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Throughout history, sons have continued their father’s legacies and warranted a 
proper education.  Daughters, on the other hand, necessitated dowries and were only a 
means to procure wealth and position.  Yet, against all odds, women in history sought to 
break educational barriers that prohibited them from achieving loftier dreams than 
marriage and motherhood.  One such woman succeeded.  Motherless, self-educated and 
strong willed, she was a writer, poet, philosopher, aristocrat and notable friend of authors 
of her day, including Gay and Pope.  Badly scarred by small pox, she became the means 
to a cure.  She is Lady Mary Wortley Montagu, one of the most influential, eccentric, and 
provocative women writers who wrote between Aphra Behn and Jane Austen. 

Lady Mary Pierpoint was born in 1689, in London, to Evelyn Pierpoint, 5th Earl of 
Kingston-upon-Hill, also known as Marquess of Dorchester and Duke of Kingston, and 
Lady Mary Fielding, daughter of the 3rd Earl of Denbigh, who died after giving birth to 
her fourth child while Mary was very young.  Raised by her paternal grandmother in 
Yorkshire, Mary yearned to please her father and even took on her mother’s duties at the 
Earl’s table, carving meat for guests, which was a lengthy, laborious task. 

Though her father was proud of her beauty and wit, he took little interest in her 
education.  And so, Mary secretly studied a Latin Dictionary several hours a day in the 
family library for nearly two years in order to read Ovid in its original form.  When she 
was eight years old, she was toasted at the Kit Kat Club, a club holding strong political 
and literary connections furthering the Whig cause.  She found encouragement from her 
Uncle Henry Fielding and Gilbert Burnet, the Bishop of Salisbury, and eventually 
impressed her father, who begrudgingly saw to it that she was tutored in Italian.  Later, 
she became a proficient linguist of French and Turkish. 

Throughout her early life, she welcomed new ideals and wrote passionate letters.  
She once said, “The one thing that reconciles me to the fact of being a woman is the 
reflection that it delivers me from the necessity of being married to one.” 

She began corresponding with Mary Astell, a champion of women’s rights, and 
Anne Wortley Montagu, granddaughter of the 1st Earl of Sandwich.  Lady Mary and 
Anne were kindred spirits.  Wharncliffe, Mary’s home, was only thirty miles away from 
Thoresby, Anne’s home.  Her father was on excellent terms with his kinsman, Lord 
Halifax, who was also kin to the Wortleys.  Mary’s grandfather had been a friend of 
Anne’s grandfather, the Earl of Sandwich.  And Mary was intrigued by the things they 
had in common, rakish and widowed fathers, country estates, and a curiosity of the world.  

Developing a relationship with Anne’s brother, Edward Wortley Montagu, Mary 
began directing her letters to Edward through Anne.  He had captivated her interest 
because, unlike most men of her time, he valued intelligence and couldn’t abide frivolous 
females.  She soon found out Anne adored him and that Edward carried himself with an 
air of importance.  And for this, he demanded Mary’s careful consideration.   

The son of Sidney Montagu and Anne Newcomen, beloved illegitimate daughter 
of Sir Francis Wortley, who claimed the name, Wortley, as his own when he inherited 
Wortley’s estate, Edward was the most extraordinary man Mary had ever known.  His 
qualities were numerous.  His intelligence, self-control, handsome face and achievements 



were awe-inspiring.  Educated at Cambridge, then Middle Temple, he was called to the 
bar in 1699, was one of the youngest members of Parliament and a prominent member of 
the Whig cause who introduced a Bill into the House that would pave the way for 
‘copyright law’.  Edward was also a close friend and travel companion of Addison and 
Steele, men she admired. 

As time passed, Mary continued to write Anne letters.  Then one day a 
disheartening rumor circulated.  Edward was looking for a bride and the lucky maiden 
wasn’t Mary, but someone named Corinna.  Furthermore, he’d already made inquiries 
into the dowry he expected to receive from Corinna’s father.  Mary set out to woo 
Edward and, with great cunning, decided to show Edward who was the better choice.  
Traveling to Thoresby, she captivated Edward while playing cards with her opinions of 
Congreve’s play and novel.  Edward was instantly charmed by Mary’s wit, especially her 
use of Latin.  When he heard she had not read the Historia Alexandri Magni, he sent her a 
copy with his own hand-written poem inside.   

