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Abstract

Because they were not obliged to take on the familial tasks which until recently have

detined woman’s role, unmarried British women of literary talent and Christian
conviction have often seen themselves as being called to the vocation of hymn-writing.

Through biographical study, historical contextualisation and close reading. this thesis
examines hymns written by seven such writers, over the period 1760-1936.

Chapter 1 examines how Anne Steele’s hymns gained entry into print, and came to be
circulated and popular. It also demonstrates how the image of Steele as a sickly

spinster perpetuated by the Victorian hymnologists is too limited a picture of the
writer. Chapter 2 considers two labouring-class hymn writers, Susanna Harrison and
Eliza Westbury, and shows how they were heavily influenced by the images and
stylistic features of the earlier male hymn writers from the Evangelical tradition.
Chapter 3 looks at Charlotte Elliott’s writings, which were mostly for invalids, and
considers how nineteenth-century Evangelicals often envisaged invalidism as a time
for refinement of faith and spiritual action, and the ‘cult of invalidism’ is
contextualised. Chapter 4 considers how the writings of Dora Greenwell championed
the underprivileged, and envisaged the second coming of Christ as a time for the
vanquishing of evil and injustice. Chapter 5 looks at the work of Frances Ridley
Havergal, one of the most popular hymn writers of the Victorian era. It considers her
Evangelical background, her interest 1n organisations which encouraged female
fellowship and ministry (such as the YWCA, the Mildmay Deaconess Institution and
the Zenana missionary organisations), and the transformation of her active faith into a
more contemplative one after her experience of “Consecration’. Chapter 6 examines
the work and life of the Anglo-Indian hymn writer Ellen Lakshmi Goreh, and
considers 1n further detail the opportunities oftered to British women by the call for
Zenana mussionaries. Chapter 7 looks at the lite and writings of Amy Carmichael,

founder of the Dohnavur Fellowship, who spent most of her life working as a
missionary in India. It shows how her hymns, which owe a debt to the Holiness
Movement and its stress on the ‘rest of faith’, and were mostly written for Indian
children, are an early example of Indian inculturation.



[ntroduction

In the Protestant British tradition, the hymn has been a literary medium of self-
expression for women of faith from almost the beginning of its development as a
vehicle for congregational worship. The contribution of women writers to British
hymnody has been substantial and prominent; for instance, in 1863, the pioneer
hymnologist Damel Sedgwick’s Comprehensive Index of Names of Original Authors
and Translators of Psalms and Hymns, with the Dates of their Various Works, Chicfly
Collected from the Original contained at least 232 women’s names among a total list of

1.416 writers.! Sixteen per cent ot the hymn writers known to Sedgwick, ‘the foremost

living English hymnologist of his time’, were therefore women.~ As a comparison, The
Golden Treasury of Songs and Lyrics (1861) edited by F. T. Palgrave included only
four women. Joanna Russ has noted that only eight per cent of the writers in this work
are women, and, perhaps more strikingly, that nearly a century later in ‘Auden and

Pearson’s far less 1diosyncratic Poets of the English Language [1952][...] 5 percent of

the authors listed are women.’" In this context, the impressive proportion of recognised
women hymn writers relatively early 1n the history of British hymnody 1s extraordinary.
However, 1n spite of the growth of interest in women’s writing since the second halt of

the twentieth century, there has been hardly any discussion in English literary studies

' Daniel Sedgwick, Comprehensive Index of Names of Original Authors and Translators of Psalms and Hymns.
with the Dates of their Various Works, Chiefly Collected from the Original (London: Daniel Sedgwick, 1863).

[ wnite ‘at least’ because some authors’™ names are only given with initials or without Christian names so 1t 1s

not possible to tell their sex.
" The Dictionary of Hymnology, ed. John Julian (London: John Murray, 1925), pp. 1036-1037. Sedgwick

reprinted some of the rarer hymn wnters of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, and was consulted for the
first cdition of Hymns Ancient and Modern (1861).

" The four women in Palgrave were: Anna Laetitia Barbauld, Jane Elliott, Lady Anne Lindsay, and Lady
Carolina Naime. Joanna Russ. How to Suppress Women's Writing (London: The Woman's Press, 1984). pp.

16-7%.
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about the long and prolific tradition of women’s hymn writing that has existed in
Britain since the eighteenth century. This thesis seeks to address this ¢ap in women's
literary history.

