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FEMALE POISONERS OF THE
NINETEENTH CENTURY: A STUDY OF
GENDER BIAS IN THE APPLICATION
OF THE LAW©
By

RANDA HELFIELD*

In theory, the substantive content of the law accurately
reflects the dominant values of a culture; hence, there should be no
conflict between the two. However, as Eugene Erlich points out in
FundamentalPrinciples of the Sociology of the Law,' there is often
no real connection between the written law and the cultural values
it seeks to express. The law is merely a set of artificial rules and
regulations imposed upon people to regulate their external
behaviour, whereas custom is the internal mechanism by which those
people regulate themselves. As such, custom is by far the more
powerful controller of social behaviour.
In Victorian society, there were two regulators of feminine
behaviour: society and the law. The law attempted to treat the
male and female gender equally when it came to murder. But the
law was enforced by members of society, and those members did not
believe that men and women were alike. The following is a study
of nineteenth century poisoners and the manner in which they were
tried. An attempt will be made to demonstrate how seemingly
similar fact situations resulted in different outcomes depending on
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For despite the law's universal
the sex of the accused.
condemnation of murder, the jury was still composed of men, men
who believed that a different set of laws applied to women.
In the nineteenth century, a person of the "weaker sex" was
seen as frivolous, childlike, timid, and defective in her powers of
reasoning. 2 Man was considered to be the active ruler and creator
of woman, his passive subordinate! The characterizations of "female
nature" were justified by the assumptions of the day.4 In1889, the
Scottish biologist Patrick Geddes explained sex-role differentiation
on the basis of cell differences in the male and female metabolism.
Unfavourable nutritive conditions produced males with an active or
"hungry" temperament, and well-fed cells produced the patient,
inactive female. These temperaments were biologically fixed at birth
and were incapable of social or political change. 5 Biology-based
theories of sex-role differentiation such as these dominated Victorian
Such assumptions led many nineteenth century
thought.
criminologists to assume that criminality was essentially a masculine
form of behaviour, and that the majority of criminals were men.
In 1876, Luke Owen Pike wrote that the "sex which is
physically weaker is less prone to all those actions which are now
styled criminal than the sex which is physically stronger."6 He
believed that this difference in propensities originated from man's
superior strength but was perpetuated by years of socialization:
All the facts which can be ascertained thus point to the conclusion that the love of
adventure which is characteristic of youth, and courage, and a masculine disposition,

is closely associated with the tendency to commit many of those acts which are now
...
defined to be crimes.... Thus women are less criminal than men not only because

2 J.H. Williams, Psychology of Women: Behaviour in a Biosocial Contet, 2d ed. (New

York: W.W. Norton, 1983) at 6.
3 K. Millett, "The Debate Over Women: Ruskin vs. Mill" in M. Vicinus, ed., Suffer and
Still:
Women in the Victorian Era (Bloomington: Indianna University Press, 1973) at 126.
Be
4 ibid.

5 3. Conway, "Stereotypes of Femininity in a Theory of Sexual Evolution" in Vicinus,
supra, note 3 at 142-46.
6 L.O. Pike, A History of Crime in England, vol. 2 (London: Smith, Elder, 1876) at 526.
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they are physically weaker now, but because they were physically weaker
generations
7

ago. The habit of mind has descended with the habit of the body....

In their study of the relationship between women and crime,
Lombroso and Ferrero8 argued that female criminals were rare.
Women naturally lead sedentary, inactive lives because of their
biologically ordained roles as child bearers. Moreover, due to the
immobility of the ovule, they were inherently conventional and risk
adverse. Men, on the other hand, because of their natural role as
family providers and protectors, took a more active and courageous
stance toward life and therefore, evolved at a quicker rate. Hence,
because women evolved less than men, they degenerated less as well.
Consequently, they were less likely to commit crime. Those women
who did commit crimes were thought to embody an "unnatural"
combination of male and female characteristics, and their criminality
was explained by their lack of maternal instinct: "Her maternal
sense is weak because psychologically and anthropologically she
belongs more to the male than the female sex."9 Hence, as Carol
Smart writes in her feminist critique of these criminology theories,
female offenders were doubly damned: not only were they legally
sanctioned for their offences, they were also socially condemned for
their biological abnormalities.1 ° As Lombroso and Ferrero stated,
"As a double exception, the criminal woman is consequently a
'11
monster.
Freud also believed that female offenders were an exception
to the rule. He believed that the deviant woman was trying to usurp
the man's role. Because she was unable to adjust to her proper sex
role, she was doomed to a futile struggle for a penis and a life of
neurotic frustration. 12 Whatever she was, be it neurotic, monstrous,
7 Ibid. at 530 and 526-27 (emphasis added).

8 From The Female Offender quoted in C. Smart, Women, Crime and Criminology: A
Feminist Critique (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1977) at 31-37.

9 Ibid. at 33.
10

Ibid. at 34.

11 Ibid. at 34-35.
12 D. Klein, "The Etiology of Female Crime: A Review of the Literature" in L. Crites,
ed., The Female Offender (Lexington: D.C. Heath, 1976) at 16-19.
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or just too masculine, the female offender was not what she should
be - a woman. And that, perhaps, was her greatest offence.
Although Pike, Lombroso and Ferrero, and Freud wrote at
the tail-end of the Victorian era, the assumptions underlying their
work prevailed throughout this period. Women were thought to be
less capable of criminal behaviour because of their weaker intellect,
lack of physical strength, conventionality, and passive personalities.
As a result of these assumptions, women were less often suspected
of criminal behaviour; thus, much of their criminal activity probably
escaped detection.
It is certainly a fact that an examination of Victorian case
reports yields little material on female poisoners. Yet, it is far less
certain that so few female poisoners existed. In his book The
Criminality of Women, 13 Otto Pollak hypothesizes that woman's ageold deceit enables her to conceal her crimes better than her male
counterparts. He states that because of the inherent deceptiveness
of the female nature, women literally "get away with murder." While
his theories regarding the biological link between deceit and the
menstrual cycle are foolish and offensive in light of modern scientific
understanding, the sociological aspect of his ideas are less easily
dismissed.
Pollak explains that a woman's indoctrination into the world
of deception begins at puberty with the onset of her first menstrual
period. The fear and anxiety caused by this strange and inexplicable
phenomenon, coupled with the social taboos surrounding its mere
mention, quickly teach a young girl to hide her experience from
others. This, plus a generally rigid early sex training, is bound to
14
inhibit free sexual expression.
While such notions of menstrual taboos are outdated today,
they were prevalent in the Victorian era. Hence, Pollak's argument
that women are culturally trained to be insincere, whether or not it
is true today, was perhaps very true in the nineteenth century. In
fact, many of the magazines of that period condemned girls' boarding
schools for teaching young ladies habits of deception:

13

O. Pollak, The Criminality of Women

1950).

14 Ibid. at 126.

(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press,
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Concealment and deception prevail at girls' schools to a degree which the
uninitiated would be slow to credit.... Many school-mistresses make a rule of
reading every letter written or received: by such a plan the girls are left at their

mercy... It leads to collusion between the pupils and servants - a result fraught
with mischief: it induces cunning and stratagem in order to evade the rule..../5

Because of their superior training in dissimulation, Pollak
argues that many of the crimes committed by women remain
undiscovered. While this is an interesting theory, lack of supporting
materials means it must necessarily remain only a theory. However,
there are good arguments in support of the idea that in spite of the
scarcity of historical records, there were far more female murderesses
in the Victorian era than previously believed.
An examination of nineteenth century murder cases heard at
the Old Baily Sessions Court reveals that almost all murders and
attempted murders committed by women occurred in a private
domestic environment. Those that did not involved victims who
were intimate with, or related to, the accused.16 The private nature
of these offences impeded their discovery, and because the victims
and witnesses were often close friends or family, it is likely that
many more of these crimes went unreported. Today, we can only
imagine how many female offenders escaped detection and arrest for
every one woman that was charged.
Nineteenth century criminology studies show that murderesses
used poison more often than any other method. For example, in
one survey, it was shown that between 1875 and 1880, 6.8 out of
every 10 poisoners were women.1 7 Pollak attributes the predominant
use of poison by women to the fact that by its very nature, poisoning
is a crime of secrecy and cunning. One could speculate that it was
a crime ideally suited to the skills of Victorian women trained in
deception. However, its popularity as a murder weapon was more
probably due to the fact that a woman's social role as mother and

15 From Fraser's Magazine 31 (1845): 703-12 cited in M.S. Hartman, Victorian
Murderesses: A True History of Thirteen Respectable French and English Women Accused of
UnspeakableCrimes (New York: Schocken Books, 1977) at 57-58.
16 London, Central Criminal Court, Sessions Paper and Minutes of Evidence (London:
Stevens, 1834-1913) [hereinafter Old Bailey Sessions Papers]. The Old Bailey SessionsPapers

for the years 1845-50, 1870-73, and 1881-85 were examined.
17 Pollak, supra, note 13 at 16.
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nursemaid gave her full control over the preparation of meals in the
household, rendering her exposure as a poisoner less likely.18
Furthermore, poisoning by its very nature is a crime of
secrecy. The poison was often administered in the privacy of the
home to a victim intimately known to the poisoner and as such, least
likely to be suspicious. In addition, J.D. Harvard, in his book The
Detection of Secret Homicide, 9 explains that at one time, coroners
held inquests only in cases where there was "manifest evidence of
violence," so the "majority of cases of murder by poison or other
'secret' methods of killing went unrecognised. 2, 0
In the
Parliamentary debates surrounding the Sale of Poisons Bill, Earl
Granville cited statistics on poisonings in London at that time. It
was estimated that five hundred took place per year, and that for
every one poisoner detected, three or four escaped the notice of the
Registrar General. 21 It is clear that many poisoners remained at
large in the Victorian era, and many unexplained deaths resulted.
This lead to the enactment of several poison-control statutes in an
effort to regulate the sale of poison. The objective was to render
its purchase more difficult so as to decrease the number of
mysterious deaths.22 For example, under the old Poisons Act,23 the
purchaser merely had to be introduced to someone known to the
chemist. Both names would then be entered in a register along with
the date of the sale, the quantity of poison sold, and the purpose for
which it was required. However, in 1851, the Arsenic Act 24 was
passed. Its object was to prevent the unrestricted sale of arsenic.
In addition to the requirements of the PoisonsAct, a purchaser now
had to be over twenty-one years old, all arsenic had to be coloured
with soot or indigo, and no more than ten pounds could be sold at
18 Ibid. at 3.
19 J.D. Harvard, The Detection of Secret Homicide (London: McMillan, 1960).
20 Ibid. at 39.
21 U.K., H.C., ParliamentaryDebates, 3d ser., vol. 145, col. 1093 (4 June 1857).
22 Ibid., col. 1091.
23

Poisons Act cited in J.Glaister, The Power of Poison (London: Christopher Johnson,

1954) at 87-88.
24

Arsenic Act 1851 (U.K.), 14 & 15 Vict., c. 13.
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a time.25 Despite these efforts, the obstacles imposed by the new
poison legislation were hardly insurmountable. A respectable middle
or upper class lady rarely had trouble obtaining poison to kill rats in
her home, or to beautify her complexion. Chemists held such
purchases above suspicion.
It is interesting to note that in the Parliamentary debates
surrounding the Arsenic Act, it was suggested that the sale of poison
be restricted to adult male purchasers only. This is because too
many "accidental" deaths had resulted from the sale of poison to
female servants who, as it happens, were often sent to the store on
behalf of their mistresses. This suggestion, however, was not
incorporated into the final draft of the statute.
It therefore seems that poison was the favourite choice of
Victorian murderesses because it was easy to obtain and to
administer without arousing suspicion. In addition, its use as a
murder weapon required little effort or physical strength. As a
result, the scarcity of known Victorian murderesses may have been
partly due to their superior training in cunning and deception, as
Pollak believed. Or it may have resulted simply from their frequent
choice of poison as a murder weapon. And it is submitted that this
choice was made mainly because of poison's convenience and
accessibility, and not, as Pollak suggests, because it best accorded
with women's love of deceit.
Much more information is available in the Newgate
Calendar,26 and other eighteenth century sources, regarding cases of
female poisoners than exists in nineteenth century sources. A brief
survey of the Old Bailey Sessions Papers in the years 1845-50, 187073, and 1881-85 discloses only one reported case of a female
poisoner. The Newgate Calendar lists none. However, it seems
unlikely that women were less criminal by nature in the latter age.
The intensive Parliamentary debates revolving around the need for
poison control in the nineteenth century show that the problem of
deaths by poisoning was increasing in the Victorian era not

25 Glaister, supra, note 23 at 111-12.
26 B. Laurie, The Newgate Calendaror Malefactors' Bloody Register (London: T. Werner
Laurie, 1932).

