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Mrs Rundell and the Milkmaid: 

Perceptions of female identity in the domestic  
sphere in eighteenth-century London 

___ 
 

JENNY SYLVESTER 
 

 
This article discusses a cookery book, A New System of Domestic Cookery (figure 1), 
by Maria Eliza Rundell (1745–1828), and Milk Below Maids (figure 2), from Thomas 

Wheatley’s (1747–1801) Cries of London series, in order to explore representations of 
female roles in eighteenth-century London. The initial impulse behind the selection of these 
articles was the link between cookery and ingredients; however, they reveal something of the 

education of women, notions of the ‘ideal woman’, and how working women were 
characterised by the middle classes.  

 
 
 

‘A humour of reading books, except those of devotion and housewifery, is apt to 
turn a woman’s brain […] That all affection of knowledge, beyond that what is 
merely domestic, renders them vain, conceited and pretending.’1 

 
 
he eighteenth century saw a proliferation of cookery books, mainly written by 
women and aimed at the newly monied middle classes living in an increasingly 

urbanised society. Not only containing recipes, these manuals also suggested ways of 
organising domestic finances, modes of behaviour and equipping women with the 
necessary accomplishments for navigating the social minefield of genteel society. At the 
same time, the Cries of London images became popular prints for middle-class homes.2 
The itinerant traders who walked the street, who declared their goods and services with 
calls or songs, were an integral part of London street life. Engraved prints of city 

                                                
1Dean Swift, ‘The Lady’s Magazine; or Entertaining Companion for the Fair Sex’, On the Education 
of Ladies, Vol. VII, 1776.  <http://ezproxy-
prd.bodleian.ox.ac.uk:3633/Documents/Images/The_Ladys_Magazine_Vol_VII/1#Issue> 
[accessed 6 February 2019]. 
2 Known in the eighteenth century as ‘the middling sort’, the middle classes were a class below 
gentry and professionals. For further information on the history of the ‘Cries of London’ see Sean 
Shesgreen, Images of the Outcast: The Urban Poor in the Cries of London (Manchester: Manchester 
University Press, 2002). 
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characters began in London at the end of the seventeenth century, collections appearing 
in illustrated booked around 1750, becoming known as Cries.3 Wheatley’s romantic 
pictures idealised sellers: denying the reality of their daily life on the streets of London, 
the prints bore no resemblance to the hawkers’ householders encountered on a daily 
basis. Both objects were commercially successful ventures, which responded to the 
market of an emerging middle class with money to spend.  In addition, they can be seen 
as conveyers of a fantasy, both male and female, offering representations of ‘ideal types’ 
of women, frequently unrealistic and often at odds with each other.   
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                
3 Shesgreen, p. 21.  
 

Figure 1. Maria Eliza Rundell, A New 
System of Domestic Cookery, frontispiece. 

First published 1806. Private Collection. 
 

Figure 2. Luigi Schiavonetti, after Francis 
Wheatley, Milk below Maids, 1793, 

colour stipple engraving with additional colour by 
hand, 40.6 × 30.5 cm, 

Victoria and Albert Museum, London. 
ã Victoria and Albert Museum. 

First published 1806. Private Collection. 
 



 56 

THE RISE OF THE COOKERY BOOK 
 
The role of women in the domestic sphere was ardently debated in the eighteenth 
century; in periodicals, drawing rooms and novels, the proper balance between useful, 
ornamental and intellectual accomplishments was a constant concern. Discourse 
between educated women regarding femininity and women’s roles ensures there are 
plenty of primary sources giving the views of this class. However, considerably less 
material is available representing the domestic experience of ‘the middling sort’. The 
popularity and success of cookery books at least helps us to understand the aspirations 
and concerns of this group. This is borne out by the increase in cookery books during 
the eighteenth century which catered for a growing readership of literate middle-class 
women.4 It has been calculated that 188 new cookery books were published between 
1500 and 1880; 136 of these (seventy-two per cent) were published in the 1700s, the 
majority of which in the second half of the century.5 With roughly forty per cent of 
eighteenth-century British women being literate, they found a ready audience.6   

