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In a transactional scene that reverses the 
dynamic of colonial exchanges in the 

anonymously1 penned novel The Woman of 
Colour (1808), newlywed Olivia Fairfield is 
a Jamaican settler’s Creole daughter whose 
storm-ridden transoceanic journey appears 
to have reached a homey matrimonial end 
(“my halcyon felicity”)2 on a picturesque 
Devonshire estate. Here she accepts a 
“confidential intercourse” about the boons 
and banes of the diasporic experience with 
a seemingly similarly dislocated character, 
the self-styled “East Indian” Lady Ingot.3 
To the latter – the wife of the “eastern na-
bob” Sir Marmaduke, who assumes that his 
massive wealth accrued in Bengal entitles 
him to push a bill through Parliament to 
build his Pagoda in a restructured public 
landscape – homecoming is equivalent 
to mounting a spectacle of opulent exot-
icism and dissembled alienation. As the 
lady explains, using the theatrics of exac-
erbated sentimental rhetoric, “—Alas! I 
have wofully felt myself thrown out of my 
level in this abstracted country.”4 To Olivia, 
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whom Lady Ingot scathingly dubs “my 
dear exotic,”5 homegoing to a country that 
is also an “abstraction” – but in the sense 
of a warily anticipated, rather than jaded-
ly dis-remembered, destination – is im-
pressed with the inconsolable memory of 
“leaving the scenes of [her] infancy”6 and 
of her recently concluded perilous voyage. 
What is more, with each of the stations she 
advances through, Olivia’s stay in England 
is by degrees enlivened by a resolve to least 
interfere with, and to care for, her new 
place of dwelling. Here, as she muses at a 
later moment, “I would not willingly lop a 
branch, or disturb a rook’s nest.”7 

The political arcs of their voyag-
es home are also at odds. Olivia’s circular 
crossing of the Black Atlantic may be seen 
to reiterate, with a difference, the colonial 
history of transoceanic conquests and mi-
grations. It indicates how the present con-
tinues to be, in Elizabeth DeLoughrey’s 
terms, “metonymically haunted by the vi-
olence of the middle passage.”8 Lady Ingot, 
on the other hand, makes her return from 
her imperial expedition to India condi-
tional on parading the material stamps of 
difference accumulated in the colonies: the 
exotic foods, “the turtle, and the curries” 
that she serves at the extravagant dinners 
she throws in the Pagoda, or the outlandish 
attire that she voluptuously flaunts against 
“degenerate imitators of that luxurious 
ease” of “us East Indians.”9 Yet if Lady In-
got claims to feel threatened by the English 
ladies’ perceived mimicry of her Circassian 
languid poses, and recoils at their “distort-
ed barbarism of the likeness,”10 the real 
threats facing Olivia in a country where 
her complexion is a visual index of her out-
sider position impel her to disguise, and 
not to boastfully strut, her vulnerability. In 

her case, dissemblance11 – understood in 
terms of restraint of impassioned outrage, 
rather than histrionic inflation of emotion 
– works as a mode of both withstanding 
disparagement in an (un)homely soci-
ety and conveying to her peers lessons in 
sympathy.12 She unfailingly illustrates, in 
her interactions with her English relatives 
and acquaintances, the desirable virtue of 
self-effacement and benevolent regard for 
class- and race-disadvantaged others. 

In a dialogue that deserves lingering 
on because it tensely replays and reverses 
Orientalist polarities, with one colonial 
entertaining fantasies of native sensuality 
and the other aspiring to be released from 
phantasmal dis-identification with Eng-
lishness, dissimulation is pivoted against 
sincerity and conformity against singulari-
ty. Whether feigning or concealing fragility, 
both women epitomise distinctly gendered 
counterparts to the glamorised Roman-
tic male figure of the “suffering traveller,” 
whose voyaging discomforts, mishaps, 
dangers and ordeals, Carl Thompson states, 
were distilled into an aura of “authority and 
authenticity.”13 In the view of Lady Ingot, 
the insatiable traveller, they are both way-
faring women of privilege. Having lived in 
England’s colonies in the Western and, re-
spectively, Eastern hemispheres presumed-
ly elevates them above all other “narrow 
minded, prejudiced” women who have nev-
er set “foot out of England,” women who 
are, as she says, prone to slavishly adhere 
to ideas “planted in them at their births” 
and “handed down by mothers and grand-
mothers, and great-grandmothers, through 
countless generations.”14 By contrast, as she 
hints at her mother’s and her own painful 
separation from their birthplaces, Olivia, 
the abstemious voyager, de-idealises travel 
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as a superior, elite prerogative. She also lat-
er pronounces herself specifically against 
the “folly, ostentation, and self-conceit, 
as the Ingots had displayed.”15 She stakes 
a maternal claim to the safety of territo-
rial stillness, in direct opposition with the 
enchanting picture of itinerant adventure 
painted by Lady Ingot. Her reply therefore 
is that “I think our mothers and grand-
mothers were sensible beings. I rather lean 
towards old customs, and old notions.”16 

