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Let me begin with a question:
1
 Why do we read? Why do we – and why should we continue 

to read? This is closely connected with another question: What do we read, that is: what 

stories, what characters speak to us across the times? In addressing these issues, we hope to 

show how tales of Maarten Maartens can be relevant for readers of the twenty-first century. 

My focus is the short story "Her Last Word", which comes from the collection 

programmatically entitled The Woman's Victory (1906).
2
 In order to contextualise the topic I 

am also looking at the position of women in the mid- to late nineteenth century – both in 

society and in literature – because literature had and still has much to say about the important 

topics of the day. My contribution also provides the general background for the second part of 

the talk: An investigation of women in Maarten Maarten's stories, of women, whom we meet 

mainly as wives, also as daughters and sometimes as mothers. 

Let us now turn to the title. What are your associations when you hear "Feminisme avant la 

lettre"? Are you thinking of the strategies of twenty-first-century radical feminists, who 

embark on outrageous projects designed to upset society? Today's 'femen' could have been 

late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century feminists like Emmeline Pankhurst, who had 

themselves imprisoned or went on hunger strikes. Nothing of that sort will occur here. You 

know enough of Maarten Maartens to realise that his women were – on the outside – not 

given to extreme demands. They may reach 'Victory' – however you wish to define it – by 

other means. We have heard in the reading of "Her Last Word" how the characters (with 

minimal interference by a narrator) try to hide their turmoil inside and communicate on more 

subtle levels. As Alice, the wife, has just said when she is forced to explain her reasons for 

leaving her husband: "Great heavens! don't let's grow melodramatic!" (HLW 211). She 

"cannot stand scenes" (HLW 208), she is "not that sort of woman" (HLW 201), as the 

quotations in English go.  

And, one might add, she would not want to have anything to do with extreme forms of 

'feminism', a word that was only coined in France in the 1870s and in England in around 

1895.
3
 But the term did not gain wide-spread acceptance and use until the mid-twentieth 
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century, when it was applied to the political movement towards equality of men and women. 

We define 'feminism' very broadly to refer to an awareness and support of a woman's right to 

have power over her life and independence. This does not privilege woman over man, either, 

but it helps a woman to re-assess her position.
4
 This is one of the contemporary definitions of 

feminism, but ideas about women's rights and aspirations did exist in the nineteenth century 

(and, of course, before).
5
 It is another matter how acceptable such views were in mainstream 

society and in literary characters. What was Maartens' particular stance and what is his lasting 

contribution? Let us keep these questions in mind and turn to women in the nineteenth 

century. 

The nineteenth century was one of "unprecedented change and transition"
6
 – especially in 

industry and in social expectations. The changes following the industrial revolution combined 

to increase the "pace of work and life"
7
 – like today with globalisation and the digital 

revolution. As today, these rapid changes led to deep anxieties and insecurities,
8
 some of 

which were projected onto women. Thus woman became the symptom of change – within in 

the frame of marriage and family relations. Gaining impetus in the mid-nineteenth-century, 

the big issue was the 'Woman Question', which is the debate on the position of women, their 

place and especially their (legal) rights.
9
  

Literature also addressed these questions. The realistic novels of the early Victorian period 

had concentrated on the immediate social upheavals produced by industrialization, on the 

condition of the working classes, conditions in factories and similar topics, with a view on 

advocating reform.
10

 But the most popular novels of the century discussed the 'womanly 

woman',
11

 who is also the underlying ideal in Maartens. However, the attributes, that is the 

definition, of a 'womanly woman', changed over time. 

With the rise of capitalism the concept of the so-called 'separate spheres' for men and women 

emerged: The private sphere of home and family stood in contrast to the public sphere of 

work.
12

 The home was presided over by the woman, who provided peace, integrity, and 

harmony to the man who struggled – as a warrior – in the outside world.
13

 Consequently, 

women were excluded from the masculine "realm of intellect and commerce".
14

 In fact, just 

like in "Her Last Word". 