Henry Notaker suggests that in the past cookery books were judged by historians 
as of limited value as sources of social habits; seen as a domestic subject, their 
significance was often overlooked.7 Since their priority was direction on the preparation 
of food they were seen as merely instructional manuals, often greatly overlooked due to 
their domestic theme. However, scholars have increasingly accepted that they are 
‘important sources to document aspects of current mentalities, moral attitudes, 
ideology, national identity, and gender roles’.8  In this way cookery books could be 
regarded in the same category as ‘conduct books’, which offered instructions to a rapidly 
growing readership, and attempted to offer an education of sorts. ‘Highly popular, they 
were powerfully instrumental in defining an ideological identity for the emergent middle 
class.’9   

Previously, cookery books had been authored by men, professional cooks who 
assumed some knowledge from their readership. Samuel Johnson dismissed the idea 
that women could write cookery books; ‘women can spin very well but they cannot 
                                                
4 Enlightenment ideas made it more acceptable for middle-class girls to be educated, although they 
still lagged behind men; forty per cent of women were literate compared with sixty per cent of 
men. Vivien Jones, ed., Women and Literature in Britain 1700-1800 (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1999), p. 156. 
5 Andrew Monnickendam, ‘Ann Cook versus Hannah Glasse: Gender, Professionalism and 
Readership in the Eighteenth-Century Cookbook’, Journal for Eighteenth-Century Studies, December 
2018, 1-17, p. 2. Online. Available at: <https://ezproxy-
prd.bodleian.ox.ac.uk:3688/doi/full/10.1111/1754-0208.12606> [accessed 28 January 2019]. 
6 Jones, 1991, p. 156. 
7 See also Rachel Caines, ‘Beef and Liberty’, Vides, Volume 7, 2019, p. 1. 
8 Henry Notaker, A History of Cookbooks: From Kitchen to Page Over Seven Centuries (California: California 
University Press, 2017), p. 132. 
9 Vivien Jones, Women in the Eighteenth Century: Constructions of Femininity (London: Routledge, 1990), 
p. 14. 
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make a good book of cookery.’ He claimed he could write ‘a better book of cookery 
than has ever yet been written’.10 With attitudes such as these it is not surprising that 
women were modest about declaring authorship of cookery books. In common with 
eighteen-century novels, the name of the author of cookery books by women was often 
not acknowledged, with ‘by a lady’ appearing on the title page. The sixty-sixth edition 
of Domestic Cookery, published in 1842, still did not bear Mrs Rundell’s name.  The book 
was hugely successful, selling half a million copies; it remained in print until the 1880s.11 
The commercial success of female authors ‘in some measure confirms the feminisation 
of cooking after centuries of domination by professional males’.12  
 
 

MRS RUNDELL – DOMESTIC EDUCATOR 
 
Maria Eliza Rundell’s A New System of Domestic Cookery, previously titled Domestic 
Happiness, was aimed at a growing community of anxious, newly-monied urban 
housewives who had not been taught to run a household. With the absence of the 
support of traditional rural communities, Mrs Rundell’s book offered confident and 
authoritative instruction. She despaired at the dearth of domestic skills amongst 
educated and socially aspirational young women who needed to run households on 
limited means. ‘In the variety of female acquirements’, she lamented, ‘domestic 
occupations stand not in such high esteem as they formally did, yet when neglected, 
they produce human misery.’13 Rundell emphasised economy and living within one’s 
means: ‘In every rank, those who deserve the greatest praise, who best acquit themselves 
of the duties which their station requires. Indeed, this line of conduct is not a matter of 
choice but of necessity, if we would maintain the dignity of our character as rational 
beings.’14 She suggests girls should receive appropriate education for their status. 

