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Sarah Scott- A Female Historian
in Mid-Eighteenth Century Bath
Holger Th. Graf
The superb book by R.S. Neale has made Sarah Scott well-known as
one of the witnesses of life and gossip in mid-eighteenth century Bath. 1
But she is by far more than one of the - in a continental perspective
- enviably numerous authors of witty letters. She is also one of the
novelists of distinction, though her writings seem not to have been
widely discussed. 2 Nevertheless her literary work has experienced
a considerable renaissance in recent years and at the conference on
'Women's writing in Britain 1660-1830' in Southampton in July 2003,
an entire panel was dedicated to some of her novels. Strangely enough
'her historical works ..., were always more consistently praised than her
novels ... and applauded as balanced and strong', 3 yet they are not looked
at by modern historians. So the historical works of Sarah Scott form
the basic theme of this paper. Her specific idea of history is studied by
comparing her History of Mecklenburgh with the History of Vandalia by
her contemporary Thomas Nugent (c.1700-1772). Finally the question is
raised, why her History of Mecklenburgh was forgotten, marginalized? A
promising answer to this question leads us to Bath. But first, her life and
works will be sketched briefly.

The Life and Works of Sarah Scott, nee Robinson
Sarah Robinson was born on 21 September 1720, probably at the
country seat of her father in the village of Hutton Magna, 12 kms north
of Richmond, Yorkshire, and baptised on 5 March 1721 in York. 4 Her
father, Matthew Robinson (1694-1778), was descended from an old
gentry family of that county. Around 1712 he had married Elizabeth
Drake (c. 1693-1746), the daughter of a Cambridge landowner, who was
a member of a Kent propertied family of office bearers and scholars.
Twelve children - seven sons and two daughters reached adulthood
- came from their marriage. The second husband of their maternal
grandmother, Conyers Middleton (1683-1750), taught at the university of
Cambridge. He was regarded as one of the 'classical republicans' of the
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early eighteenth century. In his house three younger brothers of Sarah
were born between 1727 and 1731. During the long regular stays of the
Robinson family in Cambridge, Middleton saw with notable success
to the education of his grandchildren - including the two girls. Some
of his grandsons studied in Cambridge. First-born Matthew (17131800)5 was a Member of Parliament for Cambridge from 1747 to 1761.
His brother William (1727-1803) 6 lived in Naples from 1760 to 1762 and
later had a parish near Canterbury. He was a friend of the well-known
poet Thomas Gray. Their sister Elizabeth, born in 1718, became in the
1750s a central figure of the so-called 'Blue Stocking feminism? The
surviving personal letters show that they were - without exception- a
family of talented, close brothers and sisters, who stayed in touch for
the whole of their life. 8 Sarah's life was always tied to that of her older
sister Elizabeth.
The family was undoubtedly wealthy, but the father's wish to move
from Yorkshire to London could not be fulfilled. A life befitting their
rank in the booming capital was too expensive and the family therefore
moved to the country seat inherited by their mother in Mount Morris,
Kent. Sarah had the worst future prospects of all the children: financial
means were expended on the education and career of her brothers, and
a marriage before her older sister was certainly out of question. The
extraordinarily close relation between both sisters loosened in the short
term, when in 1734 a friend of Elizabeth, Margaret Harley, married
William Bentinck, Duke of Portland, and Elizabeth spent a lot of time
in London to keep her company. Because of her lively and witty nature
Elizabeth was soon successful in high society. Sarah, however, usually
stayed in the country. A heavy smallpox infection in 1741 decreased her
prospect of a socially advantageous marriage further. Elizabeth married
Edward Montagu (1692-1775) on 5 August 1742. He was wealthy, due
to coal mines, a grandson of the Earl of Sandwich and a Member of
Parliament since 1734.9 Marriage with a man twice as old as she but
respecting her concerns had considerable advantages for Elizabeth:
she obtained social reputation and the material independence to look
after her literary and social interests.1°From the 1750s her distinguished
circle of 'Blue Stockings', to which the painter Angelika Kauffmann
(1741-1807) belonged at times, was one of the most important salons at
London. The couple lived in Yorkshire for most of the time, but also
in Sandleford, Berkshire, where Sarah often paid longer visits. There,
Edward Haytley (active 1740-1762), working often for the Montagus,
painted her portrait in the 1740s.
