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Conclusion 

This study has examined the numerous roles played by women entering the 

public spaces of London in the half century from the 1880s to the 1930s as workers, 

shoppers, diners, clubbers, cinema-goers, philanthropists, and tourists, a wide 

spectrum of active female social actors that until recently have not attracted enough 

attention from scholars of late-Victorian and Edwardian literature. The neglect of 

these newly pubic women in the fin de siècle period, who are distinct from their 

home-bound Victorian predecessors, is largely ascribed to an uncritical acceptance of 

or surrender to the long-held, dominant assumption of separate spheres in the 

nineteenth century. Through examining the writings of Amy Levy, Dorothy 

Richardson, and Virginia Woolf, who portray the multifarious pictures of women 

rambling the streets of modern London, this study has demonstrated that female 

public visibility and mobility have at least since the fin de siècle period been 

commonly practiced by a conglomerate of middle-class women. 

The city of the fin de siècle plays a significant role in shaping the emerging 

public subjectivity of these middle-class women, who have long been confined to the 

private, domestic sphere throughout most of the nineteenth century and have been 

represented as the “angel in the house,” an image marking not only female chastity 

and moral excellence but also the stark spatial demarcation of separate spheres 

imposed on the female sex. Along with the development of commercialism, mass 

consumption, and public transportation, the city emerging in the late nineteenth 

century has transformed into a spatiality actively interacting with the swarms of these 

newly public middle-class women, whose presences in the fin de siècle city’s public 
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spaces signify the very fact that the disruption of conventional bourgeois gendered 

order and spatial hierarchy is taking place in this period. 

     Mobility and spectatorship are thus two significant tropes applicable to 

women’s spatial and visual explorations of the fin de siècle city, the former 

underscoring their meandering footsteps threading through the increasingly egalitarian 

public space while the latter their roving eyes casting glances at those enticing urban 

spectacles which are already a phantasmagoria of commodity display, jostling crowd, 

and bustling streetscapes. Through writing about fin de siècle female streetwalking, 

the three women writers have demonstrated that those seemingly passive women of 

the middle-class may indeed be capable, through their public presence and their 

incessant footsteps, of pushing at the established boundaries. The massive presence of 

the New Woman in the fin de siècle city, an appellation employed by those applauding 

or repudiating her public visibility, heralds the disruption of a gendered, 

separate-sphere spatial demarcation observed by the upper- and middle-class women 

throughout most of the nineteenth century. Women are perceived to take part in the 

increasingly commodified and democratized city that provides more and more 

legitimate venues for female users of the city’s public spaces. 

Female workers of the fin de siècle period pioneer in claiming an equal standing 

in the city’s working space and a life of independence which most Victorian women 

of the middle-class have long been denied. The opening up of white-collar work to 

women during the late-Victorian period provides new opportunities for women in 

fiction as well as in life. Both Levy and Richardson in their novels portray 

self-supporting women from the middle-class, who are forced to work because of the 
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sudden loss of family fortunes. Laboring in shops or offices, these white-collar 

worker-heroines nevertheless are invigorated rather than enervated by their routine 

jobs because they provide the very possibilities of independence, of rejecting 

conventional feminine roles, and even of rejecting marriage as the only fulfilling 

female destiny. Marking the experience of female independence, work as such has 

liberated these heroines from the protective yet stifling cocoon of conventional 

middle-class femininity and contributed to active women’s participation in public 

spaces, which is especially manifested by their public walking in the streets of fin de 

siècle London. 

     As with female workers who increasingly occupy the city’s public spaces, 

women writers embody 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. 