As the transoceanic travellers’ differ-
ently conceived notions of old and new 
are pitted against each other, so are their 
spatial conceptions of home. One of the 
significant themes brought into focus by 
the conversation between the two women, 
whose lives are punctuated by intervals of 
expatriation, is the possibility to (re)build 
affective relays with the metropolitan, 
rather than peripheral, country that serves 
as their contact zone: those “social spaces 
where,” in Mary Louise Pratt’s definition, 
“disparate cultures meet, clash, and grapple 
with each other, often in highly asymmet-
rical relations of domination and subordi-
nation.”17 Indeed, Olivia is both observed 
and observer in this and other cross-colo-
nial encounters. In her “dynamics of creole 
self-fashioning”18 at the heart of empire, 
she is quick to note that Lady Ingot’s de-
ceptively egalitarian discourse is intend-
ed to reinforce the legitimacy of colonial 
practices roughly around the time when 
the Act for the Abolition of the Slave 
Trade (1807) is adopted, bringing Britain’s 
transatlantic human traffic to an official 
end.19 The discomforting alloy of hostility 
and hospitality faced by Olivia as a “strang-
er in a strange country”20 complicates her 
efforts to imaginatively frame this land as 
her home-country. 

This aspect has not passed unnoticed 
in criticism. Following Lyndon J. Dom-
inique’s publication of the bicentennial 
modern critical edition of The Woman of 
Colour in 2008, the novel’s largely unprec-
edented21 focalisation on the discordant 
commitments to homeland and hostland of 
the “racially-conscious mulatto heroine”22 
has been zestfully investigated in scholar-
ship.23 The overlapping familial, political 
and cultural significance of Olivia’s quest 
for home has been addressed from differ-
ent angles, teasing out the contradictions 
inherent in what Jennifer DeVere Brody’s 
1998 seminal study discusses as the mulat-
taroon’s double-edged drive towards com-
plicity with, and resistance to, colonial ide-
ology.24 Marking two decades and a half of 
undiminished academic interest in a novel 
that was out of print for two centuries, the 
January 2023 issue of Eighteenth-Century 
Fiction proposes “New Essays on The Wom-
an of Colour (1808),” which shed more light 
on the open-ended implications of Olivia’s 
voyage of return to her Jamaican home in 
a text that is of genuine value for “archi-
val and African Diasporic methodologies,” 
as editors Nicole N. Aljoe, Kerry Sinanan, 
and Mariam Wassif point out in their in-
troduction to the volume.25 