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Portrait of Sarah Scott by Edward Haytley, 1744.
(From a Private Collection and reproduced here by kind permission of the owner)
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Mount Morris was the centre of Sarah's life until the death of her
mother in 1746. After that her father, following his old wish, moved to
London and lived there with a housekeeper. Sarah could not, was not
allowed, or did not want to follow him. It was also out of the question to
live in the shadow of her bright sister. Thus, she chose a restless life that
was characterised by long visits to friends and relatives and stays in the
elegant spas of Bath and Tunbridge Wells, the most important 'wedding
markets' of the kingdom.U In Bath she got to know - at the latest in 1747
-Lady Barbara Montagu (died August 1765), a daughter of the Earl of
Halifax, a few years younger than SarahY In August 1748 she moved
into her house at Bath. Both lived on relatively modest allowances from
their fathers. In 1750 Sarah Robinson published her first book, probably
hoping to increase their household budget. In the same year George
Lewis Scott (1708-1780) became 'sub-preceptor' of Prince George, the later
George III, grandson of King George liP Sarah had used her contacts in
the background to support this appointment.14 She had already met him,
as a friend of her brother-in-law, at the end of the 1740s. His post was
apparently the prerequisite for their marriage in London on 15 June 1751.
With that, Sarah Scott approached the social and cultural centre of the
country. The couple lived in Leicester Fields near the prince's residence
at Leicester House, and moved some months later to Chelsea. But the
marriage failed after nine months, causing a great stir. Scott left London
with an allowance from her husband - £100 a year - and lived until her
death with her friend Lady Barbara in Bath, spending the summers in
Batheaston close by. This obviously scandalous step provoked a deep
disagreement with her father. In Bath she initiated with Lady Barbara
various charitable projects, concerning for example the employment
of mentally and physically disabled servants. Thereby her financial
difficulties increased, leading to her becoming a productive writer.15
Many of her works found a quite positive reception by critics.16 Contacts
with court and London society, which arose out of the connections of her
husband and her sister, fitted very well into her literary activity, and a
long-term Sapphic friendship did not cause concern if it was seen without
sexual connotationP
The 'Blue Stockings' tried to create a kind of female republic of
scholars. In the end, this was the only chance for women with academic
and literary ambitions in an educational system that was shaped and
dominated by men and that denied women access even to classical
education. The works of Sarah Scott- she kept her husband's name after
the separation - can be divided into two groups. On the one hand there

125
are novels like Millenium Hall and Sir George Ellison. These works show
a clear condemnation of moral and political failure as well as of the bad
state of social affairs of her time. She criticises the discrimination against
women in a sexist environment and condemns slavery in the colonies.18
The solution to these problems she sees in a society based on a religiousutopia, transfiguring the hierarchic paternalistic feudal society.19 The
fundamental contradiction in this 'merry old England' ideology led in the
end to her finding the events of the French Revolution repugnant, as did
her sister and the 'Blue Stockings'. In her novel Agreeable Ugliness, written
after her move to Lady Barbara Montagu's home, she tells the story of
two sisters - one a bright beauty, the other a plain woman of education
and virtue- whose juxtaposed adventures show the superiority of moral
goodness over physical beauty. One has the idea that she put some
autobiographical experiences from her relation to her sister Elizabeth
into this.
