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P R E F A C E 

This article is the remit, first of reading for a mas-
ter1 s thesis in the University of Kansas, and secondly, of 
an ever-increasing interest in ^he work of the two sisterc, 
who wove ^heir small squares of tapestry, which served as 
suggestions to other and more skilful workmen, only to be 
cast aside and forgot ton. 

Professor John M. Clapp, of Lake Forest College, in hie 
paper, A BIBLIOTPAFHY OF ENGLISH FICTION IN THF EIGHTEENTH 
CFT!*HTPY, wrifH3, "I never could account to myself for the wile 
variations of form and purpoae in the works of fiction in the 
eighteenth century until I had caught a glimpse of the maaa 
of contemporary writings, quite submerged now, of which they 
are merely the * ighest peaks,11 This paper on the Lee sisters 
is written with the hope of contributing a mite of information 
concerning a j-art of t: e submerged ra3s, on which depends the 
height of the peaks. 

The difficulty of finding biographical material treating 
of the Lee sisters is second only to tint of obtaining copies 
of their wo^ks. The biographical material available at the 
Tlniverai*y of Kansas consists of a y^eface or two, a few let-
ters, one or magazine articles *ri*t6n at the 4 ime of the 
death of the nia*on, the articles in the Dictionary of Nation 
al Biography, and occasional references in books of English 
fiction. At the beginning of my study, the Iibrary contained 



one work of the Lea-sisters, THE CHAPTER OF ACCIDENTS, in 
Mrs. Inchbald*s collection of plays, 1811. During the year 
five additional yolumes hHVO been secured, THE RECEBS by 
Sophia Leo, in one volume, and THE CANTERBURY TALES, by 
Harriot and Bophia Lee, in four volumes. From the University 
of Chicago T have obtained Oxberry's edition of THE CHAPTER 
OF ACCIDENTS, and from a private library, THE CANTERBURY TALES 
by Harriet Lee, Mason Brothers, New York, 1857. When it is 
possible to secure more material, I 3ha11 continue this inves-
tigation. 

For the suggestion of the Lee sisters as a thesis subject 
and for securing the necessary books I am indebted fo Dr. Chas* 
0. Dunlap. To Mr. Belden L. ^.i^comb my thanks are due for 
the use of books and pamphlets from his own library, for notes 
on bdfika uiifficult of access, for advice and suggestions con-
cerning the work inhand, and most of all, for an insight Into 
the scientific s*i>dy of literature. 



I N T R O D U C T I O N 

Something of Dr. Johnson*s attitude towards women preachers 
must be adopted towards the women writers of the eighteenth 

not 
century, The '.Yonder is/that they did their writing so well, 
but that they did it at all. Their performances are never re-
ally great, (even the books of the incomparable Miss Au3ten 
are scarcely that,) but they are often admirable, and always 
useful in carrying to the great writers some idea or method of 
presentation which, under tĥ /hand of genius, blossomed and bore 
fruit. This is the servide the Lee sisters performed for Scott 
and ^/ron. There ie no question of comparison. Theoe are gre&t 
and those are unknown. The Lee sisters enjoyed their brief tri-
umph, and then stepped aside to let the conquerors pass by. 

"There are several things," O.K.Chef*tf*̂ on writes of the nfevel, 
* that make this mode of art unique. One of the mo3t conspicuous 
is that it is *he art in which the conquests of woman are quite 
beyond controversy. This is the first fact about the 
novel, that it is th0 introduction of a new and rather curious 
kind of art, and it has been found to be. peculiarly feminine, 
from the first goo I novel by Fanny Barney to the lact good no-
vel by Hiss Kay Sinclair. Much the same th"ng might be said of 
women as writers of the short story. The excursions made by the 
Lee sisters into thejprovinces of the novel and the short story 
prove their right to +he claim of being pioneers in the field, 
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at least of being among those pathfinders who blazed the trail 
for Miss Rurney and thejothers. 