    As well as presenting themselves as capable producers, fin de siècle women 

assert also their rights to the increasingly commodified cityscape, in which female 

consumers play an unprecedentedly significant role. As an emerging site of female 

consumption, the West End of London in the fin de siècle period registers especially 

women’s greater mobility in public consuming spaces. Apart from its private 

aristocratic residences, the Wes End has traditionally been the center of politics and 
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power throughout most of the nineteenth century. Yet by the end of the nineteenth 

century, facilitated by the development of commodity culture, the West End has 

transformed into sites of commodity display, shopping, and pleasure, its public spaces 

becoming hetero-social and increasingly feminized, where shopping ladies of the 

upper- and the middle-classes, female clerks of the lower-middle-class, shopgirls, 

female actresses, and female audiences constitute a large bulk in the jostling urban 

crowd. 

Along the central streets of the West End, with its mushrooming of shops, 

department stores, theaters, cafés, female clubs, and cinemas around the turn of the 

century, women increasingly manifest their visibility as purchasers, pleasure-seekers, 

and window-shoppers on the public street and the hetero-social urban space. Women’s 

clubs, ladies’ lavatories, female dining rooms, and tea shops emerging rapidly in fin 

de siècle London’s West End represent the joint efforts by the public and private 

sectors to improve the city and to satisfy the physical needs of an increasingly mobile 

female population. Established during the same time, situated in the same 

neighborhood, and courting the same consuming public, these institutions address 

middle-class women as target customers and, through inviting them to purchase goods 

and services, contribute to the disruption of the long-held Victorian separate spheres 

and to the increased female public visibility at the turn of the century. 

Throughout The Pilgrimage, there are a lot of examples of women melting into 

the walking public in their strolls around London streets, indicating that female 

streetwalking has become increasingly acceptable since the last years of the 

nineteenth century when Miriam and her female contemporaries assert their visibility 
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amidst the jostling crowd. Women are recognizable as making their ways to schools, 

work places, cafés, theaters, cinemas, clubs, shops, on foot or via the help of public 

transportations. The female shoppers and diners in Dorothy Richardson’s Pilgrimage 

provide the very picture of women consumers in fin de siècle London. The West End 

is portrayed as a site where commodity culture, female consumption, and urban public 

spaces converge to produce a unique women’s experience of the city, one 

paradoxically combined of female pleasure and desire. 

Previous studies often focus on the experience of the well-to-do middle-class 

women as buyers shopping for their family. Though such shopping invariably enables 

middle-class women to take part in a much wider women’s sphere of the fin de siècle 

city, such experience nevertheless distinguishes themselves from their economically 

embarrassed sisters. In The Pilgrimage, the heroine Miriam, who has to live on “her 

pound a week,” represents an alternative experience of the working woman conscious 

of her subordinate position as a consuming subject. Rather than being supported by 

the income of male breadwinners, as most married middle-class women do, Miriam 

has to budget her spending. Unlike the well-to-do middle-class women shoppers 

having more flexible budgets and affording to frequent expensive shops, Miriam 

needs to economize the use of her humble salary and make sure every penny was 

spent on the right things. In The Pilgrimage, the flâneuse as a shopper has a 

distinctive experience of modernity, which is mediated through both gender and class 

against a highly commoditized urban pageant embodied by late-Victorian London’s 

West End shopping ambience. 

Since the invention of cinema at the fin de siècle, cinema-going has become one 
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staple entertainment especially catering for the needs of a swarming crowd 

accompanying the rapid progress of urbanization and industrialization. As a means of 

mass entertainment culminating in popularity from the 1920s to the 1940s, cinema 

does not meet as much applause from the contemporary cultural critics as from the 

general public. Along with the development of mass consumption, commodity culture, 

and public space in the early twentieth century, cinema and cinema-going register not 

only the booming of popular, commoditized pleasure but also the dwindling of a 

high-brow culture privileging only a selected minority. 

Throughout her film criticism Dorothy Richardson argues for an alternative 

measure for cinema as an art form and popular pleasure. Observing that cinematic 

spectacles have contributed and corresponded to a renewed modern spectatorship, 

particularly on the part of the urban cinema-goer, Richardson, an urban rambler and 

spectator, develops alternative views on cinematic spectatorship and the mass 

cinema-going in the late 1920s and the early 1930s. In many ways, Richardson’s 

views on cinema, cinematic spectatorship and cinema-going challenge and even 

reverse the implicitly gendered assumptions held by the critics of cinema in her time. 