A close reading of Mrs Rundell’s A New System of Domestic Cookery reveals 
surprising similarities with Mary Wollstonecraft’s views on the education of women. 
How they differ is the purpose of this instruction. Mary Wollstonecraft’s (1759–1797) 
rational analysis of social conditioning criticised education which prepared girls for the 

                                                
10 James Boswell, The Life of Samuel Johnson (London: John Sharpe, 1830), p. 145.  
11 Severin Carrell, ‘Archive reveals Britain’s first domestic goddess’, The Guardian, 26 June 2007. 
Online. Available at: <www.theguardian.com/uk/2007/jun/26/books.britishidentity> [accessed 
9 February 2019]. 
12 Kate Colquhoun, Taste: The Story of Britain Through its Cooking (London: Bloomsbury, 2007), p. 
214. 
13 Maria Eliza Rundell, A New System of Domestic Cookery by a Lady (London: John Murray, 1813), p. 
i. Online. Available at: 
<https://babel.hathitrust.org/cgi/pt?id=mdp.39015093177544;view=1up;seq=11> [accessed 10 
January 2019]. 
14 Rundell, p. i. 
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slavery of marriage.15 On the other hand, Maria Rundell commends the ‘unnumbered 
pleasures’ of married life.16 Her practical approach advocated that women would have 
autonomy within the home, control of the household finances and in partnership with 
their husbands.  She suggested that women could find great fulfilment in housekeeping: 
‘the higher intellectual attainments may find exercise in the multifarious occupations of 
the mistress of the house, can anyone urge the female mind is contracted by domestic 
employ?’17 

Wollstonecraft and Rundell both disapproved of the limited and frivolous 
education of girls. According to Wollstonecraft: 

 
Love of pleasure, fostered by the whole tendency of their education, gives a trifling 
turn to the conduct of women in most circumstances; for instance, they are ever 
anxious about secondary things; and on the watch for adventures instead of being 
occupied by duties.18 
 

It would appear Maria Rundell agreed:  

When a girl […] returns to reside in her father’s house after completing her 
education, her introduction to the gay world, and a continued course of pleasures, 
persuades her at once that she was born to be the ornament of fashionable circles, 
rather than to stoop (as she would conceive it) to undertake the arrangements of 
her family.19 

 

In a letter to her niece, conduct book author Hester Mulso Chapone also expresses 
concern about keeping within ones means and station. 

Economy is so important a part of a woman’s character, so necessary to take her 
own happiness and so essential to her performing properly the duties of a wife 
and mother, that it ought to have the precedence of all other accomplishments 
[…] In your table […] and in all other things, I wish you to aim at propriety and 
neatness […] To go beyond your sphere – either in dress or in the appearance of 
your table indicates a greater fault in your character’.20 

 

                                                
15 Mary Wollstonecraft, Vindication of the Rights of Women (London, 1792). Online. Available at: 
<https://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/oxford/detail.action?docID=3314963> [accessed 18 
January 2019]. 
16 Rundell, p. iv. 
17 Rundell, p. iv. 
18 Wollstonecraft, p. 47. 
19 Rundell, p. iii. 
20 Hester Mulso Chapone, Letters on the Improvement of the Mind Addressed to a Young Lady, 1773, p. 1. 
Online. Available at: <https://ezproxy-
prd.bodleian.ox.ac.uk:6319/philologic/BWL2/navigate/18111/1> [accessed 4 February 2019]. 
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Vivien Jones suggests that conduct manuals, including cookery books, were concerned 
with how women might create themselves as objects of male desire, but within the 
publicly sanctioned form of marriage.21 Domestic Cookery advises on how to acquire the 
necessary accomplishments of an appealing wife and outlines the role that would be 
expected of a married woman: ‘To make the home a sweet refuge of a husband fatigued 
by intercourse with a jarring world; to be his enlightened companion and chosen friend 
of his heart; these a woman’s duties! And delightful ones they are.’22   

Mary Robinson (1757–1800) could not have disagreed more: 

Man may enjoy the convivial board, indulge in caprices of his nature […] while 
woman is condemned to bear the drudgery of domestic life, to vegetate to 
obscurity, to love where she abhors, to honour where she despises, and to obey, while 
she shudders at subordination. Why? Let the most cunning sophist, answer me, 
WHY?23 

 

As well as suggesting women should run households within their means, Rundell is also 
critical of educating girls beyond their station. Her disapproval is directed particularly 
at those ‘persons of an inferior sphere’ who neglect their daughters’ domestic education 
in favour of ‘elegant accomplishments’ and ‘ornamental education’.  