Capitalising upon these readings of 
the Creole traveller’s homebound trajecto-
ries, I aim to expand the discussion around 
the novel’s oblique reminder of the Black 
diaspora26 by filtering Olivia’s transatlantic 
relocations through the bifocal lens of what 
philosopher Edward S. Casey has defined 
as homesteading and homecoming.27 Taking 
into account the idea that the thrust of 
the diasporic experience lies in the drive 
to build “homes away from home,”28 as 
in James Clifford’s key explanation, I am 
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interested in tracing how Olivia’s migrant 
narrative and the proclivity for nostalgia 
she exhibits on her way towards her En-
glish new home shifts into a diasporic sen-
timental narrative about the need to “main-
tain important allegiances and practical 
connections to a homeland or a dispersed 
community located elsewhere.”29 Whereas 
Dido is the only other Caribbean featured 
alongside Olivia in England, it would also 
possible to see, as Aljoe, Sinanan, and Was-
sif say in their telling survey of the eigh-
teenth-century colonial cultural imaginary, 
that a Black diasporic presence had been 
consistently accumulating in England by 
the turn of the nineteenth century.30 Be-
cause of that, The Woman of Colour indeed 
perturbs the “rhetorics of silence and ab-
sence” on this historical reality by alluding 
to the difficulties of getting set into place 
for the members of these spectral commu-
nities in the making.31 The text’s depiction 
of transcultural (dis)enchantment, which is 
a direct result of the protagonist’s multiple 
attachments to England, Jamaica, and the 
space in-between, can be read in light of 
cultural theorist Svetlana Boym’s thoughts 
on two disparate mechanisms of nostal-
gia.32 In Boym’s view, “reflective nostalgia 
thrives in algia, the longing itself, and de-
lays the homecoming,” while “restorative 
nostalgia stresses nostos and attempts a 
transhistorical reconstruction of the lost 
home.”33 This two-pronged model can shed 
light on the way in which Olivia’s diasporic 
affect rattles the metropolitan society’s or-
chestration of the double-coded score of 
marital and colonial submissiveness.34

With its scenes of beleaguered virtue 
and speech staccatos mirroring the hero-
ine’s intensity of feeling, the novel has been 
seen as a “complex laboratory of sensibility 

in action.”35 Several studies have already 
noted how the novel deploys the rhetorical 
arsenal of moral sentimentalism to stage, 
in Markman Ellis’s terms, a “tropological 
movement between the figure of slavery 
and the bonds of marriage,”36 demonstrat-
ing the ineffectuality of the romance of 
domesticity within a broader ideological 
context that problematises the humani-
tarian scaffold of the “sentimental body 
politic.”37 A resurgent epistolary text38 that 
reworks the premises of slave and captivity 
narratives,39 The Woman of Colour has rekin-
dled discussions on key aspects of novel-
istic form in the long eighteenth century, 
prompting fresh reflections on the ways in 
which unpacking the archive of transatlan-
tic narratives could shed light on how pat-
terns of sentimental writing were adapted 
or altered to instrument a “pragmatics of 
affect”40 designed to cultivate more humane 
responses to the suffering of diasporic sub-
jects and to imagine, in Lynn Festa’s words, 
“the broader category of humanity” by “ex-
tending affective, if not political being to 
others.”41 I want to develop the idea that 
whilst the text is an anarchetypal42 sound-
ing board that echoes different generic 
offshoots of the long eighteenth-century 
novel, The Woman of Colour is, at its core, a 
narrative of diasporic affect, rooted in what 
Stephen Ahern identifies as the historical-
ly comingled forms of amatory, sentimen-
tal and sensational-Gothic fiction.43 I am, 
however, less interested in exploring Oliv-
ia’s shared “literary genealogy with other 
[scribbling] virtuous white women such as 
Pamela, Clarissa and Evelina.”44 Instead, 
I wish to find why Olivia’s intensified 
emotive responsiveness to nature during 
her English “captivity” exudes a Roman-
tic mode of heightened sensibility that 
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counterbalances the ethics of restrained 
emotion she adheres to in managing her 
cross-colonial45 interactions and, eventual-
ly, engineering her escape. 

The novel wields into nervous juxtapo-
sition the dissonant “structures of feeling”46 
that frame Olivia’s place affect on her two-
way voyage. “From the moment when I set 
my foot on your land of liberty,” she con-
fesses en passage, “I yield up my indepen-
dence.”47 This is how, in the novel’s opening 
section, the mixed-race heroine discloses 
her predicament to Charles Honeywood – 
her fellow voyager and, partly like her, the 
offspring of English enterprisers in Jamai-
ca. Her realisation of coerced transporta-
tion into a country that – soon after land-
ing in the slave-trading port of Bristol and 
setting house with her English cousins and 
uncle in Clifton – she distinctly perceives 
as “your own”48 is reiterated in a letter sent 
to Mrs. Milbanke, her West Indies-based 
English correspondent. Orphaned of both 
parents, Olivia struggles to become emo-
tionally fastened to an overseas territory to 
which she feels she does not automatically 
belong exclusively by virtue of her paternal 
blood. Yet while she is repeatedly remind-
ed in her social transactions that she is a 
foreigner in England, whether tolerated, 
admired or disdained, she also strives to 
imbibe her fatherland’s “emotional places-
capes,”49 not least by honing, as I argue be-
low, a Romantic receptivity to nature. This 
she develops in step with her homestead-
ing project, leading her to identify herself 
at one point as “more than half an English 
woman”50 but also in the end to say farewell 
to “England, favoured Isle.”51 