In the second group of her publications- Sarah Scott's three historical
treatises - her religious moralising attitude is also noticeable. In Scott's
opinion the purpose of history is always to provide edifying and
instructive models and examples for the present day. According to the
then current idea of 'historia magistra vitae ', 20 she published in 1760 (the
year of the coronation of George III, the former 'student' of her former
husband) a History of Gustavus Ericson. This is in our understanding no
historical treatise, it is more like an early modern mirror for princes
(Fiirstenspiegel). There is no need to say that this work had to be
published under the male pseudonym of Henry Augustus Raymond: an
historical treatise by a female writer, moreover one who knew the king,
could never have been published. The work - quite well reviewed by
contemporaries - portrays the founder of the Swedish great-power as a
religious, protestant, paternalistic, model king. The characterisation of
his personality and policy becomes a governmental programme for an
enlightened sovereign: promotion of trade and industry, deep respect for
the sciences, welfare services for the poor and sick, founding of schools,
hospitals and granaries. Scott's other historical works did not appear
under her name either, but were published anonymously. Nevertheless
the educated public knew of Sarah Scott's authorship. 21 The next historical
publication was the History of Mecklenburgh, coming out in 1762 in two
editions. Its origin is obvious and will shortly be dealt with below. Her
last publication in 1772, The Life of Theodore Agrippa D'Aubigne (1552-1630),
was also an historical work. Again the personality of the well-known
Huguenot poet and the events connected with him, serve as Exempla
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Historica for the discussion about personal freedom and religious dissent
in those days: a controversy which had been discussed by England's
educated public since the spectacular process of and the rigid censorship
against John Wilkes (1727-1797). 22
On the whole Scott's publications were more than the common works
of an amateur, or the historical tales - dictated by events of the day - of
a contemporary observing the current discussion. Basic geographical
and historical knowledge combine in them with a good understanding
of the relevant literature - the choice of that consulted in her History of
Meclclenburgh already shows this.
The death of her brother-in-law Edward Montagu in 1775 made it
possible for Elizabeth to make Sarah an allowance of £200 a year. The
death of their father three years later brought Sarah another £50 annual
income from the family's possessions in Yorkshire. Because of that she
ceased to write, lived in London until1784/5 and then moved to Catton
near Norwich, where she died in 1795. In her last will she instructed that
all private papers should be burned. Therefore her letters came down to
us only in the estates of her family and friends. Although Sarah Scott
never belonged to the inner circle of the 'Blue Stockings', she deserves
our attention as an early 'professional' writer and as the author of the
first English compendium of the history of Mecklenburg.
Sarah Scott and Thomas Nugent
The origin of the two earliest English works on the history of Mecklenburg
is known and will be mentioned only briefly. On 8 September 1761,
22-years-old King George married 17-years-old Sophie Charlotte von
Mecklenburg-Strelitz (1744-1818).23 Until then this principality and its
rulers were hardly known in England. If English society had some ideas
of it they were rather obscure. On 9 July 1761 the famous writer Horace
Walpole mocked in a letter about the English ambassador: 'Lord Harcourt
is to be at her [Sophie Charlotte's] father's court- if he can find it- on the
1st of August ... !' 24
The need for information was great: 'As soon ... as his Majesty declared
his intention of taking the princess of Mecklenburgh for his consort, she
became the general topic of discourse; and every Briton's thoughts were
turned towards the family from which Great Britain was to receive its
Queen', says Scott in the preface. However, in her letters she commented
less enthusiastically on the new queen and the great public attention the
young bride received. 'One would imagine that no king had ever married
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or any state ever had a queen before. The nation ... [is] ... absolutely frantic.
I hear there is scaffolding enough erected against the coronation to hold
two millions of people ...' she wrote to her sister-in-law in Naples on 14
September 176F5 Sarah's description of the appearance of the bride was
not very benevolent: 'I understand she is very far from handsome. Her
mouth fills great part of her face', which incidentally corresponds to the
portrait of the queen by Thomas Gainsborough in Schwerin, Mecklenburg,
1781. But she admits that Sophie Charlotte had a good nature, was very
lively and had a tremendous mental grasp. Expressing subtle irony she
is surprised at the 'physical' capacity of the Princess of Mecklenburg:
after ten days on board a ship and one day in a coach Sophie Charlotte
arrived in London on 8 September and on the same day the wedding
took place. After the wedding celebration 'she and the king were in bed,
and all the night after her journey and so long a voyage. Nothing but a
German constitution could have undergone it'. 26
However these private remarks are to be judged, in the preface Scott
declares her own curiosity to be the reason for her studies - financial
interests seem to have been bad manners for writers even then: 'I confess I
was myself no less curious on this subject than the rest of my countrymen'.
