
 
 
 
 
 



Eliza Haywood


Fantomina, or, Love in a Maze

Enriched edition. Unraveling the Labyrinth of Love and Deception
In this enriched edition, we have carefully created added value for your reading experience.

[image: ]

Introduction, Studies and Commentaries by Zoe Parsons
Edited and published by Good Press, 2022


goodpress@okpublishing.info



    EAN 4064066417772
  


    Table of Contents

    
    
        Introduction

    

    
    
        Synopsis

    

    
    
        Historical Context

    

    
    
        Fantomina, or, Love in a Maze

    

    
    
        Analysis

    

    
    
        Reflection

    

    
    
        Memorable Quotes

    

    
    
        Notes

    

    


Introduction




Table of Contents




    Desire and disguise collide as a young woman tests the limits of power, reputation, and identity within a society governed by appearances.

Fantomina, or, Love in a Maze is an early eighteenth-century work of amatory fiction by Eliza Haywood, first published in 1725. Compact in length yet expansive in implication, it traces an intrigue set amid the pleasure scenes and polite spaces of Georgian Britain. Haywood, a prolific contemporary of the period’s popular romance and scandal narratives, crafts a narrative that is at once titillating and analytical about social performance. Readers encounter a world of theaters, assemblies, and private rooms where the boundaries between public display and private desire are constantly negotiated, and where reputation is both currency and constraint.

The premise follows a well-born, curious young woman who, observing the freedoms enjoyed by men in public venues, experiments with a socially safer form of pursuit: she adopts a disguise to initiate an encounter with a fashionable gentleman. What begins as a test of wit and control becomes a continuing game of perception and misperception, as she manages attraction while concealing her name and station. The narrative’s early movements are propelled by curiosity, improvisation, and the strategic use of role-play, offering a tale of intrigue that is brisk, playful, and alert to the risks of being seen.

Haywood’s style is lively and incisive, balancing sensual suggestion with shrewd social commentary. The narrator’s voice is knowing but not heavy-handed, guiding readers through scenes that feel at once theatrical and intimate. Dialogues, letters, and moments of surveillance build a rhythm of approach and retreat, while the pacing sustains an atmosphere of game-like suspense. The prose is polished, swiftly readable, and shaped by the period’s taste for moral reflection without halting the plot. The effect is an engaging blend of wit and tension: a maze of glances, gestures, and strategic silences in which every role taken on invites a counter-performance.

At its core, the work interrogates the performativity of gender and the social scripts that structure desire. It asks who gets to pursue, who must conceal, and how power circulates through costume, class, and reputation. The story probes curiosity as both a spark of agency and a potential snare, exploring how self-fashioning can challenge double standards even as it risks entanglement in them. Haywood is attentive to the economies of attention—how being looked at shapes what is possible—and to the moral vocabularies that justify or condemn pursuit. In this maze, identity is a tactic, and truth is inseparable from the roles people play.

For contemporary readers, Fantomina resonates with ongoing questions about self-presentation and consent, surveillance and autonomy. Its theatrics anticipate modern cultures of curation, where personas are crafted for different audiences and contexts. The text invites reflection on how power is negotiated within unequal structures, how desire is narrated, and how language—of love, propriety, or scandal—frames responsibility. Haywood’s exploration of agency is neither simple celebration nor outright censure, making the work a fertile site for discussion in classrooms and book clubs alike. It rewards attentive reading with moments that are intellectually provocative and emotionally disquieting in equal measure.

Approached as a concise case study in amatory fiction, the narrative offers a rich primer on early eighteenth-century print culture’s taste for intrigue, as well as on Haywood’s distinctive ability to turn entertainment into critique. Readers might attend to motifs of masking, looking, and letter-writing; to shifts in setting that recalibrate risk; and to the precise terms by which characters rationalize desire. Without revealing outcomes, it is enough to say that the story sustains its tension through escalating acts of performance. The result is a stylish, unsettling meditation on appearance and appetite that continues to unsettle certainties about love, liberty, and self-knowledge.
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    Eliza Haywood's Fantomina, or, Love in a Maze is an early eighteenth-century novella exploring appetite, disguise, and social performance within polite society. The narrative follows an unnamed young gentlewoman who, while observing the lively crowd at a playhouse, becomes intrigued by how men pursue women they perceive as available. Curious about this gallantry and shielded by anonymity in public spaces, she wonders whether attention stems from true affection or from assumptions about class and reputation. Her inquisitiveness, rather than necessity, prompts an experiment in role-playing. She resolves to test how desire operates by stepping outside the boundaries assigned to a lady of quality.