Unlike those criticizing cinema for producing the uncultivated mass spectatorship and 

the passive, “feminized” spectator, Richardson unearths the many positive aspects of 

the mass’s cinema-going, which is, for her, a matter of visual, spatial, and aesthetical 

significances. Predicated on her observation of the mass spectatorship, Richardson’s 

view of women’s cinema-going re-appropriates femininity traditionally associated 

with passivity, exhaustedness, and being-looked-at-ness, rendering women’s viewing 

a powerful look at the already enlarged and transgressed visual and urban space. 
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This study has thus examined female consumption as manifesting fin de siècle 

women’s complicated involvement in the city’s consuming spaces and commodity 

culture, which is represented by Dorothy Richardson in her fictional narratives about 

female consumers emerging in fin de siècle London, a phenomenon historically 

experienced by women of the 1880s and 1890s who increasingly found London’s 

West End a site of consumption and female pleasure, and by the authoress herself in 

her “ethnographical” writings on cinema as popular pleasure appealing to a wider 

spectrum of mass consumers, of which women constitute a significant part who seek 

fantasy and entertainment in the seemingly anesthetic form of pleasure. Yet if the 

West End shopping and entertaining places of London provided an urban space 

inhabitable by respectable women in the fin de siècle period, then East End 

philanthropy provided another opportunity for the modern women to make a claim on 

the city’s public space. 

The urban topologies of West End and East End had reinforced the social 

contrasts. Ownership and government legislation, as well as the status and wealth of 

the residents, affected the kind of urban spaces produced in both areas. While the west 

was populated by members of the aristocracy, nobility and wealthy bourgeois class 

who migrated from the city westward to new residential areas, the city and the eastern 

districts surrounding it were commercial and industrial zones, inhabited by the 

working-class and large numbers of immigrants. These movements created thus a 

growing gulf within London between the racially mixed and working-class east and 

the fashionable and upper-class west. The female philanthropist’s slum work thus 

offers a most contrasting experience to those experiences by women walking and 
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observing the largely pleasant, entertaining, and civilized central London. The East 

End or these slums in central London represent an alternative urban cartography 

which female philanthropists map out through their walks into the homes of those in 

need. Representing an encounter with the classed other, Eleanor’s slum experience in 

The Years generates for her a double consciousness which is accountable in terms of 

class and gender, both factors being particularly pertinent to her newly public 

subjectivity acquired through working as philanthropist. 

By the first few decades of the twentieth century, however, with the increasing 

loosening of gender boundaries expressed in spatial restrictions on women, more and 

more women are able to derive greater pleasure from freely meandering around 

London and moving their footsteps to hitherto unexplored corners of the great city. 

Such pleasure and its resultant impact on the construction of self are well captured in 

Woolf’s own London essays. As well as representing in The Years fin de siècle female 

mobility practiced by the woman charity worker, whose exploration of the city is 

legitimated and excused by the caring services she volunteers, Woolf herself embodies 

a flâneuse strolling and observing the modern city that welcomes women walking 

publicly as contributing to and making an essential part of the increasingly 

democratized urban crowd in her London essays, a series of urban sketches produced 

in the early decades of the twentieth century. Into the 1920s and 1930s, female public 

walking is mostly accepted, and Woolf has indicated throughout her observations of 

modern London’s growing egalitarian city spaces that the major concerns of her tours 

around the city might be further associated with aesthetical, socio-cultural, and 

historical reflections on the city space, though her mobility and spectatorship 
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practiced against the backdrop of the even more spectacular, commodified urban 

spectacle unmistakably also bring her into line with the previous two women 

writer-observers of the fin de siècle city. 