And because no reliable and satisfying information was available she
studied the authors 'from whom I could hope to receive any information
for authentic particulars, relative to the house of Mecklenburgh'. 27 In 360
pages she compiles chronologically the history of Mecklenburg from the
earliest days until the marriage of Princess Sophie Charlotte, without
further subdivision into chapters. In the beginning there is a short
overview of the constitution of the Holy Roman Empire, considering
especially the relation between the emperor and the princes. As sources
for the extensive account of the legendary prehistory Scott used the usual
classical historians like Jordanes and Procopius, but also the Annales
Herulorum ac Vandalorum by Nikolaus Marschall<, published in Rostock
in 152F8 She describes the Vandals, claimed to be the direct ancestors of
the people of Mecklenburg, as hospitable, charitable and just - quoting
the chronicle uncritically. The part on modern history is mainly based
on older works of Jean de Heiss, Samuel von Pufendorff and Fran<;ois
de Bassompierre. Sarah used also quite recent publications, for example
The History of the Life of Gustavus Adolphus by Walter Harte, published
in 175929 or, for the time after the Treaty of Westphalia, Joseph Barre's
Histoire generale d'Allemagne, ten volumes published in Paris 1748. 30
The origin of Nugent's History of Vandalia was also the public interest
in the royal wedding in 1761. But Nugent was neither forced to publish
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anonymously or under a pseudonym, nor to put forward curiosity as a
reason for the work. On the contrary, as a member of the establishment31
and as a history expert he recommended himself for such a task. In
the preface it says: 'The following History derives its origin from the
auspicious nuptials of the august pail~ who so happily fill the throne of
Britain. At the time when the eyes of the whole nation turned towards
that princess, who ... was found worthy the affection of our most gracious
sovereign, the author was solicited by some friends to represent the
antiquity and splendor of her majesty's descent, in a consise history of
the most serene house of Mecklenburg'. Nugent's treatise is also strictly
chronological. Following the early legends, the work is more or less
subdivided according to the reigns of the fabulous Vandal and Veneti
rulers. In the first volume he starts with an extensive description of the
geographic and topographic facts as well as a summary of the constitution
of the Holy Roman Empire and its territorial states. After that the volume
continues until the middle of the twelfth century. The second volume
deals with the time from the Middle Ages until the Reformation, and
the last volume ends with a description of Sophie Charlotte's journey
to England and the wedding celebrations. Nugent studied much more
literature than Scott. Not only did he publish his first volume four
years later than Scott, he also travelled in 1766 - before he published
the other volumes - for a few months through Mecklenburg. There he
researched in libraries and archives and sought for discussions with
native scholars. One of his most important sources for the first volume
was Stephan Werner von Dewitz, an envoye extraordinaire whom Nugent
got to know in London between 1762 and 1765. 32 On his journey Nugent
also got in touch with Lord Bassewitz, a minister of Duke Friedrich von
Mecklenburg, and with experts of the history of Mecklenburg especially
Angelinus Johann Daniel Aepinus/ 3 Professor of rhetoric in Rostock
and Butzow, and Samuel Buchholz, 34 preacher in Lychen. They made it
possible for Nugent - unlike Scott - to study the relevant German and
Latin historical literature intensively. 35
Both authors, however, start with the complicated constitution of the
Holy Roman Empire, the 'Germanic Body', 36 followed by a report on the
great principalities. After dealing with the sovereignty of every prince
in his own territory, they both give an account of the system of rule in
Mecklenburg. With the emphasis on the sovereignty they obviously
try to establish a certain equality between the bridal couple. Scott even
describes this sovereignty as absolute: '... every Prince in Germany is
absolute in his principality; and however insignificant his state may
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be, still he is above the laws?7 Nugent restricts it according to reality
and the constitution of the empire: 'The princes are all souvereigns in
their respective territories, having an absolute iurisdiction over their
subjects, except where the diet or the supreme courts of iudicature think
proper to interpose ... they exercise most acts of souvereignty that are
not prejudicial to the empire'. 38 While Scott's statements on these general
questions of the history of the Holy Roman Empire and its constitution
are based on French treatises by HeiB von Kogenheim and Antoine de
la Martiniere, Nugent's knowledge came from Leibniz, Pufendorff and
different German jurists.
