Plas Newydd’s Poetics of Exchange:
Portraiture, Poetry and the Intermediality of Eighteenth-Century Gift Culture

Abstract:
This article uses eighteenth-century correspondence and diurnal writing to unpack the complex networks of emotional, artistic, and poetic exchange that surrounded Plas Newydd, the home of the so-called “Ladies of Llangollen,” Sarah Ponsonby and Lady Eleanor Butler. It focuses on the gifting of a printed copy of George Romney’s painting Serena Reading (1782) given to the women by the poet Anna Seward, viewed by the trio as a portrait. Using an interdisciplinary and microhistorical approach, the article places the image within two contexts: firstly, within an intricate display of gifted portraits at Plas Newydd, and secondly, in relation to Seward’s poetry. In so doing, it argues for the centrality of the cultural, emotional, and intellectual process of exchange as a way for understanding the emotional life of the period. By focusing on the literary lives of this portrait-object, the article also demonstrates the necessity of an intermedial approach to eighteenth-century visual and material culture, highlighting the productive possibilities of using textual sources to consider long-lost artworks. 
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Plas Newydd’s Poetics of Exchange:
Portraiture, Poetry and the Intermediality of Eighteenth-Century Gift Culture

Plas Newydd, an eclectically decorated cottage ornée located in Llangollen in Wales, is best known as the home of the so-called ‘Ladies of Llangollen,’ Lady Eleanor Butler (1739-1829), and the Hon. Sarah Ponsonby (1755-1831). Now celebrated by many as early lesbian heroines, the pair were infamous for their 1780 elopement from Ireland to rural Wales in order to embrace a life of idyllic retirement and ‘romantic friendship’ (fig. 1). 

[Insert figure 1 roughly here] 

Butler was born in 1739 into one of Ireland’s wealthy dynastic families, while Ponsonby was born in 1755, and was the second cousin of Frederick Ponsonby, 3rd Earl of Bessborough. Having met in around 1769, Butler and Ponsonby struck up an uncommonly intense friendship, despite their age gap of around sixteen years. Faced with the threat of unwanted marriages, their early story is one of frustration and anguish. With their first attempt at elopement failing in 1778, their fate seemed destined to be determined by their tyrannical guardians and the governing social milieu of the eighteenth-century Irish elite: Ponsonby would marry, while Butler would be sent to a convent. Eventually, however, their families relented, permitting them first to see each other again, and finally to move to Britain to set up life together. While London had been their initial choice for a future residence, they eventually settled on Llangollen in Wales, a location with which Ponsonby was particularly enchanted.[endnoteRef:1] Llangollen commanded intensely beautiful prospects and possessed a number of striking landmarks, such as the ruined castle of Dinas Bran, and the long-crumbling Valle Crucis Abbey, both of which were to become hubs for Romantic writers and artists during Wales’ cultural revival in the late-eighteenth and early-nineteenth centuries.[endnoteRef:2] The pair would live together at the property from 1779 until Butler’s death in 1829, which was followed by Ponsonby’s own demise, just a few years later, in 1831.  [1:  For a full biography, see Elizabeth Mavor, The Ladies of Llangollen: A Study in Romantic Friendship (London: Penguin Books, 2001).  ]  [2:  For context, see Damian Walford Davies and Lynda Pratt, eds., Wales and the Romantic Imagination (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 2007). ] 

On 5 April 1814, Ponsonby wrote to her friend, Sarah Parker of Sweeney Hall, in Oswestry, expressing that for her and her cohabitant, ‘the choosing of a new pair of Wafer tongs [is] as important to us as the restoration of the Bourbons.’[endnoteRef:3] Exemplifying the pair’s profound concern with the material world, Ponsonby’s assertion as to the importance of their pair of wafer tongs was a notable pronouncement. Politically, Butler and Ponsonby were deeply conservative and strong supporters of the Bourbon monarchy. By centring on a highly quotidian object, Ponsonby’s statement contravenes traditional divisions between ‘big’ histories, focusing on the political, and microhistories, histories of the everyday, the domestic, and thereby, the trivial. For Butler and Ponsonby however, their political engagements were indivisible from their material preoccupations. When in September 1823, for example, an unnamed correspondent offered Butler a lock of Napoleon Bonaparte’s hair, the gift was refused on account of Butler’s ‘Allegiance to the Bourbon family,’ while Butler herself was famously decorated with a jewelled Order of Saint Louis, ‘presents of the Bourbon family.’[endnoteRef:4] Accordingly, while a pair of wafer tongs might have been as important as the restoration of the monarchy to which Butler and Ponsonby performatively professed allegiance, these concerns were by no means mutually exclusive; their interrelation instead reflecting the centrality of ‘trivial’ material objects to late eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century life.  [3:  Elizabeth Mavor, ed. A Year with the Ladies of Llangollen (Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1986), 86. ]  [4:  Mavor, A Year with the Ladies of Llangollen, 179. ] 

Ponsonby’s recognition of the significance of the material culture of everyday life was one shared by their contemporaries, who, as Cynthia Wall has argued, were increasingly aware of the presence of ‘things on the market, in the house, in daily life.’[endnoteRef:5] In her study of responses to the eighteenth-century country house, Jocelyn Anderson charts a shift in that occurred in the first half of the century in the understanding of domestic interiors, wherein the small parts of an overarching decorative scheme came to be viewed as objects with their own significance.[endnoteRef:6] Beyond its ratification of the importance of small things decidedly not forgotten, Ponsonby’s proclamation also highlights one of the modes in which domestic things were made to matter during this period: their ekphrastic transformation into text.[endnoteRef:7] The rise of descriptive lists of objects in auction catalogues, travel writing, and correspondence that occurred at this time reflects how individual things, through being described, made note of, discussed, and recorded,  came to be treated seriously at this time, with such ekphrastic practices demarking the importance of the material objects to which they referred.   [5:  Cynthia Wall, The Prose of Things: Transformations of Description in the Eighteenth Century (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2006), 2. ]  [6:  Jocelyn Anderson, Touring and Publicizing England’s Country Houses in the Long Eighteenth Century (London and New York: Bloomsbury Academic, 2018) 93-94.]  [7:  J. Deetz, In Small Things Forgotten: An Archaeology of Early American Life (New York, 2010). ] 

Here, then, we can see an alignment between the aims of art historian and subject: a shared commitment to the close reading of, and engagement with, objects. As Anderson argues, such an approach is fundamentally an art historical one. Rooted in the practices of close engagement with visual and material culture, this kind of careful looking at, thinking about, and documentation of, images and objects have been identified by scholars such as Viccy Coltman, Michael Yonan, and Sam Rose as fundamental aspects of the art historian’s methodological toolkit, which work in tandem with the process of description.[endnoteRef:8] Indeed, as Wall writes of the eighteenth-century object-narrator, ‘rather than some simple absorption of status quo or reification of imposed ideologies,’ ‘descriptions of other people’s spaces, other people’s things, constituted analysis and self-construction.’[endnoteRef:9] Read in this way, the appearance of things within the literary forms of the period are not merely descriptive, but deeply interpretative. Demonstrating a visual, material, and cultural literacy on the part of those who interacted with eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century material culture, these material engagements existed beyond the dispassionate judgement of the aristocratic art collector or connoisseur, but were no less sophisticated.   [8:  Viccy Coltman, “Im-material Culture and History of Art(efacts).” In Writing Material Culture History, ed. Anne Gerritsen and Giorgio Riello (London and New York: Bloomsbury Academic, 2014), 17-31, at 19. Michael Yonan, “Toward a Fusion of Art History and Material Culture Studies,” West 86th: A Journal of Decorative Arts, Design History, and Material Culture 18, no. 2 (2011): 243. Sam Rose, “Close Looking and Conviction,” Art History 40 (2017): 156-177.]  [9:  Wall, The Prose of Things, 153. Bill Brown, “Thing Theory,” Critical Inquiry 28, no. 1 (2001): 1-22. ] 

