. In 

her works, Levy has a sympathetic and nuanced observation on female independence 

embodied by the shop girl and female writer/poet working and living on their own in 

fin de siècle city’s commodified and largely gendered ambiences. 

New Women and Shop Work 

The fin de siècle period had witnessed a phenomenal increase in women 

working in the public space. The middle-class women of this period had started to 

seek works outside the home environment, availing themselves of resources such as 
                                                       
29 See Sally Ledger, The New Woman: Fiction and Feminism at the Fin de Siècle (Manchester: 
Manchester UP, 1997) 150-76.  
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education and vocational training to achieve that goal. For women of the middle-class, 

going outside the domestic space and earning their own bread was simply considered 

unnecessary and indecent before the first half of the nineteenth century. Marriage, 

motherhood, and housekeeping had been regarded as the only proper vocations and 

the domestic as the only appropriate space to women of this class. For various reasons, 

however, gentlewomen since the 1880s had been driven to enter the conventionally 

male-dominated, urban working spaces. First, the government developing as a modern 

bureaucracy, the prospering business sectors including the emerging banks and 

insurance companies, and the growing retail industry with department stores as its 

associates all contributed to the escalating need for white-collar female workers like 

clerks, bookkeepers, typists, secretaries, and shop girls. Second, the increasing 

financial pressures or difficulties felt by many middle-class families which could no 

longer keep a self-sustained life often forced their daughters, young and unmarried, to 

earn a living of their own. Third, positive attitudes toward paid work advocated by 

feminists and many emancipated women around the turn of the century helped the 

middle-class women, whose work had long been devotional and non-remunerative, to 

justify their career-pursuing as seeking financial independence and self-fulfillment.30 

As the 1890s developed, the professional working woman was increasingly 

presented as an attractive role model in new women’s journals, social investigatory 

accounts, and contemporary novels by writers of both sexes, who often took 

contrasting views on the female independence she embodied. One of the early editions 

of the new feminist weekly Woman, established in 1890, argued that through 
                                                       
30 See Angelique Richardson and Chris Willis, eds, The New Woman in Fiction and in Fact: 
Fin-de-Siècle Feminisms (New York: Palgrave, 2002) 5. 
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committing herself to work, “woman of today” has gradually waken up to their 

possibilities in life: 

With the spread of education, and the stern necessity which compels an 

ever-changing army of women to provide for themselves and fight their 

own battles in life, we find . . . women are every day more distinguishing 

themselves in various callings which the necessities of the time, primarily, 

have compelled them to adopt . . . . Women are gradually getting alive to 

their possibilities in life, and are so surely—with many abortive efforts, 

maybe—evolving to a higher ideal from that of our grandmothers.31 

As modern women increasingly take up the role of breadwinner, their new-found 

independence and self-sufficiency demonstrates the enlarged possibilities for future 

womanhood. 

Social investigators of this period revealed also that in broad terms women’s 

large-scale employment in the new white-collar professions like clerical work, the 

retail industry, and the civil service, granted them respectability, creditability, and 

social status. As Lee Holcombe has argued, by the early years of the twentieth century 

“middle-class working women, a respected and self-respecting force, were an 

essential part of the country’s labor force,” rather than a self-pitying and pitied 

“surplus and depressed minority” (20). Clara Collet, a social investigator, in her 1892 

statistical appendix to the Royal Commission Labor noted a remarkable increase in 

women’s employment between 1881 and 1891. Women increasingly take occupations 

in the tertiary sector, including teachers, nurses, clerks, librarians, heads of certain 
                                                       
31 Harriette Raphael, “Women of Today,” Woman, 1 February 1890, 2, qtd. in Emma Liggins, George 
Gissing, the Working Woman, and Urban Culture (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2006) 101. 



  33

business departments. This growing army of female workers testifies to “the entrance 

into the wages market of women in the middle-class, counting numerically but a small 

section of the community, and in many cases taking up new employments.”32 This is 

even more obviously perceived in female employment in the last years of the 

nineteenth century, when educated, middle-class women increasingly practice a 

self-supporting life style. According to a 1901 census, the number of educated women 

employed as clerks in government agencies like the Post Office rose from 6,000 in 

1881 to nearly 25,000 in 1901. With the booming of commodity economy, women 

clerks finding employment in private companies also rose to 60,000 by the same year. 

     Although women working to support themselves increasingly emblematize fin 

de siècle female independence, contemporary writings by male authors nevertheless 

tend to portray them as deviating from traditional womanhood. The appearance of the 

female white-collar worker in the male-penned novels of the 1880s and 1890s both 

testifies to the increasing acceptance of her place in the labor market and to the fears 

surrounding her entry into urban commodity culture. Fin de siècle narratives about the 

shop girl, for instance, often employ a naturalistic, male-dominated perspective upon 

women working in the city, highlighting that female worker needs to struggle against 

all the odds their independence entails and that ultimately she would be forced into 

marriage to escape an exploitive, unbearable work environment.33 

Representations of the shop-girl as a streetwise urbanite, a knowing city 

                                                       
32 “Report by Miss Collet on the Statistics of Employment of Women and Girls,” Parliamentary 
Papers 1894, vols. 91-92, c.7564, 7 qtd. in Judith R. Walkowitz, City of Dreadful Delight: Narratives 
of Sexual Danger in Late-Victorian London (Chicago: Chicago UP, 1992) 65. 
33 For instance, Zola’s Au Bonheur des Dames (1883), George Gissing’s The Old Women (1893) and 
Theodore Dreiser’s Sister Carrie (1900). See Deborah L Parsons, Streetwalking the Metropolis: Women, 
the City, and Modernity. (Oxford: Oxford UP, 2000) 43-81. 
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character of questionable respectability, are particularly predominant in these 

male-authored naturalistic novels of the 1880s and 1890s, which tend to portray their 

heroines as sexually attractive shop girls who work in fashionable West End shops or 

department stores. As Deborah Parsons indicates, male authors like Zola, Dreiser, and 

Gissing portray women working in the world cities of London, Paris, and Chicago 

respectively with the voyeuristic perspective of the naturalistic flâneur. As well as 

Gissing, fin de siècle British male writers like Meredith, Grant Allen, and H. G. Wells 

all take up the subject of the working woman and her exploration of the public world, 

yet underlying their interest in her emancipation is “a voyeuristic fascination with her 

sexuality” (Parsons 83). These unmarried, emancipated women depicted by the male 

authors are thus often judged as sexually threatening to masculinity of the fin de 

siècle. 

While sharing with naturalistic writings of this period an intention to lay bare 

the dire aspects of lives led by the lower-class, these narratives nevertheless represent 

the male and often anti-feminist views on female autonomy and independence that the 

shop girl embodies through transgressing prescribed femininity. In these narratives, 

the shop girl is often a woman from the working or the lower-middle class, the latter a 

déclassé not uncommon in fin de siècle England, and is driven to work out of 

economic necessity. The spaces she works, including shops of all kinds and the 

department stores emerging since the later half of the nineteenth century, are 

represented more often than not as improper, dangerous, and unwholesome to the 

female worker, who might be subject to low payment, long working hours, and even 

sexual harassment if her work requires frequent contacts with customers of the other 
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sex.34 The shop work therefore is usually described as transitional for especially girls 

from the lower middle-class, whose aspiration or career-making, if any, would 

eventually have to give way to their hasty marriages, a textual arrangement made in 

compliance with Victorian standards of womanhood. 