"TiAere are people in the world w* c think their lives well 
employed in collecting shells; there are others not less satis-
fied to spend theirs in classing butterflies. For my own part,* 
writes Sophia Lee in the introduction to THE CANTERBURY TALES , 
"I always preferred animate to inanimate nature, and would 
rather post to the antipodes to mark a ne*» character, or devel-
op a singular incident, than become a fellow of the Royal So-
ciety, by enriching museums with non-deocripts......... The 
few d scoveries I have rade in that richest of mines, the human 
soul, I have not been churl enough-to keep to myself.* From 
this it would appear that, in 1798, the groat poet of the Lyr-
ical Ballads was not alone in writing w'th his eye on the ob-
ject. 

The Lee sisters lived from the middle of one century to 
the middle of the next; Sophia was b- rn in 1750 and Harriet 
died in 1851, At Hartietf 3 death, in her ninety-fifth year, 
"C.C.11 wirtes of her, "To have predicted the fame of the boy-
artist, ami then to 1 i^e on till they who at his prime he paint-
ed in Siigii youthful bl6om have faded to elderly matrons; to 
have been born when Ceorge III was a stripling prince, and 
live into the blensed reign of Victoria, and the days of a 
Crystal Palace; to have been an intelligent little maiden ere 
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Napoleon lived, and before Louis Seize nountod his rotten 
orumbling thronot Vhat a century to have so nearly rounded.1 

77hat an expedience to have crowded even into ninety-five years." 
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I'l F E 

Sophia and Harriet Leo were the daughters of John Lee, 
an Fnglish actor and manager of plays, a gentleman who, 
originally articled to a solicitor, subsequently adopted 
the stage as a profession. Their mother was an actress who 
travelled with her husband, appearing with him in old and 
new plays. Mr*?. Lee died early, leaving five daughters and 
one son. Mr. Lee died just aftftr Mfc daughter Sophia had 
achieved success with hor play, THE CHAPTEB<OP ACCIDENTS. 

John Lee is first heard of at the theatre ii5 Leman 
Street, Goodman's Fields in November, 1745, as Ghost to the 
Hamlet of Furnival. He was a remarkably unsuccessful man , 
(as Jeaffreson says, he "did anything but flourish" hothor 
as an actor, a manager of plays, or as a dramatic author. 
Ao an author he had the rather doubtful honor of making an 
ut*ar failure in creating the character of Sir Lucius 0* 
Trigger, at the first productionj^f "The Rivals," January 
17, 1775, at Oovent Garden Theatre. As a manager, he was 
constantly in pecuniary difficulties; as a dramatic author, 
or rather adapter of plays, he committed what the Biographia 
^ramatica calls "literary murders.* 

As a man he seems to find no wne who will give him a 
good word. He is "a mamof mean abilities, unbounded self-
esteem, many sorrows, and an utterly abominable temper," 
i Jeaf. V.& vm p.3G2. 
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who "succeeded in making himself at one time pitied, and at 
another despised, by always having a grievance with which to 
bore the theatrical world in villanously/sicI7 written pam-
phlets. M Ho is " a mamof extreme and aggressive variety 
and of a quarrelsome disposition," who "fumed under the 
management of Garrick, wh seems to have enjoyed keeping 
in the background an actor who wa3 always disputing his su-
premacy." He is a man who*in* the course of his life per-
formed at most of the theatres in Great Britain and Ireland, 
and, says the Biographia Dramatica, if h?s own description 
of himself we^e to be credited, was entitled to rank with 
the most excellent actors of the present or past times. 
His talents, however, were hardly above mediocrity; and 
though by dint of puffing he often obtruded himself on the 
stage in London, he was always treated with coldness and 
neglect. It is remarkable that he was scarcely ever con-
nected wi ih any theatre, without quarreling with the mana-
ger , or some person belong^o it; andjoerhaps there we^e more 
appeals to the public, in print, from him on his paltry dis-
putes, than from any other person that could be pointed out." 