In this context, an individual’s writing about an object can be read as highly revealing, with the choice to mention and describe—that is, to tell material histories about an image or object—as meaningful as the encounter with the original thing itself. Wall’s interpretation of Bill Brown’s ‘thing theory’ is useful here. Though Brown argues that an object’s thingness is at its highest when it is suddenly broken or otherwise removed from ‘their flow within the circuits of production and distribution, consumption and exhibition,’ Wall suggests that eighteenth-century things are those encountered ‘in catalogs, inventories, letters, guidebooks,’ ‘acquired by shopping, collecting, bidding,’ ‘arranged and rearranged in private spaces, both in the world and in texts.’[endnoteRef:10] For Wall, the eighteenth-century thing is as much noticed when it appears, starts working, or when it starts ‘filling and then differentiating houses’ as when it breaks. As she writes, ‘the market for and arrangement of things in the world created the space for the description of things in texts, interiors produced interiors, surfaces produced meanings.’[endnoteRef:11]  [10:  Wall, 150. ]  [11:  Wall, 200. ] 

As such, Ponsonby’s singling out and writing about the wafer tongs means that they are subsumed within the epistolary structures and networks of connection that characterised eighteenth- and early-nineteenth-century social life. Selected, noticed, discussed, they are objects transformed into things. Indeed, ‘things’ were subjected to all kinds of transformative encounters during this period, whether recorded and described in manuscripts, published in texts, translated into the space of the collection, inherited from a family member or friend, lost forever, or given as a gift. This article focuses on the latter of these transactions, examining the coactive role of portraiture and poetry in the creative gift culture established at Butler and Ponsonby’s home. Gift exchange was one of the crucial processes through which eighteenth-century visual and material culture was rendered prescient; one instrumental in turning objects into things, and from houses into homes. Examining gift exchange as an interpretative contextualisation that rendered things eloquent, this article pays deep attention to how it shaped particular images, objects, and domestic spaces, and the implications of this on the lived experience of individual historical actors, namely Butler and Ponsonby and their network of close friends. In so doing, it relates the specificity of these examples to the broader cultural processes that characterised people’s engagements with domestic space and its associated visual and material culture during this period. 

[Insert figure 2 roughly here] 

During Butler and Ponsonby’s time at Plas Newydd they became celebrated as models of rural retirement, creativity, and innocent intimacy, a level of fame that resulted in an accordant and enduring consumer culture based on images of their house and their own likenesses, which included printed images, portraits, and postcards.[endnoteRef:12] Yet despite the thriving visual and material culture that emerged around the women, much of the objectscape of Plas Newydd itself does not survive intact, with the house significantly remodelled in the Victorian period, and many of their personal effects dispersed in the house sale that followed their deaths.[endnoteRef:13] It is not an overstatement to say that the women had transformed Plas Newydd following their arrival at the property: throughout the duration of their custodianship of the house, it was systematically turned from a fairly substantial square stone building, roofed with plain stone tiles, into an ornate spectacle (fig. 2). By the time of Butler’s death in 1829, gone was the Georgian elegance of the original building, as seen in figure 2, with its simple symmetry and relatively plain façade, and in its place was a Gothic fantasy of grotesque carvings and shimmering coloured glass. Its interiors were likewise ornamented with even more wooden carvings and were extensively hung with drawings of the surrounding landscape, and portraits of their friends and relatives, many of which were gifted to the women as material testament to their affective relationships, now lost to history.  [12:  For example, the Glamorgan Pottery, based in Swansea, released a pattern depicting the women between 1813 and 1839. An example survives in the collections of the National Library of Wales (NMW A 34515). ]  [13:  Plas Newydd sale catalogue, 1832. NLW MS 9132D, National Library of Wales, Aberystwyth. ] 

As such, the complexities of this now immaterial culture can only be reconstructed through microhistorical attention to the surviving textual records. The correspondence between Butler and Ponsonby and their friends is notably preoccupied with material objects. One such object is a printed version of George Romney’s painting Serena Reading, given to Butler and Ponsonby by their close friend, the poet Anna Seward in 1797 (fig. 3).[endnoteRef:14] The image powerfully reminded Seward of her adopted sister, Honora Sneyd, who died in 1780. Sneyd had come to be part of Seward’s family following the death of her mother in 1756, after which she was adopted by Seward’s father, the Canon Thomas Seward, with their cohabitation resulting in the establishment of a strong sisterly bond. This attachment, however, was interrupted in 1771, when Sneyd returned to the home of her own father, before eventually marrying Richard Lovell Edgeworth (1744-1817) in 1773, a union that Seward was staunchly against. In her critical biography of Seward, Claudia Kairoff describes their relationship as ‘one of the chief emotional dramas’ of her life, encompassing the ‘passionate attachment’ of their early cohabitation, as well as the heartache brought on by what Seward perceived to be Sneyd’s ‘betrayal, desertion, and death,’ an (auto)biographical narrative in which the print is firmly implicated.[endnoteRef:15] The image is accordingly a key example of how such images mediated the multifarious affective and material relations cultivated between Butler and Ponsonby and their friends. This article uses surviving correspondence and diurnal writing to unpack the complex networks of emotional, artistic, and poetic exchange that surrounded this highly emotional portrait-object, placing the image within two contexts: firstly, within an intricate display of gifted portraits and other objects in and around Plas Newydd, and secondly, in relation to Seward’s poetry, including Llangollen Vale with Other Poems (1796), a sentimentalising series of verses dedicated to Seward’s most intimate relationships. In so doing, the article will not only highlight the vibrant intermedial lives of this eighteenth-century print, but also how through gift exchange, the materiality of the home became deeply enmeshed with the social and emotional lives of its inhabitants, visitors, and viewers.  [14:  For more on Seward’s relationship with the women, see. Fiona Brideoake, The Ladies of Llangollen: Desire, Indeterminacy, and the Legacies of Criticism (Lewisburg: Bucknell University Press, 2017), 198-200. ]  [15:  Claudia Kairoff, Anna Seward and the End of the Eighteenth Century (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2012), 202. ] 

[Insert figure 3 roughly here] 

Serena Reading
Romney painted several versions of Serena Reading in the 1780s, which were in turn commoditised through the production of a series of printed copies.[endnoteRef:16] All depict the titular character Serena, the heroine of William Hayley’s mock-epic poem The Triumphs of Temper (1781), dressed in a white mob cap and gown, engaged in the act of reading by candlelight.[endnoteRef:17] From Seward’s descriptions of the image, we can presume that the print given to Butler and Ponsonby was similar to that produced by the printmaker John Raphael Smith, published in 1782, although as Susan Matthews notes, another printed version of Romney’s painting was included as the frontispiece to the sixth edition of Hayley’s poem (1788).[endnoteRef:18] Smith’s print includes four lines from the first canto of the poem:  [16:  Alex Kidson, George Romney, 1734-1802 (London: Princeton University Press, 2002), 165-166. Versions of the painting survive in the Victoria & Albert Museum, the National Portrait Gallery, the Harris Museum and Art Gallery, and the Dulwich Picture Gallery. ]  [17:  William Hayley, The Triumphs of Temper: A Poem (London, 1803). ]  [18:  On Romney’s relationship with his engravers, including Smith, see David Alexander, “A Reluctant Communicator: George Romney at the Print Market.” In Those Delightful Regions of Imagination: Essays on George Romney, ed. Alex Kidson (New Haven & London: Yale University Press, 2002), 251-288. Susan Matthews, Blake, Sexuality and Bourgeois Politeness (Cambridge: University of Cambridge Press 2011), 60. ] 


Sweet Evelina’s fascinating power
Had first beguil’d of sleep her midnight hour.
Possest by Sympathy’s enchanting sway,
She read, unconscious of the dawning day

The image therefore shows Serena as a woman characteristically and sympathetically absorbed in the fiction she reads.[endnoteRef:19]  [19:  Alison Margaret Conway, Private Interests Women, Portraiture, and the Visual Culture of the English Novel, 1709-1791 (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2001), 44. ] 