To clarify the difference between two 
terms I have been using in relation to Ol-
ivia’s transatlantic destinations, I will resort 

to Edward S. Casey’s perspective on home-
steading and homecoming: both are types 
of travel that target re-emplacement but 
their spatiotemporal alignments and the 
modes of dwelling in place they precipitate 
are somewhat distinct. As Casey puts it, a 
homesteading journey steers one towards 
an unknown, “new place that will become 
[one’s] future home-place,” an elsewhere it 
becomes the traveller’s task to render hab-
itable and adapt for long-time occupan-
cy.52 Homecoming, on the other hand, is 
not so much future-, as past-(re)oriented. 
It is prompted by one’s temporary or per-
manent self-given mandate to retrieve or 
resume the deep alliances that used to hold 
one in a familiar place. “In homesteading,” 
Casey says, “one seeks to attain an ongoing 
co-habitancy with one’s new home-place 
and its denizens” but in homecoming, “the 
co-habiting is not now with a new place 
and an open future – both of which de-
mand prolonged effort.”53 

It might be tempting to see Olivia’s 
homesteading and homecoming voyages 
as mapped out on separate and opposed 
routeways toward a “settled coexistence”54 
with others in antipodal varieties of the 
home-world. However, the fact that she 
is a child of the middle passage, with dual 
loyalties to the imperial centre and the 
colonial periphery, leads to a conflation 
of these referential contexts. Thus, each 
of her voyages contains within itself the 
figural potentialities of its reverse. Sailing 
eastward to a “world of strangers,”55 she 
musters the inflated rhetoric of Gothic 
melodrama to stress her susceptibility to 
emotional anguish: “Every day, as it takes 
me farther from Jamaica, as it brings me 
nearer to England, heightens my fears of 
the future, and makes my presaging heart 



18
Carmen Borbély

sink within itself !”56 The impassioned dis-
course of high-strung emotion, which 
finds a more conventional hyperbolic use 
in the foiled courtship and thwarted ro-
mance sections, irrupts in the opening 
scene of heartache. It is clear that Olivia’s 
sensibility pedigree – “her rebellious and 
repining heart”57 – is inherited from both 
parents.58 More than that, her own home-
steading encases her father’s non-materi-
alised return to England, but her project-
ed homecoming to Jamaica is redolent of 
Marcia, her mother’s “traumatic transoce-
anic migration.”59 

In a cruising scene that recalls the ar-
chetypal Gothic heroines’ shattered logic 
of emotional and physical distress,60 Ol-
ivia’s easily impressionable mind predicts 
falling into gruesome English captivity in 
a space that is the very opposite of Arcadi-
an Jamaica:

I fancied that I was hastening to En-
gland, to be immolated at the shrine of 
avarice; all the bright prospects of my 
youth seemed blighted; I was friend-
less – fatherless – forlorn – journeying 
towards a land of strangers, who would 
despise and insult me. Bitter tears 
coursed each other down my cheeks; I 
wrung my hands in agony together–my 
heart sank within me – I had no reso-
lution – no confidence left – I believed 
myself the most forlorn of human crea-
tures, and I thought that a cessation of 
being, would be a cessation of misery.61

Because the memory of her matri-
lineal descent echoes the violence of the 
slave trade, Olivia is consumed by the idea 
that she is setting off to a land where she 
is fated to reiterate her mother’s state of 

bondage. She therefore fantasises that she 
is headed for a site of confinement that, in 
her mind, is wrapped up in futural anxi-
ety. However, as several episodes in which 
she “exercises” her feelings will prove,62 she 
can upturn the scenario of native savagery 
alleviated by European intervention.63 In 
aligning her own fate to Marcia’s capture 
and enslavement, Olivia overturns the log-
ic of captivity narratives, a cross-Atlantic 
genre that, as Joe Snader states, “imagined 
encounters between British characters and 
various dangerous, exotic, and putative-
ly inferior peoples.”64 Recapping Marcia’s 
noble deportment,65 Olivia slides into the 
position of a cultural anthropologist who 
observes the English in their native envi-
ronment. She also exudes a sense that her 
moral sensibility is at an elevated remove 
from the aggressive philistinism and mer-
ciless predations of the Ingots, the Single-
tons, or the Mertons.