Occasionally both used the same sources. In these parts one can see
easily the contrasting fields of interest and the different personality
of both authors. This can be exemplified by the description of the
restitution of the rule of the dukes of Mecklenburg in Gustrow on 25
June 1631. Gustavus Adolphus attended the celebrations and both writers
sometimes follow exactly the words in Harte's Life of Gustavus Adolphus.
But they differ in an important detail. Nugent emphasises particularly
that 'twenty hogsheads 39 of wine and forty of beer were given to the
poor', and the King of Sweden even invited parents 'to bring their young
children with them to taste the festal wine, that they might remember
... the restoration of their lawful sovereigns, as well as of their religion
and liberty'. 40 A lot of alcohol, enjoyed in society as the promoter of loyal
and religious feelings, was of course impossible for Sarah Scott. She
portrays Gustavus Adolphus as a patriarchal educationalist who orders
'that all parents, should fully instruct their children in the nature of this
Restoration, and teach them to remember ... the re-establishment of their
lawful Sovereigns, of their religion, and of their liberty'41 -no word about
the pleasurable consumption of alcohol.
But it would be short-sighted and unjust to accuse Scott of being
naive and seeing the king as a Nordic shining light, as did the biased
popular Protestant literature of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.
Rather her point of view corresponds to the already mentioned idea
of what kind of nature a prince and politician should have. Moreover,
Scott has a specific understanding of politics and history. In principle,
she has an enlightened notion that believes in a positive development
of history and understands war as a secularised eschatological fight
between good and bad. That did not concern eternal salvation, it was
about the improvement of mankind in this world. So, a prince fought
battles to promote common wealth. It is almost unnecessary to refer to
the consequences for her treatise.
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But, to return to Gustavus Adolphus: Wallenstein is portrayed as a
blood-sucking usurper who exploits the country and oppresses the
population, no matter if friend or foe. 42 In order to do that he gets support
from sinister Southern European figures like the Italian Torquato di Conti
who does not dare to fight an open battle against the 'lion from midnight'. 43
Instead they try to eliminate him with treason and deceitfulness - in
vain of course. The death of the Swedish king in the battle of Lutzen
is described by Scott in only two sentences, however she devotes more
than one page to his personal qualities, mainly his humanity and his
religiousness. 44 Nugent treats these events much more extensively. The
attitude is basically the same. Torquato di Conti, who is not loved by his
soldiers and is feared by the people, even gets the epithet of the devil
- obviously the diametrical opposite of Gustavus Adolphus.45 But - and
attention has to be paid to that difference - in Nugent's work a more
stereotypical male view of the war and his hero can be discerned. He
devotes many pages to the detailed description of the campaigns and the
different battles and sieges of the years 1630-32 -but never losing sight of
the political dimensions of the events of the war. On the occasion of the
battle of Lutzen Nugent sings an epic song: 46 on more than two pages he
not only reports the death of the 'godlike hero, Gustavus Adolphus, the
delight of his subjects, the terror of his enemies' and quotes his obligatory
last words, he also recalls the 'brave and worthy commander' of the
imperial troops, Lord Pappenheim, who also was mortally wounded at
Lutzen.
The different ideas of war and history were not restricted to such
sensitive topics as Gustavus Adolphus or the siege of Magdeburg. 47
Rather these attitudes characterised the complete treatise. For Nugent,
who was much more familiar with continental court historiography, it
was about striking out 'a history of ... powerful and warlike nations; a
history representing the succession and memorable actions of their
souvereigns'. 48 Scott however regrets that 'the history of Germany thus
becomes entirely military; and consequently unentertaining'. 49
Has Sarah Scott been forgotten or marginalised?

Nugent's description was historically and scientifically better researched:
he had the matchless advantage of studying the historians of Mecklenburg.