The print was later reissued in 1811 by James Hopwood under the title Miss Sneyd, undoubtedly a mislabelling in reference to Seward’s letters, just published that year. Both the print’s reissuing under this name and the fact that the image so powerfully reminded Seward of Sneyd highlights the mutability between portraiture and printed images that was characteristic of this period.[endnoteRef:20] Though Seward felt the similarities between the print and Romney’s painting to be wholly the product of accident, with the latter made ‘without having ever beheld her,’ and guided simply by the artist’s ‘abstract idea of perfect loveliness,’ she nevertheless felt that his image completely produced ‘the form and the face of Honora Sneyd…rising beneath his pencil.’[endnoteRef:21] Notably, Seward believed this kind of descriptive exactitude—in both poetry and painting—to be essential to the evocation of memory. In 1795, Seward had written of the importance of the ‘assistance of the pencil’ in invoking the ‘distinct recollection’ of what ‘our lovely Friends’ once were, thereby identifying the significance of portraiture in preserving memories of her friends and family before they faded through time.[endnoteRef:22] As such, Seward’s conception of portraiture fits with notions of the portrait as an inherently emotional object, and more specifically with Kate Retford’s model of its having a ‘persistent, intimate relationship’ with death during this period, ‘founded on the genre’s arguably primary function of capturing an individual’s likeness as a bulwark against absence.’[endnoteRef:23]  [20:  For intersections between portraiture and printed images during this period, see Kate Retford, The Art of Domestic Life: Family Portraiture in Eighteenth-Century England (New Haven & London: Yale University Press 2006), 196-202.  ]  [21:  Anna Seward, Letters of Anna Seward: Written between the Years 1784 and 1807, A. Constable, ed. 6 vols. (Edinburgh, 1811), 5:109. ]  [22:  Seward, Letters, 4:98. ]  [23:  See Orest Ranum, “Intimacy in French eighteenth-century portraits,” Word & Image 6, no. 4 (1990): 351-367; Kate Retford, “A Death in the Family: Posthumous Portraiture in Eighteenth-Century England,” Art History 33, no. 1 (2010): 74-97, at 75. ] 

Seward shared this function of the print with her closest friends and family members. In a letter to her cousin Mary Powys, for example, she recalled how she had shown her ‘the tinted print from Romney’s fine picture of Serena in the Triumphs of Temper, and which bears such perfect, though accidental, resemblance to Honora, when she was in the glory of her virgin graces…The luxury of mournful delight with which I continually gaze upon that form, is one of the most precious comforts of my life,’ a passage that reinforces the profound role of the image in the author’s emotional life.[endnoteRef:24] Seward similarly discussed the evocative likeness of the print to Sneyd when sending a facsimile of the image to Butler and Ponsonby in 1797.[endnoteRef:25] Writing on 30 October of that year, she recounted that she had been fortunate in procuring  [24:  Seward, Letters, 5:258.]  [25:  Seward, 5:258. ] 


another copy of Romney’s Serena, which I mentioned to you as having accidentally formed a perfect similitude of my lost Honora Sneyd’s face and figure, when she was serenely perusing the printed and unimpassioned thoughts of others.  To the varying glories of her countenance, when she was expressing her own, or listening to the effusions of genius, no pencil could do justice. But that sweet, that sacred decency, that reserved dignity of virgin grace, which characterized her look and air, when her thoughts were tranquil, live in this dear portrait, while the turn of the head and neck, and every feature, reflect hers, as in a mirror.
        The plate is now become so scarce, that fortune has singularly favoured my attempts.  It was procured in the country, and will be sent to London to be framed ere it travels to Langollen [sic]. The lively interest which you have each taken in her idea, excites my fervent wish that you should behold her as she was, in a lovely work of art, which recalls her image

From the dark shadows of o’erwhelming years,
In colours fresh, originally bright.[endnoteRef:26] [26:  Seward, 5:15-17. ] 


	Seward continued by expressing her ambition that Sneyd’s ‘form should be enshrined in the receptacle of grace and beauty’ of Plas Newydd, appearing there as ‘distinctly as those of Lady E. Butler and Miss Ponsonby.’ In the context of this narrative of lost intimacy, Seward’s request that Serena Reading might be included within the decorations of Plas Newydd is telling. By gifting the image to her friends, Seward attempted to physically and emotionally (re)locate Sneyd within the space of Plas Newydd, an act that reinforced the poet’s conception of the house as a literal shrine to friendship. 
Seward sent an elated response to Butler and Ponsonby following their happy reception of Sneyd’s image, in June 1798, writing that she was ‘excessively gratified, that you think dear Honora lovely; that you honour her with a situation so distinguished.’ Indeed, the letter repeatedly stresses the print’s physical movement into the space of Plas Newydd as significant, describing Seward’s delight at ‘her establishment in the Lyceum of Langollen Vale [sic],’ and proclaiming that she ‘would cheerfully have given treble the cost of this engraving, for the consciousness that the similitude of the fair idol of my affections is thus enshrined.’[endnoteRef:27]   [27:  Seward, 5:106-112. ] 

This emphasis on the situation and location of the print as an amplifier of its potential affective meaning is also present in Seward’s account of her treatment of her own copy of the image, in which she recalls how she would enact an annual ritual of moving the print from her ‘sitting-room below stairs’ to her ‘little embowered book-room,’ so that ‘whenever I lift my eyes from my pen, my book, or the faces of my companions, they anchor on that countenance, which was the sun of my youthful horizon.’[endnoteRef:28] In the same letter, Seward continues to discuss the various likenesses of Sneyd that she possessed, including one ‘taken when she was seventeen,’ located opposite Seward’s bed, where it had stood  [28:  Seward, 5:110. ] 


from the time she left this house, in her nineteenth year. Thus are those dear lineaments ever present to my sight, when I am beneath this roof, alike in the hours of energy and of repose, retouching the traits of memory, over which indistinctness is apt to steal, in consequence of perpetual and too intense recurrence.[endnoteRef:29]  [29:  Seward, 5:110.] 


This section of the letter thereby rationalises Seward’s annual movement of the print from her drawing room to her library, highlighting the fluid nature of the material culture of interior spaces and the circulation of objects within them. Describing her translation of the print so that it was her ‘constant companion,’ and how the print helped to endear her home to her affections, Seward literally identifies her movement of the print with the movement of Sneyd’s presence into her library; where it served to remind Seward of a time in which one of her homes was likewise that to Sneyd. Here then, Seward not only conflates image and sitter, representation and represented, but also her feelings for the print and her own home. Between her drawing room, library, and bedroom, Seward was never far from an image of Sneyd, rendering the entire house a shrine to her deceased sister, a reading that aligns with how Seward also viewed Plas Newydd. 
Two years prior, Seward had written to her cousin Mary Powys recounting a recent visit to Butler and Ponsonby, then her new friends. In the letter, Seward aptly described the home where they established residence as ‘a little temple, consecrate to Friendship and the Muses, and adorned by the hands of all the Graces.’[endnoteRef:30] Seward’s identification of the house as a shrine to friendship was typical of contemporary responses to Plas Newydd, many of which directly associated the cottage’s material decoration with the intense relationship enjoyed by the two women and their broader circle of friends.[endnoteRef:31] Accordingly, Seward’s invocation of the various portraits of Sneyd mounted throughout her house align her Lichfield home with that of Butler and Ponsonby, a space equally designed for the consecration of friendship. As a gift, Serena Reading therefore empowered Seward to actively ruminate and comment upon her relationships with Sneyd, Butler, and Ponsonby, but more broadly, with the space of Plas Newydd, revealing how she conceived of the house as a space dedicated to the preservation of sentiment in material form, and her own desire to harness this commemorative function.   [30:  Seward, 4:120. ]  [31:  See for example, J. H. Michell, The Tour of the Duke of Somerset, and the Rev. J. H. Michell, through parts of England, Wales, and Scotland, in the year 1795 (London, 1845), 20-21. ] 