Society, 1951).

See also Sir Norman Birkett, ed., The Newgate Calendar (London:

Folio
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decreasing. It is therefore unclear why the number of female
poisoners decreased. It may be that it was not the actual criminality
of women that changed but society's attitude toward it. While
Victorians refused to believe that their helpless and timid females
were capable of such crimes and so, were less likely to suspect,
charge, and prosecute them, eighteenth century society did not share
these notions and did not shield its women as readily from suspicion,
or from the just consequences of the law. Not only were more
eighteenth century women poisoners caught and prosecuted, but
proportionately more were convicted and executed. In her study of
twenty-nine eighteenth century wives who murdered their husbands,
Shelley Gavigan notes that twenty-four were executed, one was
sentenced to execution but escaped, and the outcome of the
remaining two cases was not recorded. Of those executed, thirteen
used poison as a murder weapon. Only one poisoner in this sample
was acquitted. In the following study of the most famous Victorian
cases of female poisoners, it will be shown how women were able to
escape the usual legal penalties. Of the four middle class Victorian
women tried by law in this study, three were eventually acquitted.
The fourth was convicted, but her sentence was reduced to fifteen
years of penal servitude. None of the women in Gavigan's sample
received such merciful treatment.
While the scarcity of recorded case law makes any study of
middle class Victorian women poisoners largely a matter of
speculation, it is still interesting to look at the trials of these women,
the defences advanced, the charges outlined against them, the
evidence adduced, the verdicts received, the nature of public opinion,
and the almost inevitable intervention of the Home Office on their
behalf just in time to save them from execution. This paper will
examine some of the social and sexual stereotypes surrounding the
three main categories of middle class Victorian womanhood - the
virginal bride-to-be, the spinster, and the married lady - and the
cases of women who emerged from each of these categories and
were charged with murder by poisoning. Where appropriate,
comparison will be made between the handling of these cases and

27 S. Gavigan, Petit Treason in Eighteenth Century England: Women's Inequality Before
the Law (Faculty of Law, Osgoode Hall Law School, 1981) [unpublished] Appendix I.
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similar cases involving male poisoners in order to show the great
extent to which social stereotypes and cultural expectations regarding
normal feminine behaviour influenced the implementation of the law.
In order to understand some of the forces that drove women
to deceitful patterns of behaviour, it is first necessary to understand
Victorian society as a whole, and women's place within it. The
Victorian era was a period of great social, political, and scientific
reform. It was a time of a rising middle class and growing
urbanization. Larger concentrations of people in smaller areas and
new expansions in industry meant that society was becoming more
and more complex.
Consequently, a concern for stability,
conservatism, and cooperation dominated Victorian thought. In his
book The Ruined Maid: Mode and Manners of Victorian Women,
Geoffrey Eley writes that for the middle classes, "there was a code
to be learnt, a code whether instilled at public school or by private
if you
governess which showed the way to conform and behave
28
times."
the
of
life
social
pleasant
the
enjoy
to
wished
No one's social role was more thoroughly or more
uncompromisingly regulated than that of the Victorian woman.
Victorian women were repressed not only socially but sexually as
well. This is because of the prevailing notion that they had no
libido; therefore, sexual aberrations on their part were unthinkable.
In the nineteenth century, William Acton wrote, "I should say that
the majority of women (happily for them) are not very much
troubled with sexual feeling of any kind."29 He went on to say that
the modest wife had no need for sexual gratification because she
30
had her children, her home, and her domestic duties to satisfy her.
Acton shared the common Victorian belief that the sexual instinct
in men was replaced by the maternal instinct in women3 ! He wrote
that "[a]s a general rule, a modest woman seldom desires any sexual
28 G. Eley, The Ruined Maid Modes andManners of Victorian Women (Royston: Priory
Press, 1970) at 4.
29

E.M. Sigsworth & TJ. Wyke, "AStudy of Victorian Prostitution and Venereal Disease'

in Vicinus, supra, note 3 at 82.
30 Sigsworth & wyke, ibid. at 83.
31 P.T. Cominos, "Innocent Femina Sensualis in Unconscious Conflict" in Vicinus, supra,
note 3 at 159.
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gratification for herself. She submits to her husband's embraces, but
principally to gratify him; and, were it not for the desire
of
32
attentions."
his
from
relieved
be
rather
far
would
maternity,
According to writers like Ruskin, women had finer instincts
than men.33 They were therefore inherently innocent and less
subject to temptation:
Nature has provided woman with a natural safeguard against persistent passion
which is wholly denied men. It is relatively less excusable for a woman endowed
with modesty, consecrated with the gift of purity, and provided with the natural

relief from the baser and nire animal part of her nature to be immoral, than it is
for a man to obey the nature of3his
sex with no established safeguard of modest
4
purity and natural help whatever.

Hence, the myth of the passionless woman prevailed in
Victorian society. Nymphomaniacs were exceptions to this myth, but
their aberrant behaviour was explained on the grounds of insanity.35
To explain the deviance of some immoral females in Victorian
society, men like the Reverend G.B. Merrick wrote that "[t]he
initiative for seduction was entirely the seducer's own." However,
Merrick admitted that it was still the seducee who "paid the
inexorable penalty of social ostracism for her seduction. 36 Men
were deemed to be the principal cause of prostitution. As Peter T.
Cominos explains, this "seduction of the innocent" notion was
invented in the fifties and sixties to explain the fallen woman
without contradicting the theory of her innocence and "sexual
anaesthesia."3 7 Having no sex drive of her own, woman could never
be responsible for her own fall. Once fallen, however, there were
no limits to her depravity until she was redeemed. Hopelessly bad
women were hated and feared; pure women were exalted and

32 W. Acton, 'qhe Functions and Disorders of the Reproductive Organs" in S.Jeffreys,

ed., The Sexuality Debates (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1987) at 62.
33 Millett, supra, note 3 at 136.
34 C. Scott, "An Equal Standard of Morality," Humanitarian,November 1894, 254.

35 Sigsworth & Wyke, supra, note 29 at 82-83.
36 Cominos, supra, note 31 at 165.
37

Ibid. at 164.
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revered. 38 The dividing line between these two types of women
remained distinct throughout the Victorian period.
Womanly dependence on men was deliberately fostered in
Victorian society because a woman's self-sufficiency posed a potential
threat to the social order itself. The importance of the middle class
family and the roles of each of its members cannot be
underestimated.3 9 As Juanita Williams points out in her book
Psychology of Women: Behaviour in a Biosocial Context, "The woman
who questioned [her role], or took independent action, was a threat
to the sacred order of the universe."40 It was upon women, with
their superior moral natures, that the morality of the planet
depended, for men were incapable of controlling their own
behaviour without help. This was especially true with respect to
married women, whose adulterous activities threatened not only the
sanctity of a man's home and family but the legitimacy of his line.41
It was therefore very much in the interest of the community to
control women's sexual behaviour. Because of the rigidity of
Victorian society's attitude toward women and its merciless efforts
to control their sexuality, it is not surprising that most women
adopted the prevailing norms and behaved accordingly. Lack of
alternatives checked most attempts at unconventional behaviour.
Consequently, women appeared to have internalized the social values
and stereotypes by which they were oppressed. In most cases, fear
of complete ostracism from the community provided an effective
social control over their behaviour. Because a woman's entire sense
of self-worth stemmed from her ability to sustain successful familial
relationships, she was unlikely to engage in conduct that could result
in spinsterhood and/or isolation.
However, history reveals that not all Victorian women were
the passive creatures that men envisioned them to be. While the
female poisoner may outwardly have behaved in accordance with the

38

id.at 168.

39 G. Cuddeford, Women and Society: From Victorian Times to the Present Day (London:
Hamish Hamilton, 1967) at 25.
40 Supra, note 2 at 11.
41 Vicinus, supra, note 3 at xiv.
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dictates of her society, inwardly she remained true to her own
passions and desires and did not scruple to commit murder to
achieve her own ends. As Cominos points out, though Victorian
women were repressed and sexless on the outside, "Victorian
sexuality reasserted itself in indirect ways in the symbolic disguises
of dreams and fantasies and in symptoms of commissions wherein
acts alien to the actors themselves were carried out."42 The rigidity
of the societal conventions by which they were bound forced many
Victorian girls and women to escape to the world of the mind in
order to make the constraints of their daily lives bearable. This
would seem to be an inevitable part of human psychological growth
to which Victorian women, controlled as they were, were no
exception. However, for some dreamers, there comes a time when
the dream turns into the deed and fantasy merges with reality.
According to Dr. Walter Bromberg, author of The Mold of Murder:
A Psychiatric Study of Homicide, not every fantasizer reaches that
point. "The difference between the 'dreamer' and doer of violent
crime resides in the uniqueness of each individual - in his ego
strength, predominant social images, the vigor of his repressive
43
mechanism, balance of the various aspects of his ego and so on."
Hence, while many women presumably remained content with their
harmless fantasies, others, such as the women in our study, were not
satisfied until they realized their dreams. While one might initially
attribute this daring attempt to a lack of conformity and contempt
for the social order, the duplicitous manner in which these women
set out to accomplish their goals, and the dual life they led until
their exposure, suggests that they were far from unconventional. In
fact, the women in this study were so desperate to conform to the
expectations of their community, they were willing to kill to cover up
their prior sexual transgressions.
It seems that criminal deviance was less abhorrent to these
Because a Victorian woman's
women than sexual deviance.
reputation was inseparable from her personal identity, one could say
that murder in order to protect that reputation was a crime in self42 Cominos, supra, note 31 at 164.
43

W. Bromberg M.D., The Mold ofMurder: A Psychiatric Study of Homicide (New York:
Grune & Stratton, 1961) at 12.
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defence.44 It seems that Victorian society as a whole shared these
women's belief that their homicidal activities were justified. An
examination of the trials of these female poisoners reveals that
society preferred a murderess to a nymphomaniac. In fact, murder
was quite fashionable in Victorian society. Detailed accounts of
gruesome crimes dominated all the newspapers, popular literature,
and theatre of the day. In 1855, the Daily Telegraph was the largest
publication in the world, mainly because of the exhaustiveness of its
crime coverage. 45 The "penny dreadfuls," a cheap source of fictional
thriller, were sold on every street corner, and these were followed
by the advent of the "shilling shockers" of the mid-nineteenth
century.46 Murder drama was also exceedingly popular.47 But
perhaps the favourite form of entertainment of the day was the
courtroom trial itself. Women, especially, attended all the trials as
avid and breathless spectators. Some people felt that all the
attention focused on grisly crimes had the effect of glamourizing
murder.48 The attractions of sex, on the other hand, were not so
openly portrayed. It would not be surprising, then, for a Victorian
woman to surmise, based on the publication of murder and the
concealment of sex, that the former was the more socially acceptable
crime. And indeed, when it came to women, society agreed. This
is indicated by the fact that the law did not take a severe attitude
toward the murders themselves. As C.H.S. Jaywardene points out,
the severity of legal penalties depends on the harm that the crime

44 Bromberg explains sex crimes committed by cuckolded men as a desperate attempt to

hide their sexual inadequacy and preserve their virile image: 'The emotional energy of this
reaction is derived from emphasis on the high social value given sexual potency in our

civilization.... From a reality position, social codes of our culture require action on the part
of the cuckolded husband" Hence, these crimes are acceptable according to the "unwritten
law of sanctity of the home"; they are the "mandatory outraged husband reaction to infidelity."