     As male authors dominated the image of the New Woman in the fin de siècle, 

accounts of women’s urban experience from their own perspective have tended to be 

overlooked. While these male-authored narratives represent a grim picture of how fin 

de siècle capitalism and consumer culture exploit the female laboring body through a 

largely patriarchal lens, feminist scholars nowadays have started to read against the 

grain of these narratives by pointing out that the shop girl might embody female 

independence and transgression of separate spheres through simply working and 

occupying public spaces of the city at the turn of the century.35 Arlene Young has 

noted the liberating effect of white-collar work on women in fin de siècle narratives, 

showing how the self-supporting shop girls “provide spirited and adventurous 

heroines for many novels of the 1890s and early 1900s” (1999: 128). Sally Ledger 

indicates that rather than representing merely the female spectacle or the exploited 

female body subject to male, capitalistic and voyeuristic forces, the shop girl is “a 

                                                       
34 In her interdisciplinary study of labor, leisure, and the shopgirl in fin de siècle London, Lise Shapiro 
Sanders indicates that contemporary British male writers like George Gissing and W. Somerset 
Maugham portray shop labor as a degrading activity for women, particularly threatening to the 
performance of the gentility associated with proper femininity. In addition to its “sweated” aspects, 
shop labor is viewed as degrading in its production of boredom, an experience imagined as 
characteristic of the shopgirl’s everyday life. See Lise Shapiro Sanders, Consuming Fantasies: Labor, 
Leisure, and the London Shopgirl, 1880-1920 (Columbus: Ohio State UP, 2006) 97-100. See also 
Emma Liggins, George Gissing, the Working Woman, and Urban Culture (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2006) 
101-16. 
35 See Sally Ledger, “Gissing, the Shopgirl, and the New Woman,” Woman: A Cultural Review (1995) 
265-74; Lise Shapiro Sanders, Consuming Fantasies: Labor, Leisure, and the London Shopgirl, 
1880-1920 (Columbus: Ohio State UP, 2006); Emma Liggins, George Gissing, the Working Woman, 
and Urban Culture (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2006); Deborah Parsons, Streetwalking the Metropolis: Women, 
the City, and Modernity (Oxford: Oxford UP, 2000) 50-56. 
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figure inhabiting the metropolis in a more self-confident and disruptive way than the 

shopgirl-as-victim-of-capitalism narrative puts forward” (268). Or Judith Walkowitz 

writes, manifesting female visibility in and negotiation of the fin de siècle city’s 

gendered space, these shop assistants, or girls in business “were neither ladies nor 

streetwalkers but a new category of working women in the third tertiary sector of the 

economy” (1992: 24). The shop girl is thus redeemed from her passivity and 

vulnerability, and rendered a sexually and socially disruptive, imposing figure at the 

fin de siècle city. 

     Levy’s Romance of a Shop portrays the shop girl as embodying such female 

independence practiced against the backdrop of the fin de siècle city’s increasingly 

commodified culture. In the opening pages of the novel, Gertrude Lorimer and her 

single sisters are forced by the sudden death of their father to choose between 

traditional marriage and a life on their own, the latter a more challenging and 

unconventional choice in the eyes of their comparatively conservative relatives or 

friends. Rather than going into the marriage market or the conventionally feminine, 

domestic work fields like teaching or nursing, which is of “the dull little ways by 

which women, ladies, are generally reduced to earn their own living” (55), the 

Lorimer sisters choose to work as self-employed photographers, opening a shop of 

their own in London’s Upper Baker Street. Their choice of shop work is, of course, 

not without opposition. The proposal of working for their own meal tickets is strongly 

opposed by the sisters’ rich aunt, who is scandalized by the fact that her dead sister’s 

daughters should go into business as single women, a choice deemed by her as 

unbecoming to women of the respectable class and inviting moral and sexual dangers. 
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To the aunt, to go into business is “dangerous and unwomanly,” for it entails not just 

the “loss of caste, damage to prospects—vague and delicate possession of the female 

sex,” but most importantly “complicated evils which must necessarily arise from an 

undertaking so completely devoid of chaperones” (72). In her outright condemnation 

of female independence attempted by her nieces working as self-employed 

photographers, the aunt represents exactly the often reactionary view of women’s 

work by Victorian traditionalists who tend to associate work, women, female publicity, 

and the resultant disruption of the middle-class gender boundary of the separate 

spheres. 

     In stark contrast with her aunt’s conventional sense of womanhood, Gertrude, 

who takes the initiative in persuading her sisters to opt for a life of independence, 

finds that shop work allows greater opportunities and freedom than jobs like nursing 

or teaching that most women of her class are supposed to take when work is needed. 

As the novel demonstrates, opening a shop of their own means to Gertrude and her 

sisters also opening up to new social possibilities, wider inter-personal contacts, and 

not the least, the city’s richly public life, all of these being new social experiences 

inaccessible to traditionally feminine, domestic works. The shop business is thus 

described by Gertrude as beneficial to the future of women’s work, because it is 

“progressive” and “a creature capable of growth,” the “very qualities conventional 

women’s work is dreadfully lacking” (55). Departing from the more traditional views 

of female work presented by her aunt and even her elder sister Fanny, who are 

“behind the age” in thinking that decent women should never work, Gertrude’s is a 

view adopted by a woman “intensely modern,” “a free woman, ready for action” 
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(54-59). 

Yet Levy does not simply turn up a rosy picture of young ladies making success 

as working women in Romance of a Shop. The Lorimer sisters opening a shop are 

presented as subject to the ups and downs of the market, which pose threat as well as 

opportunity to these fledglings managing to stand on their own in London’s 

competitive business ambience. Gertrude, for instance, often has to worry about the 

prospects of the shop business before they eventually come across promising owing to 

the diligence and hard work practiced by the female photographers. The pressing 

needs to make both ends meet on a daily basis, to cater for the public taste so as not to 

lose business, are particularly felt by Gertrude as shopkeeper, who realizes that for 

anyone wanting to achieve success in the business world, “only a plank” lies 

“between them and the pitiless, fathomless ocean,” “into whose boiling depth 

hundreds sank daily and disappeared, never to rise again” (95). To Fanny, the most 

delicate of the Lorimer sisters, this harsh reality even drives her to fits of hysteria and 

constant crying. Still another grim picture of the shop girl working for her survival in 

the city is discernible in Miss Stéphanie, who earns her livelihood as dressmaker 

below the very floors the Lorimer sisters occupy. Facing stringently financial 

difficulties resulting probably from slack business, Miss Stéphanie attempts suicide 

and is ultimately forced to move out of her lodging place. A contrast with the Lorimer 

sisters as paradigms of established women workers, the female dressmaker falling 

down from her pursuit of independence thus signifies to Gertrude, who finds the story 

of Miss Stéphanie “made her sick at heart,” (95) what might become of women failing 

to secure for themselves a foothold in the city’s exacting and still gendered working 
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ambience. 