Plas Newydd’s Gift Cultures 
Histories of Plas Newydd have likewise been preoccupied with Butler and Ponsonby’s friendship, and specifically, with determining its exact nature. While in 1986, their biographer Elizabeth Mavor called the suggestion of an explicitly sexual relationship between the women ‘a bluntish instrument’ with which to discuss their retirement at Plas Newydd, many have hailed Butler and Ponsonby as a paradigm of ‘trans-historical Lesbian identity.’[endnoteRef:32] However, more recent scholarship examining the women has sought to transcend both the debates of consummated ‘genital sexuality’ versus ‘romantic friendship,’ and the presentation of Butler and Ponsonby as an ‘indissoluble dyad.’[endnoteRef:33] As Seward herself noted in the same 1795 letter to Powys, though ‘devoted to each other’ Butler and Ponsonby’s ‘expanded hearts [had] yet room for other warm attachments,’ attachments that constituted a broad social network that included local landowners and members of the gentry, visiting tourists, the villagers of Llangollen, and Seward herself, who visited the women four times throughout their acquaintance.[endnoteRef:34]  [32:  Mavor, The Ladies of Llangollen, xvii. Terry Castle, The Apparitional Lesbian: Female Homosexuality and Modern Culture (New York: Columbia University Press, 1993), 93. ]  [33:  Fiona Brideoake “‘Extraordinary Female Affection’: The Ladies of Llangollen and the Endurance of Queer Community,” Romanticism on the Net 36-37 Special Issue: Queer Romanticism, (2004-2005): https://doi.org/10.7202/011141ar. For a discussion of the idea of ‘romantic friendship,’ see Lillian Faderman, Surpassing the Love of Men: Romantic Friendship and Love Between Women from the Renaissance to the Present (Virginia: Morrow, 1981).  ]  [34:  Seward, Letters, 4:120. ] 

This community engaged in a complex gift culture, as characterised by the exchange of a remarkable variety of material objects, including a lock of Napoleon Bonaparte’s hair, a Wedgwood water-bowl for their dogs, pencils,  melons, perfume, engravings, poetry, and, on no less than two separate occasions, a cow.[endnoteRef:35] The extant literature on the house’s gift economies has focused on how Butler and Ponsonby used gifted objects in order to consolidate and circulate ‘a socially sanctioned narrative of their life together.’[endnoteRef:36] Building upon this important body of literature, which centres primarily on how Butler and Ponsonby ‘gifted’ the cottage through their circulation of its images in visual and literary forms, here I examine the creative and affective potential of the act of exchange, wherein the act of giving a gift is only the first in a chain of many reciprocal processes.[endnoteRef:37]  [35:  Mavor, A Year with the Ladies of Llangollen, 179, 183, 48. G. H. Bell, ed. The Hamwood Papers of the Ladies of Llangollen and Caroline Hamilton (London: Macmillan and Company, 1930), 60, 32. DD/LL 7, 1809-16. Denbighshire Record Office, Ruthin. Seward, Letters, 4:107. Mavor, The Ladies of Llangollen, 129. ]  [36:  Nicole Reynolds, Building Romanticism: Literature and Architecture in Nineteenth-Century Britain (Michigan: University of Michigan Press, 2010), 94-96. Castle likewise highlights Butler and Ponsonby’s management of their image, referring to it as their ‘public relations campaign.’ Castle, The Apparitional Lesbian, 93. In Brideoake’s recently published book on Butler and Ponsonby, she mentions their gifting only briefly. Brideoake, The Ladies of Llangollen, 103-104. ]  [37:  Marcel Mauss emphasises the importance of reciprocity in gift-giving, defining the gift as something given with the obligation that the favour be returned. Mauss, The Gift: The Form and Reason for Exchange in Archaic Societies (Abingdon: Routledge, 2002), 50. ] 

Expounding the use of the term ‘gift relationships’ to discuss such connections, Sarah Haggarty’s study Blake’s Gifts: Poetry and the Politics of Exchange (2010) embraces what she calls the ‘dynamic triangulation’ of gifts between their ‘corporeal’ (or material) and ‘spiritual’ (or intellectual/emotive) manifestations.[endnoteRef:38] In lieu of gift‑exchange, these ‘relationships’ allow for a conceptualization of the gift beyond its physicality, actively encouraging the consideration of multiple and simultaneous relationships established through the act of giving. Beyond their affective functions, Haggarty’s concept of ‘relationships’ highlights the ‘continuous creativity’ implicated by gift giving, which encompassed not only the initial act, but also its subsequent responses.[endnoteRef:39] We can accordingly view the complex exchanges generated around Plas Newydd as inherently dynamic and fluid processes that formed multiple connections cultivated within and around Plas Newydd, locating these gift relationships within the physical, intellectual, and emotional space of their home.  [38:  Sarah Haggarty, Blake’s Gifts: Poetry and the Politics of Exchange (Cambridge: University of Cambridge Press, 2010), 3. ]  [39:  Haggarty, Blake’s Gifts, 190. ] 


Gifted Portraiture in Plas Newydd’s Library 
The interiors of Plas Newydd’s library represented a complex and vibrant objectscape of things associated with their intimates, exemplified by a display of portraits above their fireplace, many of which were given to the women by their friends and relatives. As one of only two rooms in the house ‘allotted for the inspection of strangers,’ many visitors to Plas Newydd included descriptions of the ground floor library in their ekphrastic accounts of the house.[endnoteRef:40] Travellers were particularly struck by the room’s gothic splendour, an effect produced by its stained glass windows, wooden tracery, myriad books, and ‘prismatic lantern,’ which ‘diffused the light gloomily’ throughout.[endnoteRef:41] Visitors to the library also consistently made reference to Butler and Ponsonby’s collection of portraits, sadly lost due to the dispersal of their collection following Ponsonby’s death. The Rev. James Plumptre, for example, succinctly described the library as ‘Gothic arches, Gothic painted windows, Aeolian harps, ornamented with pictures and portraits,’ while the travel writer Katherine Plymley also recorded the space as having ‘a gothic chimney piece over which are several pleasing miniature portraits of some of their friends.’[endnoteRef:42] Contemporaries specifically describe portraits of sitters such as Elizabeth Bridgeman, dowager Lady Bradford, members of Butler and Ponsonby’s families, Lady Anne Wellesley, and the French writer Caroline-Stéphanie-Félicité, Comtesse de Genlis, as hanging in the library, although their accounts hint at a much wider collection of images.[endnoteRef:43] Indeed, following his visit to the property in July 1828, for example, Prince Puckler-Muskau of Prussia reflected that ‘there is scarcely a remarkable person of the last half century who has not sent them a portrait or some curiosity or antique as a token of remembrance.’[endnoteRef:44]  [40:  Cliff of Worcester, The Cambrian directory, or, cursory sketches of the Welsh territories (Salisbury, 1800), 150.]  [41:  Seward, Letters, 4:98. ]  [42:  Journal of Katherine Plymley, Shropshire Records and Archive Centre, 567/5/5/1/1, 6-9. ]  [43:  The advertisement for the auction that dispersed Butler and Ponsonby’s belongings following the latter’s death in 1831 described their ‘Pictures, Valuable Drawings, and Prints’ as follows: ‘in frames and in portfolios, comprising a collection the most choice and valuable, many by the first Artists of the day, Portraits of Kings, exalted and renowned Characters, and Views of the most celebrated Scenery of Various Countries.’ Cited in John Hicklin, The “Ladies of Llangollen,” as Sketched by many Hands, (Chester, 1847), 18. ]  [44:  Hicklin, The “Ladies of Llangollen,” 29. ] 

	Seward’s placement of Sneyd’s image in her ‘book-room,’ that is, her library, was therefore a gesture of apposite circularity; connecting the location of her image, with that in which we can imagine that she envisioned Serena Reading residing at Plas Newydd, nestled amongst the room’s wall of affective images. As Viccy Coltman has argued in her discussion of the English library, such spaces were characterised by the material provocation of imaginary contexts. Coltman cites ‘the antiquarian in his cabinet, or the aristocrat in his library interior…able to realize in a tangible form his imaginings, by means of the power of the artefacts to embody that which they represented.’[endnoteRef:45] While Coltman’s discussion is rooted in the ‘tangible classicism’ of the library space, her account nevertheless offers an encompassing framework for understanding the relationships between objects within a space, and their emotional and intellectual associations, thereby providing a way of interpreting the library space and the material culture within it as an interconnected and distinctly evocative whole. Instead of the masculine and classicizing connotations of the English gentleman’s library, at Plas Newydd the imaginary context invoked is one of intimate association, whereby the objects installed within the space recalled loved ones at a distance by virtue of the gifted nature of their collections.  [45:  Viccy Coltman, “Classicism in the English library: Reading classical culture in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries,” Journal of the History of Collections 11, no. 1 (1999): 35-50, at 36.] 