We sometimes bring up children in a manner calculated rather to fit them for the 
station we wish, than that which is likely they will actually process [...] it is worth 
the while of parents to consider whether the expectation or hope of raising their 
offspring about their own situation is well founded.24  

 

Jane Austen satirised mothers who diligently kept their daughters out of the 
kitchen. In Pride and Prejudice Mrs Bennet expects her daughters to marry wealthy men, 
making it unnecessary to be concerned with cooking. When Mr Collins comes to dinner, 
he assumes the Bennet sisters had prepared the meal: 

The dinner too in its turn was highly admired; and he begged to know to which 
of his fair cousins the excellency of its cooking was owing. But he was set right 
there by Mrs. Bennet, who assured him with some asperity that they were very 
well able to keep a good cook, and that her daughters had nothing to do in the 
kitchen. He begged pardon for having displeased her.25 
 

If Elizabeth and Jane had not married men in possession of a good fortune, they may 
have had the need for Rundell’s cookery book.   

                                                
21 Jones, 1990, p. 14. 
22 Rundell, p. iv. 
23 Mary Robinson, A Letter to the Women of England on the Injustice of Mental Subordination by Anne 
Frances Randall, quoted in Jones, 1990, p. 239.  
24 Rundell, p. ii. 
25 Jane Austen, Pride and Prejudice (London: Spectre, 1995), p. 47. 
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MILK BELOW! – LONDON MILKMAIDS 
 
With households attempting to be virtually self-sufficient out of necessity, cookery books 
such as Mrs Rundell’s covered many aspects of domestic life, from homebrewing to 
medicinal remedies. However, a shift in population towards urban areas meant that 
people were increasingly remote from food production. Most London homes could not 
supply their own milk, relying on the milkmaids selling in the streets. In order to offer a 
premium service, milkmaids led cows on their rounds, to be milked in front of their 
customers (figure 3). 
 

 
Figure 3. François 
David Soiron after 
George Morland, St 
James Park, 1790, 
colour stipple 
engraving, with 
additional colour by 
hand, 46 × 53 cm, 
Victoria and Albert 
Museum, London. 
©Victoria and Albert 
Museum. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

More frequently, cows were temporarily moved from fields into milk cellars in 
the Strand where they were kept and milked for a fortnight before going back to their 
pastures.26  As a result, milk was often poor quality, adulterated with water, or even 
juice of snails, which gave it a fresh, frothy appearance.27 Town milk was known as ‘blue 
milk’ – ‘the milk a mixture of motes floating in thin blue’, as Fanny Price observes in 
Mansfield Park.28 The male milk sellers who hawked it through towns in open pails were 
said, by a writer in 1794, to possess ‘neither character, decency, manners or cleanliness. 
No delicate person could possibly drink milk were they fully acquainted with the filthy 

                                                
26 Lucy Inglis, Georgian London - Into the Streets (London: Viking, 2013), p. 130. 
27 Sara Paston-Williams, The Art of Dining: A History of Cooking and Eating (London: National Trust, 
1993), p. 216. 
28 Jane Austen, Mansfield Park (London:  R. Bentley, 1847), p. 392. 
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habits of these dealers in it.’29 Despite the bad reputation of milkmen and the poor 
quality of milk, milkmaids were invariably represented in a positive light, and were 
frequently represented in various Cries of London series.30 

‘Cries’ or ‘Calls’ were a defining feature of eighteenth-century London street 
life. A crowded, competitive market compelled itinerant sellers to differentiate 
themselves and promote their wears by creating distinctive calls or phrases. Israel Potter, 
an American visitor, was ‘almost stunned, while my curiosity was not a little excited by 
what is termed the “cries of London” – the streets were thronged by persons of both 
sexes and every age, crying each the various articles which they were exposing for 
sale’.31 

‘Cries’ became popular subjects for artists and Thomas Wheatly’s series of oil 
paintings, The Cries of London, were turned into prints by engraver Luigi Schiavonetti. 
Cheap and affordable, these were commercially very successful and became fashionable 
art for decorating for middle class homes. Arising from the tradition of what would 
become known as Genre Paintings, these prints depicted ‘ordinary life’. Requiring no 
privileged education of history or mythology, they were accessible to this new audience. 
With tight aesthetic rules regarding appropriate subject matter, depictions of ‘the cries’ 
were often sanitised, commonly denying the practical reality of their work. Hogarth was 
an exception, questioning this convention in paintings like The Shrimp Girl, in which he 
attempts to capture her unique character and something of the reality of her work. 