See ibid. at 29-30. It is arguable that Victorian women felt the same societal pressure to
protect their chastity and the purity of their public image. As a result, the same logic can be

applied to explain their crimes, which are justified in their minds by similar attitudes,
expectations, and cultural pressures.
45 R.D. Altick, Victorian Studies in Scarlet (New York: W.W. Norton, 1970) at 61.
46 Ibid. at 70.

47 Ibid. at 87.
48 Ibid. at 73.
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is thought to bring to the community.49 It was therefore with regard
to the sexual misbehaviour of these women that the courts appeared
to take the severest stand.
Both legal and social codes of behaviour seek to control and
punish undesirable behaviour. In most cases, the cultural restrictions
imposed on Victorian women's sexual and social conduct were so
effective that the added sanctions imposed by the law were
superfluous. However, in the case of the women of our study, the
social controls had somehow failed. Now, it was the law's task to
step in, punish, and deter future sexual and social aberrations.
The following is a brief discussion of three types of roles
commonly played by nineteenth century women, the social and sexual
codes of behaviour imposed upon them in that capacity, and an
analysis of the cases of female poisoners emerging from each of
those categories of Victorian womanhood: the virginal bride-to-be,
the spinster, and the married lady.
I. THE VIRGINAL BRIDE-TO-BE
A young middle class girl learned early that her entire
childhood and adolescence was a preparation for marriage. Her
education was geared toward that objective. Young "gentlewomen"
were sent to boarding schools and taught needlework, dancing,
French, music, reading, writing, and small accounts - all suitable
accomplishments for a bride-to-be.50 Young ladies were told that
the sole object of their lives was to attract a secure man. In her
popular article "The Art of Beauty," Mrs. H. Hawer advised young
women that the ability to attract a man was a young woman's
essential attribute. Failure to attract meant failure to be a woman,
'just as a magnet that has lost its magnetism might be called a good
stone, a weight, a stopper or what not, but hardly a magnet."51
49 C.H.S. Jaywardene, CriminalHomicide: A Study in Cultural Conflict (Ann Arbor.
University Microfilms, 1960) at 16-17.
50 E.A. Hecker, A Short History of Women's Rights. From the Days of Augustus to the
Present Time With Special Reference to England and the United States, 2d ed., (Westport:
Greenwood Press, 1914) at 141.
51 Eley, supra, note 28 at 15.
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Sexually, young ladies remained innocent and ignorant until
marriage. The well-bred girl's perceptions were carefully regulated
so as to expose her only to a few select thoughts and feelings 5 2 In
this way, it was hoped that she would have no control over her
actions or thoughts. Society would thus ensure that the course of
her conduct flowed along the appropriate channels. Young ladies
were therefore not held responsible for their own actions - a "kind

of compensation
for the relative ignorance in which they were
'5 3
kept.
There is no doubt that the life of a young, intelligent middle
class girl, having completed her education and at home awaiting
marriage, was extremely restrictive, dull, and frustrating. She was
trapped in a state of limbo, expected to wait passively for her release
into wedded bliss. Her behaviour was carefully monitored at this
crucial time so as to ensure nothing spoiled her future chances for
happiness. Her own true nature was not allowed to emerge. Mrs.
Ellis, addressing the "Daughters of England," was not far from the
truth when she wrote, "Perhaps you are so protected by parents, and
so hemmed in by domestic regulations, that you feel it more difficult
to do what is positively wrong than what is generally approved as
right."5 4 The goodness, meekness, and innocence of these young
Victorian ladies was less a product of their own will than that of
their parents and of society as a whole. For a highly intelligent,
passionate, and imaginative girl like Madeleine Smith, these
unnatural restrictions could hardly remain effective for long.
The day that Madeleine Smith met a poverty-stricken
Frenchman by the name of Emile L'Angelier marked the beginning
of a torrid love affair that was to end in murder. Although many
writers have speculated as to Madeleine's motivations throughout,
the hypothesis advanced by Mary S. Hartman in her book Victorian
Murderesses55 is the most comprehensive and convincing.

52 C.W. Cunnington, Feminine Attitudes in the Nineteenth Century (London:

Heinemann, 1935) at 89.
53 Hartman, supra, note 15 at 56.

54 Ibid. at 52.
55 Supra, note 15.
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Hartman explains Madeleine's receptivity to the amorous
attentions of a stranger as an attempt to find "immediate relief from
[her] anxieties by creating a 'husband."' It was a means of alleviating
the restlessness and boredom of the years necessarily passed idly
under her parents' roof before marriage 5 6 Hartman describes how
careful Madeleine was to keep her secret and preserve her
reputation. She began a clandestine correspondence with Emile,
with the help of her servants and his friends. She proved the
success of her early boarding school training in deception by the
expert way in which she engineered this illicit affair. By blackmailing
a servant, she arranged meetings with her lover in her home after
her parents had gone to sleep. The United Presbyterian Magazine
commented on the "efficiency in simulation and dissimulation rarely
57
equalled in one who had scarcely seen twenty summers."
In her letters to Emile, Madeleine constantly found excuses
that would prevent him from meeting her father, saying that at
present, "all this must remain a profound secret."58 Later, she wrote,
"I shall never be able to introduce you to papa."59 She then
manufactured a showdown: "A last fond farewell. My Papa will not
give his consent. I have given my word of honor that I shall have
no more communications with you.... Be happy, forget me, and may
she whom you call your wife be a comfort unto you.... Fare thee
well."60 In true melodramatic fashion, Madeleine employed a
convenient fatalistic tone in her protestations of doomed love for
Emile. She wrote to her confidante, "I had hoped some day to have
been happy with him, but alas it was not intended. We were
doomed to be disappointed. 61 By blaming the failure of her love
affair on inexorable destiny and her father, she avoided responsibility
for her shocking transgression of society's norms. In true womanly
56

]bid. at 60.

57 "The Glasgow Poisoning," United PresbyterianMagazine 1 (1858): 383.
58 Hartman, supra, note 15 at 66.
59
60
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ibid.

61 D. Smith, ed., The Trial of Madeleine Smith (Toronto: Canada Law Book, 1905) at
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Victorian style, she remained outwardly passive and helpless

throughout.
However, Hartman convincingly argues that Madeleine lied
to Emile and never told her parents of her secret other life.
Toward the end of her relationship with Emile, Madeleine pleaded
with him to return her letters and not disclose her secret to her
parents. She confessed that she had never told her mother about
their affair:
Emile, I have deceived you; I have deceived my mother ...
I deceived you by telling
you that she still knew of our engagement. She did not ...
Emile, write to no one,
Papa or any other.... I am the most guilty miserable wretch on the face of the
earth. 62

It is highly doubtful that she had told her father either. Even
before this confession, Emile's own letter to her, written shortly after
her alleged confrontation with her father, accused her of duplicity
and of generally toying with his affections:
How you astonish me by writing such a note without condescending to explain the
reasons why your father refuses to consent.... Never, dear Madeleine, could I have
believed you were capable of such conduct. I thought and believed you unfit for
such a step. I believed you true to your honour.... What would you think if even
one of your servants had played with anyone's affections as you have done, or what
would you say to hear that any lady friends had done what you have - or what am
I to think of you now... You have deceived your father as you have deceived me.
You never told him how solemnly you bound yourself to me, or if you had, for the
honour of his daughter he could not have asked you to break off an engagement
as ours....
No, Madeleine, I leave your conscience to speak for itself.... I cannot
63
put it into my mind that you are yet at the bottom of all this.

Emile was probably correct in his assertion that had Madeleine's
father known the extent of their intimacy, he would have forced

Emile to marry his daughter. The innocent girlish fantasy had
turned into a very real sexual affair to which Madeleine was a farfrom-reluctant party. Her letters attest to her willing complicity:

"Beloved, if we did wrong last night, it was in the excitement of our

62 F. Tennyson Jesse, "Madeleine Smith - 1857 in H. Hodge & J.H. Hodge eds, Famous
Trials (New York: Viking Penguin, 1984) at 149 and Hartman, supra, note 15 at 81.
63 W.H.Williamson, Annals of Crime: Some Extraordinay Women (London: George
Routledge, 1930) at 167-69 (emphasis in original).
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love." 4 Other letters frankly admitted her enjoyment of sex: "It
was a punishment to me to be deprived of your loving me, for it is
a pleasure, and no one can deny that. It is but human nature. Is
not everyone who loves of the same mind......65 And later:
Were you here I would love you with my heart and soul.... I must go to bed, for
I feel cold, so goodnight. Would to God it were to be by your side. I would feel

well and happy then. I think I would be wishing you to love me if I were with you,
but I do not suppose you would refuse me, for I know you would like to love your
Mimi. 66

Emile, however, was not so free of remorse. After their first
sexual encounter, he wrote:
Why, Mimi, did you give way after your promises?...

I was not angry at your

allowing me[,] Mimi, but I am sad it happened. You had no resolution. We should
indeed have waited till we were married, Mimi.... No, nothing except our marriage

will efface it from my memory. Mimi, only fancy
if it was known. My dear, my pet,
67
you would be dishonoured, and that by me!

Emile's letter shows that unlike Madeleine, he at least was
concerned with marriage and her reputation. Madeleine, on the
other hand, had no intention even to reveal his existence to her
family, let alone marry him. It was her fantasy, and she retained
control throughout.
Inevitably, Madeleine's father decided it was time for her to
marry. He chose a Mr. Minnoch, and their engagement was
decided. Far from protesting, Madeleine's letters to Mr. Minnoch
show her complacent acceptance of his proposal. "Having had her
fling, Madeleine was by now quite prepared to fulfil her proper
destiny."68 Hartman demonstrates the awkward and sudden way in
which Madeleine tried to break off the affair with Emile, whose
presence as a focus for her romantic fantasies was no longer
required. Her letter to him, following shortly after her engagement

Hartman, supra, note 15 at 71.

65 Jesse, supra, note 62 at 145 (emphasis in original).
66

]bid. at 144-45 (emphasis in original).