	A journal entry by Butler from 20 August 1788 gives some insight into the processes of acquisition through which they received their collection of portraits: ‘Breakfast over, we were agreeably surprised by the appearance of Butler [Eleanor’s cousin] who told us his brothers Wandesford and James were coming, as they did while he was speaking, and brought with them his Picture beautifully done by Downman.’ Later that day, Butler described hanging the picture ‘beside Lady Anne Welsley’s [sic]. Mrs Ponsonby next him.’[endnoteRef:46] Presumably executed by the miniaturist John Downman (1750-1824), both the presentation of the portrait, as well as its subsequent display, help us to recognize how such gifted objects were subsumed within the decorative fabric of the property. Beyond its significance as a material gesture of familial goodwill, particularly significant given Butler’s strained relationship with her family, the hanging of the portrait alongside that of Lady Anne Wellesley, the sister of Butler and Ponsonby’s close friend, Arthur Wellesley, the first Duke of Wellington, and another depicting who we can presume to be Ponsonby’s mother, shows how such gifts became part of a broader affective display of the women’s portrait collections. The placement of the Downman miniature amongst this sentimental hang of portraits can be read as a symbolic gesture, reinforcing the notion that such images both individually and collectively functioned to invoke Butler and Ponsonby’s complex network of relationships.  [46:  Mavor, A Year with the Ladies of Llangollen, 147. ] 

Both Marcia Pointon and Hanneke Grootenboer have written extensively on portrait miniatures and their subset, the eye-portrait miniature, stressing both their materiality and sentimental function.[endnoteRef:47] Pointon cites a broad array of examples identifying the portrait miniature as a ‘sentimentally invested artefact,’ noting specifically that portrait gifts, ‘not only represent people [but] they stand in their stead.’[endnoteRef:48] This is exemplified by Esther Milnes Day’s poem On a Father’s Miniature (1796), in which she addresses her father’s portrait as the ‘sad substitute of him we mourn.’[endnoteRef:49] This aspect of the portrait was repeatedly commented upon by contemporaries, as in a letter from the writer Edward Jerningham to an absent correspondent in 1785, in which he described his ‘remembrance’ as too ‘strongly rooted ever to be effaced by your being at a distance from me: your little waxen image, which hangs in full view, reminds me Every day of you.’[endnoteRef:50] [47:  Marcia Pointon, “‘Surrounded with Brilliants’: Miniature Portraits in Eighteenth-Century England,” The Art Bulletin 83, no. 1 (2001): 48-71. Hanneke Grootenboer, Treasuring the Gaze: Intimate Vision in Late Eighteenth-Century Eye Miniatures (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2012). ]  [48:  Pointon, “Surrounded with Brilliants,” 57. ]  [49:  Esther Milnes Day, Poems and Fugitive Pieces, by Eliza (London, 1796), 67-68. ]  [50:  JER 1-79, 23, Cadbury Research Library, University of Birmingham, Birmingham. ] 

	As noted by several commentators on the property, the miniatures and portraits which adorned Plas Newydd’s library were displayed ‘in a large oblong frame over the mantelpiece’ alongside drawings executed by Ponsonby.[endnoteRef:51] The library’s collection of portraits therefore conforms to a standard mode of display for such objects, which typically grouped smaller items such as miniatures, silhouettes, and cameos or intaglios together within a larger casing, frame, or cabinet.[endnoteRef:52] This arrangement, however, was not merely an aesthetic choice, but a conscious decision that served to create genealogical and sentimental narratives between the images displayed. An illustrative example of how such displays were read comes from the diarist Caroline Lybbe Powys’ visit to Holkham Hall in her English tour of 1756, in which she described viewing a closet belonging to the lady of the house that contained ‘the miniature pictures of the family for a series of years past, done by the best hands,’ among which was a picture of ‘their daughter-in-law, the beautiful Lady Mary Coke and their son Lord Coke.’ Lybbe Powys related this display to the ‘inexpressible grief’ felt by the Cokes at having recently lost ‘their only child.’ Evocatively concluding her observation, Lybbe Powys noted that ‘He and his lady I think were far from being happy.’[endnoteRef:53] Written at a time when the family was away from Holkham, Lybbe Powys’s reflections on both the house and its family were formed and informed via her encounters with the material objects within their home. The natural progression exhibited by Lybbe Powys in moving between viewing the familial display of portrait miniatures to a narrative of familial loss is, therefore, highly suggestive, attesting to the affective nature of such image-objects, as well as the fact that they were read in relation to one another; thereby offering a comparative context for how contemporaries like Seward may have understood the commemorative function of Plas Newydd’s portrait display.  [51:  G. L. A. Douglas, “Observations made during a tour in Wales and different parts of England,” MS 10349. National Library of Scotland, Edinburgh, 75-81. ]  [52:  See for example, the famous ‘Walpole Cabinet,’ a pedimented assemblage of wood and ivory designed to hold Horace Walpole’s collection of miniatures and enamels. Victoria & Albert Museum, W.52:1, 2-1925. Silvia Davoli, Lost Treasures of Strawberry Hill: Masterpieces from Horace Walpole’s Collection (London: Scala Arts and Heritage Publishers, 2018), 91.]  [53:  Emily J. Climenson, ed. Passages from the Diaries of Mrs. Philip Lybbe Powys of Hardwick House, Oxon. A.D. 1756 to 1808 (London, 1899), 10-11.] 

	The details upon which Seward focuses in her own description of the library’s portrait collection reinforces this reading of this space as wall of affective images that both reflected and functioned as a bastion of sociability for the women and their guests. In a letter following her first visit to the property in 1795, she described how 

between the picture of Lady Bradford and the chimney-piece hangs a beautiful entablature, presented to the ladies of Langollen Vale by Madam Sillery, late Madam Genlis. It has convex miniatures of herself and of her pupil, Pamela; between them, pyramidically placed, a garland of flowers, copied from a nosegay, gathered by Lady Eleanor in her bowers, and presented to Madam Sillery.[endnoteRef:54]  [54:  Seward, Letters, 4:98. ] 