Female Public Visibility in the City 

As is discussed, shop work provides fin de siècle middle-class women like the 

Lorimer sisters with a means of practicing self-independence and pursuing an 

unconventional career. Their public walking and everyday activities in the city, 

however, entails no less independence and unconventionality at a time when female 

streetwalking as well as career-pursuing was strongly opposed by traditionalists. In 

her article entitled “Out Walking,” Eliza Lynn Linton, a contemporary novelist and 

journalist, reveals herself as one of those arguing against female public walking 

growing popular since the later half the nineteenth century. Warning that women of 

particularly the respectable classes might risk losing their reputation and exposing 

themselves to sexual danger in pursuing the freedom of streetwalking, she thus 

questions: 

Is it a fact that modest women are continually being spoken to if they 

walk alone? And that even two well-bred, well-dressed, and 

well-conducted girls together are not safe, however quiet their demeanor 

and unalluring their attire? . . . What becomes of the modest single 

women of the middle-class ranks, who . . . are obliged to walk alone, yet 

who never dream that they are thereby reduced to the standard of social 

evils? (Qtd. in Nead 66) 

These are questions frequently asked by late-Victorian traditionalists repelled by the 

increased female public walking, yet through highlighting the presences of women 

occupying public spaces, they nevertheless point out the very fact that the 
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unaccompanied public walking is more and more commonly practiced by women at 

the fin de siècle. 

     In Romance of a Shop, Levy engages in the issues of fin de siècle female 

streetwalking through having the Lorimer sisters opt for urban public life which their 

shop work necessitates and which brings them to constant challenges of the barriers 

imposed upon female use of public spaces. The novel portrays the Lorimer sisters as 

highly conscious of their position in the city’s public spaces, as streetwise girls 

knowing how to keep themselves from any dangers their business errands or simply 

pleasurable strolling in the streets might incur. Rather than seeking protection in 

conventional chaperonage, these girls cultivate a more practical sense of self-reliance 

as a shield against any moral and sexual dangers their public walking may invite. This 

is how Gertrude and Lucy justify their frequent unaccompanied, public walking 

demanded by the shop work, which requires going about to public places with the 

clients, whom they may know nothing about: 

“It is a mere matter of convention, is it not?” cried Gertrude, more 

anxious to persuade herself than her sister. “Whether a man walks into 

your studio and introduces himself, or whether your hostess introduces 

him at a party, it comes to much the same thing. In both cases you must 

use your own judgment about him.” 

“And whether he walks down the street with you, or puts his arm around 

your waist, and waltzes off with you to some distant conservatory, makes 

very little difference. In either case the chances are one knows nothing 

about him.” (97) 
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Assuming a modern, unconventional attitude toward female public walking, both 

Gertrude and Lucy have an ironical view of the long-held Victorian bourgeois social 

decorum while asserting that women had better count on themselves to make 

judgment of the other sex on any public occasions. 

     Throughout the novel Gertrude and Lucy present themselves as women capable 

of transgressing the fin de siècle city’s still gendered public spaces, though in doing so 

they inevitably invite the often accusing glance from those casting a moral, 

conservative view on female unaccompanied public visibility. As well as exploring 

the city on foot, the Lorimer sisters are frequent users of mass public transport like the 

omnibuses and the underground, the two important vehicle inventions of the 

nineteenth century. Phyllis is depicted as availing herself of the underground railway 

to have pleasurable tours around the city. Lucy also uses the third-class carriage to 

transport herself between London and the suburbs. Gertrude takes to particularly the 

omnibus, the plebeian, modern vehicle proving to her a means of navigating and 

browsing through the bustling city. The omnibus, in providing a democratizing way of 

observing the cityscape, offers also for Gertrude the possibility of transgressing the 

city’s gendered spaces. In an episode describing the usual bus ride around the city 

carried out by Gertrude alone, who treats such a trip as inspiring and liberating, the 

female passenger nevertheless finds herself confronting a view that sees things in the 

opposite way: 

One bright morning towards the end of January, Gertrude came careering 

up the street on the summit of a tall, green omnibus, her hair blowing 

gaily in the breeze, her ill-gloved hands clasped about a bulky note-book. 
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Frank, passing by in painting-coat and a sombrero, plucked the latter 

from his head in exaggerated salute, an action which evoked a responsive 

smile from the person for whom it was intended, but acted with quite a 

different effect on another person who chanced to witness it, and for 

whom it was certainly not intended. (99) 

While responding to the salutation from a male acquaintance, Gertrude is not aware 

that her behavior is open to judgment by another person, whose well-meaning comes 

the other way round. This is no other than her aunt, who, to Gertrude’s dismay, comes 

dashing past in an open carriage, a “look of speechless horror” on her countenance 

(99). Gertrude, however, is able to justify to her aunt, who takes her to task for 

manifesting unduly female public presence, that her public visibility in the city is a 

social pleasure legitimately enjoyed by women of her class, who have none of the 

conventional social opportunities yet rely on “judgment and self-respect” in “[their] 

relations with people, under any circumstances whatever” (101). In this way, Gertrude 

proves herself and her sisters to be examples of modern, independent women claiming 

their rights to the city’s public spaces instead of the “complicated evils” which her 

aunt and many contemporary traditionalists have claimed arising from women’s 

unchaperoned public walking. 

The New Woman as Writer 

     As with the representation of the shop girl as deviating from conventional 

femininity by many fin de siècle male authors, the picture of the woman writer in this 

period is rendered no less negatively in many contemporary male-penned writings. In 

the popular press of the fin de siècle period, the female writer is one of the New 
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Woman types commonly satirized. In popular journals like Punch, the female writer is 

often represented as either too knowing or too innocent, too masculine or too feminine, 

suggesting that the female gender is unfit for the writing enterprise. On the one hand, 

the female author is seen either as “a love-hungry spinster, living her life vicariously 

through her works” or as “an innocent young lady, writing about matters she knows 

nothing about and making herself unattractive in the bargain” (Marks 81). The overtly 

feminization of women as popular, romance writers by the male satirists is thus 

employed to come to the conclusion that women are not fit for serious literary work 

and that their writing is more often than not shallow.36 

On the other hand, women trying their hands at serious writings, which have 

long been a realm occupied by male authors, are stigmatized as unwomanly or falling 

short of the perspective needed to sustain such an effort. A Punch rhyme of 1894 thus 

ridiculed the New Woman as female writer: 

There is New Woman, and what do you think? 

She lives upon nothing but Foolscap and Ink! 

But, though Foolscap and Ink form the whole of her diet, 

This nagging New Woman can never be quiet! 