This introduction falls into two parts. The first section considers women’s hymn
writing within the established traditions of literary criticism, and why 1t has been
neglected for so long, even 1n the context of ‘gynocriticism’: ‘[a] branch of feminist
literary theory and studies which focuses on women as writers, as distinct from feminist

criticism and evaluation of male writers.”* The second examines the place of women's
hymn wnting within the history of women, particularly in terms of the restrictions that

existed regarding female ministry.

[. LITERARY CRITICISM

The Problem of the Genre

One reason for the neglect of women's hymn writing has been that the hymn n general
has had the reputation of being ‘a second-rate form of poetry’.” J. R. Watson has

discussed the multt layered difficulties of the English hymn as a subject for hterary

study:

[t is known as a verse species of some kind [...] limited in its aims and
expressions, and disfigured by sentimentality, inflexible metres, self-

congratulation, and religiosity. Its subject matter, and the fact that 1t is
designed for singing in worship, have ensured that it has been regarded as a

primarily religious and only marginally and accidentally as a part of literature.®

That it is *designed for music’ has meant that the hymn has often been considered more

of a musical form than a literary one. even though the words were often written without

* 1. A. Cuddon, The Penguin Dictionary of Literary Terms and Literary Theory. rev. C. E. Preston, 4th edn
(London: Penguin, 1999). p. 370.

' David Cecil. introduction. The Oxford Book of Christian Verse, ed. David Cecil (Oxford: Clarendon Press:
1940), p. xxviL

3 R. Watson, The English Hymn: 4 Critical and Historical Study (Oxford: Clarendon Press. 1997). p. 1.
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specific melodies in mind; because they were characteristically written in widely used
metres, they could be sung to any number of appropriate tunes.’ The ‘primarily

religious’ nature of hymns has been another problem. Michael Wheeler suggested that

"For many critics 1in the modern, mainly secular world, religion is something of an
embarrassment, and particularly Victorian religion in Victorian literature. The more
strongly held the religious faith, the more violent can be the reaction against it".®
Hymns often display the kind of emotional fervour which makes modem critics
uncomfortable.

However, some re-emergence of scholarly interest in hymnology has occurred
In the past forty years led by critics such as Donald Davie, Lionel Adey and Susan
Tamke.” In 1997, several studies were published which addressed the hymn as a subject
for academic study: lan Bradley’s Abide with Me: The World of Victorian Hymns; Peter

Newman Brooks’s Hymns as Homilies; and J. R. Watson’s The English Hymn. A

Critical and Historical Study. These studies assessed the significance of the hymn from
a variety of cultural viewpoints including history, literature and theology. Specifically
as hterature, Davie and Watson have suggested that the regular metre and pattern of the
form could be enabling rather than constraining: ‘in the hands of a great hymn writer

[...] they become an advantage rather than a handicap.’ 10 In terms of women’s hymn

" This tradition goes back as far as the medieval period. Eleanor Hull and Robert Thomnton both had copybooks
which ‘include a number of collections of songs and carols, almost never with music’. Andrew Taylor,

‘Authors, Scribes, Patrons, and Books’, in The Idea of the Vernacular: An Anthology of Middle English
Literary Theory, 1280-1520, ed. Jocelyn Wogan-Browne and others (Exeter: University of Exeter Press, 1999),
Ep. 351-75 (p. 357).

Michael Wheeler, Heaven, Hell and the Victorians (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994). p. 2.
? See Donald Davie’s Dissentient Voice: the Ward-Phillips Lectures for 1980 with Some Related Pieces (Notre

Dame, Indiana: University of Notre Dame Press, c. 1982); Purity of Diction in English Verse (London:
Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1967); 4 Gathered Church: the Literature of the English Dissenting Interest, 1700-

1930 (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1978); and The Eighteenth-Century Hymn in England (Cambndge:

Cambridge University Press, 1993). Davie wrote about male hymn writers; there 1s one passing sentence about
Anne Steele in The Eighteenth-Century Hymn (p. 5). See also Lionel Adey, Hymns and the Christian ‘"Myth’

(Vancouver: University of British Columbia Press, 1986), and Class and Ido! in the English Hymn (Vancouver:
University o f Bntish Columbia Press, 1988); and Susan Tamke, Make 4 Joyful Noise Unto the Lord: Hymns as

a Reflection of Victorian Social Attitudes (Athens, Ohio: University of Ohio, 1978).
'9J.R. Watson, ‘Hymns and Literature: Form and Interpretation’, The Hymn Societv of Great Britain and