67 Hartman, supra, note 15 at 68.

68 Altick, supra, note 45 at 177.
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to Minnoch, exhibited an unprecedented coldness: "You may be
astonished at this sudden change.... My love for you has ceased......69
However, even while breaking off their relationship, Madeleine was
careful to insist that Emile keep their secret: "I trust to your
honour as a Gentleman that you will not reveal any thing that may
have passed between us.... What has passed you will not mention.
I know when I ask you that you will comply."70
Yet, in ungentlemanly fashion, Emile threatened to show her
love letters to her father. It was at this point that Madeleine broke
down and confessing her duplicity, threw herself at the mercy of her
former lover. She wrote:
I have deceived and told you too many falsehoods for you ever to respect me. But
oh, will you not keep my secret from the world? Oh, you will not for Christ's sake
denounce me! I shall be undone, I shall be ruined. Who would trust me? Shame

would be my lot. While I have breath I shall ever think of you as my best friend
if you will only keep this between ourselves. My brain
is on fire. Denounce me
71
not. Hate me, despise me - but do not expose me.

And later:
Emile do not drive me to death. When I ceased to love you, believe me, it was not

to love another. I am free from all engagements at present. Emile for God's sake
do not send7 2my letters to papa. It will be an open rupture. I will leave the house.
I will die....

These letters best reveal the desperate lengths to which Madeleine
would go to maintain her conventional image in the eyes of her
family. Yet, even in the sincerity of her desperation, she was able
to lie to Emile about her imminent marriage to another.
When her pleas proved to be of no use, Madeleine again
changed her tactics. She resumed writing love letters. While this
did not help her to recover the other damaging letters she had
written, it succeeded in keeping L'Angelier at bay with a promise of
hope, and thus within her control.
69 Hartman, supra, note 15 at 281, note 102.
70

Ibid.

71 H.M. Walbrook, Murders and Murder Trials: 1812-1912 (London:

at 121.
72 Hartman, supra, note 15 at 81.

Constable, 1932)
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Ironically, when she wrote Emile that he was driving her to
death, she neglected to specify whose. While her situation seemed
hopeless, and while she was filled with terror at the threat of
exposure before Victorian society, she was nonetheless prepared to
take whatever action she felt necessary in order to solve her
problem with Emile. Not one to passively admit defeat, neither was
she ready to face the consequences of her "immoral" behaviour. Nor
was she willing to take her own life, as might have been expected of
a woman in her position. Madeleine simply decided to do away with
the problem by doing away with its source - she chose to poison
Emile.
It is known that Madeleine had bought arsenic on more than
one occasion, ostensibly to kill rats. Why a young, wealthy middle
class girl had to worry about rats was a question never asked. Even
her girlfriend, who co-signed the poison register as a witness, found
her preoccupation with vermin both odd and amusing.
Unfortunately, Emile did not find it so. In an entry in his diary
made on the day of Madeleine's purchase, he complained of
returning home after a tryst at her parents' house feeling quite ill.
He mentioned that Madeleine had given him a cup of hot chocolate.
Nor was this an isolated incident: another entry, expressing a similar
complaint, was made later on. Shortly thereafter, presumably
(although this was never proven) after a secret rendezvous with
Madeleine, Emile came home severely ill and died.
As Hartman concludes:
What emerges then is not a headstrong, willful young woman, but rather a
manipulative schoolgirl, consciously acting out a romantic drama.... There is no
need to postulate Madeleine's gradual realization that she had to obey her parents
and marry a man acceptable to them; she never intended anything else. What
Madeleine73 appears to have wanted was a temporary escape from her boring
edstence.

Furthermore, "the criminal denouements of Madeleine's dramas were
not part of the original scripts," but rather, "resulted from the
characters' refusal to conform to their assigned roles."74 Madeleine,
ever the avid fan of romantic mystery fiction, was ready with a
73 Ibid. at 65-66.
74

Ibid. at 78.
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surprise ending of her own. Her active imagination and expert
training in cunning and duplicity helped make her fantastic plot line
real.
Whether or not Hartman's hypothesis regarding Madeleine's
motives and their part in L'Angelier's death is accurate, Madeleine's
trial shows that society, at that time, had its own ideas. These
reflected nineteenth century notions of typical feminine behaviour,
in particular, the notion of the innocent and sexually ignorant brideto-be. The trial focused largely on the issue of Madeleine's chastity,
because no one could believe that a respectable middle class virgin
could be a murderess.
As a result, the bulk of evidence at trial consisted of
Madeleine's love letters to Emile. The Lord Advocate said, at the
outset, "I shall avoid as far as possible traveling into a region which
this case affords too great materials for." He then went on to
describe that region at great length:
I mean the almost incredible evidence which it has afforded of disgrace, and sin,
and degradation - the dreadful social picture which it has revealed - the fearful
domestic results which must inevitably follow - those feelings of commiseration and
horror which the age, the sex and the condition of the prisoner must produce in

every mind - no language of my eloquent and learned friend - can convey to the
mind one-tenth of this case has already created throughout the whole country. I

shall only say that these matters weigh on my mind, as I am sure they do on yours
with a weight and an oppression which neither require nor admit of expression.

And despite this speech, the Lord Advocate made sure throughout
the trial, by reading and focusing on all Madeleine's incriminating
letters, that these matters did weigh heavily on everyone's mind.
A large part of the defence was necessarily devoted to the
allegations made against Madeleine's reputation and honour. Dean
John Ingles, her counsel, spent as much time answering the sexual
charges against his client as he did the charges for murder. He
skillfully recast the story of Madeleine's shocking affair in terms that
the jury could understand and accept. He placed the responsibility
for Madeleine's corruption and fall upon Emile, that "vain, conceited,
pretentious" man, "with a great opinion of his own personal
attractions, and a very silly expectation of admiration from the other

75 Smith, supra, note 61 at
158.
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sex."7 6 In his version, Emile was a ruthless fortune hunter, who did
not scruple to seduce an innocent young woman in order to
blackmail her into marriage. "In the spring of 1856, the corrupting
77
influence of the seducer was successful, and the prisoner fell."
This, then, explained the shocking nature of Madeleine's love letters:
And how corrupting that influence must have been, how vile the acts that he

resorted to for accomplishing his nefarious purpose, can never be proved so well
as by looking at the altered tone and language of the unhappy prisoner's letters.

She had lost not her virtue merely, but, as the Lord Advocate said, her sense of
decency. Think you that without temptation, without evil teachings, a poor girl
falls into such depths of degradation? No. Influence78 from without - most
corrupting influence - can alone account for such a fact.

There is no doubt that this explanation of Madeleine's unusual
behaviour, according as it did with society's expectations of women,
satisfied the jury. By retelling Madeleine's romantic drama so as to
conceal her authorship, the Dean was able to restore her image of
innocence and feminine passivity in the eyes of the jury, and arouse
their sympathy.
Even the Lord Advocate did not dispute Madeleine's
guiltlessness with respect to the initiation of the affair: "If my
learned friend means to say that L'Angelier had his own share in
corrupting her moral sense, I shall not much dispute it. It does not
matter to this inquiry whether that was so or not."79 However, it did
matter very much. The results would show that it was not
Madeleine's criminal but her sexual behaviour that was the central
issue of the trial.
At this point, it is interesting to compare the sexual
stereotypes underlying this case with similar assumptions contained
in the 1845. case of John Talwell. In the latter case, the judge
painted a picture of the accused as the evil seducer of the poor
woman who remained lovingly and unsuspectingly loyal to her
murderer till the end. The judge added that even if the victim did
76 G.L. Browne & C.G. Stewart, Reports of Tials for Murder by Poisoning7 by Pnssic
Acid, Stychnia, Antimony, Arsenic, and Aconitia (London: Stevens, 1883) at 342-43.
77
78

]bid. at 344.
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79 Smith, supra, note 61 at 169.
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commit suicide, as the defence claimed, Talwell's failure to stay and
try to save her was inexcusable 8 ° Moreover, although both the
judges in the Talwell and Smith cases agreed that circumstantial
81
evidence is usually the only evidence available in poisoning cases,
the verdicts in both trials seem to have been arrived at by avenues
more societal than evidential. In reaching its decision, the jury had
to determine, in each case, whether it had been the accused or the
victim who had administered the poison. In Talwell's case, although
there was no direct evidence of exactly what had happened in the
room prior to the victim's death, it seems that Talwell was found
guilty on the basis of his failure to uphold societal standards of
acceptable masculine behaviour, with all their inherent codes of
chivalry, honour, and the protection of feminine virtue. Hence,
unlike Madeleine Smith, Talwell, the male party, was automatically
presumed to be both the sexual and criminal aggressor.
In Madeleine's case, the accusation was attempted poisoning
on two counts and murder. The first count failed for lack of
evidence that Emile's illness, at the time of his death, was caused
by poisoning.82 The second charge was decided in her favour due
to the fact that the crown could not prove she had had the
opportunity to poison him on the night he had first exhibited the
symptoms of arsenic poisoning. Although a letter written by
Madeleine describing a meeting with Emile was found on his person,
it was not dated and the postmark was illegible.
As for the third charge of murder, there was a great deal of
circumstantial evidence leading to a more-than-probable inference
that Madeleine and Emile had met on that fateful night, and that
she had had the opportunity to administer the final dose of arsenic.
He had returned to his lodgings that night for the specific reason
that he had received a letter from Madeleine asking him to meet
her. He left his lodgings around the appointed time, telling his
landlady that he was going to meet someone. He took the latchkey
with him, as was his usual habit when meeting Madeleine late at

80 Browne & Stewart, supra, note 76 at 46.

81 Ibid. at 42.
82 Ibid. at 329-30, 352, and 355.
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night. A few hours later, he returned, too ill to do more than ring
the bell and collapse. He died soon thereafter.
The coroner's inquest revealed that he had definitely died of
arsenic poisoning, and there was proof that Madeleine had bought
arsenic on two relevant occasions - once shortly before his second
illness and once again the day before his death. Although she had
told the chemist that she needed the arsenic to kill rats, during her
trial, she changed her story, explaining that she had purchased it for
cosmetic purposes.
In accordance with the Arsenic Act of 1851, the poison had
been mixed with indigo. Counsel for the defence tried to argue that
it therefore could not have been administered to Emile in large
It was the defence's
doses without arousing his suspicion.
conclusion, therefore, that Emile had committed suicide. However,
medical witnesses for the crown testified that the quantity of indigo
was small enough to be removed by washing with cold water,8 3 or by
"peculiar and dexterous manipulation, so that the arsenic would
appear white to the unassisted eye."84 In addition, cocoa, white
coffee, or tea were excellent substances with which to mix large
doses of arsenic because when boiled, the poison would dissolve
without settling to the bottom of the cup, 8 and the taste of the
beverage would be sweet rather than bitter, therefore undetectable
by the drinker 8 6 Furthermore, the crown witness explained that a
lack of indigo in the deceased's body could be attributed to the
neutral result of excessive vomiting before death.
The first time Madeleine had purchased the arsenic, it had
been mixed with carbonaceous particles which also failed to appear
in the autopsy. Yet, the doctors countered this by explaining that
by the crown,
if administered a month before death, as was attested
87
present.
be
longer
no
would
poison
of
the particles