For the child of an English plant-
er and an African slave, the difficulty of 
(re)-entry into affective affinity with the 
land of her father is compounded by her 
mediated, rather than direct memory of it. 
It is also contingent on her adjustment of 
distance and closeness to her native isle, 
or to the equally diffracted memory of 
her mother. Jennifer DeVere Brody has 
shown that Olivia’s “journey ‘forward’ is 
also a journey ‘back,’ since she moves from 
a familiar new world to an unfamiliar old 
one.”66 Yet it is easy to see, from the out-
set, that her loyalties as a woman of “olive 
[…] complexion”67 driven into exile and 
contracted into marital thraldom lie with 
a circumatlantic68 community of vaster age 
and proportions than either the immediate 
family she has lost, or the extended one she 
is about to join. “I am not ashamed,” she 
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says, in an elated interlude from foreseen 
suffering, “to acknowledge my affinity with 
the swarthiest negro that was ever brought 
from Guinea’s coast!”69 The terms in which 
the topos of nostalgia is referenced at the 
start and end of her English tour are near-
ly identical: a wistful compulsion to seek 
shelter in “some tranquil nook of my native 
island” v. a resolution to regain access to 
“my youthful tranquillity.” 70 This indicates 
that for Olivia, the voyage back is always 
already etched in the forward trajectory of 
her departure. Amid multilayered melan-
choly sites, her loss of ground is literalised 
in the impermanent map of her transat-
lantic passage and is intensely interior-
ised in the remedial impulse of restorative 
nostalgia. 

The idea of home is sublimated into a 
characteristically Romantic “noetic place.”71 
It is a mental trope that memorialises her 
emotional connection to the primeval to-
pography of collective pain72 that overlaps 
“the scenes of my infantine happiness.”73 
What is significant is the fact that she fails 
to generate poignant memories of her life 
in Jamaica. There is one significant excep-
tion that arouses the reader’s curiosity: 
on board the ship, with Dido mixing the 
colours and watching “the progress of my 
pencil,”74 Olivia tries to complete a “little 
sketch” of the Fairfield Plantation that she 
began to draw just before leaving. Pictured 
from direct observation, the watercolour 
painting remains, however, an occluded, 
“abstracted” image of the homescape. The 
visual field of attention is soon taken over 
by a distracting tactile scene, with Dido ca-
ressing Olivia’s hair.75 This double portrait 
is reconfigured by Mrs. Honeywood onto 
the virtual canvas of a chivalrous romance, 
depicting “some great princess going over 

to her betrothed lord,” and by Dido into 
a subversive vignette of decolonial senti-
ment: “my Missee be de queen of Indee, 
going over to marry wid de prince in En-
gland.”76As landscape painting is displaced 
by character portrait, so does Olivia’s affec-
tual focus switch from returning to allevi-
ate the pain of others on her isle to curbing 
her “desolating revulsion of every feeling,”77 
and then further on to refining her moral 
sentiment so as to fit her intended role as 
Augustus Merton’s betrothed. 

Put differently, her restorative nos-
talgia turns reflective, and her sentimental 
self-education begins to entertain the possi-
bility that “home is not one,” as Boym com-
ments on the split domestic loyalties of mi-
grants.78 As Adela Pinch shows in her study 
of “emotional extravagance” in the writings 
of the early nineteenth century, the location 
of feelings was often assumed to be intrin-
sic, interiorised and to mark the limits of 
individuality, but there was also “a concom-
itant tendency to characterise feelings as 
transpersonal, as autonomous entities that 
[…] wander extravagantly from one person 
to another.”79 It is quite telling that in a nar-
rative concerned with skin as an affective 
boundary between herself and the others, 
Olivia conveys a lesson in abolitionist sen-
timent to young George through the medi-
um of their touching hands.80 In this scene, 
which reorientates the circulation of affect, 
skin also functions an emotional interface 
with the now distant world of her “more 
immediate brethren,”81 whose emancipa-
tion she demands. This, I would say, marks a 
different point of inflection in the narrative, 
when Olivia’s reflective nostalgia converts 
into its obverse, restorative nostalgia.