Another instance of the New Woman writer as a sexually threatening presence is 

found in a cartoon in the Idler of 1894 depicting a man intimidated by women 

throwing books at him, these books by the contemporary advanced female writers like 

Sarah Grand and Emma Frances Brooke signifying particularly a threat to fin de siècle 

                                                       
36 See Patricia Marks, Bicycles, Bangs, and Bloomers: The New Woman in the Popular Press. 80-89. 
Male satirists often complain about the shallowness of female writing, which lacks “gusto and depth” 
(84) and “adult literary ingredients as grammar, style and common sense” (85). Stereotypes on the 
female novelists as producing “inflated romantic verbosities with little plot and less significance” (80). 
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male sexual/gender identity.37 

     By contrast, the image of the female writer is rendered more positively in fin de 

siècle novels by New Women writers. These feminist writers, who often project a 

self-image onto their portrayals of the New Woman writer-heroine, are prone to offer 

sympathetic observations on the obstacles and battles she needs to fight to seek 

literary enterprise as a means of achieving self-assertion and self-fulfillment.38 As 

well as portraying the writer-heroine as fighting against the patriarchal forces 

discouraging her literary pursuit, these feminist writers represent how she negotiates 

with the fin de siècle’s increasing commodification of literary production, a 

phenomenon ascribed by the contemporary gender-biased, discriminating male writers 

to the female intrusion into the literary market. 39 Femininity was a trope commonly 

employed by fin de siècle male writers to deplore the degeneration of a literary market 

increasingly invaded by the emerging women writers and mass readers. Women 

writers of this period were accused by their male counterparts of producing superficial, 

trashy works appealing to a largely undistinguishing female readership. Not only the 

author of mass culture text is gendered, but also the production of this text is 

considered to be gendered. The woman taking part in the emerging mass literary 
                                                       
37 For more on the implications of this cartoon satirizing the female writer/writing, see Margaret 
Beetham, A Magazine of Her Own? Domesticity and Desire in the Woman’s Magazine, 1800-1914 
(London: Routledge, 1996) 132 
38 See, for instance, novels like Mona Caird’s The Daughters of Danaus (1894), Ella Hepworth 
Dixon’s The Story of a Modern Woman (1894), Sarah Grand’s The Beth Book (1897), or Mary 
Cholmondeley’s Red Pottage (1899). For the updated studies of the female writer as figured in fin de 
siècle New Woman fiction, see Margaret Diane Stetz, “New Grub Street and the Woman Writer of the 
1890s,” Transforming Genres: New Approaches to British Fiction of the 1890s (Basingstoke: 
Macmillan, 1994) 21-45; Lyn Pykett, “Portraits of the Artist as a Young Woman,” Victorian Women 
Writers and the Woman Question (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1999) 135-50; Penny Boumelha, “The 
Woman of Genius and the Woman of Grub Street: Figures of the Female Writer in British Fin de Siècle 
Fiction,” English Literature in Transition 40.3 (1997): 164-80. 
39 For more on the commodification and feminization of the fin de siècle literary market, see Andreas 
Huyssen, “Mass Culture as Woman: Modernism’s Other,” After the Great Divide: Modernism, Mass 
Culture, Postmodernism (London: Macmillan, 1986) 44-64. 
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market as a professional writer thus not only finds for her an opportunity of getting 

published and realizing her literary potential but also finds herself complicated in the 

gendered conception of women, literary production, and mass readership, which is 

especially perceived in the publishing trade of the fin de siècle when a shared fear 

about the feminization of literary market was felt by many male writers.40 

     However intimidating or benign these presences of the writing women in fin de 

siècle discourses might be, they indicate unfailingly that women writers are taking 

their place in a new professional world. The establishment of the Institute of Women 

Journalists in 1895, for instance, signals such a process, and by the end of the 1880s, 

at least 40 percent of the authors are women at large British publishing houses. 

Census data in Britain and the United States testifies to women’s increased emergence 

into the profession of journalism. The 1841 census in Britain listed only fifteen 

women professionally engaged as authors, editors, and journalists. By 1891 this 

number rose to 660. Between 1890 and 1900 the U. S. census reported an even more 

dramatic increase in the number of female reporters and editors from approximately 

1000 to 2200.41 This emergence of female writers around the turn of the century is 

largely ascribable to the rise of mass literary market, which creates great demand for 

cheap papers and books from the working class and the expanding lower-middle 

class.42 New Journalism, a stylistic change happening to the periodic press of the 

                                                       
40 In her study of gendered cultural production in the fin de siècle period, Elaine Showalter indicates 
that by the time George Eliot died in 1880, women writers had constituted to their male counterparts “a 
set of frightening rivals in the literary market” and irritation with the productivity of the successful 
woman novelist “surfaces [often] . . . in critical essays and stories of the period written by men.” See 
Elaine Showalter, Sexual Anarchy: Gender and Culture at the Fin de Siècle (New York: Viking, 1990) 
76-77. 
41 See Seth Koven, Slumming: Sexual and Social Politics in Victorian London (Princeton: Princeton UP, 
2004) 334. 
42 According to an 1898 article published in Woman at Home, “hundreds of thousands of pounds of 
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1880s and 1890s, characterizes particularly the mass literary production of this period. 

A style made popular by the publisher George Newes, whose magazine Tit-Bits 

pioneers this stylistic innovation, New Journalism is noted for its lavish use of 

illustration, the employment of intimate, conversational tones, and a deeply felt 

sensationalism, the last a feature characterizing also the production of popular 

literature of this period.43 

     While in Romance of a Shop the Lorimer sisters embody female independence 

by opening a shop of their own and surviving fin de siècle London’s competitive 

business ambience, Gertrude Lorimer, a writer by avocation, exemplifies still another 

form of female self-assertion through managing to commit herself to literary efforts. 

That Gertrude is also a female writer finding literary creation a means of 

self-fulfillment and spiritual comfort is ignored by most critics of Romance of a Shop, 

who tend to focus on the eponymous routines the Lorimer sisters carry out to pursue 

their life of independence. A closer reading of the novel would, however, reveal that 

Levy does portray the heroine Gertrude a picture of the aspiring female writer in the 

city and thus a self-reflexive image of Levy herself,44 both mirroring fin de siècle 

women writers wanting to assert themselves amidst the increasingly competitive and 

commercialized literary market, and the turn-of-century city space that offers greater 

                                                                                                                                                           
capital are employed in the ladies’ newspapers of today; hundreds of bright, talented women, and men 
too, are busied incessantly in providing by pen and pencil every conceivable sort of information and 
illustration which can help to tell all the world what the feminine half is doing.” See Seth Koven, 
Slumming: Sexual and Social Politics in Victorian London 334. 
43 See Margaret Beetham, A Magazine of Her Own? Domesticity and Desire in the Woman’s Magazine, 
1800-1914 (London: Routledge, 1996) 124; W. T. Stead, a journalist of late-Victorian England, whose 
exposés best exemplify the sensational reportage characterizing his age, introduces New Journslism as 
that “personal style, that trick of bright colloquial language, that wealth of intimate picturesque detail, 
and that determination to arrest, amuse or startle” see Judith Walkowitz (1992: 84). 
44 Many scholars have found Gertrude Levy’s alter-ego. Levy is herself one of the female writers 
active in London’s literary circles. Levy regularly contributor to fashionable journals addressing 
particularly the female readership. 
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opportunities for women would-be writers. 