Ireland Bulletin, 17 (2004), 126-132 (p. 126).



writing, Bradley’s and Watson’s books paid tribute to the significant work of British
women’s hymn writing and devoted some discussion to the phenomenon.!! That their
attention to women hymn writers has started to make an impact on literary studies is
evident in the introduction to the Dictionary of Literary Biographys volume on
Victorian Women Poets (1999). Making specific reference to the work of Bradley and

of Watson, William B. Thesing, the editor of the volume, writes that:

Victorian women poets often wrote to glorify God, and DLB 199 [the volume

number] 1s notable for featuring women hymn writers. Because they were set to
music and popular, the famous works [of women hymn writers] [...] in the past
have been sometimes overlooked in discussions of the poetry of the era.’

Abide with Me and The English Hymn drew attention to the need for scholarly treatment
of Bnitish women’s hymn writing, but, because both projects were comprehensive
studies of hymnology, they could only give overviews of the contribution of Victorian
women hymn writers rather than in-depth analyses of the larger tradition of women’s
hymn writing. Some work has been done on American women’s hymn writing by June

Haddon Hobbs. '’ This thesis seeks to expand upon these critical beginnings, but, as the

focus has tended to be on the male writers of the British tradition of hymnody, it is an
aim to investigate the lesser-known literary history of the women on their own. At the
same time, the place (and sometimes pre-eminence) of the male authors within the

interpretive communities to which the women belonged will be demonstrated 1n

individual cases.

'' A version of Watson's chapter on ‘Victorian Women Hymn Writers’ also appears under the title of ‘Quiet
Angels: Some Women Hymn Writers’, in Women of Faith in Victorian Culture: Reassessing the Angel in the

House, ed. Ann Hogan and Andrew Bradstock (New York: St Martin’s Press, 1998), pp. 128-144. Peter
Newman Brooks’s work also includes two chapters out of twelve on the hymns of women hymn writers

(Charlotte Elliott’s ‘Just as | am’ and Cecil Frances Alexander’s ‘There i1s a Green Hill Far Away '), but he
does not comment on them as women’s writing or ministry.

> William B. Thesing, Fictorian Women Poets (Detroit: Gale Research, 1999), p. xvii.

" June Haddon Hobbs, ‘I Sing for I Cannot be Silent': The Feminization of American Hymnody, 1870-1920

(Pittsburgh, PA: University of Pittsburgh Press, 1997).
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The Canon

Another problem of women’s hymn writing has been the stigma of being dismissed by
cynics as feminine accomplishment rather than serious literary endeavour. Even in
feminist literary histories and anthologies, women’s hymn wnting has not normally
been represented. For instance, Roger Lonsdale’s impressive anthology Eighteenth
Century Women Poets (1989) does not include Anne Steele (1717-1778), who
published under the pseudonym ‘Theodosia’, despite the fact that she was the first

major woman hymn writer, and a famous cultural figure of the eighteenth century: she
was celebrated in a select list of distinguished women in Mary Scott’s The Female
Advocate (1774). Lonsdale includes two works entitled ‘A Hymn’ by Elizabeth Singer
Rowe (1674-1737) but makes no reference to the development of women’s hymn
writing during the eighteenth century. 4

It has now been recognised that many feminist works have been, in the words of
Margaret Ezell, ‘constructed in general using the definitions of literary hierarchies
found in the male canon -- poetry, drama, fiction’ 15 As women'’s literary activities were
frequently different to those of men in history, owing to restricted access to formal
education and the constraints of household and familial responsibilities, the forms of
writing that were actually practised by women extended to texts such as letters and

diaries, which have not so often been studied as literature, but which women developed

into skilled arts of their own. Even with more accepted literary activities such as verse-

' Eighteenth Century Women Poets, ed. Roger Lonsdale (Oxford and New York: Oxford University Press,
1989), pp. 45-51. Lonsdale includes seven poems by Elizabeth Tollett (1694-1754) who also wrote hymns but
these are not represented in the collection.

'S Margaret Ezell, Writing Women's Literary History (Baltimore: John Hopkins University Press, 1996), pp.