83 Ibid. at 316.
84 Ibid. at 311.
85
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In a similar case involving a Dr. Lamson88 accused of
poisoning his brother-in-law with aconitia, witnesses testified that
the deceased had exhibited symptoms of aconitia poisoning witnesses who had admitted having no special knowledge of this
particular type of poison.89 It is true that there was no obvious
natural cause of death, and that Dr. Lamson had purchased the
aconitia not long before his brother-in-law's demise. Still, the
evidence in his case was far less damaging than the evidence
adduced at the trial of Madeleine Smith. Yet, Dr. Lamson was
promptly convicted and executed. It may be that Victorian society's
concept of gender and social roles had a great deal to do with the
vast difference in the handling of these two similar cases. This is
borne out in the judge's final speech in the Smith trial, in which he
made it clear to the jury that the entire verdict depended upon the
issue of whether or not Madeleine had met L'Angelier on the night
of his death:
A jury may safely infer certain facts from the correspondence. They may even
safely infer that meetings took place, when they find these meetings either mutually
appointed or arranged for by the parties.... [I]t
is for you to say whether the
inference is just and satisfactory in order to complete the proof. If you really feel
that in your own minds, you may have the strongest suspicion that he saw her, for
really no one need hesitate to say that, as9a0 matter of moral opinion, the whole
probabilities of the case are in favour of it

It is important to note that although the judge seemed to leave the
issue to the jury to decide, and to allow the drawing of an inference
in either direction, he concluded with a warning: "But it is an
inference of a very serious character - it is an inference upon which
the death of this party by the hand of the prisoner must depend."91
In reminding the jury that Madeleine, if convicted, would be
executed, the judge may well have influenced the jury's decision to
show her the sympathy due a young, "innocent" girl. It is also

88 Ibid. at 515.
89 Ibid. at 522.
90 Ibid. at 335-36.
91 Ibid. at 336.
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important to note that no such warning was issued by the judge
presiding in Lamson's case.
In his portrayal of her as the innocent victim, Madeleine's
defence counsel simultaneously created a portrait of L'Angelier as
the evil seducer. In a sense, she came to embody society's
idealization of feminine virtue and he, to embody an insidious threat
to that virtue, and to the moral welfare of society as a whole. In
Victorian Studies in Scarlet, David Altick writes that Madeleine's
defence successfully and brilliantly played upon the strong anti-Gallic
and anti-Papist sentiments prevalent in Scotland in the 1850's in
order to turn the jury against the murder victim. Characteristics
were ascribed to him that "fitted him with fatal neatness into the
British, and even more the specifically Scottish, stereotype of the
lubricious Frenchman on the loose in law-abiding, God-fearing
'
society. 92

Yet, despite the black and white portrayals of L'Angelier and
Madeleine, the outcome of the case was the Scottish verdict of "not
proven." Technically, this was an acquittal, however, as Peter Hunt
writes:
Although the accused is now free without fear of punishment or re-trial upon the
same indictment, the verdict indicates that the jury cannot settle for complete guilt
or complete innocence. Happily, few juries will convict on suspicions alone, but in
is not how the law
Scotland they can allow their suspicions to go on record. This 93
interprets the situation, but it is what it amounts to in practice.

As such, the highly suspicious jury were able to state that although
legally the poor girl had probably committed a crime, morally she
blameless. That moral conviction on the part of the jury, and the
court, was what turned the tide in Madeleine's favour, for "the
woman who kills to defend her honor because of a sexual approach,
duress, needs no more defense
or an invitation to perversion under
94
than is implied in 'unwritten law."'
As for Madeleine herself, her remarkable calm throughout
the trial indicates her belief that her crime was completely justified,

92 Altick, supra, note 45 at 179.
93 Cited in Glaister, supra, note 23 at 69-70.
94 Bromberg, supra, note 43 at 31.
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despite her complicity in the affair with L'Angelier. After the trial,
she wrote, "I did not feel in the least put about when the jury were
9
out considering whether they would send me home or keep me." s
She did not care what the law had to say about her behaviour; what
concerned her was the fate of her reputation. And what enabled
her to survive the ordeal and its aftermath was her absolute
conviction that her reputation, in the end, was worth more in her
society than the life of a mere foreigner. Although she had roused
L'Angelier's anger and induced his threats through her own duplicity,
it is highly probable that she saw her solution to the problem - his
death - as a matter of self-defence.
She was not alone in this view; highly sympathetic accounts
of her seduction and subsequent fall from grace abounded in the
press. The public agreed with the defence's portrayal of events
leading up to the murder and summarily dismissed the rest of the
case. In the Saturday Review, it was written that "[w]hether
Madeleine Smith poisoned L'Angelier or not, her parallel
correspondence with him and with Minnoch in March is established;
and this is the moral anomaly in presence of which the fact of
murder is a mere sequence...... 96 Of Emile, it was written that "[a]
meaner and more contemptible scoundrel it would be difficult to
conceive; and probably his low, selfish character prompted that sort
of unhappy popular sympathy with 7Madeleine Smith which seems to
prevail, at any rate in Edinburgh.0
The press predicted her acquittal because the public shared
the jury's sympathy with the accused. Her innocence or guilt was
practically irrelevant to the case: the fact was that Emile was a
danger to society and had to be removed. One writer said that
"[t]he girl will get off. She is a nice young woman but I really doubt
whether she did poison the beast and at all events he deserved
anything. I wish the dog had died and made no sign, as such
exposures do much harm."98 Another writer noted the contradiction

Jesse, supra, note 62 at 169.
96 W. Roughead, Classic Crimes (London: Cassel, 1951) at 133 (emphasis added).
97
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between the formal murder laws and public notions of respectability:
"But it is clear the Dean believed her guilty - the Judge summed up
dead against her - the evidence in her favor was of itself a tacit
avowal - yet the audience cheers her acquittal!"99 In fact,
Madeleine afterward received hundreds of marriage proposals from
devoted fans. 00 She had become an overnight national heroine.
She was the fallen woman who, when forced into action, took
justified vengeance on her seducer and had rid the world of a known
social evil. Young women would be safer from temptation in the
future. Madeleine had killed not only in self-defence but to save
all womankind from corruption - she was the saviour of the social
order, for no one could seriously entertain the notion that she was
the author of her destruction.
II. THE SPINSTER
If a young girl's only function in life was to marry, "her
career was made or lost by the age of thirty."101 Freud wrote that
anatomy is destiny and that woman's inferior anatomy destined her
to be a wife and mother.10 2 This belief was shared by Victorian
society; consequently, there was nothing more pitiful or tragic than
the spinster. Statistics show that thirty out of every one hundred
women were spinsters, or "redundant women" as they were called. 03
Throughout the nineteenth century, over one million English and
Welsh women were "unnaturally single."104 The problem was what
could be done with these surplus females. For middle and upper
class women, most forms of employment were not an option.

99 Ibid. at 187.

100 Jesse, supra, note 62 at 169.
101 C. Thompson, "Cultural Pressures in the Psychology of Women" in J.B. Miller M.D.,
ed., Psychoanalsisand Women (New York: Penguin Books, 1973) at 78.
102 Klein, supra, note 12 at 16-17.
103 H.E. Roberts, "Marriage, Redundancy or Sin: The Painter's View of Women in the
First Twenty-Five Years of Victoria's Reign" in Vicinus, supra, note 3 at 57.
104 bid.
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Leaving the home and family and going into trade was forbidden by
Victorian notions of female respectability. 05
In W.R. Greg's article "Why Are Women Redundant?" the
social problem of spinsters and potential solutions, such as
emigration to the colonies, were discussed: "It is not easy to convey
a multitude of women across the Atlantic.... To transport the half
million from where they are redundant to where they are wanted, at
an average of fifty passengers to each ship, would require 10,000
vessels, or at least 10,000 voyages." 106 The problem was to find
gainful "employment" for these women, not for their own benefit,
but for that of the men they were being sent to service.
The spinster was a constant source of humour in Victorian
literature and drama. Especially subject to ridicule were those aging
virgins who foolishly continued to hope for marriage. It was seen
to be comically obscene that such women could think they were
capable of attracting a man. Furthermore, the woman who actively
chased a mate was especially mocked, for she defied the unspoken
rule of courtship, that "matrimony should be considered as an
incident in life which, if it comes at all, must come without any
contrivance of (hers). 1°7 Society mocked and condemned these
women for continuing to strive for goals they were taught were
essential to their female roles and identities. Yet, to give up the
attempt was to admit the greatest defeat of a woman's life. It was
in this desperate and seemingly hopeless position that Christiana
Edmonds found herself in the year 1871.108
At the age of forty-three, Christiana found herself completely
isolated from her community because of her lack of social status.
Consequently, she had a great deal of time on her hands, which she

105 S. Jeffreys, The Spinster and Her Enemies: Feminism and Seality 1880-1930
(London:

Pandora Press, 1985) at 87.

106 W.R. Greg, "Why are Women Redundant?" quoted in Jeffreys, ibid.
107 R. Pearsall, The Worm in the Bud:

The World of Victorian Seruality (Toronto:

Collier-MacMillan Canada, 1969) at 123-24.
108 The following account of the events leading up to Christiana's trial is taken mainly

from G. Sparrow, Women Who Murder (London: Abelard-Schuman, 1970) and Williamson,
supra, note 63.
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filled with thoughts and fantasies until she found a man upon whom
to focus them.
A friendship sprang up between Christiana and a young,
married doctor in the neighbourhood. She subsequently fell madly
in love with him, convincing herself that the sole obstacle to their
union was his wife. She saw him as her last chance to take her
place in society and lead a normal, conventional life as a proper
married Victorian woman.
In March of 1871, Christiana visited the doctor's wife and
playfully placed a poisoned chocolate cream in her mouth. After a
severe illness, the woman told her husband, whereupon he
terminated all relations with Christiana. It then fell upon Christiana
to prove to the doctor that she was not guilty of such shockingly
aggressive and unwomanly behaviour. Thus, she set upon a course
to exonerate herself, to destroy the negative image she had created
in her imagined lover's eye, thereby preserving her reputation and
self-respect.
She proceeded to inject chocolate creams with strychnine and
return the candies to the shop, where they were resold. As a result,
innocent people were poisoned at random. When a young boy died,
she testified at the coroner's inquest and denounced the police for
their inability to solve the mystery of his death. She bragged that
she had warned the authorities about what was happening when she
herself was poisoned and had almost died. After this inquest, she
became a celebrated heroine in her own right and was written up in
several of the local papers. However, she was still intent upon
redeeming herself in her doctor's eyes: "Caro Mio, I have been so
miserable since my last letter to you. I can't go on without ever
speaking to you."1°9 She then proceeded to relate to him her part
in the inquiry, while still carefully maintaining her passive, timid, and
feminine image:
You can fancy what I felt; such an array of gentlemen; and that clever Dr. Letheby,
looking so ugly and terrific, frightened me more than anyone.... You can fancy my0
feelings, standing before the public, looking very rosy and frightened as I was.l