     Gertrude is obviously aware that as a would-be writer, she is entering an 

enterprise growing competitive in her days. Her talent at writing is indicated at the 

beginning of the story, when Fanny suggests that Gertrude might make a fortune via 

her pen, because she writes “so beautifully,” (54) an idea rejected by the 

practical-minded younger sister, who thinks that the literary market has become too 

competitive to venture upon. However, she never gives up writing even after 

committing herself to the comparatively more feasible work of photography. While 

deeming her everyday routine at the photo shop as a necessity to secure financial 

independence, Gertrude nevertheless mediates upon the limits such life entails: 

. . . Was this life, this ceaseless messing about in a pokey glass out-house, 

this eating and drinking and sleeping in the shabby London rooms? 

   Was any human creature to be blamed who rebelled against it? Did 

not flesh and blood cry out against such sordidness, with all the revel of 

the spring-time going on in the world beyond? 

   It is base and ignoble perhaps to scorn the common round, the trivial 

task, but is it not also ignoble and base to become so immersed in them as 

to desire nothing beyond? (120) 

This outburst should not be interpreted simply as her denial of the shop work, which 

Gertrude as well as her sisters has found helpful and contributive to female 

independence. It is rather Gertrude’s complaint about the lack of perspective such 

work may involve. It is also her wish to find ways to transcend the changeless pattern 

of daily shop work. 
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In this regard, writing offers Gertrude a means of transcending trivialized shop 

work and a more elevated way of approaching daily reality. Literary writing is the 

“old consolation” (119) Gertrude constantly resorts to in the pauses of professional 

work, a means of transcending her day-to-day routines of shop work. More often than 

not, Gertrude is portrayed as an urban observer seeing things through the lens of a 

writer: 

. . . [For] Gertrude, the humours of the town had always possessed a 

curious fascination. She contemplated the familiar London pageant with 

an interest that had something of passion in it; and, for her part, was 

never inclined to quarrel with the fate which had transported her from the 

comparative tamness of Campden Hill to regions where the pulses of the 

great city could be felt distinctly as they beat and throbbed. (80) 

Passages abound in the novel where Gertrude is found contemplating the city pageant. 

Her regular walk around Regent’s Park before business hours is one of the few 

occasions she could exorcise “her demons” (119), taking a break from the hustle and 

bustle of day-to-day work and seeking inspiration for literary production she is 

embarking on. Besides, the numerous errands Gertrude runs while performing shop 

work doubtless offers her opportunities of walking and observing the city. 

     Portraying Gertrude as a female writer making home in the city, Levy 

anticipates many New women authors who represent women would-be writers as 

self-supporting, urban figures making their bare subsistence amidst the fin de siècle 

city’s increasingly competitive literary market.45 Like most of these writer-heroines, 
                                                       
45 See, for instance, novels like Mona Caird’s The Daughters of Danaus (1894), Ella Hepworth 
Dixon’s The Story of a Modern Woman (1894), Sarah Grand’s The Beth Book (1897), or Mary 
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Gertrude, when pursuing her literary ambition, is found confronting the traditional 

view on female employment that demands women engage in works of domestic, 

feminine nature. Committing herself to literary efforts, Gertrude is by no means going 

into one of those “dull little ways by which women, ladies, are generally reduced to 

earn their own living” (55). Rather, she aligns herself with a troop of self-assertive, 

independent women writers increasingly perceived as making home in London at the 

fin de siècle, who seek literary enterprise as profession and a means of 

self-realization. 

As a writer, Gertrude finds that the city London, with its ever-expanding 

publication industry catering for the growing urban mass readership, provides the very 

opportunities for female authors like her who want to try their hands at the writing 

profession. The novel never fails to impress the reader that fin de siècle London is 

already a huge mass literary market.46 Most of the characters reveal themselves as 

consumers of daily newspapers or popular periodicals. Mrs. Maryon, the landlady to 

the Lorimers, is a faithful reader of Pall Mall Gazette, a daily newspaper providing 

her with sources of gossips and scandals about London people. Frank, a friend of the 

Lorimer sisters and a suitor of Lucy Lorimer, is revealed an avid reader of periodicals 

like The Sporting Times and Tit-bits, the latter a popular weekly penny paper in 

late-Victorian England and an emblem of New Journalism characterizing the massive, 

                                                                                                                                                           
Cholmondeley’s Red Pottage (1899). For the updated studies of the female writer as figured in fin de 
siècle New Woman fiction, see Margaret Diane Stetz, “New Grub Street and the Woman Writer of the 
1890s,” Transforming Genres: New Approaches to British Fiction of the 1890s (Basingstoke: 
Macmillan, 1994) 21-45; Lyn Pykett, “Portraits of the Artist as a Young Woman,” Victorian Women 
Writers and the Woman Question (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1999) 135-50; Penny Boumelha, “The 
Woman of Genius and the Woman of Grub Street: Figures of the Female Writer in British Fin de Siècle 
Fiction,” English Literature in Transition 40 (3): 164-80. 
46 In the novel, Paternoster Row is first introduced as synonymous with a cluster of publishers to 
which Gertrude has sent her manuscripts in vain. 
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sensational productions of the fin de siècle periodical press. The Lorimer sisters also 

indicate themselves as readers consuming popular magazines like Punch. 

     While creating greater demands for the production of newspapers and popular 

journals, such expanding urban mass readership in the fin de siècle period exercises 

nevertheless also an apparently degrading effect upon literary production. Gertrude is 

depicted as having to choose between producing mass-consumed, trashy works or 

committing herself to more serious, valued pieces that cater for only the elite reader. 

As the novel makes it clear, Gertrude initially works on the more elevated forms like 

tragedy and some high-minded novels, which do not seem to meet the popular taste 

and have made numerous “frequent and fruitless visits” to the publishing house (59). 

Gertrude is made aware that she is entering a commodified literary market, a market 

increasingly encroached upon by the popular, undiscriminating reader(ship), by her 

friend Frank, who ironically pokes at the vulgarized literary market, to which he and 

Gertrude contribute as illustrator and writer respectively: 

We have all to get off our high horse, Miss Lorimer, if we want to live. I 

had ten guineas this morning for that thing; and there is the Death of 

Oedipus with its face to the wall in the studio—and likely to remain there, 

unless we run short of firewood one of these days (121-22). 

At comparison here is the relative profitability of a little poem by Gertrude, for which 

Frank gives an illustration, over the classical Greek drama that has been held as an 

emblem of high-quality literature. It is also a comparison drawn between Gertrude’s 

light verses, which make a profit despite being “rather a come down,” (121) and her 

efforts at a tragedy in five acts entitled Charlotte Corday, which is a more serious 
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work yet has been rejected by the publisher largely because of its failing to appeal to 

the public taste. 

The Female Poet of the City 

     As has been indicated, the New Woman as writer embodies female 

self-assertion and independence through claiming her rights to the fin de siècle 

literary profession and urban public life. In Romance of a Shop, Levy portrays 

Gertrude the very image of such a self-assertive, independent New Woman writer, 

who negotiates the city’s gendered and increasingly commodified spaces. In her life 

and London poetry, Levy represents also the female poet as urban writer-observer, 

strolling, watching, and eulogizing the city while making her claim to a life of 

independence that the city brings her to. 