Growing up in Covent Garden, Wheatly would have been intimate with the 
characters and defining calls of itinerant street sellers. However, his sentimental 
representations are of pretty, idealised women, denying the genuine experience of their 
lives. In Milk Below, the image of a fresh-faced milkmaid suggests no sense of the 
practical difficulty of her life and work.32 Her dress is clean regardless of being on a dirty 
street and she has been carrying heavy pails of milk, seemingly with ease. Her physical 
delicacy belies the tough nature of her work; milkmaids were well known for their 
strength.33 By showing the milkmaid in a motherly role, offering milk to grateful beggar 
children, Wheatley ‘thus obliterated even further the laborious character of woman’s 
occupations while emphasising their role as natural mothers’.34  

                                                
29 Paston-Williams, p. 216. 
30 The idealisation of milkmaids is a persistent theme. For example, in Milkmaids with cattle in a 
landscape (The Picture Gallery, Buckingham Palace) Rubens uses them almost as a personification 
of the pastoral. This continues into the nineteenth century. Tess is seen by Angel Clare in an 
idealised light: ‘What a fresh and virginal daughter of Nature that milkmaid is!’; Thomas Hardy, 
Tess of the D’Urbervilles (Wordsworth Editions Ltd: Ware, 1993), p. 106. 
31 Israel Potter, Life and Adventures of Israel Ralph Potter (New York: William Abatt, 1911), pp. 68–9. 
32 The cry ‘Milk Below!’ is believed to be the origin of the milkman’s more recent call ‘Milko!’. 
33 Jerry White, London in the Eighteenth Century: A Great and Monstrous Thing (London: Bodley Head, 
2012), p. 157. 
34 Isabelle Baudino, ed., The Invisible Woman: Aspects of Women’s Work in the Eighteenth Century 
(London: Routledge, 2016), p. 174. 
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However, these prints were popular precisely because they did not represent the 
reality of the life of the street seller, offering instead an idealised image of a simpler, 
pastoral life. The Cries do not portray the sellers Mrs Rundell’s readers would encounter 
when purchasing their milk at their door. Rather, they capture a nostalgia for the past, 
conjuring up an idyllic and colourful vision, contrasting with urban Georgian London.   

John Nelson (1707–1774), witnessing the experience of the ‘strong, robust Welsh 
girls’ who principally carried the milk, also describes them in a positive light, but gives 
some indication of the reality of their lives: 

These are the same that retail the milk about the streets of the Metropolis; 
and it is amazing to witness the labour and fatigue these females will undergo, 
and the hilarity and cheerfulness that prevails among them, and which tends, 
in a surprising manner, to lighten their laborious employment. Even in the 
most inclement weather, and in the depth of winter, they arrive here […] by 
three and four o’clock in the morning, laughing and singing to the music of 
their empty pales: with them they return loaded to town; the weight they are 
thus accustomed to carry on their yokes, for a distance of two or three miles, 
it is sometimes from 100 to 130 pounds.35 

 

 
 

Figure 4. Francis Hayman, The Milkmaid’s Garland or Humours of May Day, 1741-2, oil 
on canvas, 138.5 × 240 cm. Victoria and Albert Museum, London. © Victoria and Albert Museum. 