Olivia’s self-image as an affectless 
automaton carried across the ocean to 
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strengthen the political alliance between 
imperial margin and centre reveals her 
awareness of the role of emotion in re-
structuring colonial relations. “I frequently 
think,” she says, “that I can talk as cool-
ly, and with as little mauvaise honte of this 
intended alliance as if I was a mere state 
machine!— conveyed over the water at 
the instigation of political contrivance.”82 
What then makes her tone down the 
tenor of overblown individual suffering 
that would render her a reflective nostal-
gic, and to summon the restorative force 
of the re-imagined home community? 
“Whence,” one might ask, as Olivia does, 
“is [the] change of sentiment”83 that gal-
vanises her sense of self-agency and fuels 
her return to Jamaica, the home where 
she can reform that political alliance and 
pursue her melioristic agenda? One of the 
answers lies in the fact that Olivia’s dislo-
cation fosters a “multilocular”84 experience 
of emplaced emotion. This ultimately leads 
her to reconcile her initially misaligned 
notions of home. In other words, there is 
a transition from a schematic, formulaic, 
clichéd responsiveness to place in the ini-
tial tableau of the idyllic plantation and the 
mode of “environmental affectivity”85 she 
cultivates on her journey and in England. 
There an individual perception of nature is 
channelled through the aesthetic frames of 
the sublime and the picturesque.86 

Upon setting sail to the eastern At-
lantic shores, place-less Olivia is not yet 
equipped to envision England, but she is 
also no longer able to distinctly remem-
ber Jamaica. As seen above, estrangement 
starts by breeding “anticipatory nostal-
gia,”87 but retrospection and reflection are 
then recruited to relieve homesickness. 
As a reflective nostalgic, Olivia explores 

different constructs of place that can reac-
tivate a memory of home past the sterile re-
iteration of clichéd passeistic idyllism. Her 
recourse to the pastoral mode in her mus-
ings on the New Park and Fairfield hold-
ings may signal the glaring failure of her 
reformist goals, as Julie Murray shows.88 
However, the pastoral is superseded by a 
diversity of aesthetic framings of the land-
scape that Olivia’s cosmopolitan mobility 
facilitates. Frequent references to the ele-
giac poetry of William Cowper distil an 
antiquarian fascination with the ruins of “a 
remote age” into the melancholy cast of her 
“solitary meditations.”89 Reading The Tatler 
validates her exchange of riveting nostal-
gia for the “calm and elegant satisfaction” 
of delightful melancholy.90 In Svetlana 
Boym’s terms, these affectual adjustments 
to the discomforts of homesteading are a 
sign of the migrant’s growing sense of dias-
poric intimacy: a form of individually, rather 
than collectively, felt “precarious affection” 
for the place of exile that emerges in com-
pensation for a dissipating pain of disloca-
tion.91 Tied to the pleasures of solitariness 
and privacy, diasporic intimacy is a mode of 
binding the individual to an ever-expand-
ing world, beyond the constricting limits 
of community and nationhood.92 It is as-
sociated with distrust in the shibboleth “of 
a single home, in shared longing without 
belonging,”93 complicating and delaying 
the recuperative work of nostalgia.94 Even 
though her “Utopian scheme of domes-
tic happiness”95 eventually fails, it is still 
possible, as Olivia discovers in her Welsh 
retreat, to find “a very snug habitation,” as 
cosy as her tranquil nook in the Caribbe-
an, in the picturesque western countryside 
surrounded by “wild and romantic scen-
ery.”96 The picturesque, in particular, with 
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its connotations of pleasurable immersion 
in place, allows for Olivia’s de- and re-fa-
miliarisation with the idea of home. By 
committing herself to what Boym calls “a 
survivalist aesthetics of estrangement and 
longing,”97 Olivia’s sensibility repertoire 
expands her juvenile exaltation into a nu-
anced range of emotions: from “enchant-
ment” with the “romantically picturesque” 
cliffs of Bristol, to quietly despondent re-
flections on the vanity of human endeav-
our around the tombs inside Westminster 
Abbey, or to the ominous gale that darkens 
her wedding day, exceeding the terrific tur-
bulence of any “hurricane that I ever wit-
nessed in the West Indies.”98 