109 Williamson, ibid. at 95.
110 ibid. at 96.
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She concluded her letter with:
My dear boy, do esteem me now. I am sure you must. What trial it was to go

through, that inquest!.., but you know why I [did] it - to clear myself in my dear
friend's eye....
Don't be biassed by any relatives: act as your kind heart tells you

and make a poor little thing happy, and fancy a long, long bacio from Dorothea.1

However, the doctor still did not retract his accusation, nor did
Christiana manage to replace herself in his esteem. She then
proceeded to send gifts of poisoned cakes and fruits, with notes
attached, to various neighbours including the doctor and his wife.
A second inquest
took place, to which she returned to call the
1' 2
"idiots."
police
Unfortunately for her, she had gone too far this time. The
chemists from whom she had purchased the poison responded to a
police advertisement searching for the mysterious poisoner. Her
handwriting on the register was compared to the handwriting in
which the various anonymous notes accompanying the poisonous
sweets had been written. The doctor was eventually consulted, and
Christiana Edmonds was arrested for murder.
Her trial for the murder of the young boy and the attempted
murder of the doctor's wife rested, like that of Madeleine Smith,
largely on circumstantial evidence. The evidence adduced against
her was as follows:
(1) The anonymous letters in her handwriting to the poisoned boy's
father asking that he seek justice against the confectioner;
(2) The doctor's wife's testimony that the accused had once placed
a chocolate in her mouth that subsequently made her ill;
(3) The chemist's testimony that the accused had, on more than one
occasion, bought strychnine to "kill her cats";
(4) The testimony of more than one young boy that the accused had
sent them to buy chocolates and had subsequently returned them
as being of the "wrong sort";

ibid. at 97 (emphasis in original).
112 Walbrook, supra, note 71 at 168.
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(5) The testimony of the grocer's wife, Mrs. Cole, that once, after
the accused had left her shop, a bag of chocolates had been
found which, upon being eaten, made several persons ill;
(6) The stationer's son's testimony that once, after the accused had
left the shop, a bag of chocolates had been found of which the
accused had denied ownership and which, upon being eaten, had
made him ill;
(7) A coroner's letter in the accused's handwriting asking for the
poison register from the chemist. Upon its return, the pages
containing the accused's signature were found missing;
(8) The doctor's testimony with respect to love letters he had
received from the accused. 11
This evidence is in itself no more conclusive than the
evidence presented against Madeleine Smith. There is no inevitable
inference to be drawn from Christiana's purchase of the poison to
the death of the young boy. In fact, no real connection was
established between the victim and the accused. Yet, there was no
doubt in anyone's mind that Christiana was guilty. It is suggested
that what sealed the public's conviction of her guilt was her "foolish"
and "unnatural" correspondence with the doctor. It was presumed
that if she were capable of this ridiculous and uncontrollable passion,
there were no limits to her potential urges. Society could not
condone such behaviour on the part of spinsters. It is ironic that its
idealization and protection of its women did not extend to those
who were not favoured either with innocent virtue or a husband and
family.
At the trial, the prosecution "sketched in detail the story of
the prisoner's infatuation for a married man"114 and indicated, in his
speech, that she was obviously insane. Even the defence made
lunacy the sole basis of its plea for mercy! 15 It seemed the only
way to explain a forty-three-year-old's school crush when she was

113 See, generally, Sparrow, supra, note 108 and Williamson, supra, note 63. See also L.
Gribble, Such Women are Deadly (New York: Arco, 1969) at 47-50.
114 Walbrook, supra, note 71 at 170.

115 Ibid. at 171.

1990]

Female Poisoners

Therefore, the murderous
obviously past the prime of life.
tendencies were not surprising.
Much evidence was adduced with respect to the history of
insanity in Christiana's family. There was also the usual psychiatric
testimony - as often happened, medical and legal opinion clashed
with respect to the definition of "insanity." The doctors emphasized
Christiana's inability to distinguish between right and wrong. One
doctor said that although her intellect was free from any disorder,
her moral sense was deficient. 6 Another testified that "as a
spinster in her time of life, Christiana's mind had been unhinged by
was
her tragic love affair and her whole obsessive conduct thereafter
117
typical of the demented middle-aged woman crossed in love."
Although these explanations for Christiana's criminal
behaviour no doubt accorded best with public opinion, under the
legal test of insanity, Christiana Edmonds was clearly sane. In the
famous M'Naughton case, the issue was whether the accused knew
what he was doing and if he did, whether he knew the difference
between right and wrong. The mere fact that the accused suffered
from a disease of the mind did not necessarily render him or her
insane under the law.11 8 Under this test, Christiana Edmonds knew
exactly what she was doing. As John Glaister writes in his book The
Power of Poison:
The innate character of the crime of homicidal poisoning demands subterfuge,
cunning and, what is equally important, usually a period of careful planning, and
also not infrequently the repetition of the act of administering poison.... The fact
that it is rare for a poisoner to have been found insane by a Court of Law has

sometimes been the subject of comment. The explanation of this, however, is likely
to be found on the ground that the very nature of the poisoner's actions are

indicative of understanding and insight, as shown by premeditation which in turn
betokens his intent....

Many crimes are committed with clear insight as to their

nature and consequences, and are therefore deliberate. Of these, poison murders
provide an excellent example. 9

116 Williamson, supra, note 63 at 107.
117 Sparrow, supra, note 108 at 43-44.

118 Sir James Fitzjames Stephen, A History of the Criminal Law in England, vol. 2
(London: MacMillan, 1883) at 149.

119 Glaister, supra, note 23 at 156-57.
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The complex machinations of Christiana Edmonds make it highly
implausible that she did not comprehend the nature and
consequences of her acts, and the great lengths to which she went
to conceal her activities suggest that she knew all too well that they
were wrong. W.H. Williamson points out in his book Annals of
Crime: Some ExtraordinaryWomen that nothing Christiana did "was
quoted that would convince120a reasonable mind that she was not
responsible for her actions."
Because the judge properly instructed the jury with respect
to the legal test for insanity and added that the prisoner "seemed to
have been quite aware of the wickedness of her acts and of the
likelihood of their consequences,"1 21 the jury had no choice but to
find her guilty of murder. Public opinion was generally divided
between pity and anger toward the accused. On the one hand, there
were those who felt that "a really insane person should be put to
death," for "there would be little reason to grieve for one who had
been delivered from a world of illusions cruel to himself and
dangerous to all around."1 22 On this view, Christiana Edmonds was
seen as a redundant woman whose sexual depravity and consequent
crimes posed a threat to the social order that outweighed the value
of her already superfluous existence. In a somewhat exaggerated
fashion, this attitude mirrored the contempt that Victorian society
had for spinsters in general. However, the more prevalent view was
that Christiana was merely a deluded old maid whose foolishness was
more to be pitied than blamed, and that to sentence her to death
123
would "bring disgrace upon British justice."
Fortunately for Christiana, it was this latter opinion that
finally influenced the Home Secretary to intervene. Reviewing all
the evidence, it was determined that the accused was indeed insane,
and that "this was a classic case of a woman who had lost her reason
because life had denied her the opportunities and experiences she

120 Williamson, supra, note 63 at 109.
121 Walbrook, supra, note 71 at 171.
122 Ibid. at 172.
123 Ibid. at 173.
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had a right to expect."'124 This decision illustrates society's
recognition of the terrible conditions of spinsterhood.
As
Jaywardene points out, criminal behaviour is often the result of
isolation and an inability to rise to the standards demanded by one's
community, due to a defect in the social structures.1 25 The fault in
this case lay with society itself. Christiana's desperate and insane
behaviour was not totally unexpected from a woman in her situation,
so it went unpunished. Once again, cultural norms proved to be
stronger than the law. Christiana Edmonds was committed to an
insane asylum where she spent the remainder of her life, no more
isolated from her community than she had been before.
A comparison between this case and the roughly
contemporaneous cases of Dr. Lamson and William Dove seems to
indicate that where insane male poisoners were concerned, the law
was not always so merciful. In the case of William Dove,126 who
was tried for the strychnine poisoning of his wife, the defence
brought evidence to show that the accused suffered from a
delusional belief in the supernatural powers of his friend Harrison,
also known as the "witchman of Leeds." Letters written in Dove's
blood were found addressed to this man as the "devil," begging him
to use his powers to save Dove. Dove told the doctors they were
written while under Satanic influence. Medical experts testified that
at times, Dove was incapable of controlling his emotions. They also
claimed that he had an "uncontrollable propensity to destroy life,
and give pain," and that "a person with such a propensity would not
know that he was doing wrong."127 In his charge to the jury, the
judge distinguished between a man with the propensity to commit
wrong and someone who is insane. He stressed the importance of
deterrence as a policy consideration in assessing a man's guilt. He
then dismissed the evidence with respect to Dove's abnormal
behaviour when he was a child, as well as the expert testimony on
Dove's medical condition, saying that he "sincerely believed that the

124 Sparrow, supra, note 108 at 44.
125 See Jaywardene's description of Anomic Criminal Homicide, supra, note 49 at 140.
126 Browne & Stewart, supra, note 76 at 235-39.

127 Ibid. at 255 (emphasis in original).
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jury were as capable of judging as these mad doctors. t' / 28 The judge
[one] would have a
reasoned that if one "believed these experts ...

check less to prevent the commission of crime. It would be
affection in [one] to say that [one] did not set a value on this
scientific evidence. But [one] would rather take [one's] own
independent opinion, than that of others, on the facts."129 Although
the judge did tell the jury they were free to disagree with this
assessment of the prisoner's sanity, they did not. Dove was
sentenced to death and executed. The medical evidence of insanity
in this case was stronger than the evidence adduced in the case of
Christiana Edmonds. However, unlike Christiana Edmonds, William
Dove received no last-minute reprieve from the Home Office.
In the case of Dr. Lamson,1 30 the Home Secretary was
persuaded to delay his execution so that inquiries could be made
into his mental condition. Yet, despite all the evidence of insanity
in his family, and the testimony of several doctors that he was
morally irresponsible for his acts and completely lacking in selfcontrol,1 31 Lamson was found to be sane and guilty of poisoning his
brother-in-law. His father spoke of his wild delusions, his colleagues
spoke of his wild and erratic behaviour, and his lawyer deposed that
he was incapable of appreciating the nature of the consequences of
his offence at trial or of assisting in his own defence.1 32 At the very
least, Dr. Lamson was unfit to stand trial and should not have been
tried and convicted of murder. Although the expert witnesses were
not specifically questioned with respect to the accused's mental state
at the time of the offence, the witnesses did imply that his morphia
addiction then would have seriously impaired his ability to distinguish
right from wrong. Yet, he was deemed fit and sane and executed
for his crime. The harshness of this judgement may be attributed to
the fact that he was a man and, perhaps even more important, a
doctor. Despite his drug problems, society may have thought him
1 28

Ibid. at 262.

129 Ibid. at 263.
130 Ibid. at 514.

131 Ibid. at 565.
132 Ibid.
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more responsible for his actions than a woman like Christiana
Edmonds - a silly old maid.
III. THE MARRIED LADY
The Victorian ideal of the married lady demanded that she
be passive, sweet, submissive,133 fertile, and in household
134
management, efficient.
In her book The Wives of England, Mrs. Ellis advised women
to please their husbands by exhibiting dutiful behaviour, ministering
to all his bodily comforts, and not wearying him with material
concerns. A wife's whole existence was for her husband, for "[t]he
love of woman appears to have been created solely to minister; that
of man to be ministered unto...... 13s A woman was to be utterly
faithful at all times and never to flirt. Men, on the other hand,
were expected to flirt. 136 The infidelity of the husband was to be
tolerated by women, yet the converse was strictly taboo. 13 7 Even the
law recognized this double standard with respect to the conjugal
rights of husbands and wives. A husband could get a divorce merely
upon proof of his wife's infidelity, whereas a wife had to prove
accompanying bigamy, rape, sodomy, bestiality, incest, cruelty, or two
years' desertion.1 38 Until 1857, a husband could sue his wife's lover
for compensation for her loss of virtue. A husband also had the
right to restrain his wife's liberty in case of any "gross
misbehaviour. 139 Until 1857, he could desert her repeatedly and

133 Vicinus, supra, note 3 at x.
134 Cuddeford, supra, note 39 at 26.
135 Mrs. Ellis, The Wives ofEngland, their Relative Duties, Domestic Influence and Social
Obligations cited in Roberts, supra, note 103 at 48.
136 Cuddeford, supra, note 39 at 26.