i Joseph Knight, D.N.B, 
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Only one good thing is recorded of him, his improvement 
of stage thunder; and even this experiment had a disastrous 
conclusion. Jeaffreoon tells the story, which, even if 
apocryphal, is interesting as throwing somejlight on the prim-
itive stage effects of the time, "When he was manager of the 
Edinburgh theatre, he constructed some improved stage thuri-
der in a remarkable ranner. He procured a parcel of nine-
pound shot, and put them in a w:eel-barrow, to which was af-
fixed a nine-pound wheel. He then had ridgee fixed at the bade 
of the stage, and when dramatic emergencies required the 
deep rumblings of Jove, a carpenter trundled the artillery 
wagon backwards an£ forwards, over the ridges. The play was 
LEAR, and for a time this original apparatus answered well 
enough, but just ao the unfortunate king was in the midst 
of braving the enraged elements, the carpenter1s foot slipped, 
down ho came and awful was the crash that followed; yet more 
awful to th^anager was the consequent uproar of the house. 
The stage being on a declivity, thejballs swept down into the 
orchestra with a velocity as if they had been shot from a 
cannon, and to escape them the venerable king leaped about 
with astonishing grace and agility. To add to the absurdity 
of the scene, thojr root rate carpenter, unable to recover his 
footing, lay before the crowda 1 'heatre, struggling about 
like a vast toad in convulsions." 
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Lee moot nearly a reproached succe33 whe$, in 1752, he r;ur 
cha3ed the Canongate Concert Kali in Edinburgh, where "hex 
proved himself a good manager, reformed many abuses, and is 
said to have been the firnt to raise the sfatus and morale 
of the Edinburgh stage. He set his face against gentlemen 
occupying seats on the s^age or being admitted behind the 
scones, and made ir.jrarvements in decorations and scenery." 

a 
On April 15, 1754y new alteration of the Merchant of Venice, 
probably by Lee himself, was given with Lee as Shylock and 
Mrs. Lee as Portia. Rut reverses came, ho lost five hundred 
pounds in the venture, and in February, 175G, was thrown 
into prison and his furniture sold. He then went to Dublin, 
under Thomas Slier 1 dan, and later, in 1760-G1, was engaged 
again in Edinburgh. For the remaining twenty ye\r3 of his 
life, he wandered from theatre to theatre, ouarjrfelinR, writ-
ing vituperative pamphlets, going to prison, being released 
only to begin again on the 3ame weary round. Ac a fitting 
epitaph for him, this paragraph from Jeaffreson may be used:-
"After having performed in a great many of the theatres of 
Croat Britain and Ireland, and after having been introduced 
to many of 1 is country's prisons under circnmstance3 of 
'temporary difficulty,1 John Lee died at Bath, in the year 

1 D.N.B. 
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1781, leaving behind him a disreputable nar.e, sore bar-
barous mutilations of some of cur best dramatic works, and 
t^o daughters, Sophia and Harriet." 

These two daughters we^e born in London, Sophia in 1750 
and Harriet in 1757. Nothing i3 known of their early life, 
but much may be inferred from the history of their father's 
troubled career. The children grew up in the midst of the 
trials which oppressed their parents. Sophia was just six 
years old when her father was thrown into prison in Edin-
burgh . Harriet was c m in London the following year. On 
Sophia as the eldecf of six children, fell the responsibil-
ity of tho family, after the mother's early death. Not 
only did she suppl*r her mother's place to the younger mem-
bers of the family, but she alsor stood by her father in all 
his"temporary difficulties," even to the point of accom-
panying him *o pr* son. Jeaffreson writing in 1858, says of 
her that "the commencement of her life fesonbled Kiss 
Dorrit,a. She accompanied her father into the rules of a 
prison, and for eightiyears was 'he sharer and alleviator 
of the hardships of his confinement-" Sophia herself, in 
tho preface *o THF TASTER 0^ ACCIDENTS, sa^s that"hera 
first efforts in dramatic composition were made within the 

i The D.N„"R. gives no notice of this Imprisonment, 
a Quoted by P„T\ 
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rules of a Tricon, whithor 3ho accompanied her f ether, who 
for a time was confined there, through f+he porjury of an 
enemy and the injustice of a judge." Hore 3he conceived 
tho ddsign of ^HF ruuP^EP OF ACCTPEHTS and Mr. Lee on his 
liberation bo'ng engaged at Oovont Garden Theatre^she sub-
mitted her yiece to Mr, Harris." 