Images of storms, fittingly used to 
represent interiorised tumult or foreboding 
anxiety, punctuate moments of emotional 
crisis. They allude to the fact that Oliv-
ia’s transcultural compass has integrated a 
Burkean sensibility for the sublime. In A 
Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of Our 
Ideas of the Sublime and Beautiful, Edmund 
Burke talks about the potential of a multi-
sensorial exposure to sublime atmospher-
ic phenomena such as “raging storms” to 
“overpower the soul, to suspend its action, 
and to fill it with terror” and, at the same 
time, to arouse “a great and aweful sen-
sation in the mind.”99 Familiar with the 
opposite operations of fear and terror, the 
anonymous author lifts Olivia from her 
paralysing oceanic phantasm straight into 
the elemental turbulence of a tempest. “I 
was awakened,” she says, “from this agonis-
ing trance to the tumultuous waves, which 
hove the ship with boisterous violence.”100 
As the locus of emotion shifts from the in-
dividual self to the perturbed sea and back, 
the trajectory of feeling also changes from 
downhearted gloom to uplifting terror. 

This is also indicated by the Wordswor-
thian echoes of calmly reminisced emo-
tion: “The storm still rages in my mind’s 
eye.”101 As soon as the storm fully abates, 
the immensity of the ocean – “an object of 
no small terror” and sublimity, in Burke’s 
view102 – expands inwards. It instils in Ol-
ivia a sense of becalming peace: “I sat for 
two hours of the last evening on the deck 
watching the mildly radiant moon, and the 
thousand sparkling rays which were caused 
by her shadow on the tranquil ocean; no 
longer heaving with tumultuous waves as 
on the preceding night, but peaceful as the 
translucent lake.”103 Even the groundless 
environs of the ocean, Olivia appears to 
have learnt, can heave into view the prom-
ise of safe haven for an un-homed traveller.

As Edward S. Casey notes in his study 
on the extroversion of affect, it may be pos-
sible to think of emotion as extra-subjective 
and not just as inter-subjective, as in Adela 
Pinch’s model of “extravagant” sympathy 
or in Sara Ahmed’s thesis about the emo-
tive interstices of “individual and collective 
bodies.”104 What is generally understood 
as interiorised emotion may in fact be ex-
perienced in the “affective force fields” of 
the “circumambient world.”105 Sailing the 
ocean and then strolling on different es-
tates in the English south-west, Olivia can 
sense how the world opens up to become 
“a reservoir of emotionality”106 for her. At 
New Park, there are times when she feels 
intimately attached to the canopy of trees 
that arch their boughs “to screen me from 
the fervid sun” or to “the wind, whistling 
through their branches, […] to waft me 
the answer in a long-drawn sigh.”107 There 
are other moments, following the collapse 
of her marital idyll, when “[t]he park was 
damp, the branches of the trees lay on the 
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ground; it seemed as if even the inanimate 
objects had felt the recent shock which had 
shattered my nerves.”108 Such instances of 
immersive reflection on the “interaffec-
tive”109 processes of homesteading point to 
Olivia’s expansion of sensibility beyond the 
nostalgic commotion she anticipated in 
the beginning.

A “symptom of place pathology,” nos-
talgia, the pain triggered by home-lessness 
is, as Casey says, a specifically “modern 
malaise.”110 It is easy to see that in sus-
taining the “illusion of completeness,”111 
nostalgia both incites and cramps Olivia’s 
determination to keep close tabs on her 
“progress […] in self-knowledge.”112 Her 
self-inquiry, which covers a spectrum of 
nostalgic regress and utopian foresight, be-
speaks her modern subjectivity as a woman 
who decides to go off the domestic orbit 
of a conventional sentimental heroine113 

and re-lay her home world on the sensible 
foundations of morality and compassion. 
Her compulsion to develop a Roman-
tic aesthetic responsiveness to landscape, 
which grounds her sensibility and helps 
her feel more naturally emplaced in her 
new country, as well as her stoic gymnas-
tics of controlled effusion, enable her to 
withhold self-centred pathos and to con-
template a (re)connection to her kinsmen 
– not just the English branch of her birth 
family but also, as this open-ended “mel-
ancholy tale”114 suggests, her diasporic cir-
cumatlantic community.
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