Thus, when one thinks of nineteenth-century women, one thinks of two (or perhaps three) 

particular types.
15

 Typically, women, as the 'fair sex', were supposed to be passive and to 

espouse feminine skills and virtues. Such views led to an idealisation of women as the 'Angel 

in the House'. This is the Victorian version of putting women onto a pedestal. But if one 

subscribes to one extreme, the other extreme may not be far away. As soon as a woman did 
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not entirely conform to the virtuous ideal, she became the demonised other: the 'fallen woman' 

(the madwoman, the promiscuous woman). We may remember that when Alice expresses her 

wish to leave her husband, his first reaction is: "You are mad!" (HLW 209)  

Towards the end of the century, another type of women emerged. A "new generation […] 

born in the 1870s and 1880s refused to enter the 'cult of domesticity' that had entrapped their 

mothers; they also refused to undertake unpaid"
16

 philanthropic work.
17

 In 1894, there even 

appeared a new term for this kind of an emancipated woman:
18

 As her predecessors in the 

eighteenth century, the 'New Women' saw education and access to professions as a means to 

improve their position.
19

 In addition, they demanded the right to vote and own property in 

their own name, and sexual freedom.
20

 It is obvious that Alice in "Her Last Word" does not 

belong to this middle-class phenomenon that was widely discussed in novels.
21

 But she may 

have taken up a suggestion here and there. Needless to say, the 'Angel in the House' remained 

the dominant ideal for a woman. 

The phrase 'Angel in the House' was popularised in a poem by Coventry Patmore that defined 

the ideal woman like this: "And all the wisdom that she has / Is to love him for being wise".
22

 

She would unquestioningly submit to the man. Alice, to come back to our story, had 

questioned Reginald's decisions which gradually stripped her of her personality, but she had 

complied with her husbands demands nevertheless. In consequence, she almost feels 

imprisoned. Reginald, on the other hand, believes that Alice had had enough room to develop 

and to take decisions: "Why, you had everything you could possibly want. And besides, it is 

absurd to say that I never asked you what you wanted to do" (HLW 208-9). She interrupts 

him: "Of course, you let me choose trifles … matters of no importance – whether we should 

go to Yorkshire or to the Highlands … But you have never once asked me what I really 

wanted to do" (HLW 209).  

It becomes obvious that the two have completely opposite views on their relationship. 

According to Reginald, love is the basis of his marriage to Alice and of his daughters to their 

husbands. According to Alice, it is duty. When Reginald states that a woman finds fulfilment 

in marriage only, because marriage "is the one happiness for a woman" (HLW 204), Alice 

would like to agree, but she knows otherwise.  

Reginald also knows different models and relationships gone wrong. For example, in 

connection with their daughter Mary he does not even want the word 'separation' or 'divorce' 

to be uttered. He would rather advise her to learn "how to manage" her straying husband, who 

obviously "likes to enjoy himself –" (HLW 205) After all, his redeeming grace is "plenty of 

money" (HLW 205). That is a key to the times: marriage guaranteed a woman's survival, and 
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thus, marriages often were – and sometimes still are – mercenary, to a degree, unless a woman 

can support herself on her own, both financially and psychologically, as Alice learns to do. 

This we also see in some of the daughters in Maartens' stories.
23

 

As far as Alice is concerned, during her marriage she has conformed to the image of the 

'Angel in the House'. Her submission went to such extremes that Reginald could even decide 

what his wife was to wear and how she was to do so. She invited the people he chose and 

even stopped seeing her family (when he objected to them because they were of another 

religious creed). She was (or at least she defines herself like this) absolutely dominated by her 

husband: "You have always had your own way in everything all these eight-and-twenty years" 

(HLW 208). Obviously, such a relationship was only possible because she soon gave up her 

earlier attempts at resistance. But there may have been mitigating factors. 