11-40 and p. 44. The early groundbreaking feminist critical works, such as Elaine Showalter’s 4 Literature of
Their Own: British Women Novelists From Bronté to Lessing (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1977)

and Sandra M. Gilbert and Susan Gubar's The Madwoman in the Attic: The Woman Writer and the Nineteenth
Century Imagination (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1979), focused only on women novelists andsecular

poets who wrote in more ‘high brow’ poetic genres..



writing, the types of poetry women wrote, for instance acrostics, ballads and children’s
verse, were often considered ‘lowbrow” and not academic. The hymn may be
considered a similar category of verse writing which was previously dismissed as an

unliterary and feminine pastime, although obviously more serious because of its aim to

glority God.

Margaret Maison

Although the early studies and anthologies of women's writing did not include hymn

writing, there 1s one essay which argues that it is a significant tradition of women’s
writing. Margaret Maison’s essay ‘““Thine, Only Thine!”™ Women Hymn Writers in
Britain, 1760-1835° (1986) was the first serious modemn critical study on women's
hymn writing. Her essay 1s an overview of the pre-Victorian tradition which scrutinises

the conditions in which hymns were wnitten, and the themes and tropes that emerge.

She asserts that:

[The hymn’s] extraordinary popularity gave women welcome opportunities for
authorship. Icy hostility to Christian ladies as writers melted n the sunshine ot

sacred song, and those three giants of eighteenth-century hymnology, Isaac
Watts and the two Wesleys, John and Charles, all encouraged, influenced and
were influenced by women hymn-wrniters and hymn-singers. o

One idea which Maison perpetuates in her essay is that Anne Steele 1s ‘one of
the brightest stars in the firmament of Baptist hymnody, hailed by the historians as the
“mother” of English women hymn writers’ (p. 14). Maison’s discussion 1s framed by
what was known of Steele’s biography: a tragic story of lost love and disappointment.

From such a reading, the other traits of women’s hymn writing that emerge from

Maison's analysis of Steele include: ‘A sense of her own unworthiness. together with

'® NMaison, *““Thine, Only Thine!™" Women Hymn Wnters in Britain, 1760-1835°, in Religion in the Lives of
English Women, 1760-1930, ed. Gail Malmgreen (London and Sydney: Croom Helm, 1986). pp. 1140 (p. [3).
Further references are given after quotations 1n the text.



that deep consciousness of sin’; ‘the vanmity ot human wishes™: outlooks on life

‘influenced by her 1l health, and by the sorrows and disappointments that she endured’

(all p. 16); and a stress on the ‘absence of 1llness 1n a [heavenly] future’ (p. 19). Maison

writes that Steele’s hymns:

echo the attractive simplicity, spontaneity and ardour of Watts and the Weslevs.
with added notes of feminine sensitivity and introspection. The love and praise
of God, the pleasures of the ‘grateful rapture,’ and the joys of a close personal

relationship with Jesus Christ come across strongly. Christ 1s frequently
addressed 1n the language of a lover [...]. But He i1s also the crucified Saviour,
with ‘bloody sweat, like drops of rain’. (p. 15)

The focus on a personal relationship with Christ and his crucifixion 1s an Evangelical

trait; British Evangelicalism has been charactenised by D. W. Bebbington as being

defined by ‘conversionism, the belief that lives need to be changed; activism, the
expression of the gospel in effort; biblicism, a particular regard for the Bible; and what
may be called crucicentrism, a stress on the sacrifice of Christ on the cross.”!’ Maison
later makes a pertinent point related to the Evangelicals’ privileging of Christ and his

redemption of mankind upon the Cross:

It is somewhat interesting that these Christian women, mourning and weeping in
a vale of tears and enduring ‘sorrow’s discipline’ so painfully, did not have

more frequent recourse, in their hymns, 1f not in their lives, to the Holy Spint,
the acknowledged Comforter. (p. 31)

Maison gives examples of later women of the eighteenth century who also
followed Steele’s view of God as ‘the supreme healer’ (p. 19). Of this group, she writes
about a ‘longing to be dissolved” (p. 19) and asserts that ‘many C hristian women found

the task of being “silent and submissive” a burdensome one, and fell more than half in

love with easeful death, as the gateway not to oblivion but to paradise” (p. 24). Again,

" D. W. Bebbington, Evangelicalism in Modern Britain: A4 History from the 1730 to the 1980y (London and
New York: Routledge. 1989). p. 3.