It is telling that Seward’s ekphrastic eye fell upon this particular portrait-object, materialising close female affection as it did. It represents the relationship between the women and the French author, Madame de Genlis and her student, Stéphanie Caroline Anne Syms, later Lady Edward Fitzgerald, known as ‘Pamela,’ who had both visited Plas Newydd sometime prior. On 1 September 1808, the periodical La Belle Assemblée published an extract from de Genlis’ memoirs, which extensively detailed her visit to the ‘delicious cottage of Llangollen,’ during which she was accompanied by her pupil Princess Adélaïde d’Orleans and two other young female companions.[endnoteRef:55] Although de Genlis’ biographers have suggested that ‘Pamela’ was her illegitimate daughter, this opinion has been contested in more recent scholarship.[endnoteRef:56] Regardless of their exact relationship, the pair maintained a close relationship characterised by de Genlis’ careful tutelage of her charge, and their own exchange of portrait miniatures.[endnoteRef:57] De Genlis was immediately struck by both the women and Llangollen, praising Butler and Ponsonby as ‘rendered so interesting by friendship and so extraordinary on account of their way of life,’ and commenting that nothing could ‘equal the charms of the surrounding scenery.’[endnoteRef:58] The women remained friends, exchanging verses, books, and musical scores.[endnoteRef:59]  [55:  La Belle Assemblée; or, Bell’s Court and Fashionable Magazine, 1 September, 1808.]  [56:  See Bonnie Arden Robb, Félicité de Genlis: Motherhood in the Margins (Newark: University of Delaware Press, 2008), 76. ]  [57:  See Hanneke Grootenboer, “Treasuring the Gaze: Eye Miniature Portraits and the Intimacy of Vision,” The Art Bulletin 88, no. 3 (2006): 496-507. Tellingly, the portrait owned by Butler and Ponsonby was eventually given to Pamela’s daughter, Pamela, Lady Campbell (1796-1869). William Hepworth Dixon, ed. Lady Morgan's Memoirs: Autobiography, Diaries, and Correspondence, 2 vols. (Leipzig, 1863), 1:122. ]  [58:  La Belle Assemblée, 1 September, 1808. ]  [59:  DD/LL 6. Note from Madam de Genlis accompanying a gift of verses, music and romance “sur un enfant,” (c.1800), Denbighshire Record Office and Archive, Ruthin. ] 

The image described by Seward is a particularly complex composite portrait-object, comprising multiple portraits of different sitters, united conceptually through their close bonds and physically through their material and visual proximity. As such, it is reminiscent of the renowned ‘Friendship Box,’ commissioned by Margaret Cavendish, Duchess of Portland, in the 1740s, which contained four intricately connected portraits in enamel by Christian Friedrich Zincke (1684-1767).[endnoteRef:60] Comprising portraits of Cavendish and her friends, Elizabeth Montagu, Mary Delany, and Mary Howard, Lady Andover, the portraits are set within a complex gold mechanism. As Pointon notes of the piece, it is ‘only by manipulating the box, turning it over in one’s hand, opening it and closing it, do the varied combinations of relationships between the images reveal themselves, staging through analogue the close ties of friendship, its intimacies secrecies, revelations, and proximities, physical and emotional.’[endnoteRef:61] Consequently, it is possible to read the ‘Friendship Box’ as a collection of small portraits; a group of images whose proximate display encouraged viewers to intuit narratives of intimacy and affection; both between those depicted, and those who owned such objects. While the tactility and physical sense of intimacy encouraged by the small size of the ‘Friendship Box’ (with each of its portraits only measuring 4.5 cm) was arguably lost once such objects were mounted upon one’s wall, as in Plas Newydd’s library, it is clear from visitor’s descriptions of the property that emotive sense of intimacy encouraged by the portrait miniature remained.  [60:  Elizabeth Eger and Lucy Peltz, Brilliant Women, 18th-Century Bluestockings (London: National Portrait Gallery, 2008), 37. ]  [61:  Pointon, “Surrounded with Brilliants,” 63.  ] 


[Insert figure 4 roughly here] 

	According to Seward’s description, de Genlis’ assemblage also comprised a ‘copy’ (possibly a drawing), after a garland of flowers given to de Genlis by Butler. Tellingly, in one of the few surviving portraits of the women, sketched clandestinely by the young Mary Parker, later Lady Leighton, and showing them in their library, the women are shown to have a small bundle of flowers on the table beside them, with a number of indistinguishable portrait heads adorn their walls (fig. 4). The nosegay to which Seward refers was likely taken from their own garden, a common practice undertaken by the women, who often gave flowers, fruit, and other produce to their friends; an exchange that relied upon the impressive potential of the fruits of one’s estate and other such produce in order to demonstrate the high regard in which the donator held the recipient.[endnoteRef:62] This then is an object whose constituent elements had passed through several forms of creative exchange, from the nosegay given by Butler to de Genlis, later replicated in some visual form, then eventually gifted as part of the portrait-object some time after the latter’s visit to the house. Including portraits of both de Genlis and her student, as well as a representation of the now-decayed nosegay, the composition of the ‘entablature’, like that of the ‘friendship box,’ hints at its referral to multiple evocative acts, experiences, and friendships, enjoyed between all four of the women and their mutually spent time at Plas Newydd.  [62:  For example, in an undated letter to their friend Harriette Piggot, Butler boasted of the riches of that their estate could provide. MS F. I, 1788, Harriette Piggot, Letters, Bodleian Library, University of Oxford, Oxford. ] 


Literary Exchange 
In a later entry from de Genlis’ memoirs, dating from 1825, she records meeting ‘two English ladies’ (‘Clorinda and Georgiana Byrne’) who told her ‘a great many particulars concerning my friends of Langollen [sic]’: 

I learned with pleasure that they had not forgotten me; they always kept in their drawing-room a small miniature of Mademoiselle d’Orleans, which I had given them, along with my profile in miniature, given them by my niece Henriette, and they showed these ladies all my works in their library, magnificently bound.[endnoteRef:63] [63:  Stéphanie-Félicité, Comtesse de Genlis, Memoirs of the Countess de Genlis: illustrative of the history of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, 8 vols. (New York, 1825), 6:185-6. ] 


This extract from de Genlis’ memoirs provokes several reflections. Firstly, it provides details above and beyond that of Seward’s description, noting that it was de Genlis who had presented Butler and Ponsonby with a miniature portrait of d’Orleans, while her niece Henriette, had, in a separate transaction, presented the women with a profile (perhaps a silhouette) of de Genlis. Furthermore, the miniature portrait of de Genlis’s charge Pamela, is unmentioned, suggesting that the ‘entablature’ comprised of multiple portraits was unrelated to those described by de Genlis in this instance, and that the women were thereby engaged in the exchange of a number of portraits over a period of time – a scenario that is believable in the context of gifting and exchange established between the women, which continued into the nineteenth century.[endnoteRef:64] Perhaps more significant, is de Genlis’ identification of these portraits with the Byrne sisters’ subsequent viewing of ‘all my works in the library’, suggesting not only an analogous process through which various kinds of objects were shown to visitors in order to invoke and evoke absent friends, but the explicit connection between the exchange of literary productions and portraiture at the house.  [64:  For example, in the note accompanying a gift of verses, music and books, de Genlis wrote to Butler and Ponsonby that ‘when I can spend a while I’ll bring you one or two small flowers,’ a particularly evocative gift in light of Seward’s description of the preserved nosegay exchanged between the women. DD/LL 6. Note from de Genlis. ] 

	In a letter to her cousin, Seward made a similar connection between the portraits and books displayed within the library at Plas Newydd, describing it as a ‘saloon of the Minervas’ containing:
	 
the finest editions, superbly bound, of the best authors, in prose and verse, which the English, Italian, and French languages boast, contained in neat verse: over them the portraits, in miniature, and some in larger ovals, of the favoured friends of these celebrated votaries to that sentiment which exalted the characters of Theseus and Perithous, of David and Jonathan.[endnoteRef:65]  [65:  Seward, Letters, 4:100. ] 


Like de Genlis, Seward relates the portraits that decorated the library with the books that filled its shelves. Her drawn equivalence between the books and portraits in the library is telling; revealing an active relationship that helps us to see more clearly how contemporaries perceived the space of the library as ‘consecrate to friendship,’ and therefore one appropriate for the enshrinement of Sneyd’s image.   
	Not only were bibliographic objects such as published books and hand-written manuscripts displayed and communally viewed within the same spaces, but they were implicated within the same ‘late eighteenth-century economy of gift giving,’ as the portraits shared between the women.[endnoteRef:66] Following her visit to Plas Newydd in 1795, the political hostess Frances Ann Crewe noted that the books that filled their library were ‘most of them the finest editions, not collected regularly but at different times for them by their Friends who have taken the opportunity of making them such presents of Choice Editions.’[endnoteRef:67]  [66:  Grootenboer, Treasuring the Gaze, 22. ]  [67:  Add MS 37926, F. A. Crewe, Welsh travel journal, 1795, British Library, London, 18-20. ] 