Sophia did not appear an an author until her t irtieth 
year. As the eldest of a family of six, she no doubt had 
more than her share of responsibility. She is said to have 
early evinced a taste for 1iteratu^e, but the domestic du-
ties which devolved on her in consequence of the early 
de th of her mother seem to have delayed the development 
of her powers. However, undeterred by domestic duties or 
debtor*3 rri8ono, Sophia at last had the pleasure of seeing 
Produced at the ^aymarket, August 5, I7&0, hnr five-act 
comedy, THF T-AT^ER OF AGCIDEK^S. The play was published in 
London In that yenr, andjbefô e the year was over, a second 
edition was required. 

Prefixed tc the play were theie lines:-
"To Mrs. P 

Oh, thou, who badf3t re fearless seize the oar, 
And launch uncertain onlife1s flutt1 ring aea, 
*"ith trembling hand impall'd my bark from shore 
Vhile wondering at my own temerity; 
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Nameless, as are thy merits, still remain, 
Yet let tihf heart appropriate all its dues, 
And oh J whate1 er th* event, do +hou retain 
The tender titles of my friend and muse J 
3: ould Fottune's fav'rites, circling, close her throne, 
And Fame's loud trump be mute to me alone, 
The pity of the world I can return, 
And still at unsuccessful fiction spurn; 
While Heav1 rfs §tip?efcifei indulgence gives to me 
Its charms combin'd and real is1d in theei" 

It is easy to see from the above lines that the world 
has not lo«t a great poet in Sophia Lee. So far as can be 
learned, "Mrs. P " still remains as nameless as her mer-
its. Sophia herself, however, was not compelled to "spurn 
at unsuccessful fiction," whatever that ray mean, because 
Fortune's favorites admitted her at once as a member of 
their band. THF CHAPTER OF ACCIDENTS was an instant and 
decided success, and continued so through many seasons. 

Notwithstanding the encouragement which she had re-
ceived on her first venture, Sophia did not again "launch 
uncertain on life's fluttering sea" for several years. In 
1784-5 she published THE PECE3S OP A TALE OF OTHER TIMES, in 
three volumes. In 178G, Harriet, the 3rcunger sister, 
brought out an epistolary novel, in five volumes, THE ER-
RORS OF INNOCENCE. The next year, "ophia wisote a ballad 
in verse , A HERMIT1 3 TALE, while Harriet appeared with her 
first drama, THE NEW PEERAGE. For nearly ten years the sis-
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tors wrote, or at least published nothihg. In 1796 appeared 
Sophia's tragedy, ALMFYDA, QUEEN OF HP ATI ADA, and in 17S7 
Harriet's second novel OLAPA LENNOX OP THE DISTRESSED WIDOW. 
In 1797-8 appeared two volumes of THF CANTF.PPI7RV TALES for 
which Sophia wrote fhe introduction. The second voluno con-
tained Sophia's story, THE EMILYS. By 1801, three more 
volumes were published, in which Sophia had one story, THE 
CLERGYMAN'S TALE. All the other tales in the five volumes 
were written by Harriet. Harriet's play, THE MYSTERIOUS 
MARRIAGE OR THE HEIRSHIP OF ROSALVA, was publishod in 1798. 
In 1904 Sophia published an epistolary novel in six volumes, 

I 
THE LIFE OF A LOVTE. The last production of Sophia'sipen 
was a comedy entitled THE ASSIGNATION, performed once , in 
1807 but not published. In 1826, Harriet published THE 
THPFE STRANGERS, a play founded on h-r story of KRHITZNER, CB 
one of THE GANTER^URV TALES. 
I One other title was connected with the name of the Leo 
sisters. In 1810 appeared "Ormond or the Debaucheewhich 
wa3 attributed to Sophia. "P.P." writing in 1823, mentions 
it unquestioning/ in the list of heT rub! ications. A writ-
er in th* GENTLEMEN'S MAGAZINE for July, 1824, says of So-
phia, "No work of hers ever appeared anonimously/3ic_7; 
but as has happened with other writers of the day, her name 
was prefixed to a novel she never saw, and which was too 
contemptible to allow bf her giving it notoriety by entering 
either a literary or legal protest against it." In the same 
magazine, for September 1851, just after the death of Har-
riet, the same writer, or one whose style is very similar 
to that of the earlier critic appends a note to his article 
on Harriet; - "The novel which was falstApublished ir._her 
Sophia' a/nave, as there/in the 1824 article on Sophia/ al-

luded to was 'Ornond, or the Debauchee, 1810,' which we now 
mention because it is still attributed *o her in Wa t's 
Bibliotheca Pritannica.* 



The success of Sophia's first play narked a rise in the 
fortunes of the house of Leo. The father did not live to 
enjoy the change, but from the moment of Sophiafs triumph 
until the death of rarriet, almost exactly seventy-one years 
later, the Lee sisters enjoyed a prosperous peace, of which 
the foundation was the proceedo of "HE CHAPTER OF ACCIDENTS. 