     An Anglo-Jewish woman of letters, Amy Levy was one of the women who 

moved easily about London of the 1880s as an urban traveler. Levy was the first 

Jewish woman to be educated at Newnham. She was friends with contemporary 

female authors like Oliver Schreiner, Eleanor Marx, and Margaret Harkness, who 

write widely on feminism and politics.47 She paid regular visits to the theater, art 

galleries, London’s parks, and the library at the British Museum, the last especially a 

favorite place to many women readers and writers emerging in the fin de siècle 

period.48 She also attended private salons and parties and events sponsored by 

                                                       
47 Oliver Schreiner was the author of The Story of an African Farm (1883) and Woman and Labor 
(1911). Eleanor Marx was a talented linguist as well as an active socialist and labor organizer. And 
Margaret Harkness was a moderately successful novelist and sometimes associate of leading labor 
militants in the 1880s. See Deborah Epstein Nord, Walking the Victorian Streets: Women, 
Representation, and the City (Ithaca: Cornell UP, 1995) 181-206. 
48 In her 1889 article “Readers at the British Museum,” published in Atlanta: Every Girl’s Magazine 
aimed at the middle-class female readership, Levy delineates the development of the Reading Room in 
terms of those it serves, from the earlier elite readers like Isaac Disraeli, Walter Scott, William Godwin, 
Charles Lamb to the “all sorts and conditions of men and women,” who might be the reader as long as 
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London organizations like the Women Writers’ Club and the Society of Authors.49 

As Victorian woman poet, Levy, however, has been forgotten for decades since 

her death by suicide in 1888. Despite having enjoyed brief popularity and received 

praise from her contemporary writer Oscar Wilde,50 Levy and her poetry sink into 

oblivion not very long after her demise. Like many female poets of her time, Levy is 

not even included in most of the anthologies of Victorian literature and poetry. It is not 

until the 1990s when a group of scholars start to re-evaluate the literary merits of 

poetry by late-Victorian women that Levy, together with other female bards, is read 

again.51 Levy’s poetry on urban life as observed and celebrated by a female bard is 

                                                                                                                                                           
they are over the age of twenty-one. The significance lies also in the fact Levy is addressing her female 
readers who have now the access to a reading facility that might have denied their entrance before. This 
is how she describes the reading room of British Museum as an emerging egalitarian space: “Rich and 
poor, old and young, competent and incompetent, the successes and failures of life and literature may 
be met beneath the dome in undistinguishable fellowship. To each and all, no doubt, the “Room” 
presents its attractions, for each and all has its uses. For some it is a workshop, for others a lounge; 
there are those who put it to the highest uses, while in many cases it serves as a shelter—a refuge, in 
more senses than one, for the destitute.” (227) 
49 See Linda Hunt Beckman, Amy Levy: Her Life and Letters (Athens, OH: Ohio State UP, 2000) 
116-52. 
50 Levy’s short fiction “The Recent Telepathic Occurrence at the British Museum” published by 
Woman’s World in 1888 was highly regarded by Oscar Wilde, who was the editor of the popular journal 
aiming at the middle-class female readership. He described her little piece as “a real literary gem . . . 
sent to me by a girl . . . who has a touch of genius in her work.” In the obituary that Oscar Wilde wrote 
for Amy Levy in 1890, he gave her writing—both her prose and poetry—high praise. About Reuben 
Sachs, Levy’s novel about Jewish life, he observed, “To write thus at six-and-twenty is given to very 
few” and expressed his regret that “the world must forgo the full fruition of her power.” Although Levy 
had earned such respect in her life time and in the period immediately following it, her works were 
largely unknown until recently scholars begin to show a surging interest in the poetry written by 
Victorian women, the literature produced by England’s Jews, and the experience of fin de siècle women, 
who, like her, were female pioneers to live in an independent and unconventional manner. See Linda 
Hunt Beckman, Amy Levy: Her Life and Letters (Athens, OH: Ohio State UP, 2000) xi, 144-45. 
51 Some impressive anthologies in particular—Jennifer Breen’s 1994 edition of Victorian Women 
Poets 1830–1901, Angela Leighton and Margaret Reynolds’s 1995 edition of Victorian Women Poets, 
Isobel Armstrong and Joseph Bristow’s 1996 edition of Nineteenth-Century Women Poets, and the two 
Longman collections (Victorian Women Poets by Tess Cosslett in 1996; and Victorian Women Poets: A 
New Annotated Anthology by Virginia Blain in 2000)—deserve special mention because they radically 
challenged the poetic landscape of the nineteenth century by re-introducing and recuperating the work 
of nineteenth-century women poets. Critical studies which investigated and reinforced this female 
lineage include, for example, Angela Leighton, Victorian Women Poets: Writing Against the Heart 
(1992); Linda K. Hughes, ed., Victorian Poetry Special Issue: Women Poets, 1830–1894 (1995); 
Angela Leighton, ed., Victorian Women Poets: A Critical Reader (1996); Isobel Armstrong and Virginia 
Blain, eds., Women’s Poetry, Late Romantic to Late Victorian: Gender and Genre (1999); Cynthia 
Scheinberg, Victorian Women Poets and Religion (2002); and Alison Chapman, ed., Victorian Women 
Poets (2003). 
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recognized as presenting a self-reflexive image and a female counterpart to the 

flâneur-poet, whose muse is “an urban Muse, and bound / By some strange law to the 

paven ground.”52 

As well as the delicate, strongly autobiographical, feminine voice resounding 

throughout Levy’s London poetry, which is also audible in the poetry by many 

late-Victorian women and would be explored in this section, an illustration drawn for 

this collection lays bare particularly the female identity of the poetic persona. It is one 

of the two illustrations included in the published form of Levy’s London poetry, in 

which a female writer is seen working on her pieces at desk, with her back to a 

panorama of the city accessible through the little garret’s window.53 This might be a 

useful reference to Levy’s London poetry as being composed and recited by the 

female minstrel, whose very image has been rendered picturesquely by the illustration 

enclosed. As many critics have indicated, the bulk of Levy’s poems in A London 

Plane-Tree and Other Verse, a collection published posthumously in 1889, allows 

much room for identifying the persona as a female bard inhabiting and observing the 

fin de siècle city.54 In “A London Plane-Tree” and “The Piano-Organ,” for instance, 