	Reciprocally, Butler and Ponsonby sent bibliographic productions to their friends, a process in which poetry was of paramount importance.[endnoteRef:68] Though, as the literary historian Fiona Brideoake has asserted, their contribution to Romantic literary history has been all but unacknowledged, reflecting ‘the fact that they did not produce canonical Romantic texts,’ the cultivation of a creative and productive network of a Romantic literary culture around Plas Newydd must be reconsidered as a significant contribution to the history of the movement.[endnoteRef:69] An integral part of this community, the pair sent and received numerous examples of poetry in both published and manuscript form. Some were forwarded within their wider epistolary correspondence with friends such as Seward; some were diligently transcribed in Ponsonby’s notoriously neat hand; and some were written in the grounds of Plas Newydd, subsequently gifted to the pair, serving to commemorate both the house and its infamous inhabitants. [68:  For a discussion of women’s manuscript exchange throughout the long eighteenth century, see Melanie Bigold, Women of Letters, Manuscript Circulation and Print Afterlives in the Eighteenth Century: Elizabeth Rowe, Catherine Cockburn, and Elizabeth Carter (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013). ]  [69:  Brideoake, “Extraordinary Female Affection”.  ] 

These complex exchanges are exemplified through the writing, publication, and circulation of Seward’s Anna Seward’s poem Llangollen Vale, which celebrated both the scenic prospects of Llangollen and the exemplary friendship she experienced at Plas Newydd. Written following her first trip to Llangollen in 1795, the poem was eventually published in Llangollen Vale, with Other Poems in 1796, a sumptuous volume ‘illustrated with a beautiful VIGNETTE of PLASNEWED,’ engraved after a drawing by Ponsonby (fig. 5).[endnoteRef:70] Comprising nine poems written by Seward and a prefatory sonnet by the Rev. Henry Francis Cary (1772-1844), the volume is characterised by the typically sentimental nature of its inclusions, which range from laudatory descriptions of places meaningful to Seward, to sonnets detailing her feelings and documenting relationships significant to the author.  [70:   St. James’ Chronicle or the British Evening Post, 22-24 March 1796. ] 


[Insert figure 5 roughly here] 

Seward’s commemoration of Sneyd was both thematically and proximately related to that of Butler, Ponsonby, and Plas Newydd within the volume. Alongside Llangollen Vale in the text was To the Time Past, a sentimentalising series of verses dedicated to Seward’s intimate relationship with Sneyd.[endnoteRef:71] As Kairoff has argued, such poetry united the genres of the topographical and the elegiac, taking advantage of the latter as ‘the perfect vehicle for expressions of sensibility and morality,’ in order to locate those sentiments physically within the spaces of significance for writers and recipients alike.[endnoteRef:72] These poems located this affection spatially, commemorating the places, like Plas Newydd, that were for Seward, associated with emotional and familial intimacy. With this in mind the volume can be viewed as collection of sentimental literature, informed by Seward’s own view of poetry as inherently commemorative and the continual associations she drew between place, memory, and experience.[endnoteRef:73]  [71:  For a full discussion of the numerous poems, sonnets and elegies Seward dedicated to Sneyd, see Stuart Curran, “Anna Seward and the Dynamics of Female Friendship,” in Romantic Women Poets: Gender and Genre, ed. Lilla Maria Crisafulli and Cecilia Peitropoli (Amsterdam & New York: Rodopi, 2007), 11-22.]  [72:  Kairoff, Anna Seward and the End of the Eighteenth Century, 4. ]  [73:  Seward was so famous for elegiac and commemorative poetry that she complained that “people teaze me with application to write epitaphs upon their favourite friends. Of frequent compliances, there would be no end, and I would wish never to attempt another.” Seward, Letters, 2:28-33.] 

Llangollen Vale and other poems from the collected volume were the subject of intimate circulation through copying and epistolary exchange. In both its manuscript and published form, it attests to the complex network of poetic exchange enacted between Butler and Ponsonby, Seward, and their myriad correspondents, which allowed for of a kind of epistolary sociability which united unacquainted correspondents across provincial intellectual networks and in turn increased Seward’s literary renown. Letters exchanged between Butler, Ponsonby, and Seward frequently contained carefully transcribed sections of prose and poetry in response, the act of which were viewed by Seward as ‘the highest, and most delicate kind of praise’ that a piece of writing could receive.[endnoteRef:74] Likewise, published volumes of poetry such as Robert Southey’s Joan of Arc (1796), accompanied letters between the women, which, apart from their literary significance, were often sumptuous productions whose advertisements stressed their visual and tactile qualities.[endnoteRef:75] As such, the exchange of the constituent elements of Llangollen Vale, with Other Poems compellingly highlights the encompassing materiality of epistolary writing. Far from functioning solely as literary transactions, when in the form of letters, poetry could be touched and handled; scented with musk; diligently conserved or destroyed by their recipients; and subsumed within a dialogue of gift and response.  [74:  Seward, 4:143. ]  [75:  Seward, 4:283. ] 

This was a dialogue in which Llangollen Vale, with Other Poems was fully immersed. After having first sent Llangollen Vale to Butler and Ponsonby, Seward circulated the poem amongst a number of her most intimate correspondents, including Powys, the Rev. Henry Francis Cary, Chris Smythe, the Rev. W. B. Stevens of Repton, and Thomas Parke.[endnoteRef:76] The recipients of Seward’s ‘tributes’ responded in turn with their own poetic productions, drawings, and reviews; responses that reflect that poetic-exchange was not a singular act, but one that created numerous, and explicitly creative gift relationships.[endnoteRef:77] Powys, for example, sent a ‘lunar landscape’ of ‘Langollen [sic] Vale’ to Seward, as ‘warm praise of the poem which bears its name.’[endnoteRef:78] In Seward’s letter of thanks, she writes that the drawing was  [76:  Seward, 4:127, 146, 164, 195, 199, 202 & 203. ]  [77:  Haggarty, Blake’s Gifts, 3. ]  [78:  Seward, Letters, 4:208. ] 


doubly welcome: first, that it is yours; and next, that it is discriminating. When, in return for a presented work of mine, I receive a merely general acknowledgement, with whatever flattering epithet that acknowledgement may be sugared, as ingenious, charming, &c. I always repent having obtruded my writings on those who do not think it worth their while, by observations on the separate parts, to prove to me that they have even read them.[endnoteRef:79] [79:  Seward, 4:208. ] 


These responses were often circulated beyond Seward herself. Smythe, Cary, and Stevens each sent Seward poetic replies to Llangollen Vale that she then sent onwards to Butler and Ponsonby. Writing to Ponsonby in the December prior to the publication of Llangollen Vale, Seward enclosed Cary’s response to her gift of the poem, what she called ‘a beautiful and strictly regular sonnet.’[endnoteRef:80] Eventually, Seward included Cary’s poem within the published volume of Llangollen Vale, a gesture that reveals how such gifted responses could inform and shape the original poem. Recalling Haggarty’s notion of the ‘continuous creativity’ encouraged by gift-exchange, such transactions sustained a creative discourse not only amongst correspondents, but between various cultural forms, such as poem and portrait.[endnoteRef:81]  [80:  Seward, 4:146-7. ]  [81:  Haggarty, Blake’s Gifts, 190. ] 