But both authors were known to their contemporaries, and although
there are no figures about the number of copies published, Scott's History
experienced two editions within one year, Nugent's only one. Thus, at
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the end a question has to be asked: has Sarah Scott been forgotten or
marginalised? And if so, why did that happen? Today she is not one of
the famous female authors of the eighteenth century. In Anglo-Saxon
countries attention was paid to her in recent years only because of her
novels. The History of Meclclenburgh satisfied only a short-term curiosity,
a current interest in the new queen, not an interest in Mecklenburg. In
Germany, even in Mecklenburg, Scott is forgotten. In 1944 she was still
mentioned in a bibliography by Wilhelm Heess 50 and some short extracts
were printed recently in a small anthology, edited by Jurgen Grambow. 51
But serious historical and literary studies of her life and her works are
still to come.
The reasons for the priority Nugent enjoys in Mecklenburg are easy
to understand: his journey in the country made him popular and the
official character of his History got him suitable patronage. He established
personal relations not only with scholars, but also with Sophie Charlotte's
brother, Duke Adolf Friedrich IV. 52 The duke had already learned of
Nugent and his work before, presumably from his ambassador Dewitz in
London. He was in favour of the project and already in 1769, he engaged
Andreas Gottlieb Masch the elder, 53 court chaplain in Neustrelitz, to do
a translation of the History. 54 But it was never finished, or at least nothing
was printed. Nevertheless, in 1781 a German edition of Nugent's letters
on his journey was published and - the genre predestined for a literary
success - established his fame in Germany. In England he was already
well-known for the accounts of his travels. 55 In the year of his journey to
Mecklenburg, Tobias Smollett's best-seller and trend-setter Travels through
France and Italy appeared, in which Smollett fell back on Nugent's Grand
Tour, published in 1749. 56 In 1768 - at the same time as Nugent's Travels
through Germany - Lawrence Sterne's Sentimental Journey through France
and Italy was published.
But what was the situation with Sarah Scott's History of Meclclenburgh?
The inability of a female author of historical works to find appreciation
has already been mentioned, but it is now necessary to draw attention
to two sets of suspicious circumstances. It has to be made clear that
Nugent knew Sarah Scott, if not personally, then at least her History of
Meclclenburgh. After all they had the same publisher, Dilly and Millar.
Moreover, Dr. Christopher Nugent, a doctor practising in Bath until1764,
was probably a brother or cousin of Thomas and mentioned in his will. 57 In
view of Sarah Scott's charitable commitment in her long-standing place of
residence, they had almost certainly met. So the question has to be raised,
why Nugent, studying the literature intensely, did not take the only recent
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English book about his topic into account? Misogynous arrogance may
have led him to disregard a woman, but there are hints that most likely
personal vanity and loyalty were crucial. Nugent's reference to a hardly
important 'count Schomberg' in connection with conflict in Mecklenburg
in 1630/31 may be significant. 58 Some pages earlier, some light is cast on
the matter by the dedication of a portrait of Gustavus Adolphus 'To Ralph
Schomberg', doctor of medicine and 'Fellow of the Society of Antiquaries',
from 'His most Humble & Obedient Servant Thomas Nugent'. 59 Obviously
Nugent wanted to honour his friend and connect him - genealogically
wrongly - to the family of Schomberg, which had numerous different
branches in France and England, that produced m any army officers and
civil servants. Ralph Schomberg (1714-1792) had established himself as a
doctor in Bath in the 1750s and 60s, dedicating himself also to his literary
ambitions - however, with limited success: 'Even the all-swallowing vase
at Bath Easton was found to nauseate our Doctors compositions', Baker
judged twenty years after Schomberg's death. 60 Apart from that, he was
soon notorious as a plagiarist. 61 After he had embezzled money from a
hospital fund, he had to leave Bath. Sarah Scott's literary reputation and
her charitable commitment at her place of residence may have made her
an enemy of Schomberg and because of that also of Nugent. But this is
merely a speculation.
While Nugent's disregard can be explained by these personal reasons,
the marginalizing of Sarah Scott by her contemporaries and following
generations has other reasons. The m ain cause was the alleged proximity
and sympathy of ' Blue Stocking' feminism to the French Revolution.
In fact, all 'Blue Stockings' as well as Sarah distanced themselves early
from the revolutionary events across the Channel, if they ever had any
sympathies at all. In England from the middle of the 1790s, counterrevolutionary attitudes treated femini sts as equivalent to Jacobins and
the term 'Blue Stocking' connoted something negative until the twentieth
century. 62
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