137 Hecker, supra, note 50 at 134.
138 P. Branca, Silent Sisterhood. Middle Class Women in the Victorian Home (London:
Croom Helm, 1975) at 7; Hecker, supra, note 50 at 137.

139 Hecker, supra, note 50 at 126.
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return at any time to collect her earnings.140 He could also enforce
his right to his wife's consortium and force his deserting spouse to
return.1 41 Until 1840, there were only three cases of divorce
initiated by women. In each, the man's adultery was aggravated by
other offences.1 42 In 1857, under the Matrimonial Causes Act,143
divorce became legally accessible to women. A new court was
established and- procedures became less expensive. However, a
deserting wife could still take no property with her and often lost
the right to custody of her children. 44 Even with the Maried
Woman's PropertyAct of 1882,145 which protected a woman's right
to her own property and earnings, most women had no property or
the new laws, divorce was
earnings of their own to protect. Despite
14 6
not a viable option for most women.
In light of the unequal status of wives and husbands, it is
small wonder that Mrs. Ellis wrote that the married state is fraught
with "daily and hourly trials," but she counselled unhappily married
women to "suffer and be still. '147 Her "natural" feminine passivity
and tolerance were a woman's only acceptable recourse.
In the meantime, the middle and upper class wife was
expected to do very little other than bear children. With the rapid
growth of the leisure classes in Victorian society, housework and
childrearing were no longer fashionable activities for a married
woman. Rather, her task was to supervise a varied assortment of

140 Ibid. at 132.
141 Branca, supra, note 138.

142 Hecker, supra, note 50 at 137.
143 Matrimonial Causes Act 1857 (U.K.), 20 & 21 Vict., c. 85.

144 Branca, supra, note 138.
145 Maried Women's PropertyAct (U.K.), 45 & 46 Vict., c. 75.

146 For further information regarding the legal rights and economic status of married
Victorian women, see B. Rees, The Victorian Lady (London: Gordon & Cremonesi, 1977) at
90-96.
147 Mrs. Ellis, The Wives of England cited in C. Bauer & L. Ritt eds, Free and Nobled:

Source Readings in the Development of Victorian Feminism (Oxford: Pergamon Press, 1979)
at 12 and Mrs. Ellis, The Daughtersof England cited in Vicinus, supra, note 3 at x.
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domestics, nannies, and governesses, and to complain 4 8 Her
idleness was an important symbol of her husband's economic value.
As Ronald Pearsall phrases it in his book The Worm in the Bud.
The World of Victorian Sexuality, "The aim of the rich leisure class
was to demonstrate that they were too well-bred to work, and they
did this in three ways:
(a) conspicuous consumption;
(b)
2 49
conspicuous leisure; and (c) vicarious consumption.
As the wife of a well-to-do businessman, Adelaide Bartlett 5 °
had few domestic responsibilities. Nor did she have children to
occupy her time. All her husband desired of her was that she
improve her mind with study. The first three years of her arranged
marriage were spent at a boarding school to achieve this purpose.
Afterward, her hours were spent in the constant companionship of
the Reverend George Dyson, from whom she received scholarly
instruction. It is not clear whether or not the relationship exceeded
the bounds of propriety. What is clear, however, is that Edwin
Bartlett, Adelaide's husband, made a will leaving his entire property
to his wife and naming Dyson as executor of the estate. Shortly
after the contents of the will became known to her, Adelaide asked
the Reverend to purchase chloroform for her - allegedly to be used
for the purpose of helping her husband sleep. Her husband then
died; the cause was diagnosed as ingestion of liquid chloroform, but
no vial of chloroform could be found at the death scene.
At Adelaide's trial, the defence cleverly painted a portrait of
a most unusual marriage. In her statement, the accused claimed that
she and her husband had a strictly platonic relationship.15 1 This was
her husband's wish because it accorded with his views that a man
should
have two wives - one for companionship and the other for
"use."1 52 These rules had been broken only once, resulting in a
stillborn child. Furthermore, Adelaide testified that her husband

148 Branca, supra, note 138 at 6-7.
149 Pearsall, supra, note 107 at 31.
150 This account of the events leading up to Adelaide's trial is taken from E. Lustgarten,
Defender's Triumph (London: Wingate, 1951).

151 Glaister, supra, note 23 at 204.
152 Altick, supra, note 45 at 239.
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deliberately pushed her into Dyson's arms and encouraged their
habit of kissing in his presence. In addition, Edwin arranged for his
wife to marry Dyson upon his death. She stated, "My husband threw
and he seemed
us together. He requested us to kiss in his presence
153
Dyson."
Mr.
to
me
given
had
He
it.
to enjoy
In this way, the defence cleverly removed all hints of
impropriety from Adelaide's behaviour. It was clear that the transfer
of her affections to another man was for her husband's benefit and
not her own - she had merely been upholding her role as the dutiful
Victorian wife.
Adelaide explained her use of chloroform on her husband as
an attempt to prevent him from breaching his end of their marital
husband's desires
arrangement. She claimed that to accede to one's
154
would constitute unfaithfulness to one's fiance.
The prosecution seriously challenged Adelaide's account of
an unusual marriage. Testimony was introduced to the effect that
she and her husband shared the same bed,155 and that they engaged
in sexual intercourse using "preventives." Also, four or five "French
letters" were found in Edwin's pants pocket. 156 In light of these
findings, Counsel for the Prosecution indignantly asked:
[W]hat becomes of this morbid romance about the non-sexual connection, and what
becomes of the man with such exalted ideas about matrimony that he thought the
wife whom he elected for his companion too sacred to be touched? The whole
becomes of the whole
foundation for that baseless illusion is swept away.... [What
l
story of the use for which the chloroform was wanted? 17

From the judge's charge to the jury, one gathers that he too
did not believe Adelaide's defence. His moral disgust with her
unwifely behaviour is expressed in his statement that it was not
possible "to elevate these people into the hero and heroine of an
extraordinary sensational romance. It looks much more as if we had
153 Glaister, supra, note 23 at 204.
154 E. Beal, ed., The Trial of Adelaide Bartlettfor Murder (London: Stevens & Haynes,
1886) at 153.
155 Glaister, supra, note 23 at 208.
156 Altick, supra, note 45 at 245.
157 ibid.
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two persons to deal with abundantly vulgar and commonplace in
their habits and ways of life."158
Despite his condemnation of Adelaide, the judge shared the
common Victorian assumptions regarding women and intimated that
if Adelaide fell, it was probably not entirely her own fault. Partial
blame lay with the "obscene" literature her husband gave her to
read. Referring to The Mysteries of Man, the judge wrote:
It is one of those books which, in my judgement, under the garb of ostentatious
purity, obtain entrance probably into many a household from which it would
otherwise be banished. It scatters its poison and does its mischief. The women of
the present day are used to strange things - things which would have startled us in

the time of my boyhood - and it is such 5reading
as this that helps to unsex them,
1 9
and to bring them to a place like this....

Whatever shame may attend the possession and the reading of such books should
not fall too heavily on the wife. One can scarcely think that in any decent
household, and with any decent husband, such books would be put before the wife;
and, if this was part of his daily food, it is no wonder she should partake of it....
To my thinking, it should excite a feeling of pity for the unhappy woman, made in
early 160
life
.... the companion of a man who could throw such literature in her own

way

Even in his own murder, Edwin Bartlett was blamed as the original
source of evil, and Adelaide viewed as the hapless victim. Again, it
was not so much a woman on trial as a basic tenet of Victorian
society - the protection and preservation of innocence and virtuous
womanhood.
What is most interesting in the judge's statement is his use
of the term "unsex." It is clear that in his opinion, a woman who
would behave in such a manner, reading obscene literature and
committing murder, was obviously not behaving in the accepted
feminine manner and therefore, was without sex at all.
Furthermore, although Dyson was not charged with Bartlett's
murder, the judge thought him the real perpetrator of the crime and
Adelaide, merely the subservient accomplice. The judge stated that
158 Ibid. at 247.
159 Walbrook, supra, note 71 at 279 (emphasis added).
160 Sir John Hall, ed., Trial ofAdelaide Bartlett (Toronto: Canada Law Book, 1927) at
371-72. These theories of the judge accord with Cominos' description of the "fall of the
innocent" theory regarding women in Victorian society. See supra, note 31 at 164.
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"[n]o one who has been present throughout this investigation can
doubt that, if Mr. Dyson had stood in that dock, he would have had
a good deal to get rid of ... with more or less fatal effect ... against

him."161 The judge then delineated all the suspicious actions
performed by the Reverend and concluded that even if Dyson were
an innocent party to Bartlett's plan for his wife's future, such
conversation was hardly proper for a gentleman and a Christian
minister, and "Dyson should have put his foot down upon it and
stamped it out."162 At the very least, the judge felt that Dyson had
shirked his social responsibility and behaved in a manner extremely
unchivalrous. "Dyson was very determined, whatever happened, that
he should run no unnecessary risk, and I should think he was
put on this woman, and how little
perfectly careless how much he
163
he left on his own shoulders."
The public seemed to agree - their general opinion was
largely in Adelaide's favour. Despite the gravity of evidence against
her, news of her acquittal was cheered by the crowd. 164 Once again,
Victorian society's prescribed behavioural codes had been legally
upheld and thus, publicly reinforced.
One very strong fact in Adelaide's favour was the
acknowledged difficulty in administering liquid chloroform to an
unsuspecting person. With such a strong smell and taste, it would
be immediately detected if ingested or inhaled. As this was the first
case of this kind,1 65 medical experts conferred and debated as to
how Adelaide had managed to get Edwin to swallow the chloroform
unawares. They testified that it was possible to first knock the
victim unconscious with the chloroform fumes. But how then to get
an unconscious person to swallow liquid? The experts maintained
that it would have to be administered at the crucial moment between
insensibility and actual unconsciousness, at the point where Edwin
was affected enough by the chloroform so as to be unable to smell
161 Hall, ibid. at 368.
162 Ibid. at 373.
163 Ibid. at 380.
164 Walbrook, supra, note 71 at 280.
165 Glaister, supra, note 23 at 25 and 209.