the female poet-speaker reveals herself unmistakably as woman writer making home 

                                                       
52 See Linda Hunt Beckman, Amy Levy: Her Life and Letters (Athens, OH: Ohio State UP, 2000); 
Linda Hunt Beckman, “Amy Levy: Urban Poetry, Poetic Innovation, and the Fin-de-Siècle Woman 
Poet,” The Fin-de-Siècle Poem: English Literary Culture and the 1890s (Athens, OH: Ohio UP, 2005) 
207-230. 
53 As in Levy’s other works of fiction, translation, and essays, this collection is published in the real 
name of the author, which is not always the case in the publishing world of late-Victorian England, 
where many female writers still use masculine pseudonyms to appeal to a wider readership. The 
employment of the real name by female authors, a practice growing popular in Levy’s time when a lot 
of women writers began to emerge in the literary market, makes a more ready connection between the 
female author and the persona than the masking of identity through male, assumed names. 
54 See Deborah Parsons, Streetwalking the Metropolis: Women, the City, and Modernity (Oxford: 
Oxford UP, 2000) 89-98; Ana Parejo Vadillo, Women Poets and Urban Aestheticism: Passengers of 
Modernity (Basingstoke: Macmillan, 2005) 38-77. 
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in the city, an urban female figure suggesting fin de siècle women’s intrusion into the 

male-dominated spaces and becoming increasingly recognizable particularly in 

late-Victorian poetry by women.55 

In “A London Plane-Tree,” after which Levy’s collection of urban poetry is 

named, the female poet is found contemplating the city pageant from her lodging 

place, a little garret. While suggesting the economical embarrassment of the occupant, 

the garret as a space nevertheless takes on significances particularly to women writers 

of the fin de siècle acting out female independence and transgression of gendered 

spaces conventionally demarcated.56 Here the garret is the very venue such a 

self-supporting female writer practices her art and commands a view of her urban 

ambience. The plane-tree, not uncommon in London streets, is the object of her 

contemplation. This London plane-tree, which retains its freshness, is perceived by 

the poet-speaker as native to the city’s soil, while the other trees grow brown and 

droop and pine for country air: 

Green is the plane-tree in the square, 

The other trees are brown; 

They droop and pine for the country air; 

The plane-tree loves the town. 

 

Here from my garret-pane, I mark 

The plane-tree bud and blow, 

                                                       
55 See Ana Parejo Vadillo, Women Poets and Urban Aestheticism: Passengers of Modernity 
(Basingstoke: Macmillan, 2005). 
56 See Ann Heilmann, New Woman Fiction: Women Writing First-Wave Feminism (London: Macmillan, 
2000) 178-179. 
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Shed her recuperative bark, 

And spread her shade below. 

 

Among her branches, in and out, 

The city breezes play; 

The dun fog wraps her round about; 

Above, the smoke curls grey. 

 

Others the country take for choice, 

And hold the town in scorn; 

But she has listened to the voice 

On city breezes borne. (1-16) 

In the first stanza, the uniqueness of the London plane-tree in the square is highlighted. 

The poet-speaker then in the second stanza reveals herself as occupying the garret, 

taking a view of the city via the window pane and finding herself attracted to the 

plane-tree. The city and the country are represented respectively by the contrasting 

images of the city-loving plane-tree and the other trees, which take the country for 

choice and “hold the town in scorn” (14). The speaker ultimately finds comfort in the 

London plane-tree surviving the hardship of city life, the season, and the 

unwholesome ambience, which is nevertheless perceived to “bud and blow / Shed her 

recuperative bark” and “has listened to the voice / On city breezes borne” (6-8). There 

is also a marked correspondence between the feminized London plane-tree and the 

female poet-speaker at the garret, who notices the peculiarity of the London plant, in 
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that both are content with their lot and delight in their urban existences. 

As in “A London Plane-Tree,” the female bard in “The Piano-Organ” inhabits a 

garret and finds her place to be an integral part of the city. The female bard describes 

herself as working at desk, where the “student-lamp is lighted” and “the books and 

papers are spread,” and is distracted only by the music coming up from the street: 

I open the garret window, 

Let the music in and the moon; 

See the woman grin for coppers, 

While the man grinds out the tune. 

 

Grind me a dirge or a requiem, 

Or a funeral-march sad and slow, 

But not, O not, that waltz tune 

I heard so long ago. 

 

I stand upright by the window, 

The moonlight streams in wan:— 

O God ! with its changeless rise and fall 

          The tune twirls on and on. (5-16) 

The music does not seem to produce a consoling effect as it is expected. The waltz 

tune played by the street musician simply reminds the listener how long she has been 

kept from a socially active life, a sacrifice her commitment to literary production 

might entail. Together with “A London Plane-Tree,” “The Piano-Organ” presents a 
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delicate observation and reflection by the female poet upon her urban existence, 

which evokes also the shared experience of women managing to stand on their own in 

the fin de siècle city. 

     While the garret represents a space the female bard needs to assert her 

autonomy and independence, the newly enlarged public spaces of the fin de siècle city 

prove to be the very sites she occupies to exercise her poetic imagination. In “London 

Poets,” for instance, the poet-speaker, who walks around the city, identifies with her 

predecessors doing exactly the same thing: 

They trod the streets and squares where now I tread, 

With weary hearts, a little while ago; 

When, thin and grey, the melancholy snow 

Clung to the leafless branches overhead; 

Or when the smoke-veiled sky grew stormy-red 

In autumn; with a re-arisen woe 

Wrestled, what time the passionate spring winds blow; 

And paced scorched stones in summer:—they are dead. 

 

The sorrow of their souls to them did seem 

As real as mine to me, as permanent. 

To-day, it is the shadow of a dream, 

The half-forgotten breath of breezes spent. 

So shall another soothe his woe supreme— 

“No more he comes, who this way came and went.” (1-14) 
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This poem is intended as a memorial to the London poets who had walked and mused 

about the city before the bard who now follows suite. The affinities between the 

present poet-speaker and the dead poets are especially manifested through a 

suspension of time and space they share. As well as the previous London poets, the 

poet-speaker is presented as subject to sorrow and sentiment which the urban 

environment generates. 

     While presenting itself as a space evoking personal, sentimental outbursts in 

poems like “London Poets” and “A March Day in London,” the street might be also a 

site for topical and topological representations of the fin de siècle city. In “Ballad of a 

Special Edition,” Levy mocks at sensational journalism prevalent in late-Victorian 

London, a phenomenon metaphorically represented against the backdrops of the city’s 

imagined geography and the increasingly sensationalized mass journalism. The 

speaker is repelled by the approach of the newspaper boy, who is a “bird of ill omen” 

in heralding the news of murders, evils, and accidents: 

He comes; I hear him up the street— 

Bird of ill omen, flapping wide 

The pinion of a printed sheet, 

His hoarse note scares the eventide. 

Of slaughter, theft, and suicide 

He is the herald and the friend; 

Now he vociferates with pride— 

A double murder in Mile End! 
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A hanging to his soul is sweet; 

His gloating fancy’s fain to bide 

Where human-freighted vessels meet, 

And misdirected trains collide. 

With Shocking Accidents supplied, 

He tramps the town from end to end. 

How often have we heard it cried— 

A double murder in Mile End. (1-16) 

Here Levy offers an alternative picture of the city life, one placed against the largely 

pleasant urban landscapes found in most of her London poems. The evils and harsh 

reality of urban life are presented through the daily paper, an emerging public medium 

accused of taking advantage of the urban mass reader, who craves for sensational 

report or anecdotes. Despite their topical and topological significances,57 these 

murders and accidents the speaker refers to throughout the poem are nevertheless 

subject to fabrication by the public press. Like its dispatcher, the newspaper is 

imagined and condemned by the speaker as contributing to “gloating fancy” and 

“apocryphal” reports (10, 27). Ultimately the speaker is able to dispel such a “bird of 

ill omen,” whose sounds simply “offend” her ears (26). 

