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Who was the woman behind the notorious name ‘Madame Brussels’,
and what are we to make of her? Such questions drive this new and
comprehensive biography of Caroline Hodgson, the infamous Prussian-
born brothel owner and businesswoman who dominated Melbourne’s sex
work industry in the late nineteenth century. In the pages of this book, the
authors take on the role of detective (an analogy coincidentally drawn also
in Marian Quartly’s review). They bring the reader along on their quest to
answer these questions, uncovering elusive details and trying to make sense
of the sources they find along the way.

In this book, historian Barbara Minchinton dives back into the world she
explored in 7he Women of Little Lon: Sex Workers in Nineteenth-Century
Melbourne (2022), this time specifically to find out more about Hodgson
and her story. The woman known as Madame Brussels is not entirely
forgotten; indeed, Minchinton’s collaborator, Philip Bentley, wrote an
Australian Dictionary of Biography entry on her in the early 2000s. But, as
he notes in the Afterword, thanks to advances in digitisation and online
communication since then, in writing the book, the pair were able to
uncover more information to help them reconstruct this fascinating life.

Madame Brussels illustrates the many possibilities offered by the genre
of historical biography. Such an interesting, enigmatic protagonist easily
sparks the reader’s curiosity, which is effectively maintained over the course
of a six-part story. This owes much to the interweaving of analysis and
narrative throughout the text. Rather than only presenting her and Bentley’s
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final conclusions based on their interpretation of historical source material,
Minchinton neatly ‘shows their working’ in a way that allows the reader
to better understand both the historical process and the subject matter at
hand—and to decide for themselves whether they agree. There are many
gaps in the historical record that need filling. For instance, we do not know
much at all about Hodgson’s first marriage. Lacking further source material,
Minchinton takes us through a close reading of a wedding portrait, scouring
it for clues based on the couple’s dress, stance and contemporary moral
and photographic practices. Other questions—such as the mysteries of an
unregistered child’s birth and a possible love affair—are perhaps purposely
obscured in the record. Again, the reader is walked through the process of
figuring out answers to these questions. We are presented with extracts from
historical sources, shown where else to look for information and guided
through a series of possible interpretations. Moreover, relatively mundane
sources, such as council rate books, are revealed to be far from uninteresting:
tracing names and addresses in them, as the authors do, adds much to our
knowledge of Madame Brussels and her business endeavours.

What stands out in this book is the skilful way the narrative traces and
intertwines details about both the individual and their broader context. This
produces vivid insights into Hodgson herself and illuminates issues in the
turn-of-the-century Victorian colonial world. That Minchinton and Bentley
have deep knowledge of this period and place—from its sex work industry
to the whims and woes of the economy to fluctuating legal and moral
norms—is clear. The details about the bigger picture they offer add much
colour and richness to the story, allowing for informed speculation when
sources on Hodgson herself fall short. This approach shows us that Madame
Brussels’s worlds, from Europe to Australia, were not simply backdrops to
her life but rather forces that fundamentally shaped it. Her ability to open
and run a series of brothels was enabled by the gold rush fever of the 1850s,
which created a large market of men looking for sex in Melbourne. The
economic boom of the 1880s and bust of the 1890s directly impacted her
financial success, as did changing social mores that saw open tolerance of
sex work change. This aspect of the book deftly balances the needs of both
academic and general audiences and shows how an individual’s biography
can be an incredibly compelling way to think about the past.

The 2020s are just as present as the past in this work. This is inevitable in
history writing, of course, but here it is a core part of the book’s rationale.
As in Madame Brussels’s time, sex work is still present and contested today.
From the outset we are asked to consider whether we should judge Hodgson
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for her involvement in what was, in many ways, an exploitative industry,
or whether we should see her as a woman making the most of her limited
options in a particular time and place in history. This gets to one of the core
ethical questions of the discipline itself: (how) should we judge the past and
(how) should we learn from it?

This biography, in many ways, amounts to a defence of Hodgson. With
tabloids having emphasised the scandalous aspects of her occupation and
personal life, the authors’ aim to tip ‘the balance of respectful history ...
a little more her way’ (239). Moving beyond one contemporary journalist’s
outrageous descriptions of her as a ‘Princess of Procuresses’, ‘feculent fiend
in female form’ and ‘hellish harridan’ (200-1), they represent her as a shrewd
businesswoman and contributor to the economy as well as a beloved friend,
mother and neighbour. With their thinking and material clearly laid out,
Minchinton and Bentley have created, through biography, a conversation
with their readers that will hopefully extend beyond its pages.
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