In the context of frustrated and unhappy earthly lives, she writes that sublimated desire
directed to Jesus as the perfect lover was another means of coping with the

disappointments of life:

The only satisfactory alternative, they found [to death], was to embrace Jesus.
and female mvalids and insomniacs welcomed Jesus to their bedsides, if not to

their beds. Jesus as the Heavenly Bridegroom was a well-established figure in
mystical tradition, and kissing the rod may have had subconscious erotic
undertones. (p. 25)

Attective feeling and sensibility is another feature which Maison highlights.

She quotes Anna Laetitia Barbauld’s thoughts on the importance of using the language
of love from her ‘Thoughts on the Devotional Taste’ (1775), an essay which pleads for

energy and fervour to be renewed in psalm-singing:

Love borrows the language of Dewtion, for the votaries of that passion are fond
of using those exaggerated expressions, which suit nothing below the divinity;

and you can hardly address the greatest of all Beings 1n a strain of more
profound adoration than the lover uses to the object of his attachment. '°

For Barbauld, Maison writes, ‘her ideal Christian was a Man of Feeling’ (p. 21):

3. Blest 1s the man whose softening heart
Feels all another’s pain;
To whom the supplicating eye
Was never raised in vain.

4. Whose breast expands with generous warmth
A stranger’s woe’s to feel;

And bleeds in pity o’er a wound

He wants the power to heal. 9

'* Anna Laetitia Barbauld, Devotional Pieces Compiled from the Psalms and the Book of Job: To Which Are
Prefixed, Thoughts on the Devotional Taste, on Sects and on Establishments (London: Johnson, 1775). p. 49.

Cited in Maison, ‘“Thine, Only Thine!™’, p. 20.
? ‘Hymn IV', A. L. Aikin, Poems (London: Joseph Johnson, 1773), p. 121. Cited in Maison, **Thine, Only
Thine™", p. 21. Maison has left out from her quotation speech marks which open both verses; the original rcads

‘“Blest is the man ...[]" and *“*Whose breast [...]".




Emotional empathy as means of being in solidarity with human suffering was important
for many women who could not make more activc responses owing to social
restrictions.

Finally, Maison asserts that women's hymn writing is a tradition that needs to
be understood as having been especially conditioned by female concemns:

The pre-Victorian women hymn- writers had blazed a notable trail. aided by the

spirt of ecumenism and romanticism. and the explorations of sensibility and
introspection that sprang from the early Evangelical revival. Their work marks a
significant break-through in women’s writing.

Often they wrote as women to women, about women's concerns and
difficulties, their pains and problems, and their hopes and aspirations. They

wrote, too, as laywomen and not as theologians. (pp. 36-37)
It 1s implicit that she believes a gynocntical approach sensitive to the themes and tropes
of women’s writing would be advantageous to the examination of women’s hymn

writing as a literary tradition.

Feminism(s

It is likely that the ambivalent relationship of feminism(s) with the institution of the
Church has been another factor in the neglect of women’s hymn writing by early
feminist literary historians.”” Jacqueline De Vries has written that: ‘ Early leaders of
British feminist history, particularly those specializing in the Victorian age, tended to
view Christianity as a hopelessly patriarchal institution and a primary source of
oppressive domestic ideology ;' indeed, an example of the endurance of such thinking

may be evidenced in Dorothy Mermin's statement made as recently as 1998 that:

** For the purposcs of this thesis. T will be differentiating between individual churches and the umiversal
Church with the usc of capitalisation to denote the latter.
< Tacqueline De Vries. ‘Rediscor ering Christianity after the Postmodern Tum’, Feminist Studies 31 (2005),

135-155 (pp. 135-6).
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Christianity provided [nineteenth century women writers] with subject matter.
Justification and authority for many kinds of writing, but almost always at the

price of accepting their inferiority to men and restricting their imaginative and
intellectual scope.**

She expands further that:

For most women, [...] religion was not just a way to enter literature, but a
stopping place. Hymn writing was open to women, as it had been in the
eighteenth century, and could enable them to reach large audiences, but

devotional poetry of every sort had fallen into a minor if popular mode. [...]
Their [women’s] poetic expressions of faith, by replicating the childlike

submissiveness that was expected of them anyway, are apt to seem somewhat
flat, since they lack the tension between the strength and independence men are
presumed to possess and the devotional poet’s humility before God.*’

