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Methodology 

Our group as a whole did not employ any one particular method when tracking the theme 

of femininity throughout the novel; however, we did seem to place more emphasis on and pay 

special attention to some of the same lines and passages. I, myself, chose to highlight sections 

that focused largely on the appearances, behaviors, and attitudes of the various female characters 

introduced throughout the novel in order to draw comparisons between each description. I also 

highlighted sections wherein a male character expressed his own opinions regarding women 

(including other female characters, but also women in general) and femininity. One passage that 

I found to be a bit tricky, but also quite telling, was the long description of Lady Audley given by 

the narrator as she is making tea. Mary Elizabeth Braddon writes, “The most feminine and most 

domestic of all occupations imparts a magic harmony to her every movement, a witchery to her 

every glance” (190). There seems to be a contradiction here: the act of making tea is feminine 

and domestic (both of which are often viewed as inferior to more masculine pursuits); however, 

the use of the words “magic” and “witchery” suggest that women do, indeed, have power. 

Description of Findings 

Overall, we found that Victorian ideas of femininity remained constant throughout the 

course of the novel. Lady Audley seems to be a manifestation of the feminine ideal, at least until 
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her secret is revealed; the narrator and the characters themselves spend quite a bit of time 

describing and observing Lucy’s physical appearance and childlike behavior. None of the other 

female characters are described at such length, nor are they thought to be as beautiful as Lucy. 

Another pattern we noticed was that women are viewed as one-dimensional beings and it is 

worrisome in the eyes of the male characters when they stray too far from what is expected of 

them. Finally, it is expressed throughout the novel that women have control over the minds of 

men. This seems to be the only idea that changes as the story progresses and is largely influenced 

by the actions and behaviors of Lady Audley.  

Analysis of Findings 

Mary Elizabeth Braddon strategically employs diction and imagery to draw attention to 

the bewitching behaviors of women and to place emphasis on the idea that femininity is a tool by 

which women gain power and control the minds of men. At the beginning of the novel, a 

woman’s charm is viewed in a positive light; however, as the story progresses and Lady 

Audley’s true character and motivations are revealed, her feminine charm is viewed in a negative 

light. This suggests that women can be charming so long as they follow societal expectations of 

femininity and that once they begin to act in opposition to these expectations their feminine 

charm is merely a tactic of manipulation. 

When Lady Audley is first described in great detail, her feminine charm is well-received 

by nearly everyone in Essex. Braddon writes that her childishness “had a charm which few could 

resist” (50). In this context, Lucy’s charm comes from the fact that she looks and act like a child; 

she is considered by many to be very innocent in nature and, therefore, unable to commit evil 

deeds. It isn’t until Robert begins to suspect that Lucy was somehow involved in the 
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disappearance of George and pays close attention to her words and behaviors that the validity of 

her feminine charm is questioned. Prior to his visit with Harcourt Talboys, Robert, or the 

narrator, reflect on George’s infatuation with his wife: “George never forgot the hour in which he 

had first been bewitched by Lieutenant Maldon’s pretty daughter” (158). The word “bewitch” 

has a much more negative connotation than the childish charm described earlier in the novel; 

“bewitch” suggests seduction, manipulation, and control. This line can be interpreted, therefore, 

as Lucy/Helen seducing George to gain control over him. Braddon uses various forms of 

“bewitch” as the story progresses: “[Lucy] questions her step-daughter in that pretty, childlike 

manner which has such a bewitching air of innocent frivolity” (215), “[Lucy] could smile 

bewitchingly” (248), and “my lady’s radiant glances and bewitching graces had done their work 

of enchantment” (249). In each of these instances, “betwitching” is attached to the behaviors of 

Lucy. Her charm was viewed earlier in the novel as purely innocent because she remained within 

the bounds of the feminine expectations of the time (quiet, soft, attractive, innocent, etc.); 

however, once she is suspected of crossing these bounds and using her feminine charm to take 

part in deadly deeds, it is viewed in a negative light. She is no longer thought to be as innocent as 

she appears and is considered evil and manipulative. 

Not only are women thought to use their feminine charm in order to control the minds of 

men, but also to destroy them. Braddon conjures the image of mermaids and sirens to emphasize 

how deadly Lucy’s charm can be. After visiting Wildernsea where Lucy/Helen had lived with 

her father around the time George left for Australia, Robert has a dream about Lucy in which she 

“transformed into a mermaid” and was “beckoning his uncle to destruction” (210). The narrator 

also begins to describe Lucy in this manner: “it would have seemed as foolish to expect dignified 
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reserve or womanly gravity from this amber-haired syren” (241) and “there was another flame in 

her eyes --- a greenish light, such as might flash from the changing hued orbs of an angry 

mermaid” (273). “Mermaid” and “siren” have negative connotations in these lines, as both 

creatures were known in folktales (like Homer’s Odyssey) to enchant men with their beautiful 

songs, luring them to their deaths. Both Robert and the narrator now see Lucy as an evil creature 

capable of destruction rather than the fragile, childish woman she claims to be.  

While Lucy does use her feminine charm to manipulate, the other female characters do 

not; however, Robert begins to think that all women have control over the minds of men. After 

meeting Clara, who urges him to investigate the circumstances of George’s disappearance, 

Robert claims that “The square men in the round holes are pushed into them by their wives” 

(177) and essentially states that women are the cause of the misfortune he and George (and other 

men) have experienced; Lucy/Helen was the reason for George’s financial troubles, heartbreak, 

and disappearance, Clara is the reason Robert continues his investigation, and Alicia is the 

reason Robert believes he will be stuck in an unhappy marriage (178). Although Lucy does play 

a role in George’s misfortune, she did not force him to fall in love with her, to marry her, or to 

leave for Australia. Similarly, Clara does not force Robert to continue his investigation, and 

Alicia does not force him into a relationship. Robert’s claim that women are the cause of the 

misfortune men experience simply demonizes women without holding men accountable for their 

own actions. It seems as if it is almost easier for men in the Victorian era to label the behaviors 

of women as “bewitching” and, therefore, manipulative rather than taking responsibility 

themselves. 
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Reflection on Methodology 

By tracking the theme of femininity in this way, I was able to gain a better understanding 

of how women were expected to behave in the Victorian era, as well as how men viewed them 

and how they viewed one another. I do not think I would have necessarily picked up on the 

findings/patterns I discussed in my analysis had I not been searching for words/lines/passages 

that related to femininity. The collaborative process allowed me to vocalize my thoughts on 

certain lines/passages (which were then turned into annotations), which I don’t think I would 

have gotten to do had this been an individual assignment. The annotations also helped when it 

came to noticing patterns/ideas throughout the course of the novel. Overall, I was happy with 

how this assignment was set up because it gave me a good framework for writing my analysis. 

Report on Group Dynamics 

Ashley was prepared each day with sections she had highlighted in her book and she 

voiced her thoughts on certain lines and passages every once in a while. Madison, unfortunately, 

did not contribute very much. She rarely opened her book when we had time to work as a group 

in class and she stayed quiet during our discussions. Makaleigh was unable to participate in most 

of the group work due to her absence, but she did provide her own thoughts on many of the 

highlighted sections when she returned. For the most part, I was the one who started the 

conversations we had in class and offered my opinion on certain sections. I was also the only one 

who made annotations in the digital version of the book. 
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