“Beauty like this had vanquished Persia shown, 
The Macedon had laid his empire down, 

And polished Greece obeyed a barbarous throne. 
Had wit so bright adorned a Grecian dame, 

The am’rous youth had lost his thirst of fame, 
Nor distant Indus sought through Syria’s plain; 

But to the Muses’ stream with her had run, 
And thought her lover more than Ammon’s son.” 

Afterward, Edward stayed away for months.  Meanwhile, Mary immersed herself 
in works by Mrs. Manley’s New Atlantis, Mrs. Astell’s Serious Proposal to the Ladies 
and Aphra Behn’s stories of life as a spy, courtesan, writer, and famous dramatist.    

When Edward finally reappeared, he made an offer of marriage.  But to Mary’s 
horror, her father refused.  Almost immediately, he contracted a marriage between Mary 
and an offensive lord forcing Mary’s rebellion to reach its zenith.  She wrote Edward a 
letter, describing her despair in great detail.  As her coach raced along the road, in route 
to her betrothed, Edward appeared like a hero of old.  They successfully eloped in 1712.   

In 1713, their first child, Edward, was born.  In 1714, she wrote a Spectator, #573, 
for Addison, a feminist satire, four pages long.  Meanwhile, Edward was elected Lord of 
the Treasury under George I.  His new position meant an end to country life and Mary 
entered the London scene developing friendships with John Gay and Alexander Pope.  
Here, her literary horizons flourished.  She and Gay adapted a set of pastoral conventions 
to London life, which Curll publishing put into print drawing Pope’s ire and revenge.  

Alas, fate then intervenes.  In December, 1715, Mary was stricken with small pox.  
Once the great beauty, her face was pitted with scars and her eye lashes disappear.  In her 
own heartbreaking words she relates the cost in, Saturday-The Small Pox, Flavia. 

The wretched Flavia, on her couch reclined, 
Thus breath’d the anguish of a wounded mind, 

A glass revers’d in her right hand she bore, 
For now she shunn’d the face she sought before. 

“How am I chang’d! alas! How am I grown 
A frightful spectre to myself unknown! 

Where’s my complexion? Where my radiant bloom, 



That promis’d happiness for years to come? 
Then with what pleasure I this face survey’d! 

To look once more, my visits oft delay’d! 
Charm’d with the view, a fresher red would rise, 

And a new life shot sparkling from my eyes! 
“Ah! Faithless glass, my wonted bloom restore, 

Alas! I rave, that bloom is now no more! 
Further into the poem, she writes, 

Now beauty’s fled, and lovers are no more! 
“As round the room I turn my weeping eyes, 

New unaffected scenes of sorrow rise. 
Far from sight that killing picture bear, 
The face disfigure, and the canvas tear. 

That picture which with pride I us’d to show, 
The lost resemblance that upbraids me now. 
And thou, my toilette! Where I oft have sat, 
While hours unheeded pass’d in deep debate 

How curls should fall, or where a patch to place; 
If blue on scarlet best became my face: 

Now on some happier nymph our aid bestow; 
On fairer heads, ye useless jewels, glow! 

No borrow’d luster can my charms restore; 
Beauty is fled, and dress is now no more! 

Lady Mary Wortley Montagu’s poem can be found in its entirety at:   
http://darkwing.uoregon.edu/~rbear/montagu.html. 

Edward was appointed Ambassador to Turkey on April 7, 1716.  This new post 
was the beginning of Mary’s enlightenment and her journey into a new science that 
would bring salvation to England and the rest of the world.  Next month, further study 
into Lady Mary Wortley Montagu’s life will show how Mary found the strength to 
survive the best and worst life had to offer.  That love, whether pure or tainted, can lead 
to strange and loathsome behavior.  And finally, that the written word is an 
inextinguishable light spread throughout history. 

 
 
 
       

 
 