Sophia's early struggles wi+h poverty and debt must have 
taught her some business ability. - Her first step after her 
remarkable success was to establish herself in an assured 
rosition in lifS. John Lee died in 1781, and coon his 

I 
th, the sisters, "underi the patronage of powerful friends 

set up a school in Rath, called 'Belvidere House,1 which 
met with so much prosperity, +hat at the close o^ a little 
more than *wenty years, the3r retired from business with an 
easy competence which enabled them to reside at Clifton, 
moving in the bes* circlen of that agreeable place.11 They 
ga^e up their school in 1803, having not orJy acquired a ok*-
rrevision for their ol i age, but^entablj shed a large family 
of nephews and nieces in life. Eor some time +hey resided 
in Monmouthshire, near Tintern Abbey. "A few years after-
wards," says "C.C.n"theytook up their abode in a charming 
house at Clifton, unci honored and esteemed for all the vir-
tues which adorn private life, and famous for talents which 
had always been employed tc improve while they amused, they 
must have spent many years of rerose and enjoyment not eas-
I Jeaffreson _ in 



ily to be overestimated." 
H iFe have f- iled to discover any pub? ished memoirs of 

importance of this venerable lady," writes "C*G.,,f at the t 
time of Harriet's de-th in 1851, "but we cannot help con-
jecturing what an autobiography she might have written, and 
what curious and ^nt^niely interesting memoranda of her 
life may possibly be in existence." Apparently no memoranda 
have been discovered, or at least have not beon published, 
and it is only from occasional references that anything 
may be learned of the character and education of thene 
eighteenth century ladies. 

"Bo tli those women we ̂e('£ifted creatures, " writes Jeaf-
freoon, "and without the advantages of polite education 
made for themselves an honourable position in literature, 
and (q-iite a3 difficult an achievement for the poor daugh-
ters of an unsuccessful actor) a respectable ylace in the 
society of that Bath where, at the jublic and most fashion-
able assemblies, the raster of the ceremonies still com-
manded gallant gentlemen to desist from dancing, and to 
lead *heir partners about 1 to cool.1 Sophia had much of 
the petulant and acrimoni us temper of her father, and like 
him was not ashamed to rublish to the world the particularo 
of her professional jealousies and quarrels. But in her 
favour it must be allowed that her early education had been 



neglectad, and that she had never experienced those pure 
and domestic influences which are the best aids to the 
formation of a woman's character." "P.P.* speaks of the 
similarity bf the disrosi+icns of father and daughter. 
"Mien Lee appears to have inherited in some degree thepet-
ulance and vanity of her parent, but the affection she dis-
play ed toward him was meet exemplary." She had, however, 
a "rational and junt view of life," which induced her to es-
tablish a seminary for young ladies at Bath, "in order to 
aaoure herself of that independence which should place her 
above the fluctuations of literary fame." Elizabeth Leex 
the atithor of the articles on the Loe sisters in the Dic-
tionary of national Biography, says fhat Sophia was a woman 
of gre^t conversational powers and an excellent instructress 
inspiring her pupils wi+h liking and respect." Harriet too, 
had remarkable conversational powers, clear depth of judg-
ment and intellect, a vigorous and comprehensive memory. 

The Lee sisters we^e not unknown to some of the famous 
of their day; Jane and Anna Maria Porter, Krs. Siddons, 
John Philip and Charles remble, ^enoral Paoli, Mrs. Pad-
cliffe, Mr. and Mrs* Thomas Sheridan, Richard Tickeil, Sir 
John Elliot, the elder Colman, Samuel Rogers, Sir, Thomas ^ 
Lawrences, and William Godwin. 
i Tha^Ldentity of this writer cannot be discovered. 
% The two sisters" we-e among the first to predict the 