Within this context, it 1s perhaps not surprising that the most recent critical discussion

of women’s hymn writing has been initiated by male scholars. However, an overview
of the multifarious strands of feminisms, each priontising and focussing on a specific

type of female oppression and experience, will throw light on how different feminists

may have percetved women’s hymn writing.
As Fiona Tolan has observed, ‘feminism can no longer be accurately described

as a theory -- implying a single and coherent trajectory of thought -- rather, feminism

: : : . : y24
should be understood as a discourse: a discussion of multiple related 1deas. :

Feminisms have developed which link the experience of female subjugation with other

forms of social and cultural oppression. These feminist discourses include black

feminism or ‘womanism’*> pertaining to the oppression that has been imposed on

** Dorothy Mermin, Godiva’s Ride: Women of Letters in England, 1830-1880 (Bloomington: Indiana

University Press, 1993), p. xvi1.

23 Mermin, Godiva's Ride, pp. 113-4.

*! Fiona Tolan, ‘Feminisms’, in Literary Theory and Criticism: An Oxford Guide, ed. Patricia Waugh (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2006), pp. 319-39 (p. 319).

** Maggie Humm writes that womanism ‘now implies Black feminism although in the nineteenth century it
referred to those who supported women’s rights. [...] Alice Walker provides a full account of womamsmin /n
Search of our Mothers' Gardens (1983). She argues that womanism is not separatism, and that 1t denves from
the expression Black mothers use with female children as in *you acting womanish™, that 1s like a woman or
courageously and seriously. Walker outlines four features of womanism: Black feminism; wom{[e]n who love
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grounds of ‘race’ as well as gender; lesbian feminism which considers the expenence of
homosexual women; and Marxist feminism which prionitises the role of class. In these
different manifestations of feminisms, it is evident that certain women, most obviously
the white middle-class female (the category into which most British women hymn
writers fall), could participate in and maintain the oppression of other women. One
etfect of Marxism on critical attitudes to women and religion has been Amy Newman'’s

arguement that western feminisms’ negative attitudes to women and religion have been
entrenched 1n an unquestioned acceptance of Marx’s critique of religion. *°

Another strand of feminism to be considered is ‘French feminism’. Feminism in
Britain and America grew out of the Civil Rights Movement and socialist politics, and
saw the attainment of equal rights as a feminist goal. In France, it developed from a
philosophical tradition. Thus, its perspectives on the debates of second-wave feminism
were often different. Its influence in America and Britain gained momentum from the
publication of Elaine Marks’s and Isabelle de Courtivron’s New French Feminisms
(1980), an anthology of translations covering the work of major French feminists
Including Julia Kristeva, Luce Irigaray, and Héléne Cixous.

One ‘French feminist’ project has been écriture féminine. Ecriture féminine
describes a mode of writing which is more indicative of female consciousness and
sexuality. The Logos, linear language, is seen as phallic and unified. As an alternative,

Julia Kristeva describes a writing that is ‘ant+phallic’, circular and uncontained. Both

Kristeva and Cixous suggest that such writing may be appropriated by either sex.*’

Hymn writing with 1its particular constraints of metre and form may not be considered

other women sexually or nonsexually and appreciate and prefer women’s culture, emotions and strength;
women who love music, dance and themselves; and **womanist is to feminist as purple 1s to lavender™ (Walker,

1983, p. x1).” Cited in Maggie Humm, The Dictionary of Feminist Theory (Columbus: Ohio State University

Press, ¢.1990). p. 241.
** Amy Newman, ‘Feminist Social Criticism and Marx’s Theory of Religion', Hypatia, 9 (1994), 15-37 (p. 29).
7 A man does not have to write using phallogocentric language. Kristeva, for instance, sees James Joyce’s

subversive, expennmental language in Ulysses as being anti-phallogocentric.



an obvious form of interest to advocates of écriture feminine. However, a case may be
made on other grounds. Women’s hymn- writing engages with a tradition of female
spiritual discourse that has existed in Europe since medieval times. Of this tradition.
[ngaray has stated that ‘This is the only place in the history of the West in which
woman speaks and acts so publicly’.?® She suggests that women’s spiritual discourse is
a female space for the subversion of oppressive phallogocentrism. Additionally. Cixous
has written that ‘A feminine text cannot fail to be more than subversive.*° Although
women’s hymn writing may appear at first glance to be conservative and upholding
patriarchal values which have oppressed women, there often exists a subversive layer
beneath the conventional surface, as noted by Isobel Armstrong about Victorian

women's poetry 1n general:

The doubleness of women’s poe