 

                                                
35 John Nelson, The History, Topography and Antiquities of the Parish of St. Mary, Islington (London: Nichols 
and Son, 1811), p.110. Online. Available at: 
<https://babel.hathitrust.org/cgi/pt?id=wu.89098670490;view=1up;seq> [accessed 18 January 
2019]. 
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There are many other positive portrayals of milkmaids in the eighteenth 
century. Francis Hayman’s The Milkmaid’s Garland (figure 4), shows milkmaids dancing 
in the streets for their customers in the expectation of a donation. The famously miserly 
sculptor Joseph Nollekens was an avid admirer of this tradition, giving half-a-crown to 
each of the six lasses who danced at his parlour window; ‘Of all the varieties of itinerant 
amusements […] none seem to give Nollekens more pleasure than the milkmaid’s dance 
on May Day.’36 William Hogarth’s The Enraged Musician (figure 5) does evoke the noise 
a mob of sellers would make on crowded London streets, with the milkmaid the only 
romanticised character. A silent, elegant figure, distinct from the rabble, she looks 
directly at the viewer, inviting them into a world of peace and harmony.  It is difficult 
to find a negative portrayal of the milkmaid, even in satires by artists like Thomas 
Rowlandson, they are beautiful and comely.  
 

Figure 5. William Hogarth, The Enraged Musician, 1741, etching and engraving, 33.2 × 40.5 cm. 
Wellcome Library, London. ã Wellcome Collection. 

 

                                                
36 John Thomas Smith, Nollekens and his Times (London: Richard Bentley & Sons, 1896), p. 79. 
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However, frustratingly, we only have romanticised interpretations of milkmaids’ 
lives by male writers and artists. It would appear no direct accounts are available and 
only common sense would suggest their experience is otherwise.  

The popularity of Cries prints can also be explained in religious terms. Flattering 
images of lower-class people at work embodied principal protestant values, which 
symbolised the refusal of idleness and the participation of all classes in the country’s 
economic expansion.37 This has some redolence with Mrs Rundell’s book, which is 
based on firm religious values; ‘[…] firm and early-taught religious principles, would 
enable the happy possessor of these advantages to act well on all occasions.’38  

Whilst the readers of Mrs Rundell were concerned with the domestic space, 
milkmaids occupied the street, and Wheatly also idealises the London street. He located 
his Cries in the well-lit, paved and spacious squares of newly built Georgian London. In 
reality, eighteenth-century London was a dangerous place for women, hence the 
emphasis on the safety of the domestic domain in cookery books. Women working 
outside, despite trying to earn a respectable living were in danger as being regarded as 
prostitutes. Representations of working women in the eighteenth-century ‘appears to be 
redolent of the dominant male ideology which favoured women’s seclusion and her 
identification with the private sphere’.39 Women were required to be modest and those 
who had to fend for themselves and earn their own living did not abide by these social 
rules. However, Wheatley’s Milk Below overcomes these norms by offering a rather 
chaste fantasy of an innocent pastoral girl. Still an object of male desire, by including 
children, Wheatley takes away the sexual appeal of the woman and emphasises the 
maternal aspect of the milkmaid; ‘With the addition of children, the artist encourages 
spectators to view them as women venturing outdoors to feed their family rather than 
daring females fending for themselves.’40   
 
 

MRS RUNDELL AND THE MILKMAID – CONCLUSION 
 
These two objects, one representing the domestic sphere, the other life on the London 
streets, albeit an idealised version, present different versions of the roles of women. On 
the one hand the milkmaid in the Cries print denies the resilience of female street sellers; 
on the other, Mrs Rundell’s book instructs her readers on how to be a model wife, a 
precursor perhaps to the Victorian ideal of the ‘angel in the house’.41 However, Rundell 
also encourages her readers to take control of their circumstances and equips them to 
find fulfilment within the home. As products of the long eighteenth century, Maria 
Rundell’s cookery book and Wheatley Cries of London series were commercially successful 

                                                
37 Baudino, p. 178. 
38 Rundell, p. ii. 
39 Baudino, p. 181.  
40 Baudino, p. 164. 
41 As embodied in the popular narrative poem by Coventry Patmore, Angel in the House, 1854. 
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because they responded to the market and met a need in their audience. With rapidly 
changing circumstance, people in an increasingly urban and industrialisation society 
needed guidance on how to behave, manage their homes, and what was expected of 
them. The authority of Mrs Rundell in A New System of Domestic Cookery offers this support 
and guidance. At the same time, a nostalgia for something lost also helps to explain the 
popularity of images of the life of London’s poor which capture something of this lost 
innocence and simplicity of pastoral life.   
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