Female Poisoners

1990]

or taste but still physically able to swallow. This would obviously
require exact timing, and a skill and cunning impossible to attribute
to a woman. As Altick points out in Victorian Studies in Scarlet, if
experts could not figure out how such a thing could be done, and
indeed, this puzzle took up most of the trial, "how, then, could a
mere, inexperienced woman succeed?" 166
An interesting comparison is the case of Dr. Pritchard, a
physician who murdered his wife and mother-in-law with poison.
Similar prejudices regarding feminine ignorance and helplessness
removed all suspicion from the maid, with whom, it was charged,
Pritchard had been having an affair. Full blame was cast upon the
physician - the responsible male - resulting in his conviction and

execution. The Solicitor-General convincingly argued that "[ilt was
a murder in which you almost detect a doctor'sfinger... Do you think
anybody else - do you think a girl of seventeen could have done
that deed? She knew nothing about antimony."167 The defence
tried to argue against the wholesale adoption of these unsupported
assumptions:
Probability will never support a conviction. It will not do for him to say, as regards
the death of Mrs. Pritchard, that it was the act either of the prisoner or Mary
McLeod, and that it was not likely that a girl of under seventeen would have the

skill to do it. Do you not think he shrinks from the onus of proof when he accepts
this convenient mode of getting rid of the difficulty, as he must prove that it is one

of those two who did it. He must prove by evidence that it was not Mary McLeod
... and it was only by showing that
it was not Mary McLeod, that he can bring this
68

charge home to the prisoner

While the judge conceded that the crown had failed to prove
that Mary was innocent, his charge to the jury shows where he
believed the probabilities lay:
Is it conceivable that a girl of fifteen or sixteen years of age, in a position of a
servant maid, could of herself have conceived and executed such a design.... That
is very hard to believe. On the other hand, if you can suppose that the prisoner

was the person who conceived and executed this design, it is not so difficult to

166

Altick, supra, note 45 at 244.

167 Browne & Stewart, supra, note 76 at 433 (emphasis in original).
168 Ibid. at 437-38.
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have been the perfectly unconscious instrument of
believe that Mary McLeod 1may
69
carrying out his purpose....

The judge also suggested that even if both were guilty, Mary clearly
played the subordinate role in the murder.
I suppose we should have little doubt which was the master and which was the servant;
and, although the one might be the active hand that administeredthe poison, if two
were concerned,you would have very little doubt who was the actor,and who set the

other

1 70

A second interesting comparison to the Bartlett murder is the
case of another unfaithful wife, Florence Maybrick, who was accused
of poisoning her husband by means of arsenic.
Florence Maybrick's life revolved around the household, card
games, 171 teas, balls, and an occasional glimpse of her children. Her
marriage at the age of seventeen to a man more than twice her age
Almost immediately, she
was a disillusioning experience. 172
discovered that he kept a mistress, and soon thereafter, he
announced his straitened financial circumstances and his intention to
curtail her expenditures sharply.1 73 The young bride, inexperienced
and spoiled, was unable to restrain her spending. Her husband's
unsuccessful attempts to control her resulted in their gradual
estrangement. She found herself in a painful predicament. Far
away from home, alone in her marriage to an insensitive tyrant, and
rapidly tiring of the empty frivolities with which women in her class
to
and station were supposed to amuse themselves, she attempted
174
alleviate her boredom and depression by having an affair.

169 Ibid. at 447.
170 Ibid. at 446 (emphasis in original).
171 T.L. Christie, Etched in Arsenic (Philadelphia: J.B. Lippincott, 1968) at 33-34.

172 It is very probable that Florence married for money and not love. Maybrick was
almost a stranger to her and much older, and as Pat Jalland points out in Women, Marriage
and Politics: 1860-1914 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1986) at 55, "Money was undoubtedly a
vital prerequisite for marriage in most cases." Judging from her mother's impoverished state,
Florence Maybrick's arranged marriage was no exception.
173 Christie, supra, note 171 at 35.
174 Ibid. at 40.
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Her husband must have suspected, because he hired a
detective to follow her. Jealous rages occurred more and more
frequently; at times, he berated her publicly, and in one instance,
he tore her clothes and blackened her eye. She attempted to leave
him but was told emphatically that if she did, she was never to
return. Ultimately, a servant persuaded her to stay. She appealed
to her lover for support and sympathy, but her first two letters to
him went unanswered.175 Although she did resume her relationship
with him, it was clear she could not depend upon him to rescue her.
She then purchased flypapers containing arsenic at the
chemist's shop - at a time when flies were scarce1 76 - and paid for

them in cash instead of on account. Then she went to another shop
and bought more flypapers, explaining that the arsenic was for her
complexion. She bought a bottle of face lotion as well and again,
paid in cash. In full view of the servants at home, she extracted the
arsenic by soaking the flypapers in the bathroom sink.
Prior to her purchases, Florence had gone to her husband's
doctor and told him that she was worried about her husband's
alleged habit of taking arsenic to improve his virility.177 Although
testimony during the trial did arise concerning her husband's arsenic
eating, it was never conclusively proved that he indulged, and if he
did, that he continued to do so up until the time of his death. It
may be that Florence had deliberately sowed the seeds for an
eventual explanation of his demise.
However, her husband suspected her of trying to poison him.
While severely ill, he wrote a letter requesting an autopsy in the
event of his death.1 78 One of the servants overheard him say to his
wife, "You have given me the wrong medicine again," and later, "Oh,
179
Bunny, Bunny, how could you do it? I did not think it of you."
As mistress of the household, Florence was in the unique
position of having complete control over her husband's sickroom and
175 Ibid. at 44-46.
176 Williamson, supra, note 63 at 26.

177 Christie, supra, note 171 at 39.
178 Ibid. at 50.
179 Ibid. at 103 and 105.
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the preparation of his meals. The servants had begun to suspect her
as well, and one of them called Maybrick's family and warned them
to watch Florence. From that point on, she was carefully supervised
and in fact, thwarted in one blatant attempt to feed her husband
meat juice that she herself had laced with arsenic. Having aroused
the suspicions of family and household, it is not surprising that
Florence was eventually charged with the murder of her husband.
As well, her adulterous activities were already known - one of her
lovers was her husband's own brother. It was therefore not
inconceivable that she was capable of murder. In one of her letters
to her doctor, she wrote, "Because I have sinned once, must I be
misjudged always?" 180 In the eyes of Victorian society, the answer
to that query was a most definite "yes."
As in the other poisoning cases examined in this study, the
outcome of Florence Maybrick's trial depended largely on
circumstantial evidence. It was proved that she had the motive and
the means, and that she had attempted the crime at least once.
However, as was convincingly argued by the defence, once suspicion
was aroused against her in her household, she no longer had the
opportunity to administer the fatal dose. In fact, not only was she
guarded by family and servants, she was forbidden to give her
husband food or drink. The same lack of proof that Madeleine
Smith had had the opportunity to administer the fatal dose to Emile
resulted in Smith's acquittal, yet it convicted Florence. The
difference in verdicts may have had its source in a letter Florence
had written to her lover Brierly shortly before her husband's death.
During the trial, a great deal of attention was paid, to
Florence's extra-marital activities, specifically, the fateful letter in
which she assured her lover that their affair was as yet undiscovered
by her husband:
He is sick unto death ...
but relieve your mind of all fear of discovery now and in

the future. M. [her husband] has been delirious since Sunday, and I know now that
he is perfectly ignorant of everything even of the name of the stree and also that he

has not been making any enquiries whatever. The tale he told me was a pure
fabrication, and only intended to frighten the truth out of me. In fact he believes

my statement, although he will not admit it....
[P]lease don't leave England, until

180 Ibid. at 55.
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I have seen you once again....
Excuse this scrawl, my own darling, but I dare not
1 81
leave the room for a moment.... Yours ever, Florrie.

Curiously, although the letter was written during a time when
Maybrick's doctors were quite convinced he would recover from his
illness,18 2 Florence assures her lover that he is "sick unto death" suspiciously premature, to say the least.
The importance of this letter is evident in the Prosecution's
decision to open its case with it. They enumerated the three
grounds upon which the letter incriminated the accused:
1. It used exaggerated language to describe her husband's condition;
2. The letter was addressed to
her lover, "even then in terms in the
18
highest degree improper"; 3
3. "[S]he was betraying an anxiety to keep on close and affectionate
terms with him as long as there was any chance
of discovery of
18 4
the guilty visit she had paid to London...."
Florence's defence counsel did not take issue with the
Prosecution's depiction of her as an unfaithful wife. In doing so, her
counsel made a grave error in his handling of the case, for he in
effect conceded the moral culpability of his client. In a society
where adultery was considered to be the most serious crime a
woman could commit, he should have at least tried to restore her
reputation in the eyes of the jury. He erroneously believed that her
sexual and legal transgressions could be dealt with separately. Thus,
he concentrated on the medical aspect of the case - the alleged
poisoning - and brought in expert witnesses to testify that Maybrick
had in fact died of gastritis.185 Evidently, the jury chose to believe
the witness for the prosecution, who claimed that arsenic had killed
him.

181 Williamson, supra, note 63 at 38-39 (emphasis in original).
182 Ibid. at 39.
183 Ibid. at 36.
184 Ibid.
185 Ibid. at 47.
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Perhaps, counsel for the defence was deliberately avoiding
the issue of Florence's adultery because he himself shared society's
horror of this crime and believed it would jeopardize her case. But
by refusing to address this issue head on, he in fact sabotaged her
chances for an acquittal. It was on the resolution of the issue of
Florence's adultery that all subsequent inferences made by the jury
would ultimately depend. This is because in their eyes, that was the
true crime around which the trial revolved. The defence's only
direct discussion of the adultery was in its final summation:
I refer to that dark cloud that passed over her life and rests, and must for all time
rest, upon her character as a woman and wife. But I would earnestly entreat you
not to allow any repugnance that you may find resting in your mind against a sin
so abhorrent as that to lead you irresistibly there that, because a wife has forgotten
her duty and faithfulness to her husband, she is to be regarded as one who
186
deliberately and wickedly will seek to destroy his life.

Sir Charles asked the impossible - he expected the jury to make a
distinction between Florence's behaviour as a wife and mother and
her propensity for further criminal degradation. He might as well
have tied the rope around her neck then and there.
Whereas Adelaide had been the innocent victim of her
husband's perverted tastes and the unchivalric comportment of her
"tutor," Florence was a whore and therefore, capable of any act.
Adelaide's defence counsel was successful because of his
understanding that while the law in theory did not recognize any
relationship between a woman's sexual and criminal behaviour, in
practice, the men who determined and executed those laws did. And
it was to these men that he must plead his client's case.
The old "seduction of the innocent" theory did come into
Florence's case in the end, and it was enough to save her life,
though not to prevent her conviction. The Home Office stayed her
execution, but she was sent to the colonies and spent the next
fifteen years of her life in penal servitude. That curious duality of
Victorian womanhood, which necessitated protection from the
harsher realities of existence, induced the authorities to be merciful
to a certain extent; however, her moral culpability as an adulteress
demanded she be punished severely nonetheless:
186 Christie, supra, note 171 at 115 (emphasis added).
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The woman who broke the family circle, be she prostitute, adulterer or divorce,

threatened society's very fabric. The most unforgivable sin ... was the married
woman who committed adultery. If society condoned such action, its very life was

imperiled 7though seemingly heaven and the colonies could welcome some fallen
woman.!

IV. CONCLUSION
Proof in poisoning cases almost always depends on
circumstantial evidence; therefore, in order to reach a verdict, juries
must make inferences. In the nineteenth century, these juries were
composed of men, whose socio-moral outlook dictated the direction
in which these inferences were drawn. Hence, it was not the formal
or written law that governed the fate of female poisoners, but the
cultural stereotypes of the men who applied that law. The
presumption of innocence was therefore stronger with respect to
women than men, because that presumption best accorded with the
stereotypes of the day. Even in cases where women were convicted,
the notion that they were somehow not fully responsible for their
actions diminished their culpability and helped save their lives. As
a result, the fortunate female poisoner in the nineteenth century
found herself in a unique position under the law - she could literally
get away with murder.

18 7

Vicinus, supra, note 3 at xiv (emphasis in original).