To begin her experiment, she adopts the persona of Fantomina, styling herself as a kept woman whose manner invites male pursuit while concealing her true identity. Soon she attracts Beauplaisir, a fashionable gentleman whose courtesy quickly shades into ardor. Their conversations, arranged under the loose license of the pleasure quarter, allow her to observe how courtesy changes when a woman's status seems negotiable. The encounter moves from flirtation to intimacy, establishing the pattern that will govern the tale: she will stage situations, he will respond to the cues he is given, and both will navigate the porous line between performance and sincerity.

Having initiated the liaison, the heroine seeks to preserve both her curiosity and her social standing. She provides herself with private lodgings, instructs a trusted servant, and manages letters and visits so that her family remains unaware. As she studies Beauplaisir's behavior, she notices his attentions already begin to cool, suggesting novelty rather than constancy drives him. Rather than end the experiment, she decides to vary it. If he tires of one manner, she will adopt another. She plans a new disguise that alters voice, dress, and bearing, hoping to reengage his interest while continuing to observe how perception shapes desire.

Her next invention appears when Beauplaisir travels outside town: she presents herself as Celia, a modest country maid employed at an inn. The shift in costume and dialect recasts their dynamic. He responds to apparent innocence with eager gallantry, treating her as a prized exception rather than a common flirt. Once again secret meetings ensue, arranged through tips to servants and careful timing. The differences between Celia and the city courtesan let the heroine test how rank, simplicity, and perceived virtue influence pursuit. As before, his fervor diminishes as familiarity grows, confirming her hypothesis that novelty often guides male attention.

Undeterred, the heroine designs a third role: Mrs. Bloomer, a young widow whose freedom and vulnerability invite polite protection. She engineers a chance encounter on the road and cultivates the style of a woman recently bereaved yet open to conversation. Beauplaisir is flattered by the civil intimacy of aiding a gentle stranger and quickly accepts invitations that propriety seems to permit. The widow's accommodations, letters, and measured reserve create a different allure, mingling respectability with access. As their acquaintance proceeds, the pattern repeats: his compliments and visits become less frequent. The heroine, studying his inconstancy, prepares an even bolder transformation.

She becomes the Incognita, a masked lady who dictates the terms of meeting through mysterious notes and controlled darkness. In this guise she withholds everything except presence, refusing to reveal name, face, or history. The secrecy reverses ordinary dependence: he must comply with instructions to secure each interview. The heroine arranges stealthy entrances, dim chambers, and swift departures to keep curiosity alive. Beauplaisir's imagination animates what he cannot see, and his ardor revives under the stimulus of enigma. Meanwhile, the heroine compares his conduct across roles, measuring the pull of novelty, the effect of power, and the limits of constancy.

Maintaining multiple identities grows increasingly complex. Servants carry messages, landlords are bribed, and schedules strain against obligations of family and rank. Illness, travel delays, and chance encounters narrow the space for secrecy. The heroine must counter suspicions without drawing notice, while Beauplaisir, though unwitting, sometimes remarks on coincidences he cannot explain. The web of disguises, meetings, and letters tightens, raising the risk that one identity will bleed into another. Even as she refines her performances, the practical pressures of concealment mount. The narrative accelerates toward a moment when improvisation may not suffice to keep curiosity, reputation, and control aligned.

A pivotal sequence brings the experiment to a head. Circumstances force the heroine to confront the consequences of her designs, and the carefully separated personae can no longer remain wholly distinct. Beauplaisir's responses, formed by the cues she provided, collide with the expectations of family guardians and the moral codes of the time. The revelation does not hinge on a single trick but on accumulated risks that have grown impossible to manage. Resolution follows according to contemporary notions of honor and propriety, with outcomes that reflect both the ingenuity that animated the project and the constraints that ultimately govern it.

Fantomina offers a study of desire as a social practice shaped by costume, context, and convention. The novella suggests that identity can be staged, yet its staging occurs within hierarchies that reward men's changeability and punish women's experiments. By following the heroine through successive roles and observing Beauplaisir's shifting ardors, the narrative examines the allure of novelty, the fragility of promises, and the surveillance surrounding female reputation. Without adopting a single moral, it conveys how pleasure and power interweave, how class inflects courtship, and how curiosity meets constraint. The closing events underscore the limits of masquerade without erasing its insights.
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    Fantomina, or, Love in a Maze is set in early Georgian Britain, primarily London with an excursion to Bath, during the reign of George I (1714–1727). The metropolis, exceeding 600,000 inhabitants by the 1720s, was a hub of theatres, coffeehouses, pleasure gardens, and lodging houses clustered around the Strand, Covent Garden, and the Haymarket. Public entertainments—plays, masquerades, and assemblies—coexisted with moral surveillance and parish oversight. Bath, already a fashionable spa by 1700 with a Pump Room (1706) and assembly rooms, served as a regulated social arena under Beau Nash. The novella’s concluding removal of the heroine to a French convent reflects contemporary trans-Channel mobility during a period of relative peace after 1713.