To understand some of Maartens' concerns – and the actions of Alice, we have to realise what 

the legal position of women was. Despite their relatively high authority in the house, women  

did not have many rights as married women of the middle and upper classes. Initially, they 

were not allowed to own property, to sign contracts and they were legally dependent on their 

husbands. Thus, quite apart from moral and religious considerations, separation was a 

problem. True, there were a number of reforms. Divorce was properly introduced in England 

in 1857, and after legal provisions in 1870 and 1882 married women were allowed to possess 

property.
24

 Remember, Alice tells Reginald: "Oh, I shall not disgrace you, or myself, in any 

way. No, nor the children. We have each got our own money, haven't we? I shall go and live 

very quietly in the country, not too far from London, for I must come up and see the children 

often. I shall not be in your way." (HLW 209). 

Despite some reforms, even in the 1880s and beyond, married women still had significantly 

fewer rights than men.
25

 Especially their right to their children was insecure
26

 – something 

that might help to explain why Alice waited to leave her husband until the wedding of the 

youngest daughter. What she stresses, however, is her motherly affection – and her duty, one 

of the important Victorian concepts.
27

 She had attempted to say it before, but takes up her 

courage to continue to the end and have 'her last word' only at this stage, after her youngest 

daughter's wedding. Because as married women, her daughters' "happiness lies in their own 

hands" (HLW 207). And come to think of this, staying together for the children's sake is a 

modern perspective to which we might be able to relate. 

When it comes to Maartens, you will find that he prefers the virtuous ideal, but he does not 

wholly condemn everyone who strays from the path, and he develops much more complex 

characters. For instance, look at Alice. And there is the dedication to Some Women I Have 
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Known, a collection published in 1901: "To the women without a history these histories of 

women". 'History' being also a code word for a transgressive woman with "a past". Ideally, 

however, as we have it in "Her Last Word", the wife leaves her husband not to elope with a 

lover, not because she has become an adulteress (a popular topic). Alice leaves because in her 

marriage she was not valued as a person. Crucially, she says: "I loathe you for treating me all 

these years like your servant, your spaniel, your plaything!" (HLW 211). She confesses this, 

however, only when driven to extremes. In the end, taking a mature attitude, she does not 

wish to "part in anger" (HLW 211): "I have been a faithful wife to you all this time, the 

keeper of your home" (HLW 210). Maartens modernises the 'Angel in the house'. She has 

raised her family, she has done her duty and, as she expresses it, served her time. Now Alice 

hopes that she is still young enough to create a new life for herself (HLW 210). 

This is something Reginald does not understand. He conventionally and jealously suspects 

something else. But Alice reassures him: "Oh, don't make yourself nervous! I have never 

loved any other man. I have met men I thought I might have loved"- but only, she continues 

"had I been married to them" (HLW 206-7). In this respect she is also a modern, independent 

woman: she does not need a man to liberate her – or entrap her in a new relationship (as 

popular plots in literature tended to go.) 

I started by asking: Why do we need stories? There will be as many answers as there are 

people in this room, and some more. But (since antiquity) one answer has been: to learn 

something, to grow – while being entertained. Literature can provide us with alternative 

models, with new ways of thinking. Just by showing what might be, it can lead to a deeper 

understanding of the world around us. Of course, what is thought as entertaining has changed 

over time. This can cause problems when reading literature from the past. Since the more 

time-bound a tale seems to be, the greater the effort for the reader to take away the layers of 

history, of values, judgments, perhaps language as well, until one hopefully reaches insight. 

Good literature does both: It speaks to the readers of its days and it is still meaningful for later 

generations. One good example is the story that we have heard, because in "Her Last Word", 

there does not seem to be much that we need to take away. Alice, in the end, can continue in 

her role as a caring mother – and as a respectable woman, as she sees it. But she has become a 

woman, who not only knows what she wants, but who acts on this knowledge and asserts her 

independence – which was and is a courageous thing to do. 

 

                                                 
1
 This is a slightly revised version of the paper presented at the symposium. It followed the reading of "Her Last 

Word" by Anne van Delft, who modified the existing Dutch translation. 
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