	Indeed, as Seward wrote to her cousin Powys, her gift of Sneyd’s ‘portrait’ was directly inspired by Butler and Ponsonby’s interest in her writings, specifically ‘the Monody on André, his letters published with that poem – the sonnets that refer to Honora, which they had seen in manuscript – my description of her.’ Apparently, these shared discussions ‘had so interested Lady E B and Miss P, that, when they heard me say I had a perfect image of her in the print of Romney’s Serena, they were extremely desirous to obtain one of the impressions; but they were all long since bought up.’[endnoteRef:82] Beyond the semantic connection between poetical and pictorial forms, it is important to note the inclusion of Seward’s ‘Monody on André’ within these discussions. Published in 1781, under the title Monody on Major André, the poem commemorates the execution of Major John André during the American War of Independence during the previous year.[endnoteRef:83] As Seward’s close friend and a potential (although ultimately forbidden) suitor for Sneyd, it is telling that the published edition of Seward’s poem also comprised three letters written to Seward by André from 1769, most of which concern their mutually felt affection for Sneyd, emphasising this aspect of Seward’s poem.[endnoteRef:84]  [82:  Seward, Letters, 5:258.]  [83:  Anna Seward, Monody on Major André (London, 1821). For a discussion of how the literary treatments of the historical and cultural legacy of the André affair were ‘shaped primarily through the medium of print,’ see Jared S. Richman, “Anna Seward and the Many (After) Lives of Major André: Trauma, Mourning and Transatlantic Literary Legacy,” Eighteenth-Century Studies 48, no. 2 (2015): 201-219. ]  [84:  The relationship between Sneyd and André was recorded in William Burlap’s André: A Tragedy, (London, 1799). ] 

	Significantly, André also owned a portrait of Sneyd that he himself had drawn, which likewise entered the lore surrounding Sneyd, Seward, and André.[endnoteRef:85] As discussed by Pointon, André had written to Seward in 1769, in one of the letters eventually accompanying the published verses, in which he had described how he would draw ‘Honora’s picture from [his] bosom,’ ‘the sight of that dear talisman’ inspiriting his industry and resolve.[endnoteRef:86] Significantly, as part of her narrativization of André’s imprisonment, Seward references this miniature depiction of Sneyd as a sort of empathetic totem, designed to inspire sentiment and sympathy within the reader. In Monody on Major André Seward describes how André’s pencil had  [85:  Significantly, Seward related this fact to Butler and Ponsonby following their receipt of Romney’s Serena. Seward, Letters, 5:106-112. ]  [86:  Seward, Monody on Major André, 4. ] 

Caught ev’ry grace, and copied ev’ry charm
Whose transient glories beam on Beauty’s cheek,
And bit thy glowing Ivory breath and speak.
Blest pencil! By kind Fate ordain’d to save
Honora’s semblance from her early grave.[endnoteRef:87] [87:  Seward, 6.] 

Later in the poem, Seward recalls 
Around his neck th’ enchanting Portrait hung
While a warm vow burst ardent from his tongue
That from his bosom no succeeding day
No chance should bear that talisman away.[endnoteRef:88] [88:  Seward, 6.] 

Like Seward herself then, the Monody on Major André presents André as the guardian of Sneyd’s image, whose resolute preservation of her portrait, ensures her endurance beyond death. 
	According to Seward, following his capture, André had stated ‘I have been taken prisoner by the Americans, and stript [sic] of everything except the picture of Honora, which I concealed in my mouth. Preserving that, I think myself fortunate.’[endnoteRef:89] Pointon discusses at length André’s relic-like treatment of Sneyd’s portrait, but for our purposes what is significant here, is his centrality to a conversation between Seward, Butler, and Ponsonby – pertaining to portraiture, Sneyd, and poetic commemoration; a discussion that entagled portrait, poem, and letter semantically forever in the guise of the gift.[endnoteRef:90] As both her Monody on Major André and her gift of Romney’s Serena Reading makes clear, for Seward, the death of her friend André was, in her mind, directly connected with that of Sneyd, thanks to their own doomed relationship, and her and André’s mutual treasuring of portrait images.  [89:  Cited in Joshua Hett Smith, An Authentic Narrative of the Causes which Led to the Death of Major André (London, 1808), 326. ]  [90:  Pointon, “Surrounded with Brilliants,” 67. See also Curran, “Anna Seward and the Dynamics of Female Friendship,” 16. ] 


Conclusions 
As Kairoff has argued, most work on Seward’s visits to Plas Newydd has tended to implicate the subsequent relationship between the women within ‘a Sapphic tradition,’ that is, as a celebration of the atypical social arrangement presented by Butler and Ponsonby’s residence in Llangollen’s ‘Love-devoted Vale’ that mirrored Seward’s own lesbianism.[endnoteRef:91] As this article has suggested, deep consideration of Llangollen Vale is vital to better understand this queer community established at and around the house. Paying attention to the eponymous volume in which the poem was published, and to the material processes which surrounded its initial circulation and eventual publication, reveals crucial wider contexts that establish the house as a centre of dynamic intermedial cultural production. Such multimodal fluidity characterised Seward’s production Llangollen Vale, with Other Poems, as well as its numerous epistolary, poetic, and visual responses; responses that highlight that such literary manufactures were only the point of disembarkation for the many material, literary, and affective ‘gift relationships’ that followed, making these poems as essential for understanding Seward’s gift of Serena Reading as Butler and Ponsonby’s own series of portraits in their library. These contexts suggest that gift of the print reflected her relationships with Butler and Ponsonby, with André, and more broadly with the space of Plas Newydd, revealing much of how she conceived of the house as a space dedicated to the preservation of sentiment in material form, and the vital role of exchange within that understanding.  [91:  Anna Seward, Llangollen Vale, with Other Poems (London, 1796), 4. See Brideoake ‘“Extraordinary Female Affection,” and Kairoff, Anna Seward and the End of the Eighteenth Century, 114. For Seward’s lesbianism, see Susan Lanser, “Befriending the Body: Female Intimacies as Class Acts,” Eighteenth-Century Studies 32, no. 2 (1998-9): 179-198. ] 

Of the many gifts given and received by Butler and Ponsonby and recorded in their extensive body of journals and epistolary correspondence, each communicates something of how their material interactions and exchanges reflected, fostered, and intensified their friendships. These writings are highly revealing even if the object-referent does not itself survive; with the choice to describe often as meaningful as the exchange itself. The detailed reconstruction of a series of objects now lost poses obvious challenges for a discipline like art history, so often rooted in the close interrogation of surviving examples of visual and material culture. Yet, at the same time, and as noted above, art history is inherently concerned with the act of description, with ekphrasis one of its key methodologies.[endnoteRef:92] Paying attention to how eighteenth-century correspondents like Butler, Ponsonby, and Seward described the objects that they encountered, and how they engaged in their own practices of ekphrasis, is therefore to understand how these women wrote their own art histories, whether in poetry or prose.  [92:  See Jaś Elsner, “Art History as Ekphrasis,” Art History 33, no. 1 (2010): 10-27. ] 

Following Seward’s first visit to the house in 1795, the relationship between the three women was characterised by a broad array of material, literary, and sentimental exchanges, whose dynamics were consistently recorded in the women’s correspondence and diurnal writings. In each of these accounts, it is exchange that functions as the central cultural operation that gives these objects their deep emotional meaning. Attention to the women’s ekphrastic writings therefore shows how these objects were immersed within a dynamic web of literary, material, and loving gestures enacted between Butler, Ponsonby, and their friends. Seward’s gift of Serena Reading was a donation whose literary life in Seward’s letters reveals a reciprocal relationship between the poet’s own use of the print and its prospective enshrinement as Plas Newydd. Likewise, its relation to Seward’s broader oeuvre of poetry highlights not only the vibrant intermedial lives of this eighteenth-century print, but the urgency of an interdisciplinary approach to the art of this period. Whether highlighting acts of donation or circulation, transcription or translation, attention to the processes that comprised Plas Newydd’s ‘poetics of exchange’ encourage us to think of the gifting of Serena Reading as a series of coactive cultural and affective transactions. Such exchanges clearly demonstrate that Plas Newydd’s gift culture was more than a ‘private gift economy’ that implicitly promoted and defended their atypical domestic arrangements.  Instead, this network of material interactions must be identified as a broader cultural project, a network of friendship that encompassed memorialisation, the materialisation of affection, and literary and poetic exchange. Far from the exclusive, homosocial world of intensive one-on-one ‘romantic friendship,’ Plas Newydd was in fact the locus of a thriving aesthetic and cultural community. It was a space whose visual and material cultures once powerfully communicated the affections and experiences shared between its owners and their guests, and whose subsequent literary afterlives facilitate the continued expression of these qualities for art historians today. 
References 


1