As well as being an urban stroller making home and observation in the street, 

the female bard presents herself as capable user of mass public transportation. 

Celebrating the omnibus as an urban, plebian form of transport, Levy is one of the 

                                                       
57 In this sense, Mild End has typological significances regarding its association with not only the 
crime sites but also another fact that Levy and her Jewish contemporaries might be well acquainted 
with—that the East End is where the Jewish immigrants have settled down. 
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first female poets to write about the pleasure of riding on the modern mass vehicle. In 

“Ballad of an Omnibus,” the female bard reveals herself a habitual user of the 

omnibus, a vehicle growing popular with the proletarian masses in the fin de siècle 

city: 

Some men to carriages aspire; 

On some the costly hansoms wait; 

Some seek a fly, on job or hire; 

Some mount the trotting steed, elate. 

I envy not the rich and great, 

A wandering minstrel, poor and free, 

I am contented with my fate— 

An omnibus suffices me. 

 

In winter days of rain and mire 

I find within a corner strait; 

The ‘busmen know me and my lyre 

From Brompton to the Bull-and-Gate. 

When summer comes, I mount in state 

The topmost summit, whence I see 

Croesus look up, compassionate— 

An omnibus suffices me. (1-16) 

Based on Levy’s experience of riding the omnibus at a time when women hardly show 
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themselves on the top of the vehicle,58 this ballad is a recital by “a wandering 

minstrel, poor and free,” who delights in her humble way of exploring the city via the 

help of modern mass transportation. The ballad, a form conventionally used by the 

ancient, wandering minstrel giving vent to his wonders and woes, is employed by 

Levy to record the love of the modern city by the female poet-passenger. The minstrel 

identifies herself as a poet of the city and a constant user of the urban vehicle, for “the 

‘busmen know [her] and [her] lyre / From Brompton to the Bull-and-Gate.” While 

carriages or hansoms might present a more comfortable and bourgeois form of 

transport, the urban minstrel is content with her bus ride especially in summer because 

she is able to command a view from the top of “the human tale of love and hate” and 

“the city pageant, early and late,” the scenes whereof she extracts “a pleasure deep 

and delicate” (19-23). Unlike the speaker in “A London Plane-Tree” or “The 

Piano-Organ,” who commends a partial view of the city through the pane of the garret 

and is herself more or less stationary, the female poet mounting the omnibus enjoys a 

mobile, panoramic view of the crowd and the streetscapes. Through taking an 

omnibus, the poet-speaker also distinguishes herself from the well-to-do employing 

carriages or hansoms, who “look up, compassionate,” thus identifying herself with the 

proletarian masses who take great pleasure in the bus ride. 

While in “Ballad of an Omnibus” the female poet-passenger presents herself as 

moving and observing amidst the city’s changing pageant, a viewing position shared 

                                                       
58 In July 1929, the London Observer ran a series of articles celebrating George Schillibeer’s opening 
of the first omnibus line in London exactly a hundred years earlier. In response to that series, Katie 
Salomon, Amy Levy’s sister, wrote the following letter to the editor: “Dear Sir, In connection with your 
article about the omnibus, your readers might be interested in the following verses. The writer was 
among the first women in London to show herself on the top of omnibuses. She excused herself to her 
shocked family circle by saying that she had committed the outrage in company with the daughter of a 
dean, who was also the granddaughter of an archbishop of Canterbury.” 
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by the speakers strolling the London street in Levy’s other poems previously explored, 

the speakers in “The Village Garden” and “Out of Town” nevertheless indicate 

themselves as visitors to the countryside and thus entitled to a view of the city from 

outside, though their visits invariably make them long for a quick return to their urban 

habitats. The country in both poems is described as a place of beauty, quietness, and 

serenity, as contrasted by the city as a place of pollution, noise, and hurly-burly. In 

“The Village Garden,” for instance, the garden giving “breathes of peace and 

sunshine” embodies rural beauty and serenity, and the speaker “with mixed delight” 

finds him/herself linger there in the noontide “dreaming” (1-4, 9). Such serenity the 

country evokes is not disturbed until there is a sharp turn regarding the tone in the 

fourth stanza, where the speaker says that he/she would like to stay in the village 

garden only if the city does not call him/her from afar: 

Fain would I bide, but ever in the distance 

A ceaseless voice is sounding clear and low;— 

The city calls me with her old persistence, 

The city calls me—I arise and go. 

 

Of gentler souls this fragrant peace is guerdon; 

For me, the roar and hurry of the town, 

Wherein more lightly seems to press the burden 

Of individual life that weighs me down. 

 

I leave your garden to the happier comers 
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For whom its silent sweets are anodyne. 

Shall I return? Who knows, in other summers 

The peace my spirit longs for may be mine? (13-24) 

The speaker unfolds his/her desire to go back to the city. Unlike those “gentler souls” 

who might find comfort in the “fragrant peace” the village garden embodies, the 

speaker finds that the bustling city is more congenial, since “the roar and hurry of the 

town” seems to him/her to press the burden of individual life “more lightly.” The city 

personified and feminized thus becomes a voice calling the speaker from within “with 

her old insistence.” In this poem, Levy does not simply follow the romantic, 

male-dominated tradition of eulogizing the pastoral that the country stands for. Rather, 

the city is revealed by her as more appealing to a soul aspiring to experience 

excitement and liveliness of which the modern city is a much better provider. 

Such a contrast of the city and the country is also perceived in “Out of Town,” 

another poem featuring the love of the city expressed by the speaker who seeks a 

temporary sojourn in the countryside and ultimately finds him/herself attached to the 

urban ambience. The poem takes the form of three stanzas, in which the city is 

unfavorably compared with the country in the first two stanzas: 

Out of town the sky was bright and blue, 

Never fog-cloud, lowering, thick, was seen to frown; 

Nature dons a garb of gayer hue, 

 

Spotless lay the snow on field and down, 

Pure and keen the air above it blew; 
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All wore peace and beauty for a crown. 

 

London sky, marred by smoke, veiled from view, 

London snow, trodden thin, dingy brown, 

Whence that strange unrest at thoughts of you 

Out of town? (1-12) 

The speaker indicates him/herself as being out of town and entitled to a comparison of 

urban and rural scenery. The city London is initially revealed an ambience not very 

pleasant, “fog-cloud, lowering, thick,” and “was seen to frown,” when compared with 

the rural area, where “Nature dons a garb of gayer hue,” the air blows “pure and 

clean,” and all “wore peace and beauty for a crown.” The speaker, who might be out 

of town temporarily, seems to take greater pleasure in the vistas the country opens to 

him/her. Yet all the happiness and blessings this life in the country brings are eclipsed 

simply by the speaker’s addiction to the city as/and his/her beloved, hinted at by “that 

strange unrest at thoughts of you.” 