The work most directly mirrors Britain’s burgeoning urban leisure culture—playhouses, masquerades, and spa sociability—concentrated in London and Bath between 1700 and 1730. London’s major theatres, including Drury Lane and Lincoln’s Inn Fields, drew mixed-class audiences; the Haymarket Opera House (opened 1705) hosted fashionable seasons. From about 1715, the Swiss impresario John James Heidegger popularized ticketed masquerades at the Haymarket, events frequented by courtiers and citizens alike and patronized intermittently by George I and George II. Joseph Addison in The Spectator (1711–1712) decried the anonymity and libertinism of these masked assemblies, while municipal authorities periodically attempted to regulate them. Bath’s sociability, orchestrated by Master of Ceremonies Beau Nash (tenure c. 1704–1761), enforced elaborate codes of dress, dance, and courtship in the Lower Rooms and at the Pump. Improved coach travel and post roads enabled Londoners to decamp to Bath for health and flirtation, turning the city into a seasonal marriage market. Fantomina’s plot stages encounters precisely within these spaces: the playhouse provides the opening site of sexual commerce; the masquerade legitimizes disguise and role-play; Bath, where the heroine appears as the widow Bloomer, offers a sanctioned milieu for genteel courtship that she bends to her own designs. By exploiting the permeability of these venues—public yet masked, regulated yet permissive—Haywood demonstrates how anonymity, fashion, and movement across urban-spa circuits facilitated new performances of identity and desire. The text thus records, with sociological precision, the early Georgian fusion of consumption, spectacle, and sociability that made erotic misrecognition plausible and exposed the limits of moral governance in the very spaces designed to cultivate “polite” behavior.

Controversies over vice regulation formed a prominent social movement shaping the novella’s stakes. The Society for the Reformation of Manners (founded 1691) organized prosecutions of bawdy houses, street solicitation, and Sabbath-breaking well into the 1720s, channeling cases to the Old Bailey and to houses of correction such as Bridewell. Campaigns against masquerades and mixed-company assemblies periodically surfaced in the City and Westminster. Haywood’s heroine navigates precisely those surveilled zones—playhouses, lodging houses, streets—where “disorderly women” were targeted. Her multiple disguises dramatize how female desire evaded or collided with policing, while the final sequestration abroad sidesteps the public shame and parish scrutiny that moral reform sought to institutionalize.

Marriage, property, and guardianship law contextualize the story’s gendered power. Under English common law coverture, a married woman’s legal identity merged with her husband’s; guardians steered elite matches for patrimonial reasons. Before Lord Hardwicke’s Marriage Act (1753), clandestine “Fleet marriages” near the Fleet Prison offered irregular unions for those outside parental control. Simultaneously, sexual coercion and seduction were difficult to prosecute, with rape convictions rare in Old Bailey records. Parish poor-law mechanisms used examinations and bastardy bonds to charge putative fathers with child support, but stigma fell chiefly on women. Fantomina’s pregnancy without marriage, and her mother’s extrajudicial solution of convent exile, reflects this asymmetric regime and the social priority of reputation over redress.

The 1719–1720 South Sea Bubble exemplified speculative excess and a widening consumer economy that reframed desire as transaction. The South Sea Company’s stock soared above £1,000 in mid-1720 before collapsing that autumn, ruining investors across classes. Satirical prints and broadsides—such as those of 1720–1721—frequently equated stock-jobbing with prostitution, mapping financial risk onto sexual commerce. The same period saw a flood of imported luxuries through the East India Company and Atlantic trade: silks, fans, and masks. Fantomina’s rapid costume changes and procurement of coaches, servants, and wardrobes depend on this credit-enabled, fashionable marketplace, linking her erotic “speculations” to the era’s volatile traffic in appearances and value.

The culture of politeness and coffeehouse sociability, consolidated after 1700, structured elite male behavior and female reputation. Coffeehouses in Covent Garden, St. James’s, and the City functioned as hubs of news, credit, and conversation under Whig ascendancy and